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About the Book

The third Cotswold village mystery featuring Inspector Jess Campbell and Superintendent Ian Carter reveals a ruthless killer and a case of mistaken identity.

In the cold light of dawn, a dead body is found entombed in the smouldering remains of a burnt-out Cotswold manor.  Key House has stood empty for years, but its owner, Gervase Crown, is rumoured to have been seen in Weston St Ambrose prior to the blaze.  Could he be responsible for the fire and the tragic death that followed, or was he in fact the intended target?  As Inspector Jess Campbell and Superintendent Ian Carter begin their investigation it becomes clear that Gervase wasn’t the most popular and his return reawakens old memories, not all of which are good. 


To John and Diane Boland
 The New Zealand Connection


‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said, gravely, ‘and go on until you come to the end: then stop.’

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


Chapter 1

Sooner than the fire-raiser might have wished, a crimson haze seeping across the night sky gave warning of flames below. Glowing cinders dusted the rosy cloud with sparkling points of gold like a tiny firework display. Woken by the wail of the fire engines, people living up to a mile away hung out of their upper windows and told each other, ‘That’ll be Key House.’

‘You mark my words,’ declared Roger Trenton, ‘this will turn out to be the work of squatters. Haven’t I said it, time after time? That place was a regular tinderbox, just sitting there, empty, not properly secure, waiting for something like this to happen! I blame the council.’

‘Not the council’s fault,’ muttered his wife, climbing back into bed. ‘They didn’t go up there and put a match to the place.’

Her husband turned his head in her direction. ‘They might just as well have done!’ Against the pink sky his wispy hair stuck up in a disordered halo above his glistening, balding brow. ‘A high forehead, that’s what I’ve got,’ he was wont to say. ‘I’ve still got plenty of hair, but I’ve inherited a high forehead from my father.’

He was bald, too, thought Poppy Trenton, burrowing down among the pillows. High forehead be blowed! I remember his father being bald when Roger first took me home to meet his family. I should have studied my future father-in-law more closely. If I’d realised that Roger would turn out just like the old blighter, I might’ve broken off the engagement, there and then. Look at him! He even wears the same sort of pyjamas as his father, striped flannel with a draw cord at the waist, and corduroy slippers.

‘Ho, ho, ho!’ cried Roger. He raised a hand and shook a triumphant finger at the distant fire. ‘Told you so!’

His wife peered over the duvet towards the window where her husband stuck to his station. It was a wonder he didn’t start capering with glee. Aloud, she said crossly, ‘Even if squatters are responsible for the fire, I hope no one is trapped.’

‘Plenty of windows – they’ll have got out if they needed to,’ retorted Roger. ‘Got out the way they got in. None of the windows properly boarded up, you know. Door with a lock a child could probably pick. I’ve written to the council about Key House, if you remember, several times. You can read my letters yourself. The copies are all in my file of correspondence with the council. It’s blighted the landscape, that’s what it’s done. No need for it, no need at all. A fine old house just left to decay. I told that young fellow at the council, they should get in touch with the present owner and make the fellow do something about it.’

‘Gervase Crown,’ mumbled his wife. ‘He went to live in Portugal.’

‘I know that!’ snapped Roger. ‘Ruddy playboy, I suppose it was never any use expecting him to do anything. Pain in the backside.’

‘His father was very handsome,’ murmured Poppy unguardedly.

That caused Roger to spin round from his observation post. ‘Whose father?’

‘Gervase’s father, Sebastian Crown.’

‘No he wasn’t. I went to school with him. There was nothing handsome about the fellow at all. You do talk some nonsense, Poppy. But he was a good chap, Sebastian, very sound. Never had any luck, though, not with his wife and not with that useless wretched boy. Good thing young Crown left here and took himself well away.’

‘Funnily enough,’ Poppy began, ‘the other day I—’

Roger had already turned back to the window and Poppy let her sentence remain unfinished. Roger would only say it was nonsense. But at the time she really had believed it. And now the fire . . . It was worrying. Perhaps I should ring Serena, she thought.

‘Aha!’ crowed Roger from the window where, with his comb of pink-glowing hair, he did resemble some demented overlarge cockerel. ‘Do you know what wouldn’t surprise me a bit? They might find a body in the ashes when the fire’s burned itself out.’

‘Oh, no!’ Poppy, shocked into wakefulness, gave a convulsive twitch and sat upright. ‘Don’t say that, Roger!’

‘Oh, go to sleep, Poppy,’ said her husband.

The fire had done its utmost, but Key House was not easily destroyed. It was a stone-built construction dating from the early 1700s. Its first residents moved in while Queen Anne still ruled. The Hanoverians were poised to take the throne on her death, and exiled Stuarts plotted to deny them the prize. Key House saw them and future generations come and go, weathering all storms until now. Its walls were nearly three feet thick at the base, tapering as they rose to less than a foot in width beneath the eaves. It had been roofed with some of the twenty-six sizes of traditional Cotswold roofing slate, each with its own name and allotted position on the roof. They had cascaded into the interior and now lay, higgledy-piggledy, below: long and short bachelors, becks and wivutts. They would be salvaged eventually because they were of value and, if not used to re-roof this building, be used for another.

The rest, oak staircase with turned banisters and ornately carved newel post, floorboards, joists, beams and age-darkened panelling in the entrance hall, study and dining room, was all gone. The remains of the beams were still recognisable; they had been fashioned from ancient tree trunks. They smouldered, badly charred and blackened, broken into irregular lengths. But they still showed the knotholes and the occasional gouge where the carpenters, fashioning them by hand, had scored too deeply.

