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  About the Book




  What do you do when you think your ex-lover has murdered his wife? That’s the question Ursula Gretton, an archaeologist working on the Saxon burial ground on Bamford Hill, puts to Meredith Mitchell in the hope that Meredith’s friendship with Chief Inspector Markby might cast some light on her dilemma. But Markby is dismissive of Ursula’s suspicions concerning the disappearance of Dan Woollard’s wife – until a body is found in the rubbish dump near the site Woollard and Ursula have been excavating.




  Woollard’s team of archaeologists aren’t the only ones to disturb the peace of the windswept hill. Much to the fury of a taciturn pair of local landowners, a band of New Age travellers has set up camp on the hill, only to disappear the day the body’s discovered. Markby is faced with a tangle of conflicting clues, suspects and possible witnesses – amongst the latter Meredith Mitchell – and when a second body is found, it is clear the web is growing ever more complex, and destructive . . .




  




  

    ‘. . . history . . . the register of the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.’

  




  

    

                                           


    


























Edward Gibbon

  




  




  

    Prologue

  




  

    For some time after she left, he waited for a letter, watching out for the post van from the top of the old rampart. He took special care to sit there on Tuesday mornings because he had a theory that she’d write at the weekend and post it Sunday evening or early Monday. She must know he’d be worrying that she was all right and had somewhere to live and money, so he was confident the letter would come.

  




  

    Sitting up there early in the day on the damp grass, all the colours of the surrounding countryside seemed newly washed. Because the wind blew chill across the earthwork, he wore the last pullover she’d knitted for him, tracing the cable pattern with his fingers and remembering how she’d sat by the window in the good light to knit it.

  




  

    He knew that at fourteen years old he wasn’t a child and ought to be able to manage without her, just as she’d said. But he still felt a strange pain inside him when he thought about her.

  




  

    He saw the little red box-like van most mornings, rattling along the road down there, past the quarry. Sometimes there were letters for the farm. The van turned up the hill and, his heart pounding, he’d race to intercept it. But the driver would only shake his head, smiling, and speed on. There was no letter for him. The awful emptiness returned as, trousers creased and damp from dew, he made his way down to the road to await the school bus.

  




  

    On the evenings of such days he’d surreptitiously riffle among the opened mail jammed behind the mantelpiece clock to see if she’d written to his father. But if letter there had  been, his father had hidden it away, perhaps because it was precious to him, too. He longed to ask. He’d have liked to know if his father shared his pain. But since on both accounts he’d most likely have got short shrift, he kept his questions and his feelings to himself.

  




  

    One Tuesday when he awoke he knew in his heart that his letter would never come. He wondered if it was his fault and he’d done something to upset her. He didn’t go out early to wait on the rampart that day, or any day ever again. He got on with the business of growing up. But he never forgot her and he hoped that, wherever she was now, she was happy there and perhaps, just occasionally, she thought about him.

  




  




  

    Chapter One

  




  

    The travellers rattled along the main road in a small convoy of vans, trailers and converted buses. Some vehicles were little more than metal hulks, more rust than paint, held together by hope and defiance, others were gaudily decorated with brightly coloured flowers. In all of them, aged engines coughed throatily as they coped with the incline. Clouds of black exhaust fumes stained the clear late summer air and filled it with a pervasive stench of oil.

  




  

    Suddenly a raucous blast on the horn of the purple bus leading the file signalled that a sought-for landmark had been sighted, and the vehicles behind responded in a joyous cacophony.

  




  

    Here the road crossed the lower slope of Bamford Hill. To the right the ground fell away, to the left it rose steeply to open pasture, patched with fields of rippling wheat. With a predatory roar the purple bus quitted the road to turn left up a rough track signposted ‘Motts Farm’. The others followed with squeals of tortured metal.

  




  

    Their leader veered left again off the first track, thrusting through a gap in the bordering hawthorn hedges. Triumphant, he lurched at the head of his tribe across dry grassland towards a curious turfed rampart which crossed the hillside horizontally half way up.

  




  

    They were not the first arrivals. A band of archaeologists had already established themselves here and had excavated a warren of trenches. They had been toiling assiduously beneath the sun but now leapt up, open-mouthed, to watch aghast as the invaders surged past them up the hill to the rampart, blaring horns and belching fumes. Below the grassy mound the wild assortment of vehicles drew up in two parallel lines like so many siege machines and finally halted.

  




  

    Out swarmed the bushy-bearded men and long-skirted women, the youth of both sexes in tattered jeans, the children of all ages, the dogs excited and barking. Even a goat was decanted from its own wheeled pen. With the ramshackle efficiency of all nomads some began to dismantle the tangled hedgerow for firewood; others, armed with buckets, climbed a far fence to draw water brought down to a cattle trough by rickety pipe and tap arrangement, sending surprised cows cantering away in all directions.

  




  

    Finally a large, black labrador-cross trotted downhill to the archaeological dig, plumped himself down, scratched vigorously and, with pink tongue lolling, surveyed the appalled workers in a neighbourly manner.

  




  

    But already opposition was on its way. A battered Land Rover was bumping down the hillside from where chimney tops poking above the rise marked Motts Farm. It disappeared behind the rampart and then abruptly reappeared on top of the ancient earthwork.

  




  

    Two men jumped out, a curiously contrasted pair. The appearance of the elder, tall, spindly yet sinewy, his nose high-bridged, his grey locks whipped into a tangled halo by the stiff breeze, suggested an Old Testament prophet: The shotgun in the crook of his arm served only to bring the image up to date.

