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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the

  emerging science of detection; now we are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters

  of second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which

  have been out of print for decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally

  ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››




   




  The Murder Room




  Where Criminal Minds Meet




   




  themurderroom.com




  







  The Cherry Pickers




  Betty Rowlands




  [image: ]




  







  Contents




   




   




  Cover




  The Murder Room Introduction




  Title page




   




  Chapter One




  Chapter Two




  Chapter Three




  Chapter Four




  Chapter Five




  Chapter Six




  Chapter Seven




  Chapter Eight




  Chapter Nine




  Chapter Ten




  Chapter Eleven




  Chapter Twelve




  Chapter Thirteen




  Chapter Fourteen




  Chapter Fifteen




  Chapter Sixteen




  Chapter Seventeen




  Chapter Eighteen




  Chapter Nineteen




  Chapter Twenty




  Chapter Twenty-One




  Chapter Twenty-Two




  Chapter Twenty-Three




  Chapter Twenty-Four




   




  Outro




  By Betty Rowlands




  Dedication




  About the author




  Copyright page




  







  Chapter One




  By the end of August, summer was becoming tired. One felt it in the shortening days and the lengthening shadows that foretold the

  approaching September equinox, and the drab, uniform foliage of trees that two months earlier had still retained something of their springtime variety. Already, after several weeks without rain,

  there were streaks of brown and yellow among the green.




  This year, Melissa Craig regarded the onset of autumn with mixed feelings. There was the usual satisfaction from the crops of fruit and vegetables that she grew in the little garden of Hawthorn

  Cottage, where she had lived in increasing contentment since escaping from London a few years ago. There was relief in the cooler evenings after the long period of exceptionally hot, dry weather.

  The mist that lay each morning along the floor of the secluded Cotswold valley until burned off by the sun transformed myriads of cobwebs in the hedgerows into coverlets of glistening lace and

  brought a welcome touch of moisture to the sultry air. There were blackberries to be gathered and made into pies with fruit from her own apple tree. There was the harvest festival to look forward

  to, when the little Norman church in Upper Benbury would be overflowing with the rich variety of produce that its residents coaxed from the stony but fertile soil. And then would come the end of

  October when, as usual, her friend and neighbour Iris Ash would pack her bags and her artist’s impedimenta and head for the South of France for the winter. Only this year, things were

  different. This year, Iris was leaving for good.




  Ever since Melissa came to the village, the cottage that adjoined her own had stood empty from November to the end of March. Iris’s return signalled not only the welcome prospect of her

  companionship during the ensuing months, but also the onset of spring. Not that the winter had ever seemed to drag. There was always a new book to be written and research to be done, Christmas to

  look forward to and drinks parties with friends. And there was Ken Harris: dependable, companionable, loving . . . and as persistent in his efforts to persuade her to marry him as she was to retain

  her independence.




  It was an idyllic existence, but in a few weeks it would change for ever. After more than half a century of spinsterhood, Iris was going to marry Jack Hammond and the two of them planned to make

  their permanent home in Provence. Elder Cottage was to be sold and Melissa was now faced with one of the toughest decisions of her life.




  On this late August afternoon she was lifting onions and laying them in rows in the sunniest corner of her garden while mentally wrestling with the problem, when a voice hailed her from the

  other side of the fence. Major Dudley Ford had approached unnoticed along the short track that connected the cottages with the steep, narrow lane leading to the village.




  ‘Mrs Craig . . . Melissa,’ he called. ‘Can you spare a minute?’




  Reluctantly, she put down her fork and walked across to where he was standing. He looked agitated, his normally florid face flushed purple, his bushy white moustache quivering and his ancient

  panama hat askew.




  ‘It’s an absolute disgrace!’ he spluttered. ‘I don’t know what the world is coming to – something will have to be done!’ He brandished his walking stick

  so vigorously that Sinbad, his fat King Charles spaniel, backed away from him in alarm.




  ‘Whatever’s wrong, Dudley?’ Melissa asked in some concern. It was probably something quite trivial, but it was generally feared that his habit of treating every minor upset as

  a catastrophe, coupled with his high blood pressure, would one day have serious results.




  ‘Thieves and vagabonds, that’s what’s wrong,’ he exclaimed. Suddenly remembering his manners, he raised his hat, revealing a shock of white hair that did not appear to

  have been recently combed. ‘I’ve been robbed . . . and the police simply aren’t interested,’ he complained.




  ‘Robbed!’ Melissa exclaimed. ‘Good gracious, when? Was there much stolen?’




  ‘A chest freezer.’ He uttered the words as dramatically as if announcing the loss of the Crown Jewels.




  ‘Oh dear! Was there much food in it?’




  ‘Well, er, no . . . as a matter of fact it was an old one we were getting rid of,’ he admitted. ‘But that’s beside the point,’ he added as Melissa’s eyebrows

  went up. ‘Robbery is robbery. It’s a disgrace!’ he repeated, using the hat to fan his overheated countenance. ‘What do we pay taxes for if the police don’t do their

  job, that’s what I want to know!’




