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This is a death trap, his brain told him. You have a few seconds left. Maybe a minute.


A minute to curse his stupidity for being conned. Like an idiot he’d taken up the challenge with no thought about the danger. A couple of drinks had made him bolder, but he certainly wasn’t drunk, not even in party mood. He had been focused. This was a game he’d needed to win.


In the moonlight, he’d climbed the twenty-metre ladder and lifted the inspection hatch in the conical roof. It had been left unbolted. A promising sign, he had decided. He’d looked in and at once spotted what he had come for. The pink prize was lying in the centre only a short way off. He felt a rush of excitement.


He should have sussed he had been set up. Should have worn a safety line. And shouldn’t have gone in alone, after dark. But he didn’t hesitate. Gripping the hatch door and the side for support, he lowered himself inside. The silo was filled almost to the top with wheat grain, so he didn’t need to jump. His feet met the surface before it needed to take his weight. A crust had formed on top and felt reasonably firm.


He wasn’t troubled that the hatch didn’t stay open. It was within reach so he could easily push the door up to get out again. And he had his phone to see with. He switched on the flashlight for a better view of the smooth-sided galvanised steel cylinder. Ten metres across. He would only need five.


His shoes broke the crust and sank in a short way. That didn’t register as a warning. He could still get to the centre. The effort of freeing his foot gave extra force to his next step and caused him to sink in some more. The crust was thinner out here, away from the wall. Stored grain is unstable, he told himself. What else do you expect?


Almost at once he was knee deep. Movement was like wading through a swamp. Still the lure of the reward drew him on. I won’t be beaten, he told himself. I’ve gone to too much trouble already. Pushing on, thighs straining, upper body twisting, elbows at shoulder level working like machinery, he inched towards the target. He leaned in, stretched and felt his fingertips touch the lace trim. At a second try he grabbed it.


Success.


And so simple.


He drew the garter on to his arm to leave both hands free.


Now he needed to get back to the hatch and climb out. He made the effort to turn and felt a troubling loss of control. All this disturbance had produced a shallow crater in the surface that was clearly getting deeper. He was at the lowest point with the grain streaming down. It was taking a huge effort to move his legs. Already he was up to his thighs and sinking. For the first time in this misadventure, he knew he was in danger of being buried alive.


In alarm, if not panic, he shouted for help. His voice echoed off the steel sides and roof, only confirming that he was in an enclosed space where nobody would hear.


Seed was bouncing down the slope, stinging his face. Some of it got in his mouth. Shouting will only make this worse, he thought. I must keep my airways clear.


His legs and feet were being crushed. His descent might have slowed, but it hadn’t stopped. He was held fast, up to his armpits. With each movement of his shoulders a million suffocating seeds ran down the sides of the crater.


Idiot. You have a phone in your right hand. Use it.


No service came up on the status bar.


He was in a dead zone.
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Peter Diamond stared at the email on his home computer screen. ‘Smelly lanes and horse flies. I’m not cut out for country life.’


‘I never said you were,’ his partner, Paloma Kean, said over his shoulder. ‘Doesn’t mean you can’t go out of town. You’ve been before.’


‘Only on police duty. This is something else. She’s asking us to stay.’


‘Not for ever. It’s a visit.’


‘A whole damn week out of my annual leave.’


‘She was your deputy. You’re always telling me what a gem Julie was. Aren’t you interested to see her again after all this time?’


He hesitated. He’d never told Paloma why the staunchly loyal Julie Hargreaves had quit and applied for a transfer. The harsh truth of the matter was that the day came when even Julie had wearied of his overbearing conduct. She’d smoothed the way for him through case after case until she’d finally buckled under the strain. Her announcement that she was leaving Bath CID had been one of the great shocks of his life. He couldn’t blame her any more than he could change his own personality. For Julie it had been a gut-wrenching decision, unknown to him until later. She had discussed it all with Stephanie, his late wife, and Steph had supported her. ‘Let her go, Pete,’ she had told him after Julie had dropped her bombshell. ‘A trouble-free life isn’t necessarily what you want or need.’ Another way of saying she’s too good for you. Anything Steph had said was gospel. He bore no resentment towards Julie.


‘But a day visit will be more than enough,’ he told Paloma. ‘I don’t do overnight. It’s only Somerset, for pity’s sake. We can be there and back in a couple of hours.’


‘Maybe she has a reason for wanting you to stay.’


‘Like what? Putting up shelves? She’d regret that.’


‘Something professional.’


‘Julie is retired now. She had the sense to put it all behind her.’


‘Says you.’


He managed a self-conscious grin.


Retirement beckoned for him, too, but he wasn’t looking forward to it. His job defined him. Without it, he would lose self-respect and, more importantly, the satisfaction of seeking and discovering nuggets of truth in a chaotic world. ‘I had a run-in with Georgina yesterday.’


His boss, Assistant Chief Constable Georgina Dallymore, had endured his prickly personality for almost twenty years and thought it should have earned her the King’s Police Medal for service of conspicuous merit.


‘She asked me my age.’


‘Doesn’t she know it already?’


‘You bet she does. Years, months and days. She started talking about the NPA as if I should know about it. She knows my blind spot for abbreviations.’


‘NPA?’


‘Normal Pension Age.’


‘Ouch.’


‘My reaction exactly. I was forced to remind her about the RPO.’


‘What’s that, the Royal Philharmonic?’


‘The Retention of Police Officers scheme. For those of us – I quote – “due to retire, who wish to continue to supply their valuable skills and experience”. Bit of a shock for her. She almost burst her tunic buttons.’


Paloma smiled. ‘But I don’t think you should stay in the job just to spite Georgina.’


‘I do it for myself. You know that.’


The truth was that he and Georgina had worked on their mutual dislike over the years and attained a level of understanding, if not tolerance. The fighting never stopped, but the chance of a knockout had long since gone by. They knew too much about each other. She had his misdemeanours on file going right back to violence episodes when he had been in the Met. But the only time she had tried to get him sacked at a disciplinary hearing at headquarters, it had been cancelled at the last minute because he had broken his leg performing an act of heroism in the line of duty.


Diamond didn’t have a dossier on Georgina but he knew her weak points. She had once been desperate to find a house-sitter, mainly to cosset her pampered Persian cat, Sultan, when she went abroad. Through no fault of his own, he’d ended up doing the job himself, whisking Sultan away from Georgina’s luxurious house in Bennett Street to the more humble Diamond homestead in Weston to share with his own tough tabby called Raffles. Georgina never knew Diamond could have had the run of her house, everything from her Mills & Boon collection to her underwear drawer. And he was privy to more of her innermost secrets, the afternoons out for golf, hair appointments and choir practice.