  




  

    The younger was squat and stocky in build, wearing strong brown corduroys and a baggy grey-green pullover which made it seem as if the component parts of him had been scooped up from the surrounding landscape. He now stepped forward, cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled: ‘You – are – trespassing!’

  




  

    ‘Stop breaking down that hedge or I’ll blow your bloody heads off! Get off our land, off our land!’ the grey-haired man bellowed. His voice rose to a scream as he took the shotgun from under his arm and grasped it ready for use in both hands.

  




  

    ‘Hold on, Uncle Lionel!’ the other said curtly. ‘Let me handle this!’

  




  

    Some authority in the younger man’s voice temporarily prevailed over his companion. The wood gatherers had left their task to join the other travellers and form a silent, motley crowd. Across the invisible line between the opponents stepped a bearded spokesman.

  




  

    ‘We’re only taking out dead wood. We’re not breaking it down.’

  




  

    ‘I can see with my own eyes what you’re doing!’ Lionel Felston shouted, and the shotgun barrel jerked dangerously.

  




  

    His nephew Brian again put out his hand to forestall his enraged uncle. ‘You’re trespassing! I’m asking you to leave our land. I’m asking you politely for the one and only time. Now get your women and kids together and get out!’

  




  

    Another traveller, shaven-headed and wiry in torn jeans and with three gold earrings all in one earlobe, pointed down the hill to the archaeological site.

  




  

    ‘What about them, then? Aren’t they trespassing, as you call it?’

  




  

    The bearded traveller’s voice had been educated but his was imbued with a nasal urban whine.

  




  

    ‘No! They’re excavating the site with our permission. You don’t have our permission and you’re sure as hell not going to get it! You can just clear off!’ Brian snarled at him.

  




  

    ‘You going to make us?’ asked the wiry one, grinning evilly.

  




  

    ‘You’re darned right I am!’ Lionel Felston raised his gun.

  




  

    ‘You only have the right to use reasonable force.’ the bearded man said calmly. ‘Threatening us with a shotgun isn’t reasonable. If you blast off with that, you’re in trouble.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t you quote the law at me!’ Lionel snapped. ‘This is private land! Our land! I’ve seen what you people can do in other places and you’re not going to do it here! Leaving filth, destroying crops, injuring beasts—’

  




  

    The shaven-headed traveller sniggered, gaining himself a swift reproving glance from his better-spoken companion.

  




  

    ‘We’ll dig proper latrine pits and clear up after us. We’ll take our rubbish away. You’re not using this piece of land. We aren’t in anyone’s way. Why don’t you just let us stay here a few days in peace? We’ve got our families, our children with us. We need somewhere to stay for a few lousy days. that’s all!’

  




  

    ‘Few days!’ Lionel’s lean features contorted. ‘I’ll blast you all to kingdom come first!’

  




  

    A sudden extra-strong gust of wind caught the words and sent them swirling away high into the sky where gulls flown inland to forage swooped and dived on wide white wings, uttering their strange screams. It was almost as if the souls of all those who had fought and died on the rampart cried encouragement to the latest adversaries to face one another on this ancient place of blood.

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    At risk to life and limb.

  




  

    Ursula Gretton wished that confidence-sapping phrase had not forced itself into her mind. She’d been riding her bike about Oxford for years, although it had become more and more of a self-inflicted obstacle course as the traffic grew ever denser, drivers less tolerant and the exhaust fumes more noisome. A car cut in front of her and Ursula wobbled. A double-decker bus behind her tooted. The woman on the pavement alongside her, encumbered with shopping and push-chair, glared. Ursula gritted her teeth and cursed Dan. He’d better have a good reason for getting her out here!

  




  

    She cursed her ancient, rickety bike too, but palaeontologists seldom had much spare cash. Not unless they were working on a particularly prestigious site, preferably funded by some generous corporate body, and intended writing a definitive book on the subject. Not just working for the Ellsworth Trust, a small independent educational trust with particular interest in Dark Age archaeology and admittedly limited financial resources.

  




  

    The last was particularly significant because the Trust was funding the Bamford Hill dig. All the other trusts approached had been unable to help. The Ellsworth, by reason of its charter, had been willing, but its resources were stretched and calls on them various. Of course, if Ian . . .

  




  

    Dan said, perhaps this time with reason, that Ian Jackson was on to something and could well be right about there being a more important burial than any yet discovered. Dan had been largely responsible for chivvying the Trust  into supporting the dig thus far.

  




  

    Dan said. As if she’d not had enough trouble already from listening to what Dan Woollard said.

  




  

    More fool me! thought Ursula, sticking out her left arm. And not just for riding a bike along this road on a Saturday. More fool me for getting into this mess!

  




  

    She turned into the side road with a sense of relief. To be honest, the heavy traffic scared her. She slowed, seeking the house and spotting it, took her feet from the pedals and coasted to a stop. Putting down one foot and holding the bicycle upright beneath her, she eyed the frontage dubiously. Whatever it was, surely he could have explained on the phone?

  




  

    Ursula dismounted, manoeuvred the bicycle between parked cars, pushed it across the cracked pavement, through the space where a gate ought to be and propped it up in the tiled forecourt against the bay window. Then she carefully threaded the safety chain through the front wheel and locked it, although who in his right mind would want to pinch this old heap of scrap she couldn’t imagine.

