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Chapter 1

‘Mud, Muck and dead things,’ muttered Lucas Burton. ‘I hate the country.’

The words burst from his lips although no one was there to hear him except the crows he’d scattered in a flurry of black wings from the road kill by the entrance. An unpleasant squelching noise beneath his foot had led him to look down and see thick slime rising inexorably round his once highly polished shoes. The crows flapped down to resume their feast. They hopped about jostling for position in an unruly scrum, chortling harshly. Their sharp eyes gleamed with joyful wickedness. It was hard to believe these ruffians of the bird world weren’t laughing at him.

Lucas pulled his foot free. There was an ominous sucking noise and the imprint of his custom-made brogue began at once to fill with water. He hobbled to a nearby stack of rotting wooden pallets and attempted vainly to scrape the gunge off the soles. Whatever the components of this particular muck were – and Lucas didn’t like to think too much about that – the stuff stuck like glue. With a sigh of resignation he gave up and put his feet back squarely into the mire. He was marooned now and, whether he carried on or turned back, he was going to get filthy.

The appointed rendezvous was a neglected, apparently abandoned, farmyard at the side of a B road where it crested a hill. The view from up here was spectacular, but Lucas was in no mood to appreciate it. On three sides stretched rolling greenery. On the fourth, going downhill, a copse of tangled native woodland provided a thick screen against whatever lay at the bottom of the steep slope.

‘Miles from anywhere!’ Lucas mumbled again, finding even the sound of his own voice obscurely comforting. But that was the whole point of being here, wasn’t it? Why this desolate venue had been chosen as a meeting place. It was both remote yet accessible by road and there was little chance they’d be disturbed, except by wildlife. He’d thought the suggestion brilliant at the time. Now he wondered uneasily whether the person he was due to meet here had a quirky and unattractive sense of humour; in fact just like those damn crows out there.

It had at least been as easy to find as he’d been assured. ‘It used to be called Cricket Farm,’ his informant had told him. ‘Don’t ask me why. We don’t have crickets in this country, do we? I suppose it might refer to the game.’

‘You’re certain the damn farm isn’t in use?’ Lucas had demanded. ‘You know what it’s like in these places. Not a soul to be seen, like the bloody Marie Celeste, and then, before you know it, you’re surrounded by cows.’

‘Relax, no one’s farmed there for years. The buildings are all deserted and the house is derelict and boarded up. Trust me,’ the speaker had concluded.

That was what Lucas didn’t quite do. Their acquaintance had fairly recently been renewed after a gap of some years. Back then it had been productive; and Lucas had high hopes of it being so again. Up to this moment he’d had no doubts. But, standing in this forsaken spot, he was uneasily aware how little he really knew about the other. Generally he trusted his own judgement but basically he was a gambler; and any gambler knows that, sooner or later, you get it wrong.

He should have brought gumboots. No, correct that. He should have picked the place for their meeting himself. Lucas looked about him with increasing misgiving.

‘The Merc will be out of sight of the road!’ he’d been promised.

He wasn’t at all sure about that. Abandoned barns and outbuildings  lined two sides of the yard, sinking into ruin beneath the leaden sky. On the third side stood the former farmhouse, windows and door boarded up. The barricading was weathered to a pale grey. Years had passed, he decided, since the house had been a family home. Now only a pile of junk heaped in one corner of the yard suggested anyone ever came here. The heap attracted his attention to the extent that he spent a couple of minutes studying it. It appeared a curious mix of old washing machines, cookers and sundry metal items. All was rusting gently away and he wondered where on earth it had come from. Perhaps some fly-tipper had surreptitiously dumped a load of scrap before speeding off. Yet there was money in scrap, metal scrap, thought Lucas, pursing his lips. Not enough in this instance to be worth his bothering about, however.

There was a sizeable gap where the yard met the road. A pair of corroded posts leaned at drunken angles to the ground. But the heavy five-barred gate that had once hung between them had disappeared, probably, thought Lucas, gone for scrap like the stuff over there. Yet the posts still composed an entrance of sorts and led the eye of any observer towards his cherished Mercedes in its undignified surroundings. Better get it under cover. But where?

The obvious shelter was the open-fronted cowshed ahead of him, roofed with corrugated-iron sheets. They were coming loose, creaking and quivering in the stiff breeze sweeping over the hilltop. He squelched over to it and peered in. Little could be made out. It was dark and still smelled faintly of its former occupants, or rather, their bodily functions. He took a few cautious steps inside. No point in driving in and risking a tyre being ripped to pieces by some discarded piece of metal junk such has he’d seen outside.

His eyes were adjusting to the gloom. He could make out stalls. Ancient scraps of straw mouldered underfoot. Despite himself, Lucas became curious about the fate of this once-busy place, reduced to such misery. What was more, disused farming land, if it were for sale  and if he could get planning permission, would be worth acquiring at the right price. Now, that was an idea worth serious consideration. Nowadays it’d be a project much more to his taste than a small heap of discarded scrap, something big and profitable. You could get six cottage-style homes around this yard alone, eight if you squeezed them up a bit. People, townies with a romantic yearning for country living, liked that sort of thing. They wouldn’t think of buying a home that small in the city. But they’d shell out good money for a rabbit hutch with a reproduction inglenook fireplace and ‘a view’.