  During this tirade Binkie, Iris’s half-Persian cat, suddenly appeared on top of a nearby stone wall. Spotting Sinbad, he arched his back and spat; the dog responded with a furious yapping

  and leapt forward, almost tugging his lead from his master’s hand. Recognising that fur might, literally, be about to fly, Melissa said, ‘Perhaps you’d like to come in and tell me

  all about it,’ and opened her gate. From previous experience she knew that it would take at least half an hour for her irascible visitor to get whatever was bugging him off his chest.




  The Major accepted her invitation with alacrity. She led the way along the short path to the rear of the cottage, saying, ‘I apologise for bringing you in through the kitchen, but I keep

  the front door locked when I’m out in the garden. In any case,’ she added, after he had earnestly commended her for being so security conscious, ‘it might be as well if we talked

  in here . . . it’s cooler than my sitting-room as it doesn’t get much sun.’ And it will keep your dog off my furniture, she added to herself. Sinbad had the run of the

  house at home and to sit down in Tanners Cottage meant a subsequent battle to rid one’s clothes of dog hairs.




  The Major dropped into a chair, placed his hat on the table and propped his stick against the wall. Sinbad waddled round the kitchen, sniffing and panting. Melissa gave him a dish of water,

  poured cold drinks for herself and her visitor and sat down. ‘Now, tell me about this robbery,’ she said.




  ‘You know we’ve been having a new kitchen installed,’ the Major began. Melissa gave a wry nod. Everyone in the village knew about the up-market firm of contractors that had

  been commissioned to make the Fords’ kitchen worthy of a feature in Country Living, if for no other reason than that both he and his wife had been at pains to give progress reports

  every time they set foot in the village shop.




  ‘Well, we had the old units to dispose of, and we gave those to a charity.’ He paused, as if to give Melissa the opportunity to commend him and his wife for this act of generosity.

  As she merely nodded and waited he went on. ‘And there was this old chest freezer that had been standing empty in the garage for a couple of years, ever since it broke down. It was going to

  be too expensive to repair, so we replaced it. We thought this was a good opportunity to get it out of the way, but the charity people wouldn’t take it.’ The peevish tone in which he

  uttered the last few words suggested that this refusal was tantamount to base ingratitude after the receipt of so much largesse.




  ‘Well,’ he resumed, after a further pause during which Melissa still made no comment. ‘I saw a notice in the shop the other day, announcing a new service from the Council

  – a monthly collection of bulky household items. All you have to do is ring ’em up, they tell you what day they’ll call, you put your stuff outside your gate and they pick it up.

  No charge. Simple.’ He drank deeply from the glass of lemonade that Melissa had poured for him and she recharged it from a jug.




  ‘Let me guess the rest,’ she said. ‘You went to the garage to shift the freezer outside and found it had disappeared.’




  ‘Not quite.’ The Major drained his glass for the second time, pulled out a handkerchief and blotted his moustache. ‘The council people couldn’t tell me what time the

  men’d be along to pick it up, but said it could be quite early, so to be on the safe side I got a couple of the village lads to get it to the gate the evening before.’




  ‘And someone nicked it during the night?’




  ‘No, it was still there at ten o’clock next morning, when Maddy and I left the house to go shopping in Cheltenham. We got back about one, and it was gone. Naturally, we assumed the

  council men had collected it. But an hour later, one of them knocked on the door asking where it was. Some thieving rogues had taken it while we were out.’ During the early part of his

  narrative the Major had become progressively calmer; now he was showing signs of renewed agitation. ‘Stolen it in broad daylight!’ He banged a fist on Melissa’s kitchen table and

  Sinbad, who had been dozing at his feet, woke up with a start.




  ‘Of course, there’s no doubt who the culprits are,’ he went on. ‘A load of travelling tinkers have been camping on that disused council dump on the main road.

  They’re always prowling about, looking for something to steal. I got on to the police straight away, of course, and they sent the local Bobby round, but d’you know what he said?’

  As Melissa shook her head and tried to appear interested, indignation made the next words almost incomprehensible. ‘He said someone had been “cherry picking” – scouting

  around for items people put out for collection and making off with them before the genuine collectors arrive. The fellow seemed to think it was a bit of a joke . . . did you ever hear of such a

  thing?’




  ‘No, I can’t say I have, but it sounds perfectly feasible. And I’m quite sure PC Barker is taking your complaint seriously,’ Melissa added soothingly, since he was still

  bristling with rage at having been the victim of such blatant chicanery. ‘When did this happen, by the way?’




  ‘A couple of days or so ago . . . Tuesday, to be exact.’




  ‘And today’s Friday. I imagine the trail will have gone a bit cold by now.’ Really, Dudley, she thought, only you could expect the police to turn the theft of

  a piece of household rubbish into a major incident. ‘At least,’ she continued aloud, ‘you haven’t lost anything of value . . . I mean, it was going for scrap,

  wasn’t it?’