‘We’ve never experienced village life,’ Paloma said as if the thought had just occurred to her. ‘Julie’s invitation could be an opportunity.’


Danger signals sounded for Diamond. ‘Opportunity for what?’


‘Finding out if the country suits us.’


He didn’t like that at all. ‘It wouldn’t. We’re townies, through and through. Nothing ever happens there. You can soon get tired of frolicking lambs and helping the farmer pick his apples.’


‘What’s that Sherlock Holmes quote about the smiling and beautiful countryside having a more dreadful record of sin than the vilest alleys in London?’


‘Detective fiction,’ he said with a curl of the lip. ‘I deal in true crime.’


‘You may have to go looking for true crime if you want to exercise your brain after, em . . .’


‘Retirement?’


Paloma hadn’t wanted to use the ‘R’ word again. She knew how it troubled him. ‘But you’d help Julie if she had a problem. It’s not in your nature to spurn a cry for help from an old colleague.’


He checked the screen again. ‘Cry for help? I don’t see one here.’


‘Did you notice the name of the village?’


Baskerville. ‘Is that real?’


‘Doesn’t it have some appeal to you, of all people?’ Paloma said.


‘Is that why you just quoted Sherlock Holmes?’


‘It may have popped into my head.’


‘It’s only a name,’ he said. ‘The countryside is dotted with stupid names. One more reason for avoiding it.’


‘That’s rich for a man who lives in a town called Bath.’


She knew better than to press old Grumbleguts when he was in this mood. She would let him brood on the matter. A few hours might make a difference.


As for Diamond, he had a more urgent matter to deal with, a visit to the vet with Raffles, his elderly cat, for the annual booster injection. The needle never seemed to bother Raffles. What troubled him was the waiting room and the smells and sounds of other people’s pets, especially dogs. He would be safe in his carrier but that didn’t stop him from mewing loudly enough for Diamond to get looks from all the other owners.


Mercifully, when they got there, the waiting room was empty except for a man with a large bird cage under a black polyester cover. Whatever was inside was silent.


Diamond didn’t have to ask.


‘He’s a beautiful cockatoo,’ the man said. ‘He’s been off colour for a week and I want the vet to take a look. I’d show him to you, but it could be psittacosis. Heard of that?’


‘The parrot disease,’ Diamond said in a tone meant to shut the man up. He didn’t want conversation right now. But he made the mistake of softening his response by adding, ‘Let’s hope it’s not that.’


‘It can easily be transferred to humans,’ the man said as blithely as if he were doing a TV commercial. ‘Little airborne particles. Breathe any of those in and you could go down with pneumonia.’


‘Nasty,’ Diamond said, thankful that the cockatoo and its owner were on the other side of the room.


The man was nervous and needed to fill the silence. ‘The symptoms are like Covid. Bit of a cough, temperature, headache. You could take one of those lateral flow tests and come up negative and think you’re safe, but you aren’t. If you’re taken seriously ill and don’t tell them you’ve been near a parrot, they won’t know how to treat you. It could be curtains. I’m doing the right thing, bringing him here.’


‘No question,’ Diamond said without meaning it at all. ‘You can’t be too careful.’


‘I’m going to warn the vet to wear a protective mask.’


‘Excellent idea,’ Diamond said, thinking he, too, should be wearing protection.


‘Not just a face covering, a proper surgical mask that filters out those particles.’


A young woman in a green uniform appeared at the door of the inner sanctum. ‘Mr Screech?’


The man twitched. ‘That’s my cockatoo, not me.’


‘The vet will see you now, both of you.’


After they’d gone in, Diamond picked up a magazine. Not to read, but to flap the air and disperse any particles that had come his way.


Raffles treated him to one of those disdainful looks cats give their owners.


‘How old is he now?’ the vet asked Diamond when their turn came.


‘I wouldn’t like to answer that in his presence. Last time we were here I told you he likes to check on the birds from the windowsill but can’t jump up any more, and you suggested a chair would help. Now he needs a footstool to get on the chair.’


‘Good thinking,’ she said. ‘And how is his appetite?’


‘Smaller, for sure.’


She put Raffles on the scales. ‘You may need to raise his feeding dish to shoulder level.’


‘His shoulders or mine?’


She smiled. ‘An upturned shoebox would be about right.’


‘Good idea. I’ll find one.’ A shoebox wasn’t going to cost anything. Elderly pets can get expensive.


‘We are recommending new medication for the arthritis that will help him,’ the vet added as she lifted Raffles on to her table. ‘Let’s look at his teeth.’


Some dental work under anaesthetic was going to be necessary. They’d need another appointment for that. The bill was mounting. The new medication for the arthritis wouldn’t come cheap. And the annual jab wasn’t free.


On the drive home, Diamond had a rather good idea. He would use Raffles as the excuse to get him out of that week in the country. A phone call to Julie to explain that the cat needed special care now and couldn’t be boarded anywhere.


‘Guv, are you talking about Raffles?’ Julie said when he called her the same evening. ‘I remember Raffles. He must be a good age now.’


‘That’s the problem. Arthritis mainly. He needs surgical aids.’ A shoebox was a surgical aid if the vet recommended it.


‘Like his own mobility scooter?’


‘Haha. Other stuff, too much to bring. He’s of an age when he’s better off in the place he knows.’


Julie didn’t seem to have heard. ‘Bring him with you, poor old thing. Bring his equipment, everything. I’d love to see him again. That’s not to say I wouldn’t like to see you and Paloma too.’


And that was how a week later he and Paloma came to be driving south under the clear blue sky of Somerset with Raffles in the pet-carrier on the back seat, as well as a New Balance sneakers shoebox filled with tins of gourmet cat food.


‘Was Julie on your team from the beginning?’ Paloma asked.


‘You want to know more about her?’ he said unnecessarily, and answered his own question. ‘Of course you do. She’s our hostess for a week.’ In his head, he was deciding how much to tell. None of it reflected well on him personally but he hadn’t deliberately hidden the story from her.


They were using the old route south of Bath. The dull city suburbs gave way to eye-pleasing fields edged with poppies and elderflower.