He saw these desirable dwellings in his imagination: Cotswold stone (not the real thing, but a cheaper fake version), pointed wooden hoods above the front doors, and a residents’ parking area. Individual garages added to building costs and took up valuable space. Reluctantly he thrust this vision of a shining investment from his mind. He hadn’t come here to look for building land, but Lucas prided himself that he had an eye for an opportunity. Some of the best bits of business he’d ever done had begun like this: a chance encounter and a quick decision. See a gap and go for it.

He walked deeper into the shed. Behind him the silver-grey car was framed in the open square of light and, glancing back at it, it seemed to Lucas the Mercedes belonged to a different world from the one he now stood in: an ‘out-there’ world where things were unpleasant but normal. He’d entered an ‘in-here’ world where different rules applied and he wasn’t sure what they were. He had a brief, irrational sensation of not being able to return, cut off the moment he took an irrevocable step under the rattling roof, its gaps letting in daylight and rain. In here it wasn’t just a different place, but a different time belonging to a vanished culture. He’d stepped through the looking-glass. He felt a flicker of something he hadn’t felt in years – panic – and turned back towards the daylight and the familiar universe he’d so rashly quitted.

He’d almost reached the doorway and (as his mind insisted on  seeing it) safety, when he noticed the huddled form on the floor to his left. He must have passed within inches of it on entering but because his eyes hadn’t then been accustomed to the darkness, he’d not made it out. He paused. The panic sensation was growing like a lump in the pit of his stomach. He felt nauseous.

‘Don’t be a bloody fool!’ he admonished himself. ‘Just a pile of rubbish like all the rest.’

But it drew him closer as if it exerted some magnetic force. He had to investigate if only, he told himself, to prove it was nothing important, to dispel the fears. It now lay at his feet. Yes, just an old coat. What’s the matter with you, Lucas? he admonished himself. Seeing spooks? This was just an old pink coat: no more, no less. A woman’s garment, probably, if the colour was anything to go by. For a moment his fears faded and then returned. It wasn’t so very old actually, and come to think of it, not very dirty. Not nearly tattered and dirty enough to have been chucked away like this. It didn’t belong here. A piece of torn sacking lying right nearby did very much belong in this setting. But why had quite an expensive-looking coat been tossed down alongside it?

His shoes were now so muddy he no longer worried about dirtying them further. He put out a foot and prodded the coat. There was something solid beneath it which – another prod – continued beneath the sacking. Someone had wanted to conceal something: a large object that had taken both sacking and coat to do the job.

Lucas flinched and took a step back. But he couldn’t turn and run, much as he wanted to. A powerful urge to investigate the shrouded heap conflicted with an almost equal reluctance to touch it. The whole idea of physical contact, putting his naked palm against it, repelled him. He looked round and saw an old pitchfork leaning against one stall. Lucas retrieved it and stretched it out to hook the sacking with the bent tines and gingerly lift it free of what lay beneath.

A pervasive sweet odour was released and flooded over him,  eliminating the lingering odour of cattle. A pair of legs in denim jeans, feet in trainers, sprawled on the dirt at his feet.

‘No, no, no . . .’ whispered Lucas. ‘That’s not what it is. It can’t be.’ His hand was shaking. ‘Go on, you wimp!’ he ordered himself. He lunged at the coat in turn, and tossed it aside to reveal the rest of the thing on the ground. A roaring noise filled his ears. The walls of the cowshed receded and then rushed in. He had experienced the mud and the muck and now he had found the dead thing.

Not a fox like that being torn to shreds in the road outside, but a human being, staring up with clouded bloodshot gaze that seemed to accuse him. A girl, a young girl. Rictus had drawn back her jaw to show even white teeth. Her bluish tongue protruded slightly and her lower lip was bloody as if she’d bitten it badly.

Lucas retched and hurled aside the pitchfork. He staggered away and blundered out of the cowshed across to the Mercedes. He scrambled inside heedless of the filth his shoes spread over the carpet, his fingers scrabbling at the key swinging in the ignition. The engine sprang into life. He backed the car across the yard and then, spinning the wheel, shot forward and out through the entrance into the road.

Luckily no other vehicle was coming from either direction or he’d have slammed right into it. If by some miracle he’d avoided a collision the driver would still have seen him. It was important no one did. Lucas drove away furiously, not stopping until he reached the bottom of the hill, beyond the copse, where the entrance to a field allowed him to pull off the road. He fumbled for his mobile phone.

Thank heavens the call was answered.

‘Listen!’ he croaked. ‘Don’t go! I mean, don’t go to that place, Cricket Farm, confound it! Where are you now? Then turn round and go back home. Don’t argue! I’ll explain later. Just do it, all right?’

He was sweating and fought for control of the bile that bubbled up into his throat. In his haste to get away from that place before  anyone saw him, he must have left any number of traces behind: the tyre marks of the Mercedes; his footprints; his fingerprints on the pitchfork handle. Well, it didn’t matter, did it? The chances were it would tip down with rain again before the day was out. They’d had enough lately to float Noah’s Ark and the forecast had promised more. It would wash away the tyre marks and footprints. The fingerprints? Oh, come on, they would be smudged, incomplete. They might not even check the handle. Who? The police, of course.