  The Major glowered. ‘That’s beside the point,’ he snapped. ‘Thieving is thieving. I told Barker that I expected him to bring the culprits to justice . . . and I told him

  where he’d almost certainly find the evidence. He said something about making enquiries, but we all know what that means, don’t we?’




  ‘The police are pretty stretched at the moment.’ Melissa was beginning to lose patience; time was passing and she wanted to finish lifting the onions before tea. ‘And if it was

  someone from the gipsy encampment who took your freezer, it’s almost certainly been broken up for scrap by now, so it would be impossible to identify. Frankly, Dudley, I’d forget about

  it if I were you.’ She gave him what she hoped was a sympathetic smile.




  He responded with an indignant snort. ‘I can’t agree with you there. Why should these crooks be allowed to get away with it?’




  ‘I know it’s annoying, but I don’t see what you can do about it,’ she said. ‘I gather from what you’ve told me that no one even saw the freezer being taken,

  so you’ve no idea what these people look like or what kind of vehicle they were using.’




  He cleared his throat and avoided her gaze. It dawned on her that there might be more to this visit than a mere desire to enlist her sympathy. Even as the suspicion formed in her mind, his next

  words confirmed it. ‘I don’t suppose your friend Mr Harris would be prepared to do a bit of sniffing around?’ he said hopefully.




  Melissa suppressed a desire to laugh. Since his retirement from the police after completing thirty years’ service, ex-Detective Chief Inspector Harris had been operating as a private

  investigator. He had been approached with some odd requests before, but to track down a piece of disused kitchen equipment that was destined for the junkyard anyway would surely count among the

  most bizarre. However, it was plain that the Major was perfectly serious.




  ‘It’s not the kind of case he normally handles,’ she said diplomatically. ‘I could mention it to him, of course . . . see if he’s got the time, ask him what sort of

  fee he would charge and so on.’




  At the mention of the word ‘fee’, the Major appeared to wince. ‘Er, yes, well, of course, I take your point,’ he mumbled, fingering his moustache. ‘I’ll quite

  understand if he’s too busy with other cases . . . just thought I’d mention it.’ He pushed back his chair and tugged at Sinbad’s lead. ‘Come on old fellow,

  mustn’t take up any more of the lady’s time, must we?’ He got to his feet and Melissa politely escorted him out of the cottage and back to the gate.




  From the corner of her eye she spotted Iris, who was busy in her own garden, ducking out of sight behind a row of runner beans. Evidently she had no intention of being collared by their

  garrulous neighbour. Two minutes later she was calling to Melissa over the fence separating their back gardens, demanding to know what ‘the old buzzard’ was on about this time.




  ‘You aren’t going to believe this,’ said Melissa when she had repeated the saga of the ‘cherry pickers’ and the missing freezer. ‘He actually had the cheek to

  suggest that Ken might take the case on – as a favour, of course. You should have seen the way he backed off when I mentioned the word “fee”.’




  ‘Surprised he didn’t suggest starting a “hue and cry”,’ said Iris. ‘He’d like to see people hanged for sheep stealing. Born centuries too late,

  that’s his trouble.’




  ‘You’ve got a point there. Well, I’d better finish lifting my onions.’




  ‘Pop round for a cuppa when you’ve done.’




  ‘Thanks, I will.’




  The two women were drinking herbal tea in Iris’s kitchen when they heard the rattle of the letter-box as the evening paper landed on the floor in the hall. Iris went to fetch it and

  returned with eyes like saucers. Dumbly, she held out the paper for Melissa to see the black headlines which read:




  BODY FOUND IN ABANDONED FREEZER.




  







  Chapter Two




  The report was brief but sensational. The gruesome discovery had been made by children the previous evening and much was made of their shock

  and terror after one of them had opened an abandoned chest freezer with the object of climbing inside in the course of a game of hide-and-seek. Apart from the fact that the victim was a woman, few

  details had been available at the time of going to press; in the absence of information about her identity, how she had met her death or how her body had reached the spot where it was found, the

  remaining space was given up to a description of the location – a dry, overgrown ditch skirting a patch of woodland which, despite notices warning of fines for anyone caught dumping rubbish,

  was more often than not littered with empty drinks cans, old tyres, discarded mattresses and stolen supermarket trolleys.




  The two women digested the story in silence. At last, Iris said drily, ‘Have to take Dudley seriously now, won’t they?’




  ‘Who – the police?’ Melissa put the paper down and absent-mindedly refolded it.




  ‘Who else?’




  ‘It could be a coincidence. Langley Woods are fifteen miles from here.’




  ‘So? Whoever nicked that freezer had transport. Could’ve taken it anywhere.’




  ‘That’s true. Still, there must be more than one redundant freezer in the county. I wonder if the Fords have seen this report. Do they read the Gazette?’