This would be uncomfortable to relate. ‘She was in CID when I rejoined the police,’ he said, recalling the bizarre episode of his blow-up with Mr Tott, the Assistant Chief Constable, triggering his resignation and the year scratching a living in London, until Bath had begged him to come back because of an emergency only he could deal with. ‘Detective Inspector Julie Hargreaves. Good rank for a woman in that male-chauvinist era. Difficult at first. We circled each other like cats.’


‘Because you were prejudiced?’


He sniffed. ‘Smells like Somerset to me.’ They had the windows open. Overnight it had rained heavily and the air was rich in earthy scents, tolerable on the breeze although not at closer range. ‘Prejudiced, did you say? Possibly. There was a phrase around at the time for blokes who were politically correct: the new man. Remember? Well, I wasn’t one of them.’


Paloma laughed. ‘Who would have thought it?’


‘Actually, most of the tension with Julie was because I was parachuted in and I came with baggage, a dodgy reputation with the Met before I even started here. It was made worse in Bath through a troublesome brat I put in hospital. By accident,’ he added. ‘So Julie had every right to treat me with caution. But I soon appreciated how bright she was. Loyal, too. Watched my back and kept me out of trouble.’


‘You’ve always needed a minder,’ Paloma said.


‘She was my deputy,’ he said in a tone of injured virtue.


‘Two, in fact. One at home and one at work.’


‘Have it your way. She was marvellous. Solved a locked-room murder for me when I was floundering about. But on the next case, I made a huge mistake. I assigned a murder investigation to DCI John Wigfull, mainly to get him out of my hair. He’s another cop you never met, a right pain in the you-know-what. Then Julie told me she would have jumped at the chance of taking it on. From then on, nothing went right.’


He had to suspend the story. They were on the A361, and the great mound of Glastonbury Tor was ahead. He needed to concentrate on his driving through the town, the centre of the New Age universe. It was always full of hairy tourists crossing the street as if traffic didn’t exist.


‘Back to Julie and me,’ he resumed when they were out the other side without running over a single hippie. ‘We started sniping at each other. At one stage, she made a sympathetic remark about the murder victim, a foreign woman who had been working the social care system to her advantage, and I said she was being too sisterly for my taste.’ His slightly more enlightened modern self winced at the memory. ‘That really got to Julie, but it was just the latest in a series of sexist things I said to her and came to regret. She decided the chemistry was wrong. She couldn’t work with me any longer. She put in for a transfer.’


‘And still wants to see us?’


‘She’s a good person. Phoned me after Steph was murdered and saw me through the worst time of my life. She really helped me deal with it. And it was a tip from Julie that put me on to the killer. She found something in one of those Scotland Yard bulletins I never bother to look at. Yes, I’m eternally grateful. Those old skirmishes are long gone.’


They drove through Taunton, the county town, more staid and less folksy than Glastonbury. Soon after, Baskerville started to appear on the signboards. The village was well off the main road, accessible only along narrow twisty lanes with not many passing places. The atmosphere changed. A huge black cloud had materialised out of nothing in that blue sky. Their sunglasses had to come off. Driving here was an act of folly, Diamond thought to himself. It never entered his mind that he was about to be treated to the one thing missing from his long career – a village murder.


‘If we meet something, they’ll have to do the reversing. My days of driving backwards are well in the past.’


‘If it’s a farm vehicle, they won’t back down,’ Paloma said.


‘They’ve got a reverse gear, same as I have.’


It wasn’t a tractor that came round the next turn. It was a herd of Friesian cows advancing at a steady rate. Cows don’t reverse. They don’t even brake well. You don’t argue with big beasts.


‘That’s all I need.’ Forced to eat his words, he braked, turned in his seat and started the move back.


Raffles saw his face and mewed.


‘Belt up, you.’


‘You’re talking to the cat, I hope,’ Paloma said.


‘I’m looking for a passing point.’


‘There was an open gate some way back. That could be where they’re heading.’


‘How far is some way? I don’t see it.’


‘I’ll tell you.’


‘Leave the driving to me and watch the cows.’


‘Can you go a little faster?’


‘That will just encourage them.’ His control of the wheel wasn’t confident. He was intent on avoiding contact with a drystone wall. ‘Isn’t anybody with them?’


‘I can’t see.’


Neither of them cared to entertain the thought these could be runaway cows making a bid for freedom.


He’d reversed for almost a minute when he reached the opening. First, he spotted a patch of road gleaming with mud and cowpats. He knew what would happen. Even if he judged the turn successfully and steered off the hard surface, his wheels would sink in and spin and he’d be stuck.


How right he was. Just as he’d turned the wheel and Paloma was saying, ‘Well done,’ he felt the sickening lack of response from the tyres. His instinct was to put his foot down harder. They sank deeper into the mud. He switched off.


The cows hadn’t stopped. The leaders headed past the car’s nearside and into the field. There was space if all of them were sensible, but that was too much to expect of cattle on the move. The side of the car took several bumps.


‘That’s my no-claims bonus up the spout.’


A cow with an eye for adventure moved around the front and continued along the lane. Others followed.


‘This can’t be right,’ Paloma said.


‘You’re telling me.’


‘I mean the ones going on up the lane. I think they’re meant to go in the field.’


‘What am I supposed to do – get out and do traffic duty?’


‘I don’t advise it. You’ll get trampled. Hold on, someone is coming.’


The last of the cows were followed by a youth on a quad bike. He couldn’t have been much over fifteen. He had two sheepdogs with him. He shouted like someone twice his age, ‘What the bloody hell?’


Diamond put down the window and shouted back, ‘Are you supposed to be in charge?’


The kid didn’t even stop. He yelled, ‘Close the fucking gate,’ and drove straight into the field with the dogs following. The quad bike made light work of the mud and hummocks and was soon lost to view.


‘What was that about?’ Diamond said.


‘I expect he knows a way to head off the strays. Better do as he says.’


He didn’t enjoy taking orders from a foul-mouthed teenager but he saw the sense in it, emerged from the car, trudged through thick mud and shut the gate before the cows in the field took it into their heads to go after the escapees.


‘Do I smell?’ Diamond asked when he was back in the car.


‘It’s to be expected,’ Paloma said.


‘The car’s going to need a good cleaning, inside and out, and that’s if we ever get it moving again.’


Paloma took out her phone. ‘Want me to call Julie?’


‘And tell her we’re up to our hubs in cowshit? I’d rather not. We must think of something.’