It was mid-afternoon before it was realised that a body lay beneath the rubble in the area that had been the kitchen, where the remains of modern fitted cupboards hung blackened from the walls. Roger Trenton would soon learn he had been right.

Inspector Jessica Campbell was a late arrival on the scene, in the wake of the grim discovery. She watched the steam and smoke billowing from the defiant shell and felt on her cheeks the heat being given off in palpable waves from the once-mellow blocks of Cotswold stone. Now soot-blackened and still too hot to touch, they, too, were survivors. She put her cold fingers to her face and felt them absorb the warmth and the tips tingle.

It had been a mild month until recently. But over the last couple of weeks winter had announced itself in uncompromising fashion with the strengthening winds and first frosts. The mechanical hedge-trimmer did not venture down this lonely road so the trees and bushes around offered up a dishevelled display of skeletal arms. The fallen leaves piled in drifts and filled the ditches. Any trees still sporting growth did so with an air of defiant apology. It was as if they knew the few shabby scraps of foliage clinging on were no substitute for the reds and yellows of their autumnal glory days, even less the verdant shades of spring to come.

Dry leaves had floated across the neglected lawns of Key House, forming mulch between the tangled blackberry bushes that had escaped from the hedgerows around and invaded the garden. Over years they had colonised it, creeping almost up to the building. The activity of the firefighters had flattened some of the spiny tentacles and the water from their hoses made the leafy blanket glisten. When the human presence had left again, the blackberry bushes would shake off the temporary rebuff and resume making their remorseless inroads. The leaf mulch would moulder down to crumbling brown tilth. If no one rebuilt Key House, the undergrowth and bushes would enter through the gaping holes left in the stonework by broken windows and burned-out doors.

Now the wrecked house seemed of a piece with the withered nature around it. Jess entertained a moment’s fancy in which the whole thing disappeared in a riot of tentacles and thorns, like Sleeping Beauty’s castle. Her reverie was broken by the voice of the doctor, standing beside her.

‘Druggies,’ he opined laconically. His name was Layton and he was a tall, stooped, middle-aged man, perhaps not far off retirement. His greenish tweed suit was well cut and made, but old fashioned in style and hung on his frame in a way that suggested he’d once had a more burly figure. As he spoke he was attempting, with little success, to brush a powdering of soot from his sleeve. Finding that he’d created a black smear in its place, he gave a grunt of annoyance. ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of times they render themselves unconscious and then something like this happens. Oh, well, perhaps you would, Inspector! You’ll have seen this sort of thing before, I dare say.’

Layton gave her an apologetic nod. His grey hair, worn a little long, became more disarrayed.

For all the loneliness of this minor road, they were not the only spectators. It never ceased to puzzle Jess how people turned up to watch a disaster or its aftermath, even in such a spot. The audience was admittedly few in number. There was a tall, lean elderly man in a waxed jacket, a fringe of grey hair standing up around his balding pate like a halo. Where on earth had he come from? Further away were a pair of younger men of weather-tanned complexion and slightly furtive attitude who were surveying the scene from a discreet distance. Jess put them down as travellers, probably speculating whether it would be worth returning later when all had left the scene, to see if there was anything to scavenge in the metal line.

Nearest to Jess stood a bespectacled elderly woman clad in a woolly hat pulled down over her ears and a bright yellow canvas coat and trousers designed to make her visible on this footpath-less road as she walked her dog. The dog in question looked disgruntled. Its walk had been interrupted. It had no interest in the fire. It was of pug type, stocky in build with bandy front legs, but larger than the breed usually is, hinting at an intruder from another breed in its ancestry. But it had inherited the standard squashed features. Jess speculated that its pop eyes probably always had that resentful expression. Or perhaps it was just an example of people looking like their pets. Certainly the pug’s owner looked on fiercely, as if the blaze had been a personal affront.

Layton was speaking again. ‘You’ll find the fellow who was dossing in there shot up some vile substance, passed out and a candle fell over and started the fire, or something like that. Electricity to the house was disconnected, I know that much. Gas sealed off, too. It’s been empty since Sebastian Crown died. His son probably still owns it but he never comes near the place. Shame, really, because it was an attractive old building. There will be needles lying about in the ashes. You’ll have to watch out!’ he called suddenly, turning away from Jess.

His advice was addressed to the fire inspection officers who stood nearby and those smoke- and soot-stained firefighters who were still at the scene, damping down. They would be coming back for several days on the same task. A fire may appear to be out; but it can spring to life without warning in some hot spot, Jess knew.

‘Go right through your boots, those bloody needles,’ called the nearest fireman. Everyone nodded.

The charred body still nestled unmolested in its bed of cinders and ash, huddled in a foetal position, face twisted towards the floor. The fallen beams had formed a kind of tent over it and it was uncrushed. The arms were raised and crooked in the attitude typical of bodies found at the scenes of fire, fists clenched in a grotesque parody of boxing stance, as if taunting the crackling flames with, ‘Come on, then!’ A figure dressed in a protective suit was making a filmed record of the scene from a prudent distance.

‘No doubt about that,’ Layton summed up. ‘He’s dead, all right. No need to mess about examining him now, even if it were possible to get close enough. Besides, the remains are probably brittle, likely to snap apart like a biscuit. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for that before the body is autopsied.’