Why should the police go to Cricket Farm? No one went there. Except himself, worse luck. No one would find the – no one would find it for weeks, months. The most important thing was that no one should ever know that he had been there. Only the two of them had known of their arrangement. He wouldn’t talk and the other daren’t.

A rattle and engine growl, becoming swiftly louder, announced that another vehicle was approaching at a fair lick. Lucas cursed aloud. It was coming down the hill past Cricket Farm and straight towards him. He had no time to pull out and drive off. He did the only thing he could. He flung himself down and hoped whoever drove by would assume the car was empty.

The vehicle rattled past. Lucas, emerging cautiously to peer over the dashboard, just glimpsed the rear of a horsebox. It was the sort designed for a single horse, with a ramp at the back of the trailer that pulled up to make a half-door, and usually towed by a Land Rover or similar; just what you’d expect around here. The trailer disappearing round the bend appeared to be tenantless, which explained why the driver had put his foot down. Some country type about his business and not interested in Lucas.

He’d got himself under control and began to plan his actions. First, get out of here. But was there anything he ought to do first? And what about afterwards?

A good citizen, of course, would phone the police and report the grisly find. But good citizens didn’t have bad consciences and Lucas?  Well, Lucas’s conscience had always been an obliging entity. It rarely objected to anything. What he had instead was a strong sense of self preservation which kicked in now with a vengeance. He’d made a mistake in coming here; he’d made a mistake in getting involved in the whole stupid affair. To contact the authorities would be another mistake, compounding all the others. He couldn’t afford to make explanations. The police always promised to be discreet when they wanted to encourage faint-hearted witnesses. But there was never anything discreet about a couple of coppers, in uniform or not, trudging up to your front door – or office – or wherever they chose to appear. Being a pillar of society, inspiring confidence in others, was a big part of Lucas’s stock in trade. Having some idiot telling everyone within earshot in the bar at the golf club or down the local pub that the police had been to see Lucas Burton (‘honest truth, saw them myself as they were leaving’), wouldn’t be forgotten in a long time. That was the thing about coppers: even if they were in plain clothes, it was always obvious to anyone with half an eye who they were. Even if he managed to spin them some convincing yarn, fob them off, his reputation would remain that little bit tarnished.

Well, then, how about an anonymous call? Not on his mobile. Far too risky, the call would eventually be logged and traced to the area, perhaps even to this phone. There were no public call boxes around here; the nearest would be in the next pub and someone would notice him, a stranger, and might even overhear. Scrub anonymous call. So, let someone else find it, or preferably not find it.

He got out of the car and walked slowly round it. It was plentifully splashed with mud and if someone saw him arriving home like that, they’d notice. There was a puddle of water nearby. He squeezed out his handkerchief in it and attempted to wipe off the mire but only succeeded in making it worse. He would have to hope no one saw him arrive back. He made a similar ineffectual attempt to clean up his shoes.

Eventually he gave this up and glanced at his wristwatch. He’d wasted almost twenty minutes! Was it possible? Someone else could have driven past and seen him making a fool of himself trying to wash a car with a pocket handkerchief. Spots of rain began to land on the windscreen and struck him in the face. Now it was going to tip down again. He was getting out of here, going home. He’d wash down the Merc, remove all traces of that wretched place, later.

He sped away reflecting that the unwelcome adventure had confirmed his feelings about the countryside. It always had a nasty surprise in store for you. If not cows it was dead bodies.




Chapter 2

The Land Rover and its attached empty trailer rattled past the sign that read Berryhill Stables, Livery and Equestrian Centre. Prop. P. Gower. It turned left immediately and carried on down the track until it drew up in the middle of the yard.

The loose boxes stood in facing parallel lines. The water trough was an old enamelled bathtub. Penny (aka P. Gower) herself and any available helpers laboured to keep the place tidy but it would be nice, she thought wistfully, if it looked just a little bit smarter. People would pay more to keep their animals in a ‘proper’ stable yard with brick buildings and a cinder all-weather exercise circuit and . . . oh, well. Penny sighed. Dreams were nice but cost money. You had to invest to make a profit, people kept telling her. But you can’t invest what you haven’t got. And she was pleased with what she had got. The yard might not be swanky but, when she’d bought it, it had been derelict. She’d worked wonders here. Sadly, few visitors realised it.

One or two inquisitive heads appeared over the half-doors at the sound of Penny’s arrival, ears pricked. But Solo, who once would have been the first to identify the familiar engine noise and pop out his head to whinny a greeting, didn’t appear.

She had visitors now. There were two cars, one parked near the ‘office’ and the other down by the gate into the paddock. The nearer one, a dark blue Passat, she recognised as belonging to Andrew Ferris. She hoped he hadn’t been waiting for too long. The mud-splattered elderly Jaguar down by the paddock was also familiar and belonged to Selina Foscott. All she needed, Ma Foscott and child.

