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When Jerry Harrison receives an unwelcome visitor at his remote Cotswold cottage one winter’s night, the last thing he expects is to end up dead. But, next morning, his cleaners find him fatally stabbed and the police have a murder inquiry on their hands.


At first, Inspector Jess Campbell and Superintendent Ian Carter aren’t sure of the victim’s identity, but it’s not long before a neighbour, Eleanor Holder, comes forward with her opinions on the deceased. Jerry Harrison was not a popular man in the village of Weston St Ambrose; his aunt’s tragic death led to him inheriting her cottage and many of the locals still see him as an outsider.


With no witnesses coming forward and very little evidence to go on, Jess and Ian must dig deep to find the answers to this baffling case. But not before another villager is attacked and left for dead . . .








I would like to thank my grandson, William Hulme, who kindly read through an earlier version of the manuscript and made several helpful comments. Hope you enjoy the finished story, Will!


Not to forget Coco, the inspiration for the pugs!









But the cat walked by himself, and all places were alike to him.

Rudyard Kipling, Just So Stories








Chapter 1


Ian Carter was well aware that, as a career police officer, he’d often been absent or distracted from family matters. Perhaps that had contributed to the breakdown of his marriage. Certainly, when they had still been together, his then wife, Sophie, had been more than ready to remind him of his failings. These had included his frequent preoccupation with criminal matters and often physical absence on police business. 


‘You seem to spend so much time dealing with so many dreadful people!’


He had pointed out the purpose of his job was to make sure the dreadful people did the time. Mistake.


‘And I don’t appreciate bad jokes on the subject, Ian.’


She’d also complained that he had a policeman’s suspicious mind. And that isn’t attractive, Ian, really, it’s not! The words echoed in his head. He had been tempted to reply, Why? Have you something you’d like to hide? And he’d known that the reason he’d never asked was because he already knew the answer. Sophie was planning her escape from their marriage; and an old admirer, Rodney, was lurking in the background. You’re not jealous of Rodney, are you, Ian? He’s an old family friend. I’ve known him all my life.


Eventually, he’d told her he was certainly not jealous. Definitely not of Rodney the man, who was prosperous, smug, pink-faced and a tad overweight. But that was Carter’s opinion. He conceded that Rodney had a golden touch in business matters; and would be well able to support Sophie in a manner Sophie thought she deserved. But neither was Carter a fool. He wished she would just make up her mind. In the end she had done so, and left. 


‘Of course she did!’ pointed out a worldly-wise colleague at the time. ‘Telling her you weren’t jealous, well, it was like holding open the door for her; and offering to carry her suitcases to the car.’


Still, he liked to think that, despite his failings as a husband, he’d done his best as a parent, no matter what Sophie might have suggested. Sophie, together with Rodney and the couple’s young son, now lived in France. Millie, his daughter, had been packed off to boarding school in England. Time not spent at school was divided between her mother’s new household and his, such as his was. 


‘Dad?’


This from Millie, standing in the doorway and eyeing him sternly. It was half term, and she was spending it with him. Clearly, she did not mean to waste valuable time.


‘We really need to talk.’


She was propped against the frame of the open door into the kitchen, and he was struck by how much taller she seemed to have grown. She wasn’t a little girl: she was a teenager. She wore leggings terminating in flower-patterned laced boots; a baggy sweater with the sleeves pushed up above her elbows, and her arms were festooned with bangles of the sort sold at craft fairs. More alarmingly, she was beginning to look and sound like her mother. That minatory gleam in the eye; the reproachful tone; ah, yes, he remembered all so well . . .


‘What about?’ he asked warily. 




She came into the room and advanced on him ruthlessly. ‘You need someone,’ she said. 


He knew what was coming, but still asked, ‘What for?’


‘Look at this place!’ She gestured around her at the sitting room, with its jumble of furniture.


OK, it wasn’t the former manor house not far from Lyon which Sophie, Rodney and their infant son enjoyed. But it suited him. He defended himself.


‘I’ve got a cleaner. Her name is Katie. You’ve met her.’ 


She uttered a faint dismissive sound. ‘I know! Yes, I’ve met Katie. And, by the way, you need to have a word with her about bleach. She’s mad keen on the stuff. I’ve told you before about it. After she’s left the kitchen and bathroom stink of it. At least get some air freshener. But that’s not what I mean. Look around!’


Ian found himself looking furtively about him, but he still wasn’t sure what he should be looking for. ‘What?’ he mumbled.


‘This place is exactly the same as when you moved in here!’ Seeing his puzzlement, she added crossly, ‘It ought not to be! Dad, face it. It’s like, like you just unpacked.’ Her tone changed to the kindly but firm. ‘I worry about you.’


Hang on, wasn’t he the one who worried about her? When did they exchange roles? Apparently, while he wasn’t paying attention.


‘You need to move on! You and Jess could set up a proper home . . .’


Proper home? His house was small but warm and he liked to think it was cosy. He toyed briefly with the idea of sharing it with Jess Campbell. It was an attractive idea. But Carter heard himself say loudly and very firmly, ‘No!’


‘Don’t say “no” like that.’ She was unimpressed. ‘You sound like a policeman.’