He had been anxious not to make himself even filthier, rolling a blackened corpse over and prodding it, burning his hands in the task. Besides, he might encounter one of the discarded needles he’d warned of. Jess sympathised. Layton was not a regular police surgeon called in for such tasks. He was in private practice, but had been the nearest available at the time and they’d turned to him occasionally before. Give the man his due, he had come without demur and had done his job, certifying death.

Perhaps because this was a little outside his usual medical experience, he could not resist speculating a little. ‘It’ll be up to your pathologist, of course, to decide the exact cause of death and whether he’d been taking drugs. The contraction of the muscles suggests to me he was alive when the fire broke out. But he was probably too deeply unconscious to help himself. There will also be smoke deposit in the lungs, if he was alive. But he wouldn’t have known anything about it. He’d have been unaware, mark my words, and the smoke probably killed him, not the fire.’ Layton grew brisk. ‘I should be on my round. I’ve got housebound patients to visit.’ He put a hand to his untidy grey locks and smoothed them back.

She accompanied him to his car and asked, ‘You say you know the family who owns the place?’

The question seemed to surprise him and he stared at her for a moment as if she’d made some social gaffe. Then, perhaps recollecting she was a police officer and this was the beginning of an investigation into a fatal incident, he began a cautious reply.

‘I knew Sebastian – the previous owner – as a private patient. Oh, years ago. He’s been dead a good while. He was one of my first patients when I came here to practise, that’s why I remember him. There are still people who prefer alternatives to the NHS. I was his doctor for twenty years. I can hardly say I knew Gervase, his son. Not as an adult, that is. I knew of him. He was away at school much of the time and giving his father the usual headaches. Perhaps the school’s doctor treated him for any illness. I never did when he was a teenager as I recall, and certainly never saw him professionally when he was adult. His mother brought him to see me a few times when he was an infant, usual preventive jabs and baby problems. After that, don’t ask me what he did for medical advice. He may have registered as an NHS patient with another practice. I don’t think I saw Gervase once in my surgery. His father used to grouse about him as people do about their teenage kids.’

Jess studied the smouldering remains of the house again. ‘So presumably Sebastian Crown was a rich man.’

‘Pretty well off, I’d say. We have a few wealthy residents hereabouts. I understand he made his money out of shampoo for dogs.’

‘What?’ Jess was startled.

‘Not just shampoo, canine beauty products and treatments,’ Layton qualified his statement. ‘People spend a lot of money on their pets. Believe me, as a doctor, I’ve known cases where people lavish more care on a dog or cat than on a child.’

‘Did Sebastian Crown lavish care on his child?’ Jess asked as casually as she could.

Layton paused and began again in a circumspect manner, ‘I’m speaking generally now, not about the Crown family specifically, you understand. But everyone accepts that there are problems bringing up a family if you’re poor. Fewer people realise how many problems there are bringing up a family if you’re rich. No money shortage, of course. But a son, particularly, may feel he’s living in the shadow of a very successful father. If the father is a self-made man, then he may, perhaps unintentionally, keep reminding the son that his hard work has provided the lavish lifestyle the family now enjoys. He may be surprisingly stingy when it comes to handing out money because he wants his son to realise that it needs to be earned. I’m not saying this was the case with Sebastian and Gervase.’

‘No, of course not,’ Jess assured him.

‘It’s natural for there to be an element of rivalry in the relationship between a maturing young male and his father. In animal terms, you’d call it a challenge to the established leader of the herd or pack, that sort of thing. You probably watch some of the nature programmes on television. The younger man feels he has to prove himself. Sometimes he relishes the challenge and, well, sometimes he resents it. You know, just drops out and refuses to try, a sort of proving himself in a different way – by not doing what’s expected of him. After he left school Gervase disappeared for about a year, backpacking as they do. I understand he got as far as Australia and discovered surfing. When he reappeared round here, well, he’d got used to doing as he pleased, I suppose. He started getting into trouble, but it’s not my business to tell you about that. It wasn’t a good situation. Sebastian stopped mentioning him.’ Layton frowned.

‘What about Mrs Crown?’ Jess prompted, anxious this unexpected source of information should not dry up.

‘Mrs Crown? Oh, you mean Sebastian’s wife. She left them – husband and child – when the boy was very young, about ten or eleven years old. Ran off with another fellow, some people said.’ Perhaps to change the subject he added, ‘I’ll be retiring next year. Times flies.’

Jess thought this over. ‘How old would Gervase Crown be now?’

The doctor considered. ‘Mid-thirties? He lives abroad somewhere. I don’t know why he didn’t just sell this place if he didn’t want to live in it. Open invitation to dropouts of all kinds to move in.’

‘Was it furnished? It’s hard to tell at the moment.’ Jess smiled encouragingly.

Layton was fidgeting again. The general drift of the conversation worried him. He hadn’t meant to linger and chat, certainly not about even an ex-patient, Sebastian Crown. He’d been keen to stress that Gervase Crown had not been a patient, but he was treading very near the thin divide between professional discretion and ‘helping the police’. There was a dead body in the wreckage, that couldn’t be overlooked. How it got there would be the subject of an extensive inquiry. He’d come here to certify death, nothing more. He was being drawn in more deeply than suited him.