She climbed down. She could see Andrew, down there leaning on the paddock fence. On the further side she (with his help) had set up some low jumps. Andrew was watching, as if mesmerised, a small child atop a chestnut pony with white socks and laid-back ears. The pair approached a set of red and white parallel poles with the élan of a cavalry charge. Then, at the last moment, the chestnut swerved to one side and the rider carried straight on, to land with a thud Penny fancied she could hear, at the foot of the jump. The rider rolled over and sat up. The pony cantered off a short way and stopped, snorting like a dragon. A wiry figure in a Barbour descended on it and grasped the bridle in a way that meant no nonsense. The pony jerked up its head and stamped its front feet but didn’t offer serious resistance.

‘Charlie!’ yelled the wiry figure. ‘Don’t just sit there! Get aboard!’

‘Sorry, Andrew,’ said Penny, joining him at the fence. ‘I had to pick up the trailer from Eli Smith. He promised to fix the damage made when Solo tried to kick his way out.’

‘And has he fixed it?’

‘Oh, yes, Eli can fix almost anything if he wants to. Luckily he offered to do it or it would have cost me a fortune. He wouldn’t accept a penny. I hope Charlie’s all right.’

‘I should think so,’ said Andrew, glancing at the child with a dispassionate eye. ‘They seem to bounce, don’t they, kids?’

‘With luck. That one has had plenty of practice falling off.’

‘Come on, Charlie, look lively!’

The small figure at the foot of the pole fence rose to its feet and plodded in a dispirited way towards the pony.

‘It’s a girl!’ said Andrew, surprised. ‘Isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Hadn’t you realised?’

‘They all look sort of the same in that gear, don’t they? Now I can see it’s got long hair. She must have had it tucked up under her hat and it’s got loose. Why is she called Charlie?’

‘Charlotte. But I think her mother wanted a boy. That’s her mum, Selina Foscott, issuing the orders.’

‘I thought that looked like old Selina. She’s what you’d call a virago, isn’t she? She doesn’t strike me as very maternal, more like a drill sergeant. Charlotte, eh? Charlotte Foscott, not an altogether ideal combination of names.’

‘First-class pain in the bum, that’s Selina. Come into the office.’

As they walked back towards the loose boxes, Andrew said, ‘Lindsey rode out about twenty minutes ago with a learner. Thin bloke with sticking-out knees.’

‘Mr Pritchard. He’s taken up riding to expand his personal horizons. Those are his words. He’d be better off taking up watercolour painting if you ask me. But he’s keen and he pays.’

They’d reached her ‘office’ which was in reality the converted end loose box. A glance showed it also doubled as tack room. A row of saddles perched on pegs. Beneath hung the bridles. To show it was also the office it contained a small table (referred to grandly as a ‘desk’) and a couple of old-fashioned wooden chairs. Shelves had been fixed up on the wall facing the saddles and held, along with various boxes of papers and some dented tins, a couple of hard riding hats. Because there were no windows, both halves of the door, come rain or shine, had to be hooked back to admit light when the office was in use. The glimpse of the yard also gave an illusion of space but in reality it was horribly cramped. Next door, on the other side of the wooden partition, Solo could be heard snuffling and stamping, occasionally bumping against the wall.

Andrew looked at it all and sighed.

‘It’s OK, Andy. I don’t keep anything important or sensitive here, no accounts or tax records! That’s all back at my place. There’s just the appointments book for the riding lessons and odds and ends.’ As she spoke, she took out her mobile phone and laid it neatly on the table alongside the dog-eared appointments book and a piece of  paper on which was scribbled, ‘Mick Mackenzie stopped by and left this’.

‘This’ was a white envelope.

‘His bill,’ said Penny. ‘I don’t have to open it to know what it is, but I do have to pay it. Mick’s very good but he can’t afford clients who don’t pay their vet’s bills.’

‘Is it likely to be a big bill?’ He looked concerned.

‘Any bill is a big bill for me! The livery clients pay the vet’s bills for their own animals, of course. But my trusty mounts have both had problems recently.’ She glanced at Andrew. ‘That’s what you’ve come to talk to me about, isn’t it, my dodgy financial situation? I couldn’t trouble you to put the kettle on, could I? You’re nearer.’

‘Putting on the kettle’ involved lighting a bottled-gas burner. Andrew obliged.

‘This isn’t safe in here, you know, all this wood – and animals in attached accommodation.’ He indicated the gas bottle. ‘It’s meant for a patio.’

‘Lindsey or I only light it when we take a tea break or have a visitor like you. It isn’t going to blow up on its own,’ Penny told him defensively.

‘It would blow up if there were a fire and it engulfed this office of yours. Take the thing home with you at the end of the day, at least.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t talk about disasters, Andy. I’ve got enough of one with bankruptcy looming. And I can’t lug a gas bottle about with me everywhere I go.’

‘It’s not as bad as that,’ he said, ‘well, not yet. But you’ve got to increase your income, Penny. Quite seriously, it’s a matter of urgency.’