  




  

    These houses had once been modest residences built for late Victorian trades-people and office workers. Now they had a sort of cachet and the ‘chattering classes’, as some dubbed them, had moved in. As an address the street was ‘all right’, and the prices here had risen out of all reasonable proportion to the type of property. Most houses had been carefully renovated by the new owners. This one hadn’t. Its paintwork peeled. Its net curtaining had a grey tinge. Natalie wasn’t a housewife by inclination or talent and Dan never noticed that sort of thing.

  




  

    Ursula pushed at the bell and sighed.

  




  

    She heard his footsteps echoing along the hall towards her, conjuring up a picture in her mind of the unfurnished, uncarpeted passageway. Why they had to live like this, goodness only knew. Natalie must surely make good money from those steamy novels. Perhaps the state of the house simply reflected that of their marriage.

  




  

    The door opened and he exclaimed, ‘Sula!’ his broad face lighting up with pleasure.

  




  

    ‘Hullo.’ she mumbled.

  




  

    ‘I-I’m glad you came, after all.’ He gave her a truly pathetic  look that only succeeded in making her cringe.

  




  

    ‘This had better be a real emergency, Dan. I told you, I wanted this weekend to write up my notes.’

  




  

    ‘It is!’ He sounded grim. Perhaps it was, after all.

  




  

    Ursula put one foot over the threshold and then paused. ‘Is Natalie home?’

  




  

    ‘No, gone to Bamford to see her mother.’

  




  

    ‘Oh.’ Fatally she hesitated.

  




  

    ‘Well, don’t turn and run!’ he said angrily, ‘I’m not going to attack you! Anyway, Ian’s on his way over.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘He’ll be here in about ten, fifteen minutes. I’ll stick the kettle on.’

  




  

    Humiliated by the transparency of her doubts, she followed him down the hallway to the sitting room at the back of the house. The sun fell on this side in the mornings and still shone brightly through the window into what had been turned by the Woollards into an all-purpose study. On one side stood Natalie’s desk, strewn with pages of print. On the other was Dan’s. The suggestion was of a couple working in harmony. As with so many other things about Dan and Natalie, it was false. But the room had a comfortable disorder and nice old horsehair-stuffed chairs. Ursula sank down in one of them, putting her shoulder-bag down on the floor by the side of it. Dan could be heard rattling cups in that kitchen of theirs which looked as if it belonged in a church hall. Suddenly nervous, she got up and began to wander round the room. She crossed to Natalie’s desk and peered down at the stack of printed sheets.

  




  

    ‘Are these the proofs of Natalie’s new book?’

  




  

    He shouted ‘Yes!’ and then swore, probably burning himself on the handle of the kettle.

  




  

    There was a note lying on top of the stack of proofs. It was from Natalie’s editor and read ‘Sorry these are late. Would appreciate having them back by the 12 August. Thanks.’

  




  

    It was the eighth of the month already. If Natalie was going to get these proofs back on time she’d have to get a move on. Hardly a good moment to scoot off and visit her mother unless she’d been called away urgently. Ursula called out. ‘Is Natalie’s mother ill again?’

  




  

    ‘What?’

  




  

    Dan’s voice sounded near at hand and Ursula realised she needn’t have shouted. ‘Natalie’s ma!’ she repeated more clearly but in a lower voice.

  




  

    ‘Oh, Amy. I don’t know. She rings up and Natalie drops everything and rushes off to Bamford. I don’t know. Don’t care frankly.’

  




  

    ‘She’s getting on, I suppose, over seventy?’

  




  

    ‘There’s nothing wrong with her, if that’s what you’re thinking, but she likes Natalie dancing attendance. I used to – we used to argue about it. Now Natalie does what she wants – in that as in everything else.’ He handed her a mug.

  




  

    ‘Thanks.’ Ursula retired with the coffee to her chair. ‘What’s all this about?’

  




  

    ‘Ian will explain. We’ve got an emergency on our hands.’ He grimaced. ‘It takes that nowadays, doesn’t it? To persuade you to meet me anywhere but at the dig? Working, that’s the only time I see you. It could all change, you know. I could – make things different.’

  




  

    ‘If there’s an emergency, just stick to telling me about it!’ she said curtly.

  




  

    ‘There’s no point in me going through it and Ian going over it again and he’s got more up-to-date information than I have. Briefly, we’ve got visitors.’

  




  

    Ursula groaned. Any excavation was liable to be hindered by this kind of outside interference, sometimes well-intentioned, mere curiosity, sometimes not. ‘Treasure-seekers? Idiots with metal detectors?’

  




  

    They were the worst. If they found anything, they made off with it and valuable clues to the date and nature of the site were lost.

  




  

    ‘No, New Age travellers. Lorries and dogs and kids, the lot. Thirty or more people in all at a conservative estimate. tramping all over the place. Lighting fires. Kids chasing each other. Dogs digging holes.’

  




  

    She stared at him in horror. ‘On the site?’

  




  

    ‘Slap bang above us on the hillside – between us and the rampart. Ian will tell you the rest.’

  




  

    She was frowning. ‘But what about the Felstons? Can’t they make them leave? Surely the Felstons don’t want hippies camped on their land?’

  




  

    ‘Of course they don’t, and we had a very hairy confrontation, I can tell you, with old Lionel Felston brandishing a shotgun and Brian reading the riot act. It didn’t do any good. Apparently they have to get an injunction.’