‘Oh, no idea! Shouldn’t have thought so. If any furniture were left in it, someone would have stolen it by now! I believe young Gervase moved the furniture out or sold it. He probably sold the antiques at auction. I dimly remember some kind of sale taking place. But I’ve never heard that he sold the family home as well. I think I’d have found out if he ever had. That sort of thing soon gets round. It matters hereabouts if you’re going to have new neighbours.’

He’d opened the car door in a purposeful manner. Her source of information had been stemmed. Jess thanked him for coming.

‘All part of the job,’ the doctor said, cheerful now that he was getting away. ‘Pity it’s not a murder, I could increase my fee.’

Jess watched him drive off. Like Layton, she wouldn’t normally be at the scene, not at this stage and not in the absence, so far, of foul play. But the uniformed officers first to arrive had been called away to a traffic incident on the main road. When the call came in about a body being found, she had been free and she had jumped in her car and come. Now she turned to the spectators. Anticipating her actions, the two travellers had already melted away and she was left with the tall man and the woman with the pug.

She approached the tall man first because he seemed to be expecting it, and introduced herself. He treated her to careful assessment before he informed her that his name was Roger Trenton. He lived a little under half a mile away at Ivy Lodge. He had seen the red glow in the night sky from his bedroom window at around midnight. ‘Lit up the room, like a candle.’ He had known straight away it would be Key House.

‘Why?’ asked Jess.

Trenton grew indignant at her question. ‘Because the place has been left to go to rack and ruin and it was only a matter of time before squatters moved in. That, or some yobbo bent on mischief. I have written myself, numerous times, to the council and twice to the owner, Gervase Crown.’

‘You have an address for Mr Crown?’ Jess asked hopefully.

‘No. I’ve got an address for his solicitors, and I can give you that. I wrote to Crown care of them. I supposed they sent the letter on. I got no reply. I asked Crown what he intended to do and when. That was an excellent property in good order when he inherited it. He lived in it less than six months, then sold off the contents in a house sale – half the county turned up for that! Crown pocketed the cash and took off into the blue, leaving the place abandoned. Man’s a lunatic.’

‘You spoke of squatters,’ Jess said. ‘Had you seen anyone around recently?’

‘No,’ Trenton told her reluctantly. ‘I don’t see it as my job to look after the property if Crown can’t – or won’t.’

This statement was at odds with his earlier claim to have written twice to the owner about the state of Key House and to have bombarded the council with his grievance.

‘Don’t think . . .’ added Trenton, drawing himself up to his full height. ‘Don’t take it into your head that I’m here because I’m some sort of ghoulish sightseer! I always take a good brisk walk every morning. Often come this way.’

At this the woman with the dog turned and directed what could only be described as a sneer at the speaker.

‘Someone will come to speak to you later, Mr Trenton, if that’s all right,’ said Jess. ‘Ivy Lodge, you say?’

‘Straight on that way.’ Trenton pointed down the road away from the scene. ‘Can’t miss it. It’s got a splendid old oak tree just behind it.’

Trenton departed and Jess turned to the dog walker.

‘Gasbag!’ said the dog walker pithily, watching as Trenton’s figure disappeared at a quick march.

‘You are?’

‘Muriel Pickering – and I do walk by here every day, with Hamlet.’ She pointed at the pug, which turned a baleful stare on Jess.

‘You live nearby, then, or have you driven out here?’

‘I walk!’ repeated Ms Pickering. ‘I’ve just told you so. I’m not afraid to use my legs. I live at Mullions, that’s the name of my house. It’s down that lane there.’ She pointed at a narrow turning just visible some yards behind them. She then directed another scowl towards the vanished Mr Trenton. ‘I never see Roger Trenton walking this way. Load of rubbish. The only place Trenton does any walking is on a golf course. He was out here rubbernecking. And no, I didn’t see any suspicious person or persons, creeping about the place. Yes, there have been tramps using the place occasionally in the past. Not recently. It probably wasn’t difficult to get in. I dare say, if you were to take the trouble to go round the back of the house, you’d find a window smashed or a catch broken. Only,’ added Ms Pickering, ‘no use you trying to check that now. Everything will be broken now.’

This was true. Jess made a note of her address and said, as she had told Trenton, someone would be round to speak to her.

As for the travellers, wherever they were camped, it was unlikely they had been responsible for the blaze. They’d have left the area immediately if so. Having sighted Jess, they were probably packing up and leaving even now. If tracked down and questioned they would have seen and heard nothing.

There were people who wanted to talk to the police but didn’t know anything. Roger Trenton would probably prove one of those. There were those who, if they did know anything, wouldn’t tell you out of sheer contrariness and Muriel Pickering might well fall into that category. Then there were the people such as the travellers who didn’t want to talk to the police, whether they knew anything or not. Occasionally, one pearl in a whole bed of oysters, there was someone who actually knew something and was prepared to come forward. Jess crossed her fingers and hoped they found such a witness soon.

One other person had been present, but unnoticed, and had left shortly before Jess’s arrival on the scene. Alfie Darrow had set out at first light to check his snares. Alfie was not a countryman, although he’d lived most of his life in Weston St Ambrose. But his grandfather had been skilled in country ways and it was he who had shown his grandson how to make a simple snare. Alfie’s grandfather had been the male presence in the family when Alfie was a child. His father had run off when Alfie was in the cradle. There was an ancient rabbit warren extending over a large area in a field on the edge of a copse of tangled native woodland, which formed a border between the single-track lane called Long Lane and the ‘rabbit field’ as Alfie knew it. Over the years the rabbits had made little paths all over the copse and through the undergrowth, each one leading back to their warren. They were creatures of habit. As they scurried back along these narrow tracks to their burrows, they had to pass under a wire fence half buried in nettles, thistles and dock, and it was to this fence Alfie fixed his most successful snares, just where the rabbits emerged.