That was Sophie’s voice absolutely. Carter rebelled.


‘I am a policeman!’


‘You are a superintendent and everyone says you’ve had a top-notch career . . .’


Who are these people who reckon I’ve had a great career? Carter wondered. And why do they use the past tense? I’m not ready to be put out to grass!


‘But what about home life? Unless I’m here, you’re on your own. Don’t let chances slip by, Dad. You and Jess get on so well and—’


Time to stand up for himself. He took a deep breath and said aloud, ‘Millie, take it from me, it’s a great mistake to try and organise other people’s relationships.’


‘I’m not organising you!’ she protested huffily. 


‘You’re doing your best. Look, sweetheart, I appreciate your concern. But if there are any changes to be made in my life, I will make them. I realise you mean well, but I don’t need help.’ He saw her mouth open to argue and added quickly, ‘Can we leave it at that, please?’


‘All right,’ said his child graciously. ‘For now.’


He remained staring at the spot where she had been standing. She’d made a dignified retreat to her room; where she had probably turned on her computer. It’s what they all did, he thought, or seemed to be what they all did, youngsters. They retreated to an artificial space, probably because real space was too difficult to deal with. That was a concept too alarming for him to deal with at the moment. But it wasn’t a thought that went away. Instead, it threw up a memory of a toy bear named MacTavish which had been Millie’s one-time confidant, friend and constant companion. Where was MacTavish now? he wondered. Why could he, her father, not offer the support a toy bear had once done? He could run a crime investigation department, with all its twists and turns, unexpected horrors and moments of success or failure, run it pretty efficiently. Now it appeared a piece of cake compared with running his own life. 


He went to the window and stared out into the night scene with the streetlamps glimmering and only the occasional dog walker venturing out into the cold. Somewhere out there, he thought, crime is being planned or is already underway. The weather is never discouraging enough to deter the criminal world. 


So-called white-collar crime did not have to consider the weather, of course. But criminal activity is a many-headed hydra. Somewhere out there something was about to happen. Who knew where? Or why? Or of what kind? 


The light was still showing under Millie’s door when he went to bed. He tapped on it and called, ‘Goodnight, love!’


‘Night, Dad!’ came the reply, muffled by what sounded like a soundtrack from a film. 


Tomorrow, he thought, I’ll suggest a game of chess, or Monopoly, or something. Why didn’t I suggest that this evening? Self-reproach filling his head, he slept very badly. That’s what a guilty conscience did to you. 


Or what it did to the honest citizen. Guilty conscience, in his experience, seldom troubled the career criminal. Even when heinous crimes had been committed, they rarely accepted the blame for what they’d done. Unless they were going up before the parole board, of course. Then they were quick to say they had changed. 


Anger, that was what so many of them felt. Anger against a world that somehow had cut them loose from society, and from what they believed was theirs by right, whatever that might be. It was the same kind of emotion, absolving them from blame, that meant they also so seldom took the responsibility for what they had done. It was always someone else’s fault, even the victim’s.


He fought back, didn’t he? What was I supposed to do? The aggrieved voice of one teenage mugger echoed in his ear. Useless to attempt to explain that what he ought not to do was attempt to mug an innocent pedestrian in the first place, let alone stab the victim. Such logic bounced off a wall of incomprehension. No wonder he worried about his daughter, soon to leave school and set forth into the world unprotected. Any ideas, Sophie? Ian snarled mentally. Over there in France, living comfortably, washing your hands of inconvenient details?


He didn’t know it then, but he was not the only one facing tricky personal problems; and some cannot be resolved by thinking about them. Some require action. 












Chapter 2


Elsewhere, the evening was clear and cold; and out in the countryside, far from the city streetlamps Carter had seen from his window, it was also very dark. The moon was a perfect sickle hanging in the indigo sky; like a giant Christmas bauble that someone had forgotten to take down on Twelfth Night. But the light it cast was limited to its immediate surrounding sky. This other watcher, in the concealed spot he’d chosen, stamped chilled feet and thrust hands deep into pockets. It didn’t make any difference. At least the earlier rain had stopped, but it was still bitterly cold and the movements were an instinctive attempt to generate more warmth and fostered the illusion that toes and fingers were less chilled. Relief only lasted for a moment, though, and then reality returned. Too bad; the watcher could wait it out. It was nearly time to make his move. He felt that concentration of the senses experienced by the hunter when the prey is almost within reach. The prickle that ran along the spine. His hearing was alert for the smallest sound.


But perhaps he wasn’t alone? Something else had moved first in the darkness. There was a faint rustle beneath the leylandii that stood lined up like guardsmen along the roadside edge of the property, and behind which he’d chosen to conceal himself. He raised a hand to push aside their wintery foliage and peered into the blackness, muscles tensed, ready to defend or attack as required. But he could make out no more than an indistinct darker patch in the murk at the foot of the trees. Then it – if it had ever been there – was gone. The watcher pulled out a mobile phone and pressed it to read the time. Not much longer. No point in getting jumpy now, imagining things. It had probably been a cat . . . or a fox. Yes, most likely a scavenging fox. But the sounds and scents of countryside unsettled him. He had an impulse to get the business over and done with. Time to make a move, to get what he had come for. No more putting it off. He pushed open the wrought-iron gate. It creaked and he wondered whether the sound could be heard within the cottage, like a warning signal. No, that was unlikely. He was the only one whose nerves were on edge, he told himself. The other one, he was sitting comfortably indoors, imagining himself without a care in the world. Well, something will have to be done about that! It should have been done long before. Nothing is gained by putting things off.