  ‘Sure to – have to keep up with local affairs, don’t they? Couldn’t interfere if they didn’t know what’s going on.’ Iris took the empty mugs to the sink

  and rinsed them under the tap. Over her shoulder, she asked, ‘Seeing Ken this evening?’




  ‘Yes, why?’




  ‘Come for supper. Jack’ll be here.’




  Melissa hesitated. ‘I’m not sure – Ken said something about going out. Is it okay if I let you know in half an hour or so?’




  ‘Sure. Always cook plenty in any case. Jack eats like a horse.’




  ‘He’s sticking to his part of the bargain, then?’ A condition of the engagement had been that Jack convert to vegetarianism.




  ‘Of course.’ Iris dried the mugs and put them away in a cupboard. Her keen grey eyes held a sly twinkle as she added, ‘Ten times fitter than he used to be. Pity you and Ken

  don’t do the same. Shift a few pounds in no time.’




  ‘I’m not overweight,’ said Melissa, feigning indignation.




  ‘Never said you were, but it wouldn’t hurt Ken to lose a bit. Healthy diet and regular yoga’d make a new man of him. You can laugh,’ Iris went on, catching

  Melissa’s eye. ‘Do you both the world of good. You ask Jack.’




  ‘Maybe I will. Anyway, I’ll see if I can catch Ken at the office and let you know about this evening.’




  ‘Fine.’ After a brief pause, Iris asked, ‘Decided about the cottage yet?’




  It was a question Melissa had been asked repeatedly during recent weeks and one that she was beginning to dread. Ever since Iris and Jack had announced their future plans, the fate of Elder

  Cottage had been the subject of considerable argument between herself and Ken. He was pressing her to agree that they jointly buy it and convert the two dwellings into one, which they would then

  share. Still fighting a rearguard action against making a commitment, she had mooted buying it herself and letting it as a holiday retreat. He had countered with a threat to oppose any application

  for change of use, to outbid her for the purchase and live there himself, saying that if she wouldn’t marry him, or at least live with him, she would have to put up with him as a next-door

  neighbour who might – and at this point in their discussions she became uncertain whether he was serious or not – be guilty of anti-social behaviour of the type that regularly resulted

  in ludicrous court cases, such as obstructing the driveway, mowing the lawn at midnight, holding noisy parties or ruining the outlook with unclipped hedges.




  ‘Well, have you?’ Iris demanded, as Melissa remained silent. She wrung out her dish-cloth, dried her hands, hung the tea-towel on a rail and sat down again. Normally undemonstrative,

  she reached out and touched her friend on the arm.




  Melissa stared down at the thin brown hand with its gleaming solitaire and said, ‘You used to be so cynical about marriage, Iris. What changed your mind?’




  The sharp features softened in a self-conscious smile. ‘Good question. Asked it myself a few times.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘There came a moment when I realised Jack wouldn’t wait for ever. Couldn’t bear the idea of life without him . . . so—’ She broke off and began gently turning the

  ring with tapering, artist’s fingers. Then she looked Melissa directly in the eyes and said, ‘Ken won’t either, you know.’




  ‘Won’t what?’ said Melissa, although she knew perfectly well what the answer would be.




  ‘Wait for ever.’ Iris gave her friend’s arm a gentle squeeze before drawing her hand away. ‘Neither will I,’ she added. ‘So get on and think about

  it.’




  ‘I don’t seem to be able to think about anything else. It’s interfering with my work . . . I haven’t written a line worth reading for days.’ Melissa got up and

  began prowling restlessly round Iris’s small but beautifully appointed kitchen. ‘I’ve got this strange notion that I’m waiting for some sort of signal . . . something to

  help me decide what to do—’




  ‘What, like reading your horoscope?’ Iris jeered. She picked up the copy of the Gazette that still lay, temporarily forgotten, on the table. ‘See what it says for today,

  if you’re too feeble to make up your own mind.’




  ‘Don’t be so sarky.’ Melissa stood up and headed for the door. ‘Thanks for the tea. I’ll give you an answer within a week, that’s a promise.’




  Back indoors, she called Harris Investigations and told Ken about Iris’s invitation. His lack of enthusiasm came as no surprise.




  ‘Do we have to?’ he grumbled. ‘I thought we’d go to the Manoir this evening – we haven’t been for ages, and you know how I feel about rabbit food

  anyway.’ So far, he had managed to avoid eating anything but the odd snack from Iris’s culinary repertoire and – while admitting that she baked excellent bread and made a tasty

  mushroom pâté – he clung obstinately to the belief that there was no substitute for a hefty steak or a succulent roast to satisfy the appetite of a red-blooded man.




  ‘Oh Ken, don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud. You should give Iris’s cooking a try – it really is delicious. Jack loves it.’




  ‘That’s because he’s so besotted with her that he’d eat his hat to please her.’




  ‘Which proves that his devotion to his beloved is superior to yours.’




  ‘Not true. It’s probably just a ploy to get her to agree to marry him.’




  ‘I notice you haven’t tried any comparable ploy on me.’