Today, when he’d set out, he’d soon become aware of the activity around Key House. The smell of burning hung in the air. From time to time a flame would shoot upward into the lightening sky as some still-remaining beam or upper floorboards of the house fell victim to the remorseless progress of the fire. Alfie concealed himself behind the untidy hedgerow by the road and watched it all, spending the most entertaining and exciting couple of hours he could remember. The fire crew were the real-life action heroes of the computer games that were Alfie’s favoured amusement. Uniformed and helmeted, they bellowed instructions and warnings to one another as they played the hoses over the fire, and sent great jets of water into the air. When the burning remains of the upper floor crashed down into the interior, filling the air with a meteor shower of golden sparks, Alfie had to press both hands to his mouth to stop himself whooping aloud with joy. The water fell on to the crackling timbers below and they cracked and spat like cornered wild beasts. It struck the hot stones of the building with a great hiss, and sent up clouds of steam to mingle with the smoke. Alfie’s mouth now hung open in wonder. Burning embers flew across the road like rockets. It smelled like Bonfire Night. Alfie continued to watch it all entranced, heedless of his cramped hiding place and the awkward way his limbs were bent to squeeze into it.

Then the first police car had arrived, with two uniformed officers, and put an end to the fun. With the arrival of the law on the scene, Alfie decided it was time for him to go. He was not unknown to the local police and he thought he recognised one of the coppers. The plod would recognise him, if he spotted him, and the next thing Alfie knew, he’d be accused of starting the fire. The police were like that, in Alfie’s view, they grabbed the first familiar face and pinned whatever they could on its owner. He could come back the next day to check the snares. He crept out of his den, stretched his stiffened limbs, and set off over the field home. What a story he had to tell. If he’d waited a little longer until the body had been discovered, he’d have had an even more dramatic tale.


Chapter 2

The best laid plans of mice and men seldom work out. Had they been contemporaries, Ian Carter thought, the Scottish bard who penned the words might have had him in mind.

Sitting in his one and only armchair with a mug of instant coffee in his hand, he felt a moment of reflection creep over him. It was very early, only just light enough to see without electricity, and the house was quiet. It was that hour when, for a brief interlude, events weren’t rushing by while he laboured to keep up. He had time to think.

He sipped his coffee, which managed to be hot, bitter and tasteless all at once, and considered his life. To start at the top, a really big plan to have gone astray had been that in which he’d envisaged Sophie and himself growing old together, peacefully. Arm in arm, they’d have watched their daughter mature into a poised, graceful and charming young woman. The sort of young woman Sophie had appeared to him, when all was going well at the beginning of their relationship.

That plan had gone out of the window when Sophie met Rodney Marsham. Rodney! I ask you! Not for the first time, Carter asked himself how his then wife could have been swept off her feet by someone so pale, podgy and thoroughly dull; a man whose permanent air of bonhomie Carter found intensely irritating. A man, moreover, whose business interests, undeniably profitable, appeared to Carter elusive, if not dodgy.

‘That’s the copper in you, Ian,’ Sophie had retorted when he’d made this last objection to her, at the time of their break-up. ‘You suspect everyone!’

To be fair, she’d accused him of that many times during their marriage and not just at the end of it. He supposed she was probably right. He had not been the husband for Sophie. Things had been going wrong between them long before Rodney appeared on the scene, smiling and looking satisfied with life. Who wouldn’t give up a cantankerous policeman who spent his working days contemplating all that made man vile, and came home at night tired and disinclined to party? Why not change him for a cheery, sociable fellow with a golden touch in business matters? Rodney and Sophie were probably made for each other. He should not begrudge them their contentedness. But Millie, that was another matter altogether.

There was a faint clatter and then the sound of small footsteps padding towards the living-room door. It creaked open and Millie’s face peered through the crack. Seeing her father sitting there with his coffee, she pushed open the door and came in, hopping across the floor in bare feet and nestling into the beanbag opposite him. She’d put on her dressing gown over her pyjamas, even if she’d forgotten her slippers, and clutched MacTavish to her.

MacTavish was a disconcertingly humanoid bear, acquired on a visit to Scotland in their days as a family. He wore a tartan beret sewn between his ears and a tartan shawl slung rakishly across his furry tummy. He had originally had a plastic buckler and claymore, but Sophie, in one of her anti-war phases, had detached his weapons and disposed of them. It was typical of Sophie, thought Carter, that her contribution to world peace consisted largely of symbolic gestures of that sort. On the other hand, she would organise the occasional coffee morning to raise funds for a charity to help those whose lives were disrupted by conflicts; and he had to admit that probably did more good than waving home-made placards and hanging effigies of politicians. In any case, MacTavish’s smile, embroidered on his plush countenance, was hardly warlike. He had a smirk that reminded Carter of Rodney Marsham’s.

His daughter had fixed him with a direct accusing stare that reminded him of Sophie. What had happened to the daydream of graceful, charming . . .

‘Why have you got up so early?’ demanded Millie.

‘I didn’t mean to disturb you,’ Carter apologised. ‘I tried to be quiet.’

‘I heard the tap running in the kitchen. It sort of groans when you switch it off. You ought to get it mended.’