‘Like a tow truck?’


‘Something we can do for ourselves.’


‘Like me getting out and giving it a push?’


‘I’d need about six of you.’ He felt helpless and annoyed with himself. He was supposed to be resourceful. His reputation was summed up in this standstill. He was the ultimate stick-in-the-mud.


Paloma looked at her phone. ‘It says here you should lighten the car’s load by asking passengers to get out and stand at a safe distance.’


‘You’ll ruin your shoes, same as me.’


‘And I suppose we should unload the cases as well. They’re heavy.’


‘Makes sense, but I’m not optimistic.’


‘You never are, Pete.’


‘It’s starting to rain. That’s going to make it worse.’


As soon as he got out, a huge drop hit his head and splattered. He felt the water run down his neck. He heaved out the suitcases and set them down at the side of the road. Paloma got out and stood nearby under an umbrella reading instructions from her phone.


‘You can also try deflating the tyres a bit.’


Crouching beside the muddy tyres trying to find the valves was a messy business. The rain was stinging him. The tow truck became more appealing by the second.


He got back in the car to try again. Lowered the window. ‘When I’m sitting here, I can’t see the damn wheels.’


Paloma moved closer to the car. ‘I’ll tell you.’ She was doing her best to sound calm as she read from her phone. ‘Move the steering wheel back and forth to give the front tyres room to manoeuvre. Use second gear to get the best possible traction. Push slowly on the accelerator. Slowly!’


She got a faceful of mud. ‘Do you mind?’


He apologised. He could see her in the wing mirror. ‘We’re running out of options.’


‘They suggest wedging pieces of cardboard in front of the tyres. This is starting to sound like desperation.’


Muttering, he listened to the rain rattling on the roof. He needed a few seconds to compose himself. ‘Where am I supposed to find cardboard?’


‘Raffles’s shoebox.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘We can get him another one. Julie probably has some.’


He left the engine running, got out, opened the rear door, emptied the shoebox of tins and released some of his tension ripping it into two flat pieces of cardboard that he then forced under the rear tyres.


Raffles protested loudly, adding to the misery.


Diamond got in and tried again.


The wheels spun and didn’t engage with the cardboard.


Paloma closed the umbrella, pocketed her phone and knelt beside the nearest wheel. ‘Try again, I’ll see if I can get it under the moving tyre.’


‘You’ll get covered in filth.’


‘We’re in a filthy hole and we’ve got to get out of it somehow.’


He didn’t argue.


Magic. The extra pressure from Paloma did the trick. The tyre treads found some purchase on the cardboard and the car eased out of the ruts and down the slope to the hard surface of the road. Paloma climbed in.


She looked like a coal miner at the end of a shift.


‘If this is country life,’ she said, ‘I’m starting to come round to your way of thinking.’
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Julie lived at the heart of the village on the edge of the green in a thatched black-and-white cottage with a front garden stocked with shrub roses and a patch of lawn that hadn’t been mowed all summer.


‘The long grass surprises me,’ Diamond said. ‘She kept her desk really tidy.’


‘It’s wild,’ Paloma said.


‘I can see that. It’s a riot.’


‘Wild by choice,’ Paloma said. ‘Helps the bees and the butterflies. It’s rather lovely. Harebells, red campion, meadowsweet, lady’s bedstraw.’


‘The only ones I can name are dandelions.’


He knocked and they both heard the bark of a dog inside.


He prickled. ‘Why didn’t she tell us she has a dog? Raffles won’t like that.’


Paloma made light of the matter. ‘It would have given you another reason not to come.’


‘But she knows we have a cat. We’ll have to keep him in the car. A dog guards its territory.’


‘From all I’ve heard about Julie, she will have thought it through.’


Footsteps sounded from inside and Julie opened the door. She was slimmer than he remembered, or was it time that had taken away the softness of her flesh?


She said, ‘This is such a treat. I’m so pleased I was firm with you and insisted you came. But don’t stand there. Come in.’


‘We’ll take these shoes off first,’ Paloma said.


Julie laughed. ‘No need, my dears. It’s no palace, as you’ll soon find out.’


‘Even so.’ Paloma lifted her heel and removed a muddy shoe.


‘Oh, come on, you only just stepped out of the car.’ Julie’s head was angled upwards as if to check the state of the cloud cover. ‘It stopped raining ten minutes ago.’


‘That’s not the whole story,’ Diamond said with a sidewards glance at his bedraggled partner. ‘Haven’t you noticed the state of us?’ But before the words were out, everything came together in his brain: the barking dog, the overgrown garden and the strange tilt of the head.


Julie had gone blind.


‘We’re covered in mud and god only knows what else,’ he managed to say while his thoughts raced. Julie, whose observational skills were a legend, had been dealt a life-changing blow. ‘We had a close encounter with a herd of cows and the car got stuck.’


Julie laughed again. ‘You need a shower and a complete change of clothes by the sound of it.’


‘You have a shower here?’ he said in surprise.


‘What were you expecting – a tin bath? This may be deepest Somerset but we do have modern plumbing. Come on in and I’ll take Paloma upstairs first and find towels and a shower cap.’


They left their shoes on the doormat.


Later that evening, cleansed and wrapped in bathrobes Julie had found for them, they ate warm quiche and salad while seated on an L-shaped sofa in the largest room in the cottage. ‘Before you ask,’ Julie said, ‘it happened unexpectedly three years ago. Macular degeneration. In most cases it’s slow to take effect, but mine was the wet form that can take your sight in a matter of days. It’s a good thing I was already well established here. People are very helpful. I have a marvellous guide dog called Bella who you’ll meet in a minute. Where’s Raffles?’


‘Still in the car.’


‘Poor mite. Fetch him in, guv, and all his equipment. Bella won’t trouble him. She’s too well-mannered for that.’


Shamed by her openness, Diamond cleared his throat. ‘When we spoke on the phone, I laid it on a bit thick. His equipment amounts to a shoebox we rest his dish on.’


Paloma added, ‘And it had to be sacrificed to help get the car out of the mud.’


‘You need another shoebox? No problem,’ Julie said and put her tray to one side.


Diamond was already on his feet. ‘Tell me where and I’ll fetch it.’


Julie said in a firm tone, ‘You won’t. My legs are capable of going upstairs.’ And she crossed the room at speed.


‘Don’t patronise her, Pete,’ Paloma said when they were alone. ‘She’ll know every inch of this cottage.’