‘I haven’t got any free loose boxes. I can’t take on any more livery clients. I could give up this office, turn it back into stabling, but I’d have nowhere to talk to clients when they come and want to discuss things, and Lindsey and I wouldn’t have anywhere to keep all the gubbins. As it is I may have to buy a new riding pony soon,  for the learners, if I hear of a suitable one that isn’t out of my pocket. Solo’s getting crotchety with age. He’s never taken against the trailer before but the other day he went berserk. The vet says he might have impaired sight in one eye and if he’s right, it’s the end of Solo’s usefulness for the riding lessons. He’d be a positive danger to a learner, in fact to anyone. The possibility is terrifying. I couldn’t let him off the premises. Even here, if it is his eyesight, he’d be likely to kick out or shy unexpectedly. Handling him would become dangerous and my insurance wouldn’t cover me if there were an accident as a result. It probably doesn’t already, now Mick Mackenzie’s drawn my attention to the matter.’

Penny made a gesture of resignation. ‘Let’s face it. The poor beast is useless, a liability.’ She reached out and touched the unopened white envelope. ‘Perhaps that’s what this contains, not the bill. Just a final reckoning for Solo.’

‘So he’d be for the bullet in the head?’

‘I hate the thought. He could go into retirement in the paddock for a bit but in the end . . . a blind horse is a blind horse. Meantime, well, he’s costing me money and not earning me any.’ Penny twisted a length of brown hair round her forefinger and looked miserable.

‘The riding lessons do pay, don’t they? Can’t you extend that side of things? Even without Solo?’

‘Without poor Solo, no. Anyway, there’s only Lindsey and me here to do everything. If one of us takes a pupil out, that leaves just one to deal with all the rest. Neither of us takes a holiday, not a proper one. Lindsey did take a fortnight at Easter because her husband insisted, and I was pretty pushed to cope, I can tell you.’

‘I came over and helped,’ he said, hurt.

‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean that. I know you did and very grateful I was. I am grateful, Andrew, for everything, for your doing the accounts cut-price and volunteering to come over and shovel horseshit and build fences and all the rest of it. You’re the best friend I’ve got.’

He gave her a meaningful look.

‘Don’t, Andy. You’re married, remember?’

‘Not so you’d notice. Karen’s been in Portugal for the past week, floating down the Douro. Doesn’t come back until the week after next and then it’s only a few days before she’s off again, Middle Europe, I fancy.’

‘She works hard, Andrew. It can’t be any fun shepherding tour groups around.’

‘I know she works damn hard. I know she enjoys it. I wouldn’t ask her to give it up. That would be selfish and pointless. But both she and I know that, as a marriage, we’re pretty well washed up. It’s only a matter of time before one of us calls it quits. I’m waiting for her to say it. She’s waiting for me.’

‘I’m not an agony aunt, Andrew,’ Penny said firmly. ‘Nor, even if you were free, would we make a success of it as a twosome: I might not be playing nanny to elderly well-heeled cruise-goers sailing up and down European rivers, but I spend all my time here.’

‘My dear old mum,’ said Andrew wistfully, ‘used to read paperback romances in which couples got married for love.’

‘I don’t live in a paperback romance and neither do you.’

He pulled a face, rolling his eyes. ‘Cruel, cruel world . . .’

‘Yep, that’s it.’

A shadow fell across the door and they both looked up.

‘Raining again,’ Selina Foscott informed them briefly. ‘We’ve got Sultan under cover and Charlie’s unsaddling. Oh, here she is.’ Charlie appeared weighed down with the saddle, the bridle reins trailing in the dirt behind her. ‘Right, chuck it down in there,’ ordered her mother. ‘OK?’

This last query was addressed to Penny and before she could reply firmly that no, it wasn’t all right, Selina was already in retreat.

‘Sorry, we’ve got to dash. Look lively, Charlie, hop in the car. Might see you tomorrow, unless it tips it down. If so, see you some time next weekend.’

She vanished. ‘See what I mean?’ hissed Penny. ‘Shove Sultan under cover, unsaddle and dump everything in the tack room . . . but no mention of rubbing down the animal or washing the mud off his legs, cleaning out his hooves, anything like that. No cleaning up that tack.’ She pointed to the jumble of leather on the floor. ‘That’s been left for me or for Lindsey to do.’

‘That’s what she pays her livery fees for, or so she’d reckon.’

‘She reckons wrongly. That is not what she pays her livery fees for! She pays for the animal to be stabled here, fed, mucked out and groomed, fair enough. We exercise Sultan if Charlie can’t get over here during school term to do it. All that is regular maintenance and labour-intensive, not to say time-consuming. It does not cover the pair of them coming over here on a dirty day like today, riding the animal round and round the field until it’s thoroughly muddied up and sweating and then pushing off home! What’s the difference between that – ’ she jabbed a finger towards the saddle at their feet – ‘and dropping your dirty washing on the bedroom floor and waiting for someone else to pick it up and launder it? Anyway, taking care of an animal is part of having one. I’m not her ruddy employee!’

‘Tell her.’

‘You can’t tell Selina anything.’

‘You can tell her to take her pony and wretched child elsewhere.’

Penny sighed. ‘She’s determined to make a showjumper of Charlie – not that either Charlie or Sultan have any aptitude – and that means a succession of mounts for Charlie, all stabled here for years to come.’

‘Increase the fees.’

‘Daren’t. I ask the most I can. You may not have noticed, but this isn’t a de luxe establishment.’

‘I love you.’