Yes, that was Sophie’s voice all right.

‘I’ll get round to it,’ he said defensively. He had the horrible feeling he’d had this conversation many times in the past with her mother.

‘MacTavish heard it too.’

He opened his mouth to argue that MacTavish had, literally, cloth ears. But there was something about her relationship with the toy that both touched him and made him feel guilty. MacTavish had never let her down.

‘Sorry, MacTavish,’ he said. ‘Did you sleep all right, both of you, before I made a racket in the kitchen?’

‘Mmn . . .’ murmured Millie, her gaze travelling critically around the room. ‘Mummy and Rodney are calling in an interior designer.’ She spoke the last words with respect. ‘An interior designer,’ she explained kindly, ‘picks out your furniture for you.’

Stung, Carter retorted, ‘I can pick out my own furniture.’

‘Why did you pick this?’ asked Millie with that innocent candidness that renders any question unanswerable.

‘I was in a rush. I just needed some furniture. By the next time you come, I hope I’ll have got the place fixed up.’

Her visit had not been planned. Sophie had rung up and told him that it was an emergency.

‘My school has asbestos in the roof,’ said Millie now, obviously expert at picking up thought waves.

‘Yes, your mum told me. I’m surprised. I thought all the asbestos had been taken out of buildings.’

‘They didn’t know about it,’ Millie explained. ‘They’d got a false ceiling in the hall and it was discovered when the decorators came to paint it. You have to do special things when you remove asbestos. So we can’t use the school because we might get ill. They’re taking the asbestos away this week. Then we can go back.’

‘So I understand.’

‘Mummy and Rodney couldn’t put off the trip to New York—’

‘Millie,’ Carter interrupted. ‘I’m very happy that you’re here. I’d like to see you more often . . . It’s a bit of luck, your school finding the asbestos and Rodney having a business trip to New York and – and all the rest of it. It gives you a chance to visit me here.’

MacTavish’s black, shiny eyes were fixed on him. His embroidered smirk suddenly appeared more a snarl. Can’t you do better than that? he seemed to be asking.

‘Am I going to Auntie Monica’s again today?’ Millie homed in on the weak point of his defence.

‘Yes. I have to go to work, I’m afraid. We have investigations underway. I could’ve arranged some leave if I’d had more notice—’ He broke off. ‘You like staying with Auntie Monica for the day, don’t you?’

‘Oh, yes, she’s got two cats. You ought to get a cat.’

‘I wouldn’t be here all day to look after it.’

‘Auntie Monica’s back door has a cat flap in it, so her cats can go in and out by themselves. So if it’s sunny and they want to sit in the garden, they can. And if it rains and they want to go inside, they can do that, too. She’s my great-aunt, you know. She’s Mummy’s aunt, so that makes her my great-aunt. But she doesn’t like to be called that because she says it makes her feel old. She is old, isn’t she?’

‘Oldish. I’ll go and make us some porridge; it’s just about breakfast-time. Why don’t you and MacTavish lay the table?’

‘What are you investigating?’ asked Millie moments later as she rattled the cutlery in his untidy knife drawer. Ten year olds are not deflected from a topic that interests them, however unsuitable. He was finding that out.

‘There was a big fire yesterday, at an old house in the country, an old empty house,’ Carter emphasised quickly from his place at the porridge pan. No need to trouble her young mind with thoughts of a dead body.

MacTavish had been propped up on the draining board alongside the stove and was watching him in the way a Scottish bear could be expected to watch an Englishman make porridge. Listen, MacTavish, I’m not putting salt in it, just to satisfy you!

‘Did someone start it on purpose? Will you find out who it was?’

‘I hope we shall.’

‘How?’

‘I don’t know yet.’

MacTavish’s smirk mocked him. Watch it, MacTavish, or I might drop porridge on that tartan pancake on your head . . . and then you’ll have to go in the washing machine again!

‘They might have been playing with matches,’ said Millie censoriously. ‘You shouldn’t do that. You shouldn’t play with fire.’

‘You’re absolutely right,’ said her father.

After breakfast he drove her, with MacTavish, to Weston St Ambrose where his former wife’s Aunt Monica lived. She was a retired primary school headmistress and pleased at having a child around the place again, if only for a few hours.

‘Don’t worry about us, Ian,’ she assured him. ‘I have plenty of things planned for us to do. I’ll give her lunch and her tea, and then you can come and pick her up tonight when it suits you.’

Carter glanced to where Millie was introducing MacTavish to a pair of suspicious cats. Millie was wearing a white fake-fur gilet. It struck him the cats were a tad suspicious of that, too.

‘I really appreciate it, Monica. I’d have taken some time off if I’d known.’

‘It’s fine, Ian, really. Off you go.’

So he kissed Millie and left. MacTavish, manipulated by his owner, waved him goodbye.

I can’t communicate with my child, he thought sadly. She probably finds it difficult to communicate with me. That’s why MacTavish has been brought along. He’s our intermediary.

The reason he had to go in to work today was because Tom Palmer, the pathologist, had conducted his examination into the body found at Key House and was ready to come up with his conclusions. The luckless Sergeant Phil Morton had attended the procedure, but it was Carter and Jess Campbell who later found themselves in Tom’s tiny office, down at the morgue.

The pathologist rustled papers and eventually, giving up finding what he sought, scratched his mop of black hair and announced, ‘This one was a challenge.’

‘Too badly damaged?’ Carter asked.