‘I’m shocked,’ he said. ‘She didn’t mention this on the phone.’


‘She wouldn’t. She’s refusing to let it dominate her life. Better bring Raffles in, like she said.’


He also brought in the tins of cat food. His elderly pet didn’t hesitate when a dish of tuna was placed on the shoebox Julie provided.


‘Sounds like he’s taking it,’ Julie said.


‘You bet. He’s still got a good appetite.’


‘After he’s settled in, we’ll introduce him to Bella. Once they’ve met, I don’t expect any trouble. Before that you must tell me about your adventure with the cows. I think I know who they belong to.’


Paloma told the story. It was easy to laugh now.


‘The boy on the quad bike will have been Hamish from the farm,’ Julie said. ‘He’s a good lad, growing up fast. And I’m guessing he gave you a mouthful of grown-up language.’


‘It wasn’t the time for polite conversation,’ Paloma said.


‘Kids on farms learn to make themselves useful from an early age. It’s no bad thing. He’ll have crossed the field and met the stray cows in the lane as they reached another gate. His parents run the farm as tenants. The owner is serving a prison sentence.’


‘Whatever for?’


‘Gross negligence manslaughter. She got three years. There isn’t much sympathy for her in the village.’


Diamond had been starting to doze off. Raffles was a warm bundle on his lap. The mention of manslaughter acted like adrenalin. ‘What?’


‘You may know all about this. Claudia Priest.’


‘It rings a bell faintly. Someone else must have dealt with the case. Tell me more, Julie.’


Like old times, she got straight to the salient facts, turning to face him. The muscles of her grey-blue eyes functioned as if she could see, steady as any sighted person. He had to watch closely for a sign that she couldn’t. The giveaway was the absence of focus, as if she were gazing through him. ‘She’s in her forties now and lived here as a child. Her father Mervyn was well liked and respected. He went out of his way to welcome me when I first arrived. They’re one of the few village families left. Been here for generations. The name Priest is all over the church on tablets and brasses.’


‘Quite something to live up to.’


‘Mervyn did. He built up the farm, modernised it and made a huge success of it. He kept most of the village employed one way and another. He lived in the farmhouse, which is huge and much restored. He was tower leader for the bell-ringers and supplied the village shop with half its produce.’


‘What about his wife?’ Paloma asked.


‘I don’t know much about her. She died years before I got here. A freak accident, struck by lightning in one of the fields on the farm.’


‘Dreadful.’


‘They’re a tragic family. Mervyn was left to bring up Claudia. Many of the locals believe he overcompensated and spoiled her. I was told she was quite a tearaway in her teens, really naughty, got in bad company, was caught passing drugs to her school friends more than once and cautioned by the police. She only escaped detention because Mervyn’s lawyers were the best.’


‘All this was when she was underage?’


‘Still at school.’


‘A fee-paying school, no doubt.’


‘A series of them. She was expelled from several. In the end the drug-dealing was too much for the magistrates and she was given a year in a secure institution. By the time she was released she was sixteen and free in more senses than one.’


‘Left home?’


‘Wasn’t seen in the village again until after Mervyn’s death.’


‘What did he die of?’


‘That’s another tragedy. He never really got over his wife’s death. He took an overdose. A few close friends and people he worked with knew about his depression. He hid it well. He was found dead in bed. He’d drunk half a bottle of whisky and taken a lot of sleeping tablets.’


‘Then Claudia inherited the farm?’ Paloma said, eager to hear more. She wasn’t just making polite conversation. She was leaning forward, hands smoothing the robe against her legs.


‘Yes, more than twenty years after she left home, when most of the locals had forgotten about her. At that time she was living in Bath on a generous allowance from Mervyn. He’d continued to support her financially through the years even though she’d had little to do with him. To everyone’s surprise she came to live here.’


‘To farm?’


‘That’s what we supposed. Of course, it wasn’t hands-on. She asked the family who’d been running it for Mervyn in his last years to stay on and they’re still here.’


‘Still being paid?’


‘On the same terms.’


‘These are Hamish’s people?’ Paloma was asking all the questions while checking regularly to make sure Diamond was paying attention. There was a possibility he wasn’t. He had spread himself inelegantly across most of the sofa like Madame Récamier on a night off, the stresses of the journey having taken their toll.


‘His parents, Jim and Agnes Douglas. They’re lovely. I’m hoping you get a chance to meet them.’


‘The three of them do the real work?’


‘Plus a team of farm workers. It’s a big undertaking.’


‘Wise decision, then, wouldn’t you say, Pete?’


‘Hm?’ He gave a start. His eyes were open, but he hadn’t been listening as closely as Paloma. ‘Oh, yes. No argument.’


Julie didn’t show she’d noticed. She was addressing him as much as Paloma. ‘None of us could think what was in Claudia’s mind, moving out of Bath to a backwater like this, but we were given a clue when the parties started.’


‘Parties as in raves?’ Paloma said.


‘Not exactly. These weren’t kids. They were yuppies. The yard filled with expensive cars. Music blared from the farmhouse windows until three and four in the morning. On summer nights the guests spilled out into the lanes, drunk or high on drugs. You can imagine the reaction in a hardworking community where everyone is in bed and asleep by ten.’


‘How often was this?’


‘Once a month, starting Friday night and often running over until Monday morning.’


‘The guests slept over?’


‘I didn’t enquire into the sleeping arrangements.’


Diamond smiled and proved he hadn’t drifted off. ‘You were always discreet.’


‘I imagine they crashed out wherever they happened to be and slept well into the next day. One of the sheepdogs had a nose for cannabis and kept finding used joints in very odd places like the church porch, the lambing shed and the bus stop. A packet of condoms turned up in the kids’ playground. And a haystack went up in flames one Sunday morning, definitely caused by a cigarette.’


‘How does the manslaughter fit in?’ Diamond asked, more engaged now that they’d reached the juicy part of the story. ‘I’m thinking Claudia will have made herself so unpopular locally she was more likely to be the victim than the killer.’


‘A decomposing body was found in a grain silo.’


Paloma screwed up her face and said, ‘Ugh!’


‘Sorry. I needn’t have said that so bluntly.’


Diamond said, ‘Carry on, Julie. She’s heard worse from me. In a silo, you say?’


‘You know what I’m talking about? Large round towers for storage. The farm has two. Something was stopping the grain from running freely out of the bottom. When they investigated, they found the, em, corpse.’