The watcher set off down the path, the gate closing behind him with another mocking creak. It began to rain again, quite heavily, as if all nature were taking an interest in what he did; and joining forces against him. That was an uncomfortable thought and he pushed it away. 


Behind him, the breeze rippled through the trees again and another shape briefly shimmered across a moonlit corner of the garden, and was lost in the tangle of shrubs. The night has its own inhabitants, each about their own business. Even the fox had paused to watch with its yellow eyes as the caller reached the door, before it slipped away.


If Jeremy Harrison felt surprise on seeing his visitor, that wasn’t the emotion that registered on his face. As the unexpected caller observed, it was more in the nature of annoyance.


That encouraged the new arrival. ‘Put your nose out of joint, has it? My turning up? You might try and look pleased to see me, Jerry!’ He grinned, nearly laughed. But that was nerves, not humour. Get a grip! he ordered himself.


‘Why?’ retorted Harrison. His original surprise was giving way to anger. What was so damn amusing? Fellow was standing there on his doorstep, grinning like the Cheshire Cat. Pleased to see him? Of course he wasn’t. He scowled out into the cold winter evening and the rain threw a handful of what felt like ice pellets striking his face. His impulse was to recoil back into the warmth of his hallway. But he couldn’t do that. He had to stand his ground, rain or no rain.


The caller didn’t offer a reason, only said, ‘It’s perishing cold out here, old son.’


‘It’s still winter, and it’s been cold for a couple of months,’ parried Harrison. ‘You haven’t turned up out of the blue to tell me about that, I suppose.’


He remembered the last time they’d met. It had been a very long way from here; somewhere that could hardly have been more different from the present location; and the weather had been decidedly hot. This meeting now was not only in sharp contrast weather-wise but, unlike the previous chance encounter, had evidently been planned by the caller. Yet the whole thing was wildly, what? Bizarre? Perhaps, perhaps not. Life had a way of throwing up unexpected mantraps. Perhaps, years ago, when they’d bumped into one another in that expatriate workers’ club amid the desert sands, it had only been, after all, a pre-run of this encounter on a wet, near-freezing late evening in the English countryside. 


The caller was speaking again, in that same maddeningly chatty tone.


‘You need to get a plumber in to look at the overflow. There’s water dripping off this thing you call a porch . . .’ 


The visitor jabbed a finger upwards to indicate the tiled shelf projecting from the cottage wall and supported by a couple of unpainted wooden posts with nails protruding from them at random intervals. This suggested climbing roses; so possibly the porch had a more eye-pleasing appearance at a different time of year. Harrison already had a plan to fix it in the spring. In the meantime, it was no damn business of anyone else’s; and it was particularly annoying to be told to do something that was already planned. What was more, a glint of mockery in the caller’s eye knew this. Harrison wanted to snap, ‘Shut up and go away!’ But he didn’t. 


The caller seemed intent on rabbiting on about it. 


‘By morning it will have frozen. You need to get up in the loft and take a look at the tank. You don’t want the ceiling caving in on you later on, when you’re tucked up snug in your bed. You’re some sort of engineer, aren’t you? I’d have thought you’d fix it straight away. You do fix things, don’t you, Jerry?’ The visitor gave a semblance of a smile, but this time there was no humour in it. ‘And don’t you let this place out in the summer?’


‘Don’t stand about under the porch, then,’ said Harrison curtly, realising, even as the words left his mouth, that they might sound like an invitation to come indoors. That was certainly not what he had intended. But he was shaken at seeing the visitor; and it had thrown him off his stride. Moreover, the remark about his letting out the cottage to holiday-makers in the summer suggested the caller had been taking an interest in him for some time. To have expected that the visitor might have phoned ahead to let him know he was coming tonight was also a waste of time. Of course he wouldn’t; because he knew full well that, forewarned, Harrison would’ve gone to earth, like the fox that haunted his garden after dark. The caller would have knocked at the door in vain. His quarry would have long gone.


So he felt unable to do anything about it, and was seized by a paralysis that was mental, not physical, in origin. He should slam the door in the visitor’s face. He still wanted to do that. But the moment for it had passed. He should have done so as soon as he saw who the new arrival was. Now he felt oddly powerless. He couldn’t even contact the police. The caller wouldn’t allow it. In any case, what would he tell the cops? The forces of law and order were miles away from here. Even if they took his appeal for help seriously, they still couldn’t get here in time. He didn’t even have the option of phoning the pub down the road and asking the landlord to do something on his behalf. He was on the point of being taken prisoner, here in his own home. Indeed, he’d already been rendered powerless by his own earlier inaction. Standing here, as he did, letting the newcomer take all the initiative, make the running . . . 