  ‘Certainly not, I prefer the direct approach.’ A gravelly chuckle rumbled along the wire as he went on, ‘Wait till those two have been married and living in France for six

  months . . . he’ll be sneaking off to the local auberge for a coq au vin or a boeuf bourguignon whenever her back’s turned.’




  ‘I wouldn’t bet on it. She maintains he’s a lot healthier . . . and slimmer,’ Melissa added, aiming a sly barb at her lover’s tendency to overweight. ‘Please

  say yes, Ken,’ she coaxed. ‘It’s only another couple of months before she leaves . . . we can go to the Manoir any time. If you’re still hungry when we get home, I’ll

  cook you some bacon and eggs.’




  ‘I might require a greater inducement than that,’ he said, lowering his voice to an erotic whisper that kindled within her a spontaneous, glowing surge of desire. Iris’s words

  flashed into her mind. He won’t wait for ever, she had warned, and the recollection was swiftly followed by the stark question, Can I bear the thought of losing him?




  It was an effort to keep her own voice normal as she responded, ‘Do I take it that means yes?’




  ‘All right,’ he conceded with a sigh. ‘See you about six, then.’




  She was on the point of hanging up when she thought of something else. ‘By the way, have you seen the front-page report in today’s Gazette?’




  ‘About the body in the freezer? Yes – why?’




  ‘See if you can get any more details out of one of your ex-chums at the nick, will you?’




  ‘What’s your interest?’




  ‘Tell you this evening. Bye.’




  She had barely put the phone down when it rang. Madeleine Ford was on the line.




  ‘Have you seen the local paper, Melissa?’ Her voice, normally strong and autocratic, was a petulant squeak. ‘That freezer . . . the one with the body in it . . . the police

  think it may be the one Dudley reported stolen. He’s gone with them to see if he can identify it. Isn’t it terrible? What can it mean?’




  ‘I don’t know . . . perhaps someone happened to have a body to dispose of and your freezer was just what they were looking for.’




  ‘Melissa, I don’t think you’re taking this seriously.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound flippant. Of course it’s serious when someone’s been murdered, but I don’t see why you should be so worried.’




  ‘But don’t you see, if that freezer is the one that was taken from outside our house, the papers will get hold of it . . . and there’ll be reporters on the doorstep . . . and

  gossip . . . it isn’t very nice to be connected with—’ In her agitation, Madeleine’s voice hit an even higher frequency before tailing off altogether.




  How typical, thought Melissa, that she should consider the effect of the tragedy on her own social standing before the comparatively minor problem of tracking down a killer. She tried to think

  of something anodyne to say that would not reveal her contempt for such a selfish attitude, but failed. Meanwhile, Madeleine recovered her voice.




  ‘I told Dudley it was pointless dragging the police into it, but he wouldn’t listen,’ she complained. ‘You know what he’s like about crime.’




  Don’t I just, thought Melissa, recalling countless tirades on the subject. Aloud, she said ‘There must be more than one clapped-out freezer kicking around on rubbish

  tips. Maybe it isn’t yours at all.’




  ‘But supposing it is, what should we do?’




  ‘Just say you know nothing if the reporters bother you, but I doubt if they’ll be particularly interested in where the thing came from. They’re more likely to concentrate on

  the victim.’




  ‘Oh, do you think so.’ Melissa was uncertain whether the change in tone indicated relief or disappointment.




  ‘And possible suspects . . . they’ll be looking for witnesses who saw the thing being taken. Dudley said it happened when you were out, so they can’t expect you to be able to

  tell them anything more than he has done already.’




  ‘No, of course not.’ There was a pause before Madeleine said, in something like her normal voice, ‘Well, thank you for putting my mind at rest, Melissa,’ and rang

  off.




  ‘I can’t tell you much about the victim,’ said Ken Harris, ‘except that it was a young woman – about eighteen or twenty according to the doctor

  who certified her dead. She was naked, there was no sign of her clothing and she hasn’t yet been identified. They’re waiting for the result of the post-mortem to establish the cause of

  death.’




  ‘What about the freezer?’ Iris wanted to know. ‘Is it the one Dudley Ford was having apoplexy about?’




  ‘There’s some doubt about that.’ Ken took a deep draught of Iris’s elderflower cordial and gave a nod of approval. ‘That’s pretty good,’ he remarked.

  ‘So are these,’ he added, helping himself to a handful of home-made cheese balls and popping one into his mouth with evident relish. Melissa shot him a What did I tell you? smirk

  which he studiously ignored.




  The four friends were enjoying their apéritifs on the small, secluded patio of Elder Cottage, surrounded by beds of old-fashioned roses, phlox and night-scented stock whose perfume

  sweetened the cool evening air. Birds twittered in the hedgerows or hopped around in the undergrowth. From somewhere on the other side of the valley, washed golden by the setting sun, came the

  regular throb of a combine harvester, beating out the message that summer was nearly over. Melissa found herself thinking wistfully that with Iris and Jack gone, such pleasant gatherings would soon

  be a thing of the past.