‘One of the party crowd?’


Julie nodded. ‘Roger Miller. An art dealer, lived in a nice house up near the Circus, in Bennett Street.’


Diamond flattened his palm against his brow. It wasn’t easy switching his tired thoughts from rural Somerset to Georgian Bath. He was trying to recall an art connection from the not-too-distant past. He squeezed his eyes as if that would make a difference and it did. A priceless memory from three years ago of his solemn colleague DI John Leaman, who never got out much, standing on a wall at the back of the Circus trying to work out where the painter Gainsborough’s studio had been and getting spotted by a passing police patrol. ‘You wouldn’t find a better address, Bennett Street.’ He paused for someone to ask why.


‘Cheek by jowl with Gainsborough?’ Julie said, taking the wind out of his sails. ‘You’re right, guv.’


Paloma said, ‘Roger Miller. I remember the name from way back. Can’t place him, but he must have been around some while.’


‘Paloma’s business is all about art and illustration,’ Diamond said as if confirming a melancholy truth. ‘Tell us more about this bloke.’


‘He had a bit of a fling with Claudia that fizzled out, but he was still in her group of friends until he disappeared from the scene four months before the body was found. He was in party gear, Hawaiian shirt, flared jeans and smart buckled shoes and – this was the clincher – on his right forearm was a frilly pink garter.’


‘A woman’s garter?’


‘I don’t think men wear them much.’


Paloma smiled and added, ‘Certainly not on their arms.’


The garter brought a lighter touch to a gruesome topic. Diamond saw an opportunity to keep it going. ‘Does anyone wear garters these days?’


Paloma said, ‘In some situations, yes.’


‘Like brides wearing something blue on their wedding day? But you said this was pink.’


Now both women were smiling. Paloma said, ‘Come on, Pete, you’re not that much of a puritan.’


‘Sex? Is that what this was about?’


Julie explained. ‘It emerged during the trial that some sort of game was played. Claudia had hidden the garter somewhere around the farm and it was up to the men to find it.’


‘Hunt the garter?’


‘Sort of.’


‘She admitted this? And what was the prize?’


Paloma was ahead of him. ‘If you have to ask that, Pete, you really are tired.’


‘I like the rules spelled out, as you know.’


‘This was a drunken, drug-fuelled party, my love, not a cricket match.’


Julie said, ‘Prosecuting counsel at the trial thought along the same lines as you, guv. He put the question to Claudia about what was on offer to the winner.’


‘Sex – like I said?’


‘Not necessarily. Claudia’s answer in court was that garters come in pairs.’


‘And?’


‘One of the ladies would be wearing the one that matched it and identifying her would be the next challenge.’


Paloma laughed. ‘Saucy. I like it.’ The image of the rotting body was erased from her thoughts.


Diamond doggedly picked his way through the practicalities. ‘Getting back to what we know for sure, the garter must have been put in the silo before the game got under way.’


‘And the silo was a death trap,’ Paloma said.


He was trying to picture this. ‘How do you get into those things – through the top?’


‘There’s a ladder up the side and a hatch in the roof.’


‘The game was thought up by Claudia, so she will already have climbed up and put the garter inside?’


‘At some risk to herself,’ Paloma said.


‘That’s the assumption,’ Julie said.


‘Didn’t she say?’


‘She said she had no memory of going up there.’


‘This is fascinating.’


‘She wasn’t believed, especially when it emerged in court that she’d taken drugs and drink. They all had. If she was on a high, she might well have done something as reckless as climbing the silo.’


‘That I can believe.’


‘The silo was full to the top with stored grain.’ Julie was back on a wavelength with her old boss. ‘All she needed to do was throw the garter where it could be seen. Anyone retrieving it would need to wade through the grain.’


‘With a high chance of being sucked in? Horrible way to die. Sorry, Paloma. Think of this as more shop talk.’


Julie said, ‘There’s a term for it: grain entrapment. At the trial, an expert witness said up to thirty deaths a year occur that way in the United States alone, where silo storage is most used. A crust forms on the surface after some months and it can give the impression it’s safe to walk on. It isn’t. It’s treacherous. The victims are mostly farm workers. They start sinking in and soon lose control. Struggling makes it worse. In a very short time they’re up to their necks in grain and they suffocate.’


‘Did Claudia understand the risk?’ Diamond said. ‘If she did, you could argue there was premeditation and that could be murder.’


There was an awkward silence. Julie was frowning. ‘That was never seriously suggested in court, guv.’


‘Outside, perhaps?’ he said, hearing the tension in her words. Another hesitation before she said, ‘Some tongues wagged in the village.’


‘There’s always some mean bastard.’


‘I overheard it myself from some women whose voices I didn’t know. She’s been treated horribly.’


‘Is that why you’re telling us this?’


Julie didn’t answer at all, so he added, ‘I’m glad you did. It’s an intriguing case. In her defence she wasn’t a farmer and she probably didn’t know enough about the danger of sending someone into a silo.’


‘She was raised by a farmer,’ Julie said. ‘She spent the first fifteen years of her life on the farm where it happened. She must have been warned that you don’t go inside a silo.’


‘Then why would she endanger the people she invited to her party? You said there was some kind of affair in years past with the victim? Tell me his name again.’


‘Roger Miller.’


He sat forward and brought out his phone. ‘You’ll be proud of me, Julie. These days I can do a background check on the PNC.’ He tapped in his security number to access the police computer. While painstakingly entering the letters, he said out loud, ‘Full name: Roger Miller. Bennett Street, BA1.’ He stared at the screen, waited and got only a ‘not known’, a humbling anticlimax. ‘Unfortunately, he doesn’t feature. Sorry, I interrupted the story. You were telling us about Claudia. She’ll be on the database for sure.’


‘What do you want to hear?’ Julie sounded uncomfortable with the way the conversation was heading.


‘How she’s supposed to have done this.’ Diamond pressed on regardless. ‘Let’s say it was premeditated and Miller was making a nuisance of himself, wanting to rekindle the flame when Claudia didn’t. An unwanted lover can be a real pain. But then if she meant to get rid of him she’d have to make sure Roger and not one of the other men climbed into the silo. How many played this game?’


‘Not many, I heard. Some of the guests were too spaced out to join in.’


‘Did they all start the search at once? You don’t know?’


‘I don’t think anyone asked at the trial.’