‘See what I mean? I don’t need more complications, Andy! No, you don’t love me. You admire me for slogging away here against all the odds, when what that really means is that I need my head seeing to.  The only other reason I keep going – apart from your support and Lindsey’s devotion – is that Eli Smith rents me the paddock cheap and doesn’t mind if I spill over and graze my horses in the next-door field that technically I don’t rent. Not that he uses it for anything else.’

Andrew frowned again. ‘Funny old stick, Eli, touchy, too.’

‘Yes, he is, but reliable. Even he may get an offer for the land one day, so good he can’t turn it down. Then, well, that will be that. I couldn’t afford to buy it.’

The kettle had boiled and was filling the little room with steam. Andrew made the tea and handed a chipped mug to Penny.

‘Ta,’ she said as she accepted it. ‘Funny thing, now that we’re talking of Eli . . .’ Penny stopped.

‘What’s that, then, the funny thing? Other than Eli himself.’

Penny sipped the tea, muttered, ‘Ow!’ and put down the mug on top of Mackenzie’s veterinary bill. ‘I drove past that yard of his as I was coming home here. You know, the place just up the hill – used to be the farmhouse and buildings. Eli stores all his merchandise there.’

‘Is that what it is, all that junk?’

‘He calls it that.’

‘I call it accumulated rubbish. Why doesn’t Eli live up there? At the farm?’

‘Because the house is haunted, ask anyone round here, the old-timers, I mean. It was the scene of a horrible crime.’ She paused.

‘Oh, right, yes, I’ve been told about that. Eli’s exploiting it, shrewd old bugger that he is. A rumour of a ghost is a pretty good way of keeping Nosy Parkers from sniffing round the place.’

‘I don’t know if the story originates with Eli, or why he should invent it if it does, but he won’t live there or farm there, so other people think there must be something about the place. I’m certainly not saying Eli believes in spectral apparitions floating around in the middle of the night. All the same, his memory must hark back to a  period of his life he’d want to forget. In that sense perhaps he’s haunted, even if the house isn’t, if you see what I mean?’

‘Perhaps that’s why some people see ghosts and others don’t,’ Andrew offered. ‘The ghosts come from within, not from outside ourselves.’

There was an awkward pause. ‘Look,’ said Penny briskly, ‘do you want to know what the funny thing is or not? I’d got past the yard and just a short way on there’s an entrance to a field. A car had pulled off the road and parked in it, a pretty super-duper sort of car, a silver-grey Merc. Doesn’t belong to anyone round here, I’m sure.’

‘Driver nipped behind the wall for a call of nature.’

‘Oh, no, that’s the really funny thing. He was in the car, trying to hide, crouched down along the front seat by the dashboard. But I could see him quite clearly.’

‘Aha! A mystery. I’ll drive back that way and see if he’s still there.’

‘Doubt it.’

‘If he drove this way, we’d have seen him.’

‘No, we wouldn’t. We were both hanging over the fence watching Sultan and Charlie. Talking of which, I’d better go and see to poor Sultan.’

Andrew said thoughtfully, ‘Have you got a phone number for Eli?’

‘Got his mobile number, why?’

‘I’ll give him a call and suggest he checks out his yard. I mean, as far as we know everything he keeps there is rubbish. But he’s a canny old bird. He might have something valuable there, something the haunted-house yarn is supposed to protect from snoopers. Well, if there’s been a stranger hanging around, a stranger who didn’t want you to see him, Eli would want to know about it.’

Penny reached up on to the shelf and took down a grubby exercise book. ‘Here you are, my useful phone number list. Eli’s mobile is in there. Thanks again for coming over, Andy, and making the tea. But I really have to go and fix up Sultan.’

He was leafing through her address book as she left.




Chapter 3

‘Why worry about tyre tracks?’ demanded Sergeant Phil Morton rhetorically. ‘Why not just drive all over the shop and destroy the lot?’

He drew in at the tail of a queue of vehicles that had parked on the roadside. Both of them could see that, ahead of the queue, other vehicles had pulled off the hard surface on to the grass verge before the entrance to the farmyard. Phil Morton was right to spot the offence and be annoyed. Other tracks would potentially have been obliterated. The two of them got out and Morton turned up his collar. Rain had been forecast – again – and had begun to fall in the form of a thin persistent drizzle. A lousy summer was creeping into a dismal autumn.

‘Dave Nugent had the right idea in taking off for the Algarve with his golf clubs and a bottle of sunscreen,’ muttered Morton, finding a new source of grievance.

‘Dr Palmer is here,’ said Jess as they passed a familiar Toyota.

Phil snorted. ‘Bet he’s pleased, and all!’

‘We’re none of us pleased, Phil. Give it a rest.’

Morton was an inveterate grumbler. In the short time they’d worked together Jess Campbell had got used to it and normally she didn’t mind too much. But it was Friday afternoon and she was tired. She’d been looking forward to the weekend.

They drew level with the two vehicles that had pulled on to the soft earth. One, Jess was dismayed to observe, was a police patrol car. The other was a battered lorry laden with junked household appliances,  dented cookers, scratched washing machines and what looked like a commercial coffee maker. As they appeared alongside, the door of the cab opened and a squat figure in a disreputable sweater and grimy jeans climbed down and confronted them.

‘Who are you?’ he growled.