Now he simply stood aside as the newcomer pushed past him, scattering moisture and leaving wet footprints on the hall tiles. Those wet marks increased Harrison’s resentment. They appeared symbolic, marring the perfection of the space, his space. A fresh blast of icy wind blew through the open doorway, causing Harrison to slam it shut in an automatic gesture. Too late, he realised that he’d lost the last chance of escape. 


He watched with increasing but silent fury, a small knot of fear forming inside him, as the newcomer took off his waxed coat and hung it up with others on the row of hooks, screwed into the wall for that purpose. Drops of the rain that had adhered to the outer fabric now began to trickle off the garment and form a small puddle on the floor. The puddle began to spread, eating up the footprints, underlining that, from now on in, things could only get worse.


‘I’m surprised you didn’t sell this place, along with everything else.’


Why shouldn’t I? Harrison wanted to shout. It was mine. I could sell it all if I wanted. Every porcelain ornament, every smoke-darkened oil portrait of forgotten Victorians, every bit of silver that made work cleaning it. And I did sell it. It’s absolutely nothing to do with you. This is my life and I run it as I wish!


But he had never been able to run it as he wanted. He’d only deluded himself into thinking that he could, seizing the reins of his own destiny. A stupid fancy, that was what it had been. Harrison said nothing . . . and as for Destiny, that had proved an unbroken horse, galloping off into the distance.


There was a small mirror on the wall beside the coatrack. The visitor had been peering into it as he spoke, back turned to his unwilling host. He gave every sign of being at ease. Not at all worried, as Harrison was. He’d soon be totally in control. 


Do something! urged the voice in Harrison’s head. Don’t just stand here letting it happen! But its tone was forlorn, despairing.


The newcomer continued to chat as though this was a regular social visit. ‘I called by back in the summer, but I missed you. You were away abroad somewhere. A couple with a young family were staying here. But I’m a patient man. I can wait. And lo and behold! Eventually the wanderer returned.’


‘What do you expect me to say?’ the goaded Harrison snapped. ‘Congratulate you?


‘I could use a whisky, Jerry.’ The unwished guest was smoothing down his hair as he spoke, using both palms. Satisfied at last, he turned to face Harrison. 


Before the unrelenting stare, Harrison capitulated. Nothing for it but to lead the way into his warm and comfortable sitting room. Until just a few minutes ago it had been a snug little refuge. It had now been invaded by the newcomer; and he would never feel the same in here again, thought Harrison sadly. He brought out the bottle of whisky and hunted out a couple of tumblers, aware his visitor was watching him closely. But his original despair was fading, displaced by rage. How dare this wretch invade his home, his privacy, threaten him psychologically and – quite possibly – physically? That was when he remembered the knife.


It was a small implement, with a carved bone handle and a short, but sharp, blade, a souvenir of his travels. He remembered buying it from a stall in a bazaar. He had a flash of memory, not clear, but a moment of heat, dust, noise, so different from the cold, damp English winter. To peel fruit, that’s why he’d bought it. Now he kept it in his drinks cupboard, to facilitate the opening of sealed bottles. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was the only one to hand. The only chance he might have. He slid it into his sleeve.


Five minutes later, they sat either side of the fire, drinks in hand. Anyone, looking in through the window, would have thought them a couple of old friends settling down for a pleasant evening’s chat and memory-sharing. 


The visitor raised his glass in salute. ‘Not too late to wish you a Happy New Year, Jerry, I hope.’


Harrison said nothing, burying his nose in the whisky tumbler.


‘You owe me, old lad,’ said the other, still speaking pleasantly.


‘Do I, hell!’ objected Harrison.


‘And I’ve come to collect. Don’t say you weren’t expecting me, sooner or later.’


Harrison admitted, ‘I thought you might turn up one day.’


‘There you go, then, Jerry. And here I am. You know, you really should have scarpered while you could. Hanging around here, well, that was always asking for trouble. Just think, you could have sold this place and bought somewhere in a warmer climate. Spain, perhaps? Or Italy? Did you not think of me?’


‘Why?’ snapped Harrison. He felt the fury rising in him again, displacing the paralysis induced by shock. ‘Why the hell should I sell the cottage? It suits me down to the ground, and, anyway, it has nothing to do with you. Nothing at all! You play no part in my life. You never have. Your opinions mean nothing to me.’


This elicited a particularly mirthless smile. ‘They should, Jerry. You must know that. But perhaps you don’t know me well enough, old chap. Or not as well as you thought you did.’ He raised his glass in salute. ‘A funeral libation! Your funeral, of course.’ He drained the whisky in one draught. 


Harrison knew his chance had probably gone, but rage flared up again and gave him strength, and the resolve needed. He said as carelessly as he was able, ‘You can skip the humour.’ 


As he spoke he picked up the whisky bottle, as if to offer the visitor a top-up. He let his other his arm drop casually by the chair, and felt the little knife slide into his hand. It was like the unexpected, comforting touch of a friend. His fingers closed tightly on its handle, feeling the uneven shapes carved in the bone. 


The thought flashed through his mind: This is the way murder often happens . . . No one intends it or plans it. Then he hurled the whisky bottle at the intruder and, as the wretch jerked aside to avoid the missile, Harrison launched himself after it, knife in hand.