‘If she’s really evil she may have tipped Miller off.’


‘What do you mean?’ Julie said.


It was distracting that the sightless eyes could still look disapproving. Her tone of voice reinforced the reaction.


The word ‘evil’ had been a bad choice. He tried to explain more mildly. ‘Had a quiet word with him and told him to look in the silo. You don’t care for that? You think she’s innocent?’


Paloma could see he was in deep water. ‘Get Pete started and he’s sure to think the worst.’


Julie nodded and tried to smile. ‘I should have remembered.’


‘Do you think Claudia is innocent?’ he pressed her. ‘Innocent of anything at all?’


‘I can’t say that for sure, guv. I just feel she didn’t get a fair hearing. No one was willing to speak up for her character, not one of her so-called friends from Bath and certainly nobody in the village. The judge will have known about her record, the troubles in her early years.’ She felt for the arms of her chair and started to get up. ‘But that’s enough about Claudia. I think it’s time Raffles met Bella.’


In their room while getting ready for bed, Diamond said, ‘That Bella is remarkably well trained. She drew back in the nick of time.’


‘It was only a gesture. Raff didn’t want her too close.’


‘I’m not so sure.’


Paloma rose to Raffles’s defence. ‘If he’d really meant to scratch her nose, it would have happened.’


‘I’m not so sure. His tail was swishing. That’s never a good sign.’


‘He was out of his comfort zone. You can’t blame him.’


‘I don’t. He was acting on instinct. No use telling him we’re visitors and you don’t behave like that towards the resident dog, least of all a guide dog.’


‘Don’t fret. They’ll work it out between them. In a few days they’ll curl up together on the sofa.’


‘One with a scratched nose.’


In bed after they’d turned out the light, Paloma said, ‘It’s a huge effort for her, inviting us to stay.’


He was yawning. He didn’t want a discussion now. ‘Yes, she’ll sleep well and so will I.’


‘Have you worked out why we’re here?’


‘Mainly because you insisted.’


‘I thought it would do you good, getting a break from work.’


‘Sampling country life? I’ve had enough already, thanks.’


‘Aren’t you interested in what’s on Julie’s mind?’


‘Do we have to go into that?’ he said. ‘It’s late.’


‘It’s only just gone ten.’


‘After the day we’ve had, it feels like midnight.’


‘I told you there must be a reason why she wants us to stay for a week and now we know what it is. Could be quite a challenge, Pete. It’s not like you have your team with you.’


He didn’t answer. He was asleep already.
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Julie’s breakfast was a revelation. She moved around her kitchen as if she was fully sighted. She judged the cooking to perfection.


‘I don’t know how you can tell when the eggs are ready,’ Diamond said.


‘You get an ear for it. You put a lid over the pan and listen for the sizzling sound and if you judge it right they get cooked without being overdone. I like eggs and bacon myself, so I get plenty of practice.’


‘And you scoop them out of the pan without breaking them.’


‘Accidents are not unknown,’ she said. ‘It’s a learning process. When I drop things, Bella is only too happy to clean up.’


‘Mind if I ask another dumb question? How did you manage to write that email inviting us here?’


‘On my laptop.’


‘Yes, but . . .’


‘I could always touch-type. And I have a software programme called a screen reader that sounds as friendly as a police radio, but tells me what’s on the screen.’


She suggested a stroll through the village later. The overnight rain had given way to bright sunshine. ‘We’re small, but we still have a shop and a pub, which is more than many others can claim.’


‘What’s special about Baskerville that it keeps going?’ Paloma asked.


‘Careful how you pronounce it,’ Julie said. ‘We’re nothing to do with the famous hound. Round here, it’s Bask, as in basket.’


‘Baaarskeville, m’darlings,’ Diamond said in a dreadful faux-Somerset accent. ‘I like it.’


Julie answered Paloma’s query. ‘We’re isolated, as you will have seen when you drove here, but there are people living across a wide area and most of them shop in the village rather than the supermarkets in town. It’s out of loyalty, I’m sure, and the shop is community owned and well stocked with farm produce, so we are well known. Customers drive out here from Bridgwater and Taunton, where they have shops of their own.’


‘You depend a lot on the farm?’


‘Without it, we’d really be in trouble, which is why there was such a crisis when Mervyn died. We didn’t know Claudia would take over. Fortunately, Jim and Agnes – Hamish’s parents – had been running it for some years and they were happy to continue. Their terms of employment didn’t suffer. I’m told they are well paid, as they should be.’


‘Claudia didn’t plunder the profits, then?’ Diamond said while doing some plundering of his own, a rasher of bacon Paloma had pushed to the edge of her plate.


‘As far as I know, the financing of the farm was never under threat. She splashed out on a few luxuries like a new car and a foreign holiday. You’d have to be a saint not to have a bit of a spree when you first inherited over a million.’


‘She can’t do much where she is now.’


‘Poor soul, yes.’ Julie pushed back her chair. ‘Did you leave any scraps for Bella?’


Diamond glanced down at his empty plate.


Paloma was quick to say, ‘It was so delicious there isn’t much. I’ll scoop ours into her dish.’ She had some scraps left.


‘And I’ll wash up,’ Diamond offered – for which he got a surprised look from Paloma. He wasn’t known for being domesticated. ‘What time is it? Generally I’ve driven to work by now.’ Being a house guest would take some adjustment.


‘It’s only a matter of loading the dishwasher,’ Julie said. ‘We’ll give it a whirl later in the day.’


With Bella harnessed and leading, they stepped out for the tour of the village.


‘The first thing of note is my filthy car,’ Diamond said in a tour-guide voice before they came out of the front gate. ‘Your neighbours will already be asking what sort of scumbags are staying here.’


‘I don’t think so,’ Julie said. ‘This isn’t the Royal Crescent. The folk here are used to mud. If it worries you, I’ll find you a bucket and sponge when we get back.’


‘It doesn’t worry him enough for that,’ Paloma said.


‘Give me a break,’ he said. ‘I cleaned your shoes and mine before you were up and about this morning.’


They started along the path skirting the village green. Bella steered them around a puddle. ‘Good girl,’ Julie said. ‘She’ll stop altogether if we come to a large one. All I have to say is “Find the way” and she does.’


‘Where are we heading?’


‘She knows. When I’m out in the morning the shop is where we make for.’


They passed a terrace of stone cottages. The top of the church tower was visible above the roofs, greyer in colour than the creamy limestone buildings closer to Bath.