  




  

    The doorbell rang again. ‘Ian!’ Dan said starting towards the door.

  




  

    Ursula began, ‘Are Karen and Renee on their own at the site—?’

  




  

    But Dan had disappeared into the hall and could be heard letting Ian Jackson into the house. Within moments the curator of Bamford Museum, short, red-faced and sandy-haired, erupted into the room.

  




  

    ‘Sula? Dan’s told you, I suppose? What, Dan? Oh, tea, coffee, anything.’ Jackson flung himself into a chair, his tan tweed jacket hitching itself up behind his ears. ‘I’m sorry I’m late but I made a detour via Bamford first. I called by the police station and had a chat with the senior man there. He’s a chief inspector called Markby.’

  




  

    Ursula started, opened her mouth and then closed it again.

  




  

    ‘I stressed the urgency and how important the dig is to the museum and asked him to send a few of his blokes along to get these New Age people to move on. It seemed simple enough to me. But he was no help at all! Just said he’d look into it, but it depended on the circumstances and sometimes confrontations didn’t help, could turn violent and we wouldn’t want a punch-up right by the site, would we?’

  




  

    Jackson grabbed the mug Dan handed him. ‘I rather lost my rag. I told him, “I paid my Poll Tax and when I ask for help from my local cop shop I expect some action!” He said he sympathised. I told him he could keep his sympathy and did he realise that the museum was a cultural oasis in that benighted town of his?’

  




  

    He fell momentarily silent again. Dan had perched himself in ungainly fashion on the edge of Natalie’s desk during the tirade. Ursula’s eye wandered back to the stack of uncorrected proofs.

  




  

    She asked quickly, ‘What about the Felstons?’

  




  

    ‘They say they can’t afford an injunction. But we can’t rely on rapid police action! Old Lionel’s liable to blow someone’s  head off! It couldn’t be worse and someone has to do something!’

  




  

    He leaned forward, slopping his tea. ‘I don’t want to be unfair. The spokesman for the convoy, Pete, is a reasonable sort of bod. But I really don’t think we can rely on all the others. There’s a peculiar character who keeps wanting to see the skeleton, lurks round trying to lift the corner of the tarpaulin while we’re not looking. I tell you, Sula, we’ll all need eyes in the back of our heads while they are there and we’ll get no work done! We’ll spend all our time on lookout while the Felstons and the travellers play King of the Castle. No way can we leave the site unguarded until they’re gone and that’s flat! And I mean, at night as well.’

  




  

    Silence fell. Ursula broke it tentatively. ‘What about the works trailer?’

  




  

    ‘I’ve thought of that. We could fix up a couple of beds in it, no problem. I think if they knew there were a couple of us staying on the site all night it would do the trick. They’re not dangerous, if you see what I mean. It’s just that they might meddle or go walking over the dig. It’s keeping a physical presence. I thought you and I could sleep there tonight, Dan. But tomorrow I can’t because the baby’s teething and I don’t like to leave Becky all on her own.’

  




  

    ‘I can sleep there tomorrow night as well,’ Woollard said.

  




  

    The other two looked at him questioningly and he reddened.

  




  

    Ursula asked bluntly, ‘What about Natalie?’

  




  

    ‘I told you, she’s in Bamford with her mother.’

  




  

    ‘I’ll take a turn,’ Ursula said, ‘Monday night, Tuesday too if you like. Perhaps Karen would stay over with me then.’

  




  

    Jackson had been fiddling awkwardly with his mug. ‘Look, I’ve got a favour to ask of you two. I mean, you’re directly connected with the Trust. I’d rather we kept this all under our hats for a bit. There’s no point in worrying the Trust with it. If the Ellsworth find out a hippy convoy is living there, they might think things were going on that shouldn’t be.’ He flushed. ‘I mean, drugs and so on. They do have drugs, don’t they? Those sort of people? Or the Trust might think we couldn’t work properly in those circumstances.’

  




  

    ‘We can’t,’ said Dan briefly.

  




  

    ‘Besides which,’ Jackson’s voice rose, ‘I’ve only just asked them for an extension. We’re at such a tricky stage. You both know I believe we can find Wulfric’s burial. A Saxon chieftain with all his apparel! Think what it would mean to Bamford Museum!’

  




  

    Jackson’s face alternately glowed with enthusiasm and grew wistful with longing. ‘I thought I had the Trust convinced. They were pleased when we found one complete skeleton but when it wasn’t Wulfric’s they started to get sceptical we’d ever find his burial pit. I know you’ve both been backing me up and I’m grateful. But I’m painfully aware we haven’t found anything I can show the Ellsworth to support my theory. I must have more time and nothing must happen to shake the Trust’s confidence any further.’

  




  

    He set down his mug. ‘Well, I’ll get back to Bamford and see what I can organise for tonight. Then we’ll get a roster going until the convoy has moved on.’ Jackson was making his way out of the door as he spoke. Dan accompanied him and their voices drifted in from the hall, discussing the need for sleeping bags and methylated spirit stoves.

  




  

    Ursula sighed. It was all very well offering, but she really didn’t fancy sleeping out on the hillside, cheek by jowl with an encampment of unknown hippies, with the aim of keeping them at bay. Nor would Karen’s company be an unmixed blessing.