Chapter 3


Jess Campbell pushed open the car’s front passenger door. Immediately the warm air of the interior was dispelled, a bitingly cold breeze ruffled her short red hair and she shivered. DS Bennison, newly promoted and starting to wonder whether this was worth it, muttered resentfully from behind the driver’s wheel: something about the bad luck of being called out on a morning as cold as this. 


‘All part of the job, Tracy,’ Jess told her. ‘Think of it as a trip out into the fresh air, out of the office.’


‘HQ has central heating,’ retorted Bennison, flicking her long black braids. Quickly, she added, ‘I’m not complaining about the job! Just the – just thinking aloud, ma’am.’ She reminded herself that this wasn’t the moment to start whingeing. This was all part of the career she was working so determinedly to make.


It was clear what kind of event had brought them. All the other familiar vehicles parked around them told the tale. Jess, the investigating officer in charge of whatever this turned out to be, was last to arrive, that was all. She exited the car and surveyed the scene.


There was the van of the cleaning company whose scheduled visit had been booked for this morning. The company had a key to the property; and the cleaners opened the front door to find the body. Following them, in a macabre procession, had come the local police, the doctor to certify death, the crime-scene manager, the photographers and other scene-of-crime specialists. The presence of the doctor’s car signified he’d waited for CID to arrive. She recognised Tom Palmer’s vehicle.


No, not only Palmer had waited. That windowless black van over there was standing by to take away the body, shrouded in its bag, once Jess and Bennison had viewed the scene of the crime. Another of the usual team was there ahead of them. Jess recognised a family-sized 4x4 parked discreetly under trees a little down the road. Sergeant Sean Stubbs was somewhere about. 


Bennison scrambled from the driver’s seat, slamming her door in a way that expressed her feelings perfectly. There was a rustle and flap of wings from a nearby oak tree. Crows flew up and circled overhead. They had gathered to watch, up there in the ancient branches, and the sound startled them. Jess thought: They know death is about. Crows are always on the lookout. 


Like the crows, the contract cleaners had been watching, sitting huddled and resentful, wanting to be free of all this. But they’d been ordered to wait. They might have to answer some questions. Seeing the two plain-clothes officers’ approach gave them a chance to voice their grievances. The driver opened his door and shouted, ‘Are you the ones we’ve had to hang about waiting for?’


‘That’s us,’ Bennison told him, cheering up now that someone else had been as inconvenienced as she was.


‘We only found the ruddy body!’ protested the spokesperson. ‘We can’t tell you what happened. We walked in and found – it. Horrible, it was.’ He was certainly very pale, almost grey, and the shock was still printed on his features. ‘I rang nine-nine-nine. It’s what you’re supposed to do, isn’t it? So I did. We were told to wait here. We thought that meant until the first cops turned up. Since then, a whole load of guys has been and gone, and we’re still stuck here . . . It’s not the only place on our rota today. Our office is going spare!’


Jess left Bennison to take their statements. She picked her way around puddles towards the front door. There had been a substantial episode of rain in the early hours. The murderer, whoever it might have been, would have been pleased to see it. It must have either washed away any tracks around the cottage or masked them in the standing water. The sun had emerged now, but it was a pallid, sulky sort of sunshine and conveyed no heat. 


A uniformed man was guarding the entry, and watching her approach with a sceptical eye. She didn’t think she’d met him before. Perhaps he was bored, just standing here while everyone else had a specialised job to do. She didn’t blame him. Seeing her, he put on a show of being alert. 


‘There’s some of your people inside, ma’am,’ he said. ‘And the doc.’


She nodded. ‘Are you a local man?’ She gestured around them. ‘I mean, do you know this part of the world?’


‘I’m not from this neck of the woods, ma’am. I’ve been out here before, mind you. It’s got a decent pub. The Waggoner’s Halt, it’s called, and it’s given its name to the area. The food’s good but pricey. Even so, quite a lot of people drive out here to eat. This cottage is normally a holiday let. That’s what they said at the pub. But someone, they believe him to be the owner, seems to have been living in it over the winter. So I suppose he’s the stiff – the victim,’ he corrected himself hurriedly. ‘But they know nothing about him. If they do, they wouldn’t tell us,’ he added grimly. ‘They’re a buttoned-up lot round here.’ He indicated the front door of the cottage. ‘Your crime-scene manager is in there, and one of your sergeants, with a detective-constable and the doc.’ 


Jess stepped into the narrow entrance hall and looked around her. Ahead she saw the lower risers of a narrow staircase that twisted to the right, so that the upstairs landing could not be seen. The treads of the staircase themselves were very narrow. It would need care to negotiate them, she thought, whether going up or coming down. Perhaps people had smaller feet in times gone by. At any rate, someone, not particularly light-footed, or perhaps more than one person, was upstairs now, moving around. She guessed it might be the crime-scene manager and an officer. A number of outdoor garments hanging from a row of hooks on her right further impeded any progress. She put out a hand and touched the coats. They were all dry. But there was still a small puddle of water on the tiled floor. From the killer’s coat, she thought. He must have been invited in, taken off his wet garment and made himself comfortable. Whoever he – supposing that they were talking of a male visitor – was. Had he, then, been expected?