‘Inspector Campbell,’ said Jess. She indicated Phil. ‘Sergeant Morton.’

Phil obligingly took out his ID and held it up.

Small dark eyes studied it carefully before swivelling back to Jess and subjecting her to the same comprehensive inspection before the answer came in a hoarse rumble from somewhere inside the tatty sweater. ‘I’m Eli Smith and this here . . .’ Mr Smith waved a sunburned hand, ‘this here is my yard, my land, as it happens.’

‘You’re the gentleman who reported finding the body?’

‘Yes,’ said Smith. He pursed his mouth. ‘A woman, then?’

‘I understand the body is female,’ retorted Jess, deliberately misunderstanding him.

There was a brief gleam of appreciation in the dark eyes. Eli Smith wasn’t a fool. But, thought Jess, probably liked to act one.

‘It is, as far as I could tell. I didn’t hang about in there. I called you lot. It is,’ added Eli loftily, ‘your business. Mine is scrap.’

‘So I see.’ She looked up at the collection on the lorry. ‘Where do you get it all?’

‘It’s legal!’ said Smith immediately. ‘I got receipts.’

‘So you don’t farm here, Mr Smith?’ confirmed Morton wearily.

A flicker of contempt in the dark eyes. ‘No, I don’t. There’s no money in farming no more. I’m holding on to my land until such time as.’

‘As what?’

‘Ah . . .’ said Mr Smith, laying a callused finger alongside his nose. ‘That’s it, ain’t it?’

Jess sighed. ‘Tell us how you came to find the body, Mr Smith.’

Eli’s manner changed. Beneath the teak hue of his skin, a dull red flooded across his features. ‘On my property! That’s trespass.’

‘If you don’t farm, what do you use the place for?’

‘I store my merchandise here,’ returned Mr Smith with dignity. ‘Don’t I?’ he added.

‘If you say you do. And do you live here, even though you don’t farm the land?’

This earned her another look of disgust. ‘No, I don’t, and you wouldn’t ask a tomfool question like that if you went and took a look at the house. It’s all boarded up and empty and the roof is in a real bad state. Of course,’ continued Eli twisting his blunt features into a pathetic expression, ‘a poor old chap like me can’t be expected to pay for all the repairs.’

‘So why not sell the farm, then?’ Phil asked. He didn’t like standing around in the rain and had been shifting from foot to foot.

‘I told you,’ said Eli sulkily to him, ‘I’m waiting on things, until such time, like I said.’


‘Barmy,’ murmured Phil Morton.

Jess had moved off a few paces to get a better look at the yard from the road and judge what a passer-by might or might not be able to see. She zipped her rainproof jacket up to her neck, stuck her hands in the pockets and wished she could pull up the hood against the persistent rain. Water was beginning to plaster her short-cropped auburn hair to her skull. But there was something undignified about a hood fitting closely over her head, which would make her look like a rambler who’d strayed into the scene out of curiosity. Moreover, people here needed to see who she was. It was like the king raising his helmet on the battlefield so that the troops could be reassured someone senior was in charge.

Give over! she thought. You’re no Henry the Fifth; you’re just an overworked police officer and this is Friday, for pity’s sake. Why did these things always happen on a public holiday or at a weekend?

It’s your job, by your choice, replied another little voice in her head. You gave up a normal life when you joined the force. She had a suspicion the voice belonged to her mother. Neither of her parents had understood her wish to join the police. They’d accepted it reluctantly, but her mother still resented what she bluntly called ‘the waste’. Waste of what? Jess had once unwisely asked her. ‘Of the life you could have had!’ had been the unkind reply. Jess hadn’t asked again.

Her father, having worn a military uniform for most of his working life, had more respect for what she did, even though he also would have wished her to have chosen something else. ‘I can’t say I approve,’ he’d told her when informed of her decision. ‘It’s not what I’d have liked for you. But if it’s what you want, then fair enough. It’s a worthwhile career. But you’ll find it tough going.’

She wondered now briefly if he had thought she’d find it too tough, and would cry off after a while. She hadn’t and he’d never commented.

Further back by the lorry Phil had again taken up the questioning of the witness. She could see them both from the corner of her eye and the body language spoke volumes. Phil was getting tetchy. As for the witness . . . he was sounding belligerent and stood there with his solid round head sunk between his hefty shoulders, glowering at Phil. It was a picture of defiance but it was a smokescreen. It was designed to hide something. Just for a moment she wondered if it was fear.

‘So, Mr Smith, you came out here today to leave that load on your truck here in your yard. I understand that’s what you told us when you phoned in!’ boomed Morton much too heartily.

‘Then you know the answer. How many more times have I gotta say it?’

‘A chance visit, then? I mean, you don’t make a regular call here?’

‘As and when . . .’ Eli looked shifty.

‘But the only reason you came here today was to unload your truck? Did anyone expect you?’

‘Who would that be, then? There’s no one here.’

‘But you didn’t drive into your yard. You parked here, outside. That meant you would have to carry everything on that truck through the gate.’ Phil indicated the loaded truck with its collection of domestic appliances. ‘A weight like that and all on your own? You’d have a job on! Why not drive right in? Then you could climb up and just shove the things off the back. Wouldn’t that make more sense?’