  




  

    She put her hand down by the side of the chair and felt for her shoulder-bag. Her fingers touched unzipped leather and she rummaged for her handkerchief. It was a moment before she realised something wasn’t right and looking over the edge of the chair realised that she had her hand not in her own bag, but in someone else’s. Unwittingly she had placed her shoulder-bag down on the floor by another. Curious, she picked the other one up. It was open so it wasn’t really prying just to peep inside. A leather wallet containing credit cards, a lipstick, a notebook, biro, a purse, two supermarket receipts, car keys . . .

  




  

    Dan was coming back, having seen Ian out. Ursula dropped the bag and grabbed her own as he came in.

  




  

    ‘I’d better be going now.’ She stood up.

  




  

    ‘You don’t have to dash off, you know, Sula.’

  




  

    ‘I told you, my notes—’

  




  

    ‘You can take five minutes to talk!’ He almost shouted the words and they echoed in the room.

  




  

    ‘What about?’ Ursula asked quietly.

  




  

    He hunched his shoulders and said sullenly, ‘Us.’

  




  

    ‘There isn’t any “us”. I told you, it’s over. It was nice while it lasted, but it was a mistake.’

  




  

    Obstinacy set his battered features into uncompromising lines. ‘I told you, Natalie and I are through! It’s just that she won’t admit it. But she will agree to a divorce if you and I just face it out.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t want you to get divorced on my account. I wouldn’t marry you if you did. For God’s sake, Dan! We went through all this nearly a month ago! I thought you’d begun to accept that we’re absolutely through, finished!’ She knew she sounded exasperated but it was like talking to a brick wall. ‘But no! You and Natalie, you really are two of a kind! Neither of you listens to a word anyone else says!’

  




  

    ‘I love you!’ he yelled at her, his face scarlet. He took a step forward, his hands held out and then seemed to recollect himself and halted, his arms falling back by his sides.

  




  

    ‘You don’t! You just think you do! If you’d just think about it objectively, you’d realise you haven’t been in love with me for ages!’

  




  

    ‘That’s rubbish!’ he retaliated. ‘What’s more, I won’t believe you no longer love me! If only Natalie weren’t here—’

  




  

    ‘Well, she isn’t here!’ Ursula snapped. ‘And I’m going as well.’

  




  

    ‘I won’t let you go,’ he said fiercely. ‘Not walk out on me, not after everything!’

  




  

    She had reached the door but turned at the suppressed fury in his voice and looked back at him. He stood in the middle of the floor glowering and with such real rage in his eyes that for a moment she felt quite afraid of him. From here she could glimpse the handbag poking out from behind the chair. It had to be Natalie’s, didn’t it?

  




  

    ‘How long has Natalie been at her mother’s?’ she asked.   wishing she’d taken the elementary precaution of finding out where Natalie was before coming here today.

  




  

    ‘I – three days now.’ He turned his head aside.

  




  

    ‘When’s she coming back?’

  




  

    ‘I don’t know and I don’t care! It would suit me if she never comes back! You don’t know what living with her is like! And since I’ve met you, Sula, it’s been agony, knowing that—’

  




  

    Ursula interrupted him. ‘Dan, nothing’s happened, has it?’

  




  

    ‘Other than I fell in love with you, what should happen?’

  




  

    ‘For the last time, stop talking like that! You sound like one of Natalie’s books!’ That was unkind and she didn’t want to hurt him. She wanted his honesty – if he had any. ‘I meant, has anything, anything other than usual, happened between you and Natalie?’

  




  

    ‘For God’s sake, stop harping on about Natalie!’ His face had reddened and his bushy beard seemed to bristle. The undusted recesses of the hall echoed to his voice. ‘What are you trying to do to me? I love you and you said you loved me! We’re here alone and Natalie’s gone!’

  




  

    ‘Gone where, Dan?’ Despite her care the words leapt out as an accusing snap.

  




  

    ‘I told you, to her mother’s! Maybe she won’t come back! If she didn’t—’

  




  

    ‘How do you mean, didn’t?’ Suspicion crackled in her voice.

  




  

    ‘I mean, if she didn’t, we could be together like this always! Things can change, just as I said. I can make them change. Think about it, Sula.’ His voice sank and he took a step forward.

  




  

    Automatically she recoiled as he whispered, ‘I’d do anything if it would mean you and I could be together, anything, I swear!’

  




  

    ‘Stop it!’ She turned and fled, hurrying down the hall, her fingers fumbling at the latch of the front door. ‘I didn’t want to work on this dig when I heard you were involved because I knew you’d just keep on and on about us!’

  




  

    Her fingernail broke on the stubborn latch. What was the matter with the thing, was it stuck?

  




  

    ‘It was only because Ian couldn’t get anyone else and the Trust asked me—’

  




  

    Thank God, the door came open at last! She almost fell over the step and out into the forecourt.

  




  

    ‘Wait, Sula!’ he called.

  




  

    But she’d already unchained her bicycle and was pushing it out into the road. She heard him still calling her name as she cycled away. her head spinning and a new and terrifying suspicion growing slowly in her brain.

  




  

    ‘Stupid, stupid!’ she muttered aloud as she pedalled along, head down. A car driver pounded his horn and shouted, unheeded by her. ‘Stupid, stupid! Red light!’ She saw it just in time. Waiting for the traffic light to change to green, she repeated, ‘Stupid!’ aloud one last time.

  




  

    But it wasn’t the last time she’d think about it, that horrible, unspeakable, unbelievable but not impossible notion which had lodged itself so disagreeably in her head. Crazy as it surely must – must! – be, it wouldn’t go away.