Straight ahead, to the right of the stairs, she saw an open door into a kitchen. It appeared to be housed in a built-on extension. She walked towards it but was halted by a shout of ‘Mind the broken glass!’


She froze and looked down. The cottage windows had appeared intact on her approach. But she became aware now of a lingering smell of whisky and saw, lying almost at her feet, a broken bottle. There was other glass, too, a different type. A carved wooden frame stood upright, propped against the wall, although the mirror glass it had contained had been shattered. Jess imagined the whisky bottle flying through the air, striking the mirror and dislodging it. Pity, she thought, the frame looked Victorian and the glass had probably been original to it.


Stubbs, who had shouted the warning, appeared in the doorway of the sitting room to her left and said, ‘Morning, ma’am.’


He was a flaxen-haired, pink-complexioned, strongly built young man, father of small children. He looked somehow out of place at the scene of a murder. But Stubbs missed very little, and also possessed the happy knack of putting witnesses at their ease. Respectable ladies of a certain age were (reputedly) anxious to feed him cake and homemade biscuits. 


‘Where are the glasses or tumblers they drank the whisky from? There’s mainly bottle glass down there.’ Jess indicated the debris.


‘One whole tumbler on the draining board, by the kitchen sink, together with pieces of a broken one. Someone washed it all up.’ Stubbs turned and pointed into the room behind him. ‘But the whisky bottle is still there, lying on the floor. That didn’t break. However, all the whisky ran out and soaked the carpet. Pity,’ concluded Stubbs. 


His regret appeared to be more for the whisky than the victim. Jess had known him long enough to understand that Stubbs didn’t lack sympathy for the dead man. It was rather that he was thrifty by nature and didn’t like to see waste. 


She refused to be sidetracked and returned to the evidence.


‘The assailant washed a single intact glass, and retrieved pieces of a broken one and washed those too. But he left the bottle to lie where it fell or was dropped . . .’


‘The killer knew about fingerprints,’ said Stubbs, still sounding peeved.


‘Most people know about fingerprints, if they know nothing else. However, it suggests he knew he hadn’t touched the bottle, and didn’t have to bother with the broken pieces of that. Would you agree?’


‘Looks like it.’ Stubbs nodded. ‘The way it looks to me, the killer was the guest. That poor blighter on the carpet there was the host, in charge of refreshing the drinks. Unless there was a third person present, which seems unlikely because there’s no sign of a third glass, whole or broken, I reckon just the two of them sat here drinking and talking. After that, we don’t know what happened. They fell out over something?’ He added, ‘The whisky had already soaked away completely before we got here. I’d guess that the whole incident took place in the late evening.’


‘And do we know the deceased’s name?’


‘The cleaners say his name is Harrison, Jeremy Harrison. At any rate, that’s the name on their schedule for today.’


‘So, Mr Harrison received a late-night caller. I reckon,’ Stubbs mused, ‘he wasn’t expecting him.’


‘Why do you say that?’


Stubbs’ logic was simple and practical. ‘It was a filthy night. Who would want to be out and about? Especially in this deserted neck of the woods. If it had been me, and even if I had arranged earlier to stop by, I would have rung and suggested I come the next day instead.’ 


Well, thought Jess, Stubbs was a family man, with children to consider. He tended to select the most convenient way to tackle any situation. But some other person might have motives that made the previous evening’s bad weather a positive asset. Few people out and about; and all of them concentrating on getting back home as quickly as possible.


The clatter of feet on the staircase heralded the reappearance of the crime-scene manager, a stocky dark-haired Cornishman she’d met before. They shook hands and Jess asked him, ‘Well?’


‘So far, we haven’t found a passport, driving licence or credit cards in that name, nor any other private documents, letters, that sort of thing. His car is in the garage and the licence isn’t in that either. In fact it’s all rather weird.’ 


Stubbs, who had been listening, put in, ‘Did the killer go to all the trouble to find and remove those things? If so, it’s as if he wanted to make things awkward for us.’


‘Most murderers, acting in a domestic setting, would be more concerned that we don’t find anything to identify them,’ Jess muttered. ‘They don’t try to delay us identifying the victim. He was the homeowner. The contract cleaners have already told us that.’


Stubbs nodded. ‘It’s an odd one, sure enough.’


He turned to lead the way back into the sitting room, stooping to avoid cracking his head on the low lintel. As he did, there was the sound of movement above their heads.


‘DC Carr, still searching the bedrooms,’ Stubbs told her. ‘I told her to take another look. If we could have found any kind of document, it would have been helpful. But it’s all been removed, as the crime-scene manager said.’


Jess nodded. ‘We’ll find out why eventually, I suppose.’


The room itself had been comfortably furnished, but in what struck Jess as an unoriginal way, traditional and lacking individual touches. If this was a holiday cottage for much of the year, perhaps that was to be expected. Somehow, the chintz blandness of the décor made the extent of the mayhem that had been wrought here all the more shocking. Chairs upturned; spilled volumes from a bookcase that had crashed forward to lie surrounded by the scattered hotchpotch of its former contents. They were mostly paperbacks: local history, romantic fiction, whodunnits. The last supplied a jarring contrast to the presence of a real corpse in the middle of the carpet. 