There was something terrier-like about Phil Morton. He wouldn’t let go of any question until he thought he’d got a satisfactory answer. He was compact in build and only just the required height for a police officer. He was conscious of it. Jess liked Phil and respected his ability, but he wasn’t always the easiest person to work with. Bull-baiting, she thought suddenly, that was what the two of them brought to mind, some picture in a history book of a long-vanished cruel sport. The larger powerful animal and the smaller but determined dogs snapping at it. It often worked as a technique with awkward and unsophisticated witnesses. But Jess wasn’t sure it would succeed with Mr Smith.

‘Thought I’d take a look round first,’ said Eli defensively.

‘That’s what you usually do? Take a look round first?’

‘Not necessarily but lately, well, there are all sorts of people around these days, you never know.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

‘Just general,’ said Eli, now looking decidedly furtive. He rallied. ‘Just as well I did, isn’t it? Because there’s a dead woman in my cowshed.’ He scowled. ‘This is nothing to do with me! I didn’t ask to find her. She’s got no right to be there and I hope, when you go, you take her with you. You ain’t going to leave her lying there?’

‘It’s been a shock for you, Mr Smith,’ called Jess, turning towards them and treating him to a sympathetic smile, designed to calm nervous witnesses. And the old boy was nervous. But what about? There was something, perhaps a lot, he wasn’t telling them. ‘What you need is a nice hot cup of tea as soon as you get home,’ she suggested.

Phil gave her a look of startled disapproval.

‘Shock?’ Eli’s bright dark gaze leapt from Morton to her. ‘Oh, shock . . . it’s that, all right. I’ve been through enough trouble. I don’t need any more and not here. She’s got no business here, no business at all! Someone’s done it deliberate, dumped her, that’s what I reckon. Some bugger done it on purpose for me to find, and it’s not right!’

He was definitely getting agitated. Jess decided to let him off the hook for the time being. She signalled as much to Morton. ‘Thank you for now, Mr Smith. I’ll go and take a look. Perhaps you’d like to make a statement to the sergeant and give him your details?’

Eli eyed Phil cautiously. ‘Will I have to sign it?’

‘Eventually, sir, when it’s printed out. You can come in and do that, or we could call round to see you,’ said Morton.

‘Oh,’ said Eli, and looked shifty again.

‘Some problem, sir?’

Eli sniffed. ‘I’m not one for writing. OK if I just make my mark?’

 



White-suited figures picked their way around the sea of mud that had been a farmyard and could be seen moving inside the open-fronted cattle shed on the far side. A uniformed man was guarding the blue and white plastic tape tied between the gateless gateposts. As Jess approached, having donned protective clothing, the constable lifted the flimsy barrier so that she could duck underneath.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked him.

‘Wickham, ma’am.’

‘Do you know who took the original report?’

‘Someone phoned in to the station, ma’am. The station radioed Jeff Murray and me, out in the patrol car. So we came over here and found that old chap . . .’

Wickham indicated Eli Smith who was now indulging in some tirade and waving his arms about. Phil, holding his notebook in one hand, was making placatory gestures with the other, valiantly following  her lead in trying to calm down the witness, but not having much luck. He looked as if he was swatting flies.

Smith was probably on again about it being on his property, thought Jess. This was the one thing that really seemed to shock the old boy: not the finding of a corpse, the sight of death, but finding it here in his cowshed. That’s what had frightened him.

‘And you both, you and Murray, went into the barn, cowshed, whatever it is?’

‘Well, yes, ma’am. I mean, we didn’t really believe him. We thought perhaps he’d been at the home-made cider.’

‘Did he come with you?’

Wickham shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t. He wouldn’t budge from the road here. He said he’d seen it once and didn’t want to see it again. We thought that if a body was there, you wouldn’t want too many people tramping round the place, so just Murray and I went.’

The constable shifted from foot to foot and looked for the moment as if he was going to throw up. ‘It’s horrible,’ he said.

‘Never seen a murder victim before?’ The constable was very young. Jess guessed this must be his first time. There was always a first murder victim for them all. Violence and man’s cruelty to man, nothing could prepare you for the shock of seeing it.

‘No, ma’am.’ He looked shame-faced. He didn’t like having to admit it, especially to a woman. She did him the favour of not looking sympathetic. In any case, she had a bone to pick with him and his partner.

‘Next time you’re called to a suspicious death, don’t park your car up on the soft verge. Leave it on the road. Now we’ve got your tyre tracks in with all the others.’

The youngster looked stricken. ‘Yes, ma’am, sorry.’ Hurriedly he added, ‘But I did spot the paint, ma’am, and pointed it out to one of them fellers.’ He indicated the Scene-of-Crime team.

‘Paint?’ she asked sharply.

In reply, the constable pointed at the nearer gatepost. A smear of metallic silver-grey paint glittered amid the rust. Jess stooped to look at it. This was done very recently and by a car driven by someone either in a hurry or very careless. She’d put money on his being in a hurry. Hurry to get in here or hurry to leave? It didn’t come from Smith’s truck. They’d get it over to forensics and find out what sort of vehicle had left it. Different manufacturers used different paints. The paint smear was a real piece of luck.
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