  




  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    Meredith Mitchell stretched out to wiggle her feet against the duvet, luxuriating unashamedly in Saturday morning idleness. Today, for once, she needn’t dash out to fight her way from Islington to Whitehall on the tube, there to sweat frustratingly over a Foreign Office desk. Today she could just lie here, the clock radio muttering faintly by her ear, and contemplate the pleasant prospect that not only was there no office today: there was no office for the next whole week.

  




  

    The short leave ahead wasn’t a void. She’d planned several small but important visits. To the hairdresser for a really decent cut. To the dentist for an overdue routine check. More interestingly, she meant to shop at leisure for new clothes, taking her time, lunching out. It was all going to be—

  




  

    Rattle, scrape, click.

  




  

    Meredith sat up with a start and an unpleasant pounding in her heart. The duvet promptly slithered to the floor and exposed her bare limbs to a cool draught. She swung her feet over the side and let them dangle as she strained her ears. There must be some innocent explanation. A bird had perhaps come down the chimney. It had happened before.

  




  

    But the noise came from the other side of the bedroom door, out in the narrow hall. It was a small flat and it didn’t belong to her, it was owned by an FO colleague at present away in South America. Cramped and unlovely the flat might be, but it was handy and she had the good fortune to live in it alone.

  




  

    But not alone at this moment. Someone was at the front door and had just managed to get it open and was entering the flat.

  




  

    There was a thump as some heavy object landed on the floor and a muttering of a male voice. It was eight forty-five on a Saturday morning. Did the burglar think the flat empty?

  




  

    Meredith stood up cautiously, toes feeling for slippers as she pulled on a dressing gown. The telephone was in the hall. It was unlikely that she would be given sufficient time to use it, even if she reached it. The most practical action would be to get out of the flat altogether and in the safety of the outside world, raise help.

  




  

    A silence on the other side of the door indicated that the intruder had moved into a different area of the flat and it was only a matter of moments before he tried the bedroom. Meredith pulled open the door. Yes, the hall was empty, although a large canvas grip lay on the floor. It looked already crammed full which was odd. The living room door was ajar and someone could be heard moving in there and more muttering. Her heart pounding, she skirted the grip and stretched out her hand to the main door catch. As she did the living room door swung fully open and a dark figure filled the aperture. She found herself confronting a stained, sweaty young man wearing a leather jacket, jeans, trainers and forty-eight hours’ growth of beard.

  




  

    Meredith gave a shrill squeak. Then, her hand dropped to her side, her heart dropped back from her throat to its normal position and, her voice rising to an outraged howl, she demanded: ‘What on earth are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in South America!’

  




  

    ‘It’s my flat!’ said Toby simply. He hoisted the canvas grip and slung it into the living room ahead of him. ‘I got sent home,                         persona non grata.























’

  




  

    ‘You would be!’ she said resignedly.

  




  

    She followed him into the living room. He’d shed his jacket and was stepping out of his trainers. He threw himself on the sofa, propping a pair of grubby socks on the arm, and announced, ‘I’m whacked. I had to come via Paris, the only flight I could get. They were on strike.’ He closed his eyes. ‘It’s not my fault. It was one of those diplomatic squabbles. The UK sent home one of theirs so they slung out one of us and my name came out of the hat.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Any coffee going?’

  




  

    ‘No! I was in bed! You scared the living daylights out of me! You could have at least rung the bell!’

  




  

    ‘Whaffor? Had my own key. I really could use a cup of coffee.’

  




  

    Meredith resisted the impulse to retort that as he was so anxious to point out it was his flat, he could make his own. He was probably genuinely shattered by his journey. She made her way resentfully to the kitchen. As the coffee began to bubble into its glass jug and fill the air with its aroma, an unwelcome thought struck her. ‘You don’t think you’re going to stay here, do you? You leased me this flat!’

  




  

    ‘I didn’t know I was going to need it myself then, did I?’ He’d managed to drag himself from the sofa to the kitchen table and sat there hopefully.

  




  

    Meredith simmered as Toby munched his way happily through a huge bowl of cornflakes. ‘Toby, you can’t stay here. I’ve got next week off, I was planning so much . . .’

  




  

    ‘I’ve got to, where else can I go? I’ve got to report at the FO on Monday morning. You go ahead. I won’t be in the way,’ he went on in his optimistic way. ‘You can carry on using the bed and I’ll have the Put-U-Up in the living room. I’m still famished. Any chance of a boiled egg?’

  




  

    ‘Boil it yourself!’ There were limits.

  




  

    In the bathroom, a pile of crumpled socks and Y-fronts festered quietly under the dripping cold tap. Meredith went back to the kitchen. ‘It won’t work, Toby. You’re untidy and messy! You’ve put dirty washing in the tub and I was going to take a bath. The flat’s too small for us both.’

  




  

    ‘We’ll manage. I’ll take the wash to the launderette some time.’

  




  

    Later, as she was getting dressed, a blast of rock music assaulted her ears. The phone rang and she heard him pick it up.

  




  

    ‘What? Who?’ he yelled above the racket before bawling, ‘It’s for you!’

  




  

    Meredith stalked out and grabbed it from him. ‘Hullo?’

  




  

    ‘What on earth is going on there?’ Alan Markby’s voice burst into her ear. ‘Who was that?’