The body, grotesquely curled in a foetal position, was that of a middle-aged man. The sad impression was of a circle closing. As he’d begun life curled in the womb, so the victim had ended it here, on his living-room floor. 


The odour of blood permeated the air and it had left a dark stain on the carpet and a spray pattern of gore. It didn’t quite obliterate the smell of the spilled whisky. Jess recalled how, early on in her career, she had been one of the officers called to the fatal result of a brawl in a bar. There had been the stench of blood, of alcohol. But also a presence, the sense of something else, not visible but felt: the uncontrollable outpouring of rage, allied to hatred. Had only two people been present here, killer and victim? Or more? There had been only two glasses, one broken, standing on the draining board in the kitchen. How big a role had the consumption of alcohol played in what had happened?


Another person was present, but so far had made no attempt to join in the discussion, probably because his interest was specialised. Dr Tom Palmer, clad in a white paper suit over his other clothes, was standing over the corpse; staring down at it, frowning. He was a tall man and, in this low-ceilinged cottage, his head almost brushed the ceiling. Jess thought the image presented was almost spooky: the tall, straight, pale-clad figure with the critical expression seemed to be passing some eternal judgement on the corpse at his feet. He now looked up as she picked a cautious way towards him, and said, ‘Hi.’




‘Hullo, Tom, thanks for waiting,’ Jess greeted him. ‘Sorry we couldn’t get here faster.’


‘That’s all right. I haven’t been out this way for a while. Must be a nice spot in the summer.’ 


‘Cause of death?’ she asked automatically, although even from where she stood, she thought she knew the answer.


‘There is a stab wound to the neck. The guy would’ve bled to death pretty quickly, probably.’ Tom glanced at her. ‘You’re going to ask me if the killer got lucky or knew what he was doing.’


‘All right, then. Which?’


‘The wound could be targeted. Just my opinion, of course. On the other hand, the assailant could have struck out at the neck and got lucky. From my general observation, the victim was in his late fifties. He was pretty fit overall, carrying a little excess weight. I’ll be able to tell you more when I’ve had a chance to examine the body properly. But, so far, it seems to have been just the one deep slash that did the damage, inflicted with force and clear intent. Perhaps our killer did know what he was doing and struck to kill.’


Tom paused to stare down at the victim again. Then he looked back to Jess. ‘So far I’ve not observed any defence wounds on the victim’s hands or arms. But there was clearly some sort of a tussle or fight before the knife was wielded.’ Tom indicated the disarray around them.


‘They fell out? One of the participants produced the knife . . .’ Jess mused. ‘But had he come to kill? The carrying of a knife “for self-protection” has become all too common.’


Palmer shrugged. ‘All I can say now is that it was sudden. It was targeted. I’d guess there was strong emotion behind it. Just my opinion, of course, and made without a postmortem examination. Possibly the assailant was someone to whom violence came naturally.’ Tom gave an awkward little laugh and hunched his shoulders. ‘But don’t quote me on that, or not until I’ve had a chance to examine our dead friend properly.’


‘Thanks,’ said Jess. Palmer feels it, too, she thought. The personal hatred behind the attack. It lingers in the air.


Stubbs said, ‘We haven’t found the weapon. The killer may have taken it with him.’


‘We’re looking for a man, then? A woman couldn’t have done this?’ Jess asked.


The two men stared at her. Palmer said, ‘Nothing is impossible but she would need to have been strong, tall and athletic. The victim is fairly heavily built. I’d put my money on a man.’


Bennison had appeared behind her and was looking down at the corpse with distaste. ‘Yuk!’ she said. She glanced around the disordered room and took an extra minute to study the titles of the spilled paperbacks. ‘My boyfriend and I rented a place like this a couple of years ago. That had a stack of books like that, too. In case it rained, or there was nothing on telly.’


‘Tell them they can take the body away now,’ Jess told her, and Bennison retreated with alacrity. 


‘I’ll go now too, then,’ said Palmer and took himself off. 


‘There’s no sign of the weapon.’ Stubbs spoke up now. He had been lurking in the doorway, listening. ‘And no sign the victim disturbed a burglar; although these isolated properties are sitting targets for break-ins. What really puzzles us is that, so far, we haven’t found a phone or a computer. These days, you expect to see both, even if the computer is only a tablet. It looks as if somebody took them, possibly just an opportunistic theft?’


Possible but there could be another reason; so why were the electronic devices taken? Jess thought. For any value they had? Or because there was something on them that might identify the thief?


Stubbs was still speaking. ‘It might still turn out to be an interrupted burglary. But it looks all wrong for that, to me, anyway. What do you think, ma’am? I mean, it looks as if he sat here, drinking with the killer for a while.’


‘A burglar doesn’t take off his wet coat and hang it up neatly in the hall,’ Jess murmured. ‘Where does the broken whisky bottle come into it?’