‘Badly damaged, certainly. But I like a challenge. Let’s see . . . Deceased is male and about thirty years of age. I’ve got it on my tape recorder but it’s not all up on the computer yet. You’ll have it all nicely printed out for you eventually but we’re short handed here.’ Tom gazed at them as if they were somehow responsible.

‘We’re all of us operating short handed!’ said Carter, riled.

‘Just tell us,’ Jess invited hastily, ‘what the cause of death was and whether it’s suspicious.’

‘Oh, that,’ said Tom, ‘cause of death was suffocation from inhaling the smoke. That’s straightforward enough. Lungs clogged up with soot.’

‘Would he have been unconscious at the time? Asleep? Drugged?’ Carter asked.

Tom’s manner changed and grew suddenly cautious. ‘Tests couldn’t trace any drugs in him so no, not drugged. The arms were raised in a defensive attitude. I suggest that’s almost certainly due to the effect of the heat, not because he was in a fight. Perhaps confusingly, however, in my opinion he was attacked shortly before the fire started. The back of his skull is fractured and that is suspicious. I don’t think that happened in the fire. I think someone walloped him, laid him out flat, unconscious. I believe he was struck at least twice. The first blow might have knocked him to the floor, perhaps stunned him. The second blow would have rendered him completely unconscious.’

‘But it didn’t kill him,’ Carter murmured, more to himself than to the other two. ‘Did the assailant think he’d killed him? Is that why he started a fire?’

Jess replied anyway, ‘The fire was started at night. The electricity, I was told, was disconnected. If all the attacker had to examine his victim was a torch, he could have believed he’d killed him.’

‘Or, having laid out his victim, he could have counted on the smoke and the fire finishing the job,’ Carter said.

A moment’s silence followed. All three of them were acquainted with the aftermath of violent death. But it was always chilling to face the calculated cruelty lying dormant in the most civilised of men.

‘Other injuries?’ Jess asked briskly, breaking the moment’s introspection.

Tom seized on her question and began to talk quickly. ‘Other than the head wounds, there’s no sign of trauma from injuries inflicted before the fire that I can find. The body . . .’

The corpse was no longer ‘the victim’; it had become ‘the body’, an object. Tom hesitated as if he realised this before continuing. ‘It was shielded, I understand, by the way the beams burned on the outside but remained solid enough not to disintegrate. When they fell they cracked apart, but in chunks, some pieces landing propped on others, making a sort of wigwam over him. So I repeat that in my opinion falling debris did not cause the skull fractures. The wounds are just not consistent with that sort of accidental damage. Both wounds are pretty well textbook examples of a powerful blow with a blunt object, concentrated in a small area, causing a dent in the skull. Some other damage is consistent with fire. The skin has split in places on the body, for example—’ He spread a hand dismissively. ‘The fire would do that. There are no traces of any substances, legal or illegal, that would have caused him to pass out. He was knocked out deliberately. One thing may help you in confirming his identity. The arm muscles contracted due to the heat of the fire, as I said. But when they did, the fists clenched, protecting the inner surface of the hands to a certain extent. The backs of the hands are badly damaged. The palms, though scorched by hot ash, are less so. The underlying area of skin might still yield a print or two.’ He looked up at them. ‘Have you had a report from the fire investigators yet?’

Jess shook her head and said, ‘From what you say, and from we both think –’ She glanced at Carter, who nodded his agreement – ‘this fire was almost certainly started deliberately in an attempt to destroy the body and/or other evidence. If the fire inspectors find an accelerant was used that would confirm it. Even without that, we’re looking at unlawful killing.’ She turned to the superintendent, still silent beside her. ‘You agree, sir?’

Carter, too, had become brisk in manner. ‘Yes, that’s pretty well what the coroner will rule. Then it will be up to us to find the how and why. Thank you, Tom. We’ll leave you in peace to write up your findings. Thanks for doing such a quick and efficient job.’

Tom opened his mouth to reply but at that moment his mobile phone rang. He gave them an apologetic glance instead and took the phone from his pocket. Jess and Carter indicated they were leaving.

As they went out of the door, they heard Tom’s voice, speaking to the caller. ‘Oh, hi, Madison! Sorry I didn’t call you earlier as I promised, darling, but I’ve been rather busy . . .’

Outside the building, Carter said awkwardly, ‘Sorry if you and Palmer have broken up.’

She stopped in her tracks and spun round to glare at him, a small, red-headed, truculent figure. ‘We haven’t broken up because we were never an item. Tom and I have been – we still are – friends! Friends only, right?’

‘Sorry again, I mean, sorry for putting my foot in it!’ Carter hastened to recover from the obvious gaffe.

She subsided like a boiling pot that someone has removed from the stove. ‘I should be the one apologising, sir. I didn’t mean to fly off the handle. It’s just that, well, Tom and I used to eat out occasionally or go for a drink when both of us were at a loose end. Only Tom isn’t free, not any more, not now he’s met Madison.’

‘That’s her first name?’ Carter asked incredulously.

‘That’s it. Tom’s a keen rambler and Madison joined his club, or group, or whatever. I know some people got the impression that he and I had a thing going, but we didn’t, never did, never likely to.’ Jess managed a grin. ‘It’s been my nightmare that my mother might find out and get the wrong idea. My mother . . . Oh well,’ she shrugged, ‘families, you know.’

‘I’ve got my daughter staying with me for a few days,’ he heard himself say.