  




  

    ‘Oh, Alan, hang on! Toby! Turn that music down, I can’t hear a word!’ But Toby had shut himself in the bathroom and  she had to see to it herself. A blessed calm fell. She went back to the phone and explained briefly the nature of the problem.

  




  

    ‘You’re not telling me he’s going to live there?’

  




  

    ‘He’s been thrown out of his posting and he’s back in London for the foreseeable future and didn’t have time to make arrangements.’ Cupping her hand over the receiver, she hissed, ‘It’s a nuisance but it is his flat and he’s moved himself in! I can’t throw him out, so what else can I do?’

  




  

    ‘Tell him to go and find a B and B, that’s what! And while you’re about it, get his key off him. He signed a lease agreement! You’re paying him a generous rent and the tenancy most definitely doesn’t involve sharing with him! Hold him to it! It’s not your fault he got booted out.’

  




  

    ‘But I can’t make him go if he won’t. I mean, he isn’t to blame.’

  




  

    ‘Meredith!’ said Markby’s voice belligerently. ‘Don’t think I’m jealous or suspicious or anything like that. But he’s taking advantage of your good nature. If you let him stay there, you’ll regret it!’

  




  

    Toby threw open the bathroom door and, to the accompaniment of running water, appeared, a towel draped round his midriff. ‘D’you mind if I use your soap? I was thinking, now I’m back we could ring round a few friends and throw a bit of a party tonight!’

  




  

    Meredith’s hand tightened round the receiver. ‘I don’t need anyone to tell me what I already know!’ she said grimly into the phone.

  




  

    The following Sunday afternoon Ursula sat in Oxford in the little back bedroom which had been converted to her personal study. She was meant to be typing up her notes on the skeleton at the dig, but she sat at her desk before the window and stared unseeingly out into the garden.

  




  

    She had been quite unable to quash that frightening notion which had leapt into her mind the day before. Surely it was just too horrible? How was it she could even think such a thing possible of Dan? Because, she told herself, behind her suspicion lay a gnawing personal guilt which invited inevitable disaster.

  




  

    She had put herself squarely in the wrong, painted herself into a corner with no way out. Ursula jammed a fresh sheet into the platen. At moments like these she panicked, trapped, remorseful, hating herself, hating Dan, longing to be free. Most of all hating the inaction, wanting to do something about it all. But what?

  




  

    At the time it had seemed so different and she had had no doubts at all about the rightness of her actions. Dan and Natalie were known to have a rocky, tempestuous marriage, a puzzle to outsiders. Like the half-furnished state of their home, their marriage appeared incomplete and neglected. Yet both could be meticulous, Natalie in her books and Dan in his work. Ursula hadn’t been surprised that Dan was unhappy and, on reflection, was perhaps flattered that he’d chosen her to confide in. She could see now a kind of vanity in her attitude. Natalie had failed Dan: but she, Ursula, would heal the wound.

  




  

    She’d discovered her error fairly soon. Dan’s constant whingeing, as it soon began to appear, revealed itself as a practised form of emotional blackmail honed to perfection in his dealings with his wife and now turned on Ursula. He wanted all her time and attention, was both jealous and possessive and, she suspected, not always quite truthful. Or rather he had the capacity to see things in such a way that he always appeared in the best light. A quarrel was never Dan’s fault, always the other person’s. A delay was always because Dan had been held up by others. A mix-up over labelling was because the light was poor in the works trailer and Ursula’s handwriting illegible. So it went on.

  




  

    Doubtless Natalie practised the same sort of emotional pressure on Dan and the two of them existed in a mutually tormenting relationship. Too late Ursula had discovered that no matter what outward appearances might suggest, no one knows the truth about a marriage except for the two people locked in it.

  




  

    At that point Ursula had decided that she wanted no part of any of it. Getting away from Dan, however, especially as they were working together, was another matter.

  




  

    Ursula doodled on her notepad. Natalie. Was Dan telling the truth? Or was she being fed yet another version of events  as filtered through Dan’s mechanism for adjusting reality to suit himself? Even now, she tried to play fair and give him the benefit of the doubt. Natalie’s mother did live in Bamford. Ursula had seen the house. Amy Salter was sometimes ill and had been known to phone her daughter urgently to come and help out. It made sense.

  




  

    But not the unfinished proofs. Not the wallet of credit cards and not the car keys.

  




  

    And what had he meant? He could make things change? Was that just Dan talking or had he already done something, did he know something had altered?

  




  

    Let’s face it, she couldn’t even pretend she was working. She tidied her papers away and went downstairs to put her head round the door of her father’s study. ‘Dad?’

  




  

    ‘What’s that, darling?’ her father muttered, busy at his own work.

  




  

    ‘I need to go out for a couple of hours. Is it all right if I take the car? You won’t need it, will you, this evening?’

  




  

    ‘Car?’ He raised his head, turned and stared at his daughter vaguely. ‘Oh, yes, car . . . by all means take it.’

  




  

    ‘I won’t be late home.’

  




  

    He was already lost in his books again. They were an academic family and had been a large and happy one. But Ursula’s mother had died; her sisters had married. Somehow she’d just carried on, living at home where it was so comfortable and convenient, cheaper too, existing in an easy-going relationship with her father and perhaps, for all her twenty-nine years and formidable qualifications, never really growing up.