  Her thoughts were switched back to the present by Jack, who asked, ‘What sort of doubt?’ as he reached for the bottle to top up their glasses.




  ‘The old boy – Major Ford – said he couldn’t be sure if it was the one he’d reported stolen or not,’ Ken explained. ‘It was the same make and model, but

  there was damage on it that he didn’t recognise. That could have been caused by the thieves stripping out the electrics – I don’t know any more details.’




  ‘If it is the same one, Dudley’s prints will be on it,’ Melissa pointed out. ‘I presume he’s had them taken for comparison?’




  ‘Naturally. I gather he was a bit put out by that at first. Seemed to think he was being treated as a suspect.’ There were chuckles all round at the picture of affronted innocence

  that the ex-policeman’s words conjured up. ‘Still, if it does turn out to be the one he reported missing it’ll be a very useful lead.’ For a few seconds he appeared lost in

  thought; then he picked up his glass, drained it and said, almost regretfully, ‘Not my problem, of course.’




  







  Chapter Three




  On Saturday, twenty-four hours after the story first appeared in the Gazette, a further report – claiming to be exclusive

  – speculated that the body in the freezer might be that of a young woman who had been working since early June as a chambermaid in a hotel near Stow-on-the-Wold. When she failed to report for

  duty on Wednesday morning one of her colleagues, thinking she must have overslept, knocked on her bedroom door. Receiving no reply, she went in and found the room empty and the bed apparently not

  slept in. Tuesday had been her day off and at first it was assumed that she had spent it with friends and stayed with them overnight, but when by the evening she had still not reappeared, a search

  of the hotel and its grounds was carried out. No trace of the girl was found and eventually the police were notified that she was missing. The reporter had evidently put two and two together and

  made five.




  Melissa Craig was still reading the report when the telephone rang. ‘Bruce Ingram here,’ said a familiar voice.




  ‘Well, what a coincidence,’ she responded drily. ‘I was just reading your latest scoop.’




  ‘You mean about the body in the freezer?’




  ‘What else?’




  ‘How did you know I’d written it – there’s no by-line. Of course,’ he added, without giving her time to reply, ‘you obviously recognised my crisp, punchy

  style.’




  ‘I recognised your gift for jumping to conclusions – and your uncanny nose for tracking down a story,’ Melissa retorted. ‘What’s your secret – a girlfriend in

  every village in the county, keeping you supplied with tip-offs?’




  ‘Something like that,’ he replied cheerfully. ‘Anyway, the Bill haven’t released many details so it’s obvious the freezer victim hasn’t been formally

  identified yet. I’ll bet you ten to one it was that girl, though. The interesting thing is, no one at the hotel seems to know who she really was.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘She called herself Hilda Rice, but my informant doesn’t think that was her real name.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Seems she was very cagey about herself and her past. Never mixed with the others off duty, never spoke about her family or where she came from. The consensus was that she had something to

  hide.’




  ‘Interesting,’ said Melissa, ‘but why are you telling me all this?’




  ‘Because I thought you might be able to give me a bit of help in writing the next bit of the saga.’




  ‘And there was I, thinking that out of the goodness of your heart you were offering a struggling crime writer an idea for a good meaty plot,’ said Melissa drily. ‘All right,

  Mister Ace Reporter, how can I help you?’




  ‘There’s an old war-horse in your village, ex-army, white hair and moustache, face like a squashed beetroot, right?’




  ‘You mean, Major . . .’ Just in time, Melissa remembered Madeleine Ford’s horror of publicity. ‘Yes, I know who you mean. What about him?’




  ‘What did you say his name was?’




  ‘I didn’t. Why do you want to know?’




  ‘I was down at the nick yesterday afternoon, trying to winkle some more info from the desk sergeant. He claimed he didn’t know any more than what was in the press release, but

  I’ve heard that one before. Anyway, I happened to glance out of the window and I saw this old gaffer walking across the yard, accompanied by a detective. I knew I’d seen him before but

  I couldn’t place him at first and I didn’t pay much attention. Now I’ve remembered – I saw him once in Upper Benbury. You whispered in my ear that he was an old

  busybody.’




  ‘So he is, but why the interest?’




  ‘It didn’t occur to me at the time that his being there had anything to do with the murder, but it so happens that the DS with him was the same one I saw this morning talking to the

  proprietor of the Crossed Keys.’




  ‘The hotel where the murdered girl used to work?’




  ‘Right. I reckon that was more than a coincidence, don’t you? Come on, Mel,’ he coaxed, as she made no reply. ‘You do know something, don’t you?’




  ‘What makes you so sure of that?’




  ‘You didn’t sound a bit surprised when I told you where I’d seen your neighbour. That suggests you already have a shrewd idea.’




  ‘Quite the little mind-reader, aren’t we?’ During the conversation, Melissa had been doing some rapid thinking. ‘Look Bruce, I know the Major has some information which

  might – only might – be relevant to the case, because he told me before either of us knew about the murder. If I tell you, will you promise not to go after him . . . or print anything

  that might identify the village? The last thing we want is a crowd of reporters swarming all over the place.’