‘By the way, Julie, you can drop the “guv”,’ Diamond said. ‘We’ve all moved on since the Manvers Street days.’


‘Unless you really mind, I’ll stick with it. I’ll always think of you as my guv’nor. I wouldn’t be comfortable using your first name.’


Paloma said, ‘If you’re introducing us to other people, you’ll need to call him something.’


‘Preferably something polite,’ Diamond chipped in.


‘You’re Peter, my ex-boss. But I won’t say you’re a senior detective. I’ve never told the locals I was in the police. They think I was a social worker of some sort, which is basically true.’


‘Why the secrecy? You should be proud of your old job. You were damned good at it.’


She reddened. ‘It takes a while to get accepted here. I don’t want them all on their best behaviour each time I walk into the pub.’


‘You want me to keep quiet about the day job?’ he said. ‘I get it, Julie, but there’s more to this than your wish for privacy, isn’t there?’


She smiled. ‘You don’t miss a thing.’


‘Feelings are still sore in the village?’


‘After the body was found, we had officers here for days questioning everyone. People got upset at being treated as suspects when it was obvious Claudia and her Bath friends were responsible.’


‘And you don’t want anyone to get the idea that the case is being opened up again? I understand. Why don’t you call me Peter Dee, just in case anyone has heard of me? It’s easy to remember.’


Julie seemed to like that.


For a short time, no more was said except the odd word of encouragement to Bella for changing course at puddles. Then Diamond started up again. ‘You don’t really believe it was wrong to question the residents? Someone from here could have decided a fatal accident would put a stop to the partying.’


‘It crossed my mind, but I can’t think how they’d manage it.’


‘Neither can I right now, but if I were on the case I wouldn’t rule anyone out. Whoever was in charge must have felt the same way. I wonder who the SIO was.’


‘Jack Crandley, from Taunton CID.’


‘You were here, of course. I’m forgetting. DI Crandley. I’ve never heard anything to say he isn’t a good detective. Did he question you?’


‘One of his sergeants did.’


‘Anyone you knew?’


She shook her head. ‘Personnel have changed since I was on the payroll.’


‘But you didn’t tell this sergeant you were a retired DCI?’


‘He didn’t ask so I didn’t volunteer it. That’s a side benefit of being blind. People assume it was for ever.’


They were moving round two sides of the green, which wasn’t the sort where village cricket is played. A large pond was in the centre and a children’s play area on the far side.


As well as taking in the features of the place, Diamond was thinking about the drift of Julie’s remarks. The body in the silo was much on her mind. She was the one who had brought it into the conversation this morning. Paloma was right. They had been invited for a reason. Julie wanted his opinion on the case.


He didn’t mind particularly if it didn’t amount to more than that. The mystery fascinated him but he had no authority to reopen the inquiry. He could get into real trouble if he did.


‘The shop used to be our post office and when that part of it closed, we were in danger of losing it altogether,’ Julie said when they got near.


‘When was this?’


‘Soon after I moved here. People were so alarmed that Mervyn suggested taking over the shop as a community venture and that’s what we did. I’m a shareholder like most of my neighbours. The bulk of the money was put up by Mervyn. We run it as volunteers. Well, I can’t do much now, but I took my turn behind the counter while I still had my sight. We have a vested interest in supporting it.’


‘This is happening in villages all over the country,’ Paloma said.


‘Yes, and it’s good in all sorts of ways. We know each other better than we ever did before.’


Which can also have its downside, Diamond was tempted to say, but didn’t. ‘Mervyn seems to have been a twenty-first-century lord of the manor.’


‘That’s pretty much how we thought of him, except there was no lording it. He mucked in and got things done. I liked him a lot.’


‘Is that why you have some sympathy with his delinquent daughter?’


‘I wouldn’t call it sympathy. She was a pain.’


‘Empathy, then.’


‘That’s more like it. I sometimes think of her in her cell brooding over what went wrong. The manslaughter sentence was too heavy for what happened. I’m sure they were all acting stupidly. She was the one who carried the can.’


‘Her house, her party, her game,’ Diamond said. ‘It was about responsibility and she made bad decisions. The story of her life, from all you’ve told us.’ He had a high respect for Julie’s deductive skills, but he could only give an opinion on the facts as he’d heard them and he couldn’t find the sympathy Julie clearly felt. The image of the prisoner in the cell lamenting her situation didn’t sway him. Every prisoner felt like that.


Julie didn’t comment. Her silence was eloquent.


Paloma felt the tension and tried to deflate it. ‘I can understand a young girl brought up on a farm looking for a more glamorous life outside.’


‘That was when she was a kid,’ Diamond said. ‘We all rebel as teenagers, or most of us do. Claudia doesn’t seem to have grown out of it. She’s in her forties now, Julie told us.’


‘I did,’ Julie said. ‘I can’t defend her behaviour. And yet I hear my friends and neighbours discuss her as if she’s evil and I can’t accept that she is. She admitted thinking up the game but she denied ever placing the garter in the silo.’


‘Where did she claim to have hidden it, then?’


‘In the bull pen, but she wasn’t believed. She didn’t say it with any conviction. The prosecution picked up on it straight away and turned it to their advantage, asking if she was bent on putting her friends in harm’s way. They asked a series of questions about the layout of the yard. She got flustered, contradicted herself several times. The thing is, her brain was fogged by all the rubbish she’d taken.’


‘Drugs?’


‘And alcohol. She wasn’t a good witness. She remembered the main events of that night but when it came to detail, she was hopelessly confused. The prosecution tore her to shreds.’


‘Was her state of mind queried in court?’


‘Oh, yes. Under questioning she admitted she was on medication. Sedatives. I suppose she thought she would get a sympathetic reaction, but of course she didn’t. It undermined her evidence.’


‘I’m not surprised the judge took a hard line.’ He was being honest even though Julie believed Claudia had been hard done by.


They had reached the shop, double-fronted and with a Somerset Gazette board outside announcing COAL ORCHARD TO CLOSE.


‘What the heck is that about?’ Diamond asked. He sensed the need to lighten the mood but he had forgotten Julie’s blindness.


Paloma read the words aloud and Julie smiled and explained that the Coal Orchard was a pub in a part of Taunton being developed as a riverside attraction with restaurants, a large arts centre and theatre, but the project had run into difficulties during the Covid lockdown. ‘You’d better buy the paper if you really want to know.’
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