  




  

    So Ursula told herself as she backed the car out and set off to drive to Bamford. She was a cautious motorist and it took her an hour, even on the motorway for most of the trip. Bamford was a place of Sunday evening quiet. A bell summoned worshippers to Evensong and people hurried in ones and twos towards church or chapel. The pubs were still closed.

  




  

    Ursula parked in the empty back street several yards down from Amy Salter’s house and sat watching the place, uncertain what to do next. These were terraced cottages with frontages right on the pavement marked by well-scoured stone door-steps.  They were all tidily kept with freshly painted doors and gleaming polished brasswork. They had net curtains. They had bowls of fruit or flowers positioned dead centre in the middle of the front ground floor windows between net and glass. They were the epitome of respectability of an old-fashioned kind. She could hardly go and rap on the door and inquire after Natalie’s whereabouts outright, perhaps causing needless alarm and leaving herself open to accusations of malicious rumour-mongering. And what if Natalie were there? Even opened the door? What could she say? How could she meet her eye?

  




  

    She tapped nervously on the rim of the steering wheel. Then, without warning, the door of the Salter house opened. Amy Salter, neatly dressed and obviously in blooming good health appeared, fidgeted with her handbag and then closed the door behind her. She set off briskly down the street. She had not, Ursula noted, called out to anyone within the house before leaving.

  




  

    When Amy had turned the corner out of sight, Ursula jumped out of the car and walked determinedly towards the green-painted door and rapped the fox’s head brass knocker. The sound echoed within in the way it only does when a house is empty. Nevertheless she tried again and even lifted the letterbox, stooped and shouted ‘Natalie?’ through it. Nothing. Ursula moved to the front window, flattening her nose against the pane, but the net blind obscured the room behind.

  




  

    Suddenly the first-floor sash window of the next door house flew up and a woman’s head appeared. ‘Was you wanting Mrs Salter, dear?’

  




  

    ‘Er, yes . . .’ Ursula looked up, shielding her eyes.

  




  

    ‘She’ll have gone to evening service, All Saints church. Always does, regular as clockwork, ’cepting when she’s not well.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, I see. Er – Mrs Woollard, that’s Mrs Salter’s daughter, she isn’t staying here, I suppose? I really wanted her.’

  




  

    ‘Natalie you mean? Oh no, dear. I’m sure she’s not. I can’t rightly remember when I last saw her.’

  




  

    ‘Right. Thanks.’

  




  

    The window slammed down. Ursula beat a retreat to the  car. If you wanted to get up to any skulduggery, it wasn’t wise to do so in a street like this where neighbours seemed to know your every move.

  




  

    But was this skulduggery? And if so, what should she do about it?

  




  

    And then, out of the blue as she drove home, she thought, ‘Meredith! Of course!’

  




  

    Meredith, late that Sunday evening, was tidying the flat. Toby had just gone out, and while he’d been there she could only observe the mounting chaos all around. Now, muttering furiously to herself, she beat cushions, collected up sheets of newspaper scattered on the carpet, washed cups, cleaned the bath and raced the elderly inefficient vacuum cleaner around.

  




  

    Eventually she flung herself on the sofa and announced aloud, ‘I am NOT going to put up with this!’

  




  

    At least she’d talked him out of the party on the Saturday night but the idea had only been postponed. His friends, he had pointed out, would expect it. Clearly word of his return had spread throughout the metropolis and the phone had been ringing for him all today.

  




  

    Even as she thought about this, it rang again. It was impossible to ignore its shrill insistent cry. Meredith snatched it up and snarled, ‘He isn’t here! He’s gone down to the pub.’

  




  

    ‘Meredith? Is that Meredith Mitchell? I hope I didn’t get you out of bed. It’s Ursula Gretton.’

  




  

    Meredith snapped alert. ‘Oh sorry, Sula. Are you in London? I thought you’d planned to go on some sort of dig this month.’

  




  

    ‘I did, I have – I’m phoning from home. The dig’s got problems and so have I. Meredith, are you still friendly with that chief inspector at Bamford? I know he’s still there.’

  




  

    ‘Alan Markby, yes. Only friends!’ Meredith paused, remembering the final sharp exchange over the phone on Saturday morning. ‘At least, I think he’s still talking to me!

  




  

    ‘Is he easy to talk to? Does he listen or does he jump in and start asking endless questions?’

  




  

    ‘What’s wrong?’ Meredith asked crisply.

  




  

    But she’d put Ursula on the defensive. ‘Nothing! Well, yes,  perhaps something. I’m not sure. I’d like advice and I thought about your friend at Bamford. Ian’s already been in touch with him about the trouble at the dig and I thought perhaps I could make an informal approach. I just want, well, reassurance, I guess.’

  




  

    ‘Who’s Ian? What trouble?’

  




  

    ‘Ian Jackson, curator of Bamford Museum and leader of the dig. We’ve worked so hard there this summer and now it’s all under threat.’ Meredith heard Ursula heave a sigh. ‘I’ve promised to sleep out there tomorrow night in the works trailer. We’re taking it in turns for as long as it’s necessary. Goodness knows how long that will be! On top of everything else, having to spend my nights in that caravan is the last thing I need. I’m going to ask someone to share the duty with me, but no one is really keen.’

  




  

    ‘Hold on!’ An idea leapt into Meredith’s brain. ‘Caravan? You’re sleeping in a caravan and you want someone to keep you company? I’m on!’

  




  

    ‘Oh no!’ Ursula sounded distressed. ‘I didn’t mean to suggest that! You’ve got your own work and problems.’
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