  ‘Okay, it’s a deal.’




  Briefly, Melissa told him about the broken-down freezer that had been spirited away, presumably by people described by the police as ‘cherry pickers’.




  ‘As far as I know, it hasn’t been established yet whether it’s the one the body was found in or not,’ she finished.




  ‘Find out for me, there’s a love.’




  ‘And then what? There’s no point in your tracking the Major down and pestering him or his wife for information. They’ve no time for the press.’




  ‘I’m not interested in them, but I think I know who their “cherry pickers” might be. Now, if the freezer that was pinched from outside his house and the one the girl was

  found in are one and the same, I’ll have a good idea who the police will be questioning next. And once again, Bloodhound Bruce will be ahead of the pack.’




  ‘I can almost see your nose to the ground and your tail wagging,’ Melissa told him. ‘And it’s an unedifying spectacle,’ she added as he gave an appreciative

  chuckle.




  ‘At the moment I’m sitting up and begging. You will help me, won’t you?’ This was Bruce at his most persuasive. ‘Please,’ he wheedled.




  ‘All right, I’ll see what I can do,’ she said after a moment’s further hesitation. ‘I’ll let you know what I find out – if anything.’ She hung up,

  cutting short his thanks and asking herself for the umpteenth time why she allowed herself to become involved in his periodic bouts of sleuthing.




  At six o’clock Ken Harris appeared bearing a box of her favourite chocolates and two tickets for a concert in Cheltenham Town Hall.




  ‘Present from a client,’ he explained.




  ‘The chocolates?’




  ‘No, the tickets. The lady bought them several weeks ago as a surprise treat for hubby. That was before she began suspecting him of being up to no good with his secretary and engaged me to

  keep tabs on him. I got the evidence and she gave me the tickets along with my fee.’ He had taken off his jacket and loosened his tie while he was speaking, his demeanour that of a man

  completely at ease in his surroundings. ‘Any chance of a beer, love?’




  ‘Of course – you know where it’s kept. Help yourself.’




  He took a can from the fridge and a glass from a cupboard and sat down with them at the kitchen table. ‘I imagine my client had planned a different sort of surprise for hubby,’ he

  went on with a hoarse chuckle, ‘and she won’t have waited for his birthday, either.’ He glanced at Melissa as he spoke, but received no answering smile. ‘Something

  wrong?’




  ‘Not exactly, but . . . I don’t see anything to laugh at in a broken marriage.’




  ‘Neither do I . . . what do you take me for? It represents a hell of a lot of unhappiness for at least two people, usually more.’




  ‘Then why joke about it?’




  ‘For the same reason the police make flip remarks when some poor sod tops himself, or gets mangled in a car accident,’ he replied, tugging the ring off the can and pouring the

  contents into the glass. He held it up to the light to appraise its colour before taking a good pull. ‘It’s not callousness, it’s a defence mechanism,’ he explained.

  ‘Helps us to cope with the grimness of it all . . . I thought you understood that, Mel.’




  ‘Of course I do. We’ve talked about it before.’ She was fiddling abstractedly with the ribbon on the chocolate box as she spoke, her face serious. ‘It’s just that

  when it comes to personal relationships, it seems different somehow.’




  ‘I know what you’re thinking.’ He set down the glass and reached for her hand. ‘You’re thinking it might happen to us, aren’t you? Is that why you’re so

  reluctant to commit yourself?’




  ‘There seems to be so much that could come between us. I’ve got used to doing my own thing, making my own decisions. I shut myself away for hours when I’m writing, I spend time

  away on research or at conferences, sometimes at short notice . . . and I hop over to New York to see Simon from time to time and I have to feel free to go on doing that—’




  ‘Have I ever suggested preventing you from doing any of these things?’




  ‘No, but when push comes to shove, you might.’




  ‘I promise you I won’t. And anyway, what about my job? It takes me here there and everywhere and I often keep irregular hours. It’s been like that ever since we met and it

  hasn’t caused any problems.’




  ‘That’s because neither of us has had any claim on the other.’




  He was still holding her hand, gently turning between his fingers the plain gold ring that she had worn since before Simon was born. It was the one thing the parents of her student lover,

  tragically killed in a road accident without ever knowing that she was pregnant, had asked of her when they took her into their home after her own mother and father had rejected her. They had never

  uttered a word of blame, but were pathetically anxious that no one outside the family should know that their grandson was illegitimate. Ken knew her history; she had concealed nothing from him, nor

  had he from her.




  He was silent for a few moments, then said quietly, ‘I don’t think of our relationship in terms of claim and counter-claim. I want us to build a life together that satisfies us both.

  I’d like that life to begin here, in a house made from this cottage where you’re obviously so happy and the one next door that has always seemed part of it. This is where we first met .

  . . it’s as if we have our roots here. Don’t you feel that?’