‘It was the only defensive weapon the victim had to hand? He realised what was going to happen and, I don’t know, threw the bottle at the attacker? Struck out with it and the killer dodged it. Or the other way around? Either way, it flew past, through the doorway, and hit that mirror in the hall.’ Stubbs hunched his shoulders. ‘I reckon there was a lot of noise, not for long, perhaps, but some yelling, breaking glass, crash of furniture overturned. Unfortunately, there are no immediate neighbours to overhear. The nearest would be at the pub. But that would be fairly noisy on its own account. It’s a popular place for people to drive out to, apparently. The uniforms, who came out in answer to the cleaners’ report, did ask up there if anyone had heard or noticed anything. So far, no one has come forward with any information.’


‘I’ll go there now with Tracy.’ As she spoke she heard the engine of the cleaners’ van start up as she left the cottage, and watched it rattle away, muddy water splashing up around its wheels.


On cue, Bennison reappeared, framed by the open front door. She wore Ugg boots and a quilted coat, but she still looked chilled. Her shoulders were hunched and her hands thrust deep into her pockets. 


‘I told them they could go. I’ve got their statements,’ she said, ‘but they didn’t have much to say on the whole. Their company has had the contract to clean in here for quite a while. They come once a fortnight, out of holiday season, to clean for the owner. In the summer, when the owner moves out and the holiday renters move in, it’s different. There’s a regular pattern. The cleaning team come at each changeover of visitor, to get the place ready for the new lot. Back they come again when those visitors have left; to get it ready for the next visitors. This has been going on for several years. But not always the same cleaning team. It’s the sort of job with a rapid turnover of employees. The lot who found the body are East European, apart from the driver. There are four of them.’


‘Nasty shock for them,’ murmured Jess.


‘Yes, but mostly they’re annoyed, especially the driver. One of the others was pretty shaken, and muttering in his own language. A workmate was consoling him. Another one, on the other hand, said, “Ah, this is what the English do, they murder one another in the country! I have read their detective stories.”’


‘Perhaps our fiction writers have a lot to answer for!’ remarked Jess. ‘But if this same cleaning company has had the contract for so long, it begs the question: where did the owner live during the holiday season, when he was in the habit of moving out?’


‘The cleaning team don’t know, but their office will have a contact address or phone number for him. The whole business, the letting and the cleaning arrangements, is the responsibility of a holiday rental company. I’ve got an address for them.’


Jess turned back to Stubbs. ‘Sean, you’d better get over there and talk to the company, then. If they did regular business with him, they should have contact details on record. In case a holiday tenant causes damage, or any sort of emergency arises. It doesn’t mean they know very much about him personally. Did he have a family somewhere? For a start, when and how did he come to own this cottage? How long has he owned it? Did he always live here alone in the winter months? Where did he go in the warmer months?’ She added a mental question. And what the heck did he do all day out here?


‘It’s a nice place,’ Bennison said unexpectedly. ‘And the council will have the owner’s name on record, to know where to send the council tax demand.’


‘We’ll set all that in hand when we get back to base.’ 


A clatter on the staircase heralded the arrival of DC Vicky Carr. ‘Morning, ma’am!’ she greeted Jess. She looked towards Stubbs and then back to the inspector. ‘I’ve taken another look upstairs, everywhere, but still can’t find any computer or personal documents, ma’am. It’s weird. Who doesn’t have a computer or a mobile phone or anything like that in this day and age?’


Stubbs growled, ‘It’s not that the victim didn’t own any of those things. The murderer searched first and took everything with him.’


‘Take Vicky back to town with you and drop her off, before you go to the letting agency, Sean.’ Jess turned to Bennison, who was still moodily contemplating the body.


‘In the meantime, as we’re here, you and I will try the pub. Come on, Tracy.’


As they prepared to set off towards the Waggoner’s Halt, something disturbed the crows. There was a commotion in the branches of the ancient oak and a raucous argument broke out among the birds. The crows were shouting abuse in their harsh voices. Both Jess and Bennison stopped to look up and see what was wrong. Like a missile, a magpie, in its black-and-white plumage, shot from the tree. The magpie had been rash enough to venture alone into a den of ruffians, and now it chose retreat, though not without a last derisory croak of defiance. It would be back later, perhaps with others.


‘Crows and magpies don’t get along. They’re like two street gangs,’ Jess said. ‘They guard their turf.’ 


Bennison looked at her in surprise and then smiled. ‘Didn’t know you were a twitcher, ma’am.’


‘Oh, I’m not into ornithology,’ Jess said. ‘But at one time, when I was a kid, we lived in a house with a big old tree in the garden, very like that one over there.’


‘Lucky you,’ said Bennison. ‘I grew up in a tower block.’


‘At least you identify with childhood spent in one place. Mine was an army family. We moved house several times.’ Jess pointed back towards the tree. ‘You can’t ignore crows. They’re so noisy. Pity they can’t talk to us. Whatever happened here last night, they would have been aware of it; even roosting up there, they would have been aware of an intruder and a fight, including breaking glass.’ She paused. ‘One other thing I do know about crows is that a gathering of them is called a “murder” of crows.’


The sergeant glanced back towards the cottage. ‘Good name for them, then!’
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