  ‘I suppose so.’




  ‘And Iris can’t wait indefinitely for a decision about Elder Cottage, can she?’




  ‘No,’ she admitted. ‘As a matter of fact, we were talking about it yesterday. I promised to give her an answer within a week.’




  As if sensing an advantage, he gave her hand a squeeze and drew her closer. ‘Will you make me the same promise?’ he asked softly.




  It was far and away the most serious conversation they had ever had. From the very beginning of their affair she had resisted all his efforts to put the relationship on a permanent footing,

  taking an impish delight in turning his every effort to pin her down into a light-hearted sparring match. Only once – when still in shock after finding a neighbour dead in particularly

  gruesome circumstances – had she allowed him to stay in her cottage overnight. Today, somehow, he had slipped past her guard. There was a gleam in his eyes – on the small side for his

  rather lumpy features but clear and penetrating – that told her he knew it. ‘Well?’ he persisted as she continued to hesitate.




  ‘Okay,’ she said at last, but could not resist adding, ‘On one condition.’




  ‘And that is?’




  ‘That you promise not to raise the subject again in the meantime.’




  He laughed and released her. ‘It’s a deal. Now, are we going to this concert or not?’




  ‘Of course. As a matter of fact I tried to get tickets, but it was a sell-out ages ago.’




  Some hours later, as they drove back from the concert, Melissa remembered the telephone call from Bruce Ingram and said, ‘Ken, have you heard any more about that poor

  girl who was found in the freezer? Is she the girl missing from the hotel, and is the freezer the one the Fords had stolen?’




  ‘Yes, and yes. I was going to tell you, but it slipped my mind. Matt Waters rang me to say the Major’s prints were on the freezer, along with umpteen others. Apparently his wife had

  handled it as well – naturally – and so had the lads who helped manhandle it to the gate for the council people to collect. An officer was sent to get elims from all of them and the old

  girl got really uptight when he came knocking on the door. He had quite a job to convince her that she wasn’t a suspect.’




  ‘It’d serve her right if she was!’ said Melissa with a chuckle. ‘She’s always so proud of being a “sea-green Incorruptible” and all that. Maybe

  this’ll teach her to be a little less holier-than-thou . . . although I very much doubt it.’




  ‘Matt thought that would amuse you. That’s why he told me. He sends his regards, by the way.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Matt Waters was a detective sergeant, one of ex-DCI Kenneth Harris’s former colleagues with whom he kept in regular contact. Melissa knew him well.




  ‘The next task,’ Ken went on as he turned off the main road into the lane leading to Upper Benbury, ‘will be to find out who nicked the freezer – which shouldn’t be

  difficult. Then they have to establish how and when the body got into it . . . and of course, to formally identify the dead girl.’




  ‘I gathered from the report in today’s Gazette that there’s some doubt about who she really is.’




  ‘That’s right. It may take some time to find out her real name or where she came from. It seems she turned up at the hotel out of the blue looking for a job just when two domestics

  had walked out and left them short-staffed at the busiest time of the year. She was attractive to look at, seemed clean and respectable and all that, and the proprietor engaged her for a

  week’s trial. She proved satisfactory and he said she could stay until the end of the season. He thought she had probably run away from home, but says she appeared to be over sixteen so he

  didn’t think it was his business to enquire. And he conveniently overlooked the fact that she produced no ID or social security number.’




  ‘Of course not. It meant he could get away with paying her a pittance,’ said Melissa scornfully.




  ‘No doubt. And it didn’t seem to have bothered him at first that she should have stayed out all night – except for the inconvenience it caused him. “It’s the sort

  of thing these girls do,” he kept saying. I think Matt found his attitude a bit hard to take.’




  ‘It happens so often, doesn’t it?’ she sighed. ‘People say, “It’s none of my business”, or “I don’t want to get involved” – and

  the next thing, there’s a tragedy that could have been avoided.’




  They had reached Hawthorn Cottage. He cut the engine and switched off the lights. In the darkness, he put an arm round her. ‘“It’s none of my business” is something

  I’ve never heard you say,’ he teased.




  She jerked away, feigning indignation. ‘Are you implying that I poke my nose into things that don’t concern me?’ she demanded.




  ‘Not implying. Stating.’ With a hand cupping the back of her head he drew her face towards his. ‘You’re the interferingest woman I’ve ever met.’




  She opened her mouth to deny it, but he silenced her with his.




  







  Chapter Four




  There was no Sunday edition of the Gazette and the national press had not found the death of an anonymous woman in a remote

  Gloucestershire village of sufficient importance to compete for space with yet another European crisis and the contents of a leaked document that threatened to cause serious embarrassment to the

  government. One or two of the tabloids gave the murder limited coverage, indulging in a few flights of fancy concerning the identity of the victim, but since the disappearance of Hilda Rice had

  never been publicised outside the county it was considered of minor interest compared with the recent scandalous behaviour of certain members of the cast of a TV soap opera.
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