Her initial surprise quickly turned to interest. ‘That’s nice for you, sir.’

‘It would be better if we hadn’t just found out we’ve got a murder on our hands. I was hoping to take a couple of days . . . Her school has asbestos in the roof. I don’t know how they didn’t find out about it before now. So the place has closed until the stuff’s removed. Her mother and—’ He stopped and began again. ‘Sophie and Rodney, her now husband, had arranged to fly to New York. Difficult to change. Yes, it is nice to have Millie here but I don’t feel I’m making the most of it.’

‘We could probably manage.’

‘It’s all right. Millie is spending the day with Monica Farrell. You remember Monica?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’

Carter heard himself say, ‘I’d like you to meet Millie, and I know Monica would like to see you again. Perhaps you could come with me when I go to pick Millie up, either today or tomorrow.’

Jess concealed a moment of pure panic. She liked children well enough, but had had little to do with them. Moreover this wasn’t any child: it was Carter’s daughter. She was still struggling with the idea of him as a doting dad. Besides, her arrival at the cottage with him might be misinterpreted by Monica, or worse, by the little girl. But she couldn’t refuse. She sensed his vulnerability on the subject. That wasn’t her problem, she told herself. It was his! She ought to tell him frankly that it wasn’t a good idea. But to refuse would at the very least be uncivil.

So what she said was, ‘Yes, I’d like to meet Millie and see Monica again. Tomorrow, then, to give you a chance to warn Monica that I’ll be turning up with you.’ She tried to put a decent amount of enthusiasm into her voice.

‘Great!’ Carter said.

They’d reached his car and both got in. ‘Well, let’s go and set up a murder investigation!’ Carter said, turning the ignition key. He spoke much more cheerfully than the occasion warranted. But he was feeling suddenly more cheerful, murder or no murder.

Earlier in the morning, about the time Ian Carter had been cooking up the breakfast porridge under MacTavish’s disapproving eye, Alfie Darrow had returned to check his snares. He first surveyed the scene of devastation that was all now left of Key House. Blue and white police tape cordoned it off. There were notices warning visitors to keep away as it was a crime scene, and also requesting them to give any information they might have about the fire to the police. Alfie would have liked to forage in the blackened ruins for souvenirs. But even now the latent heat from the fabric of the building made it too hot to go poking around in there. Besides, as the debris settled, it echoed with sound, crackling and rustling in sinister fashion. It was as if the wreckage was talking to itself, or unearthly beings whispered terrifying truths. Alfie had heard by now – they all had in Weston St Ambrose – that a dead body had been recovered from the scene. An atavistic dread of spooks and spirits, encouraged by his other favourite type of entertainment, films featuring haunted houses and bandaged mummies staggering out of their tombs, overcame him. He scurried off across the fields to the rabbit warren, out in the open where you weren’t likely to encounter a spectral form or risk a skeletal hand laid on your shoulder.

There were rabbits everywhere, nibbling at the scarce tough winter grasses and wild plants. Most scattered as Alfie approached but some ignored him, if they thought him far enough from them to be no danger. He was out of luck. His prey had eluded him. Moreover, one of the snares was missing. This happened from time to time. Something, perhaps a fox, had passed by and dislodged it. It would not be far away. Alfie climbed over the fence into the copse, not a difficult thing to do as it was partly collapsed anyway, and began to poke about in the undergrowth seeking to retrieve it.

He didn’t find the snare, but he did come across something else. At first he thought the discovery meant he was not alone in the copse. He first looked around and, seeing nothing, stood listening. He had a sharp ear for the small sounds of the countryside that told you so much if you knew how to interpret them. The tree branches creaked softly in the breeze but he caught no snap of a twig or sudden rustle of disturbed undergrowth. To make sure, he called out, ‘Hello?’ No one replied. Alfie gave a little smile. He approached the unexpected discovery still cautiously and prowled round it, examining it.

‘Well,’ he murmured to himself at last. ‘I’m not leaving that here.’

Jess had barely returned to her desk. She had just told Sergeant Phil Morton, ‘It’s a murder.’ Morton had just replied, ‘All the evidence has gone up in flames, I suppose.’ Then the phone rang. Jess picked it up.

‘A call for you, ma’am. A Mr Foscott who says he’s a solicitor. It’s about the fire where the body was found. Shall I put him through?’

‘Yes, go ahead,’ she replied, thinking, Well, well, Reggie Foscott, who’d have thought it?

An image of the man formed in her head, gangling, pale, formal, and wily. What on earth did Key House have to do with him? But Roger Trenton had spoken of writing to Crown’s solicitors. Morton had interviewed both Roger Trenton and Muriel Pickering in the early evening of the previous day following the discovery of the body. Somewhere in his notes must be Foscott’s name.

‘Inspector Campbell? Forgive the intrusion . . .’ Foscott’s voice echoed in her ear.

‘Not at all, Mr Foscott. I understand you have rung about the recent fire at Key House?’

‘Ah . . .’ Foscott never approached anything directly and didn’t now, even though he was the caller. ‘Yes, indeed, a most unfortunate occurrence. I understand the building is very badly damaged.’

‘Yes.’ Jess spoke curtly. Get to the point, Reggie.

‘I also understand, although perhaps this is rumour, that a body was found in the – um – wreckage.’

‘Yes, it was.’

‘Do you perhaps . . .’ Reggie was growing even more cautious. ‘Do you have an identity for the unfortunate victim?’ Hurriedly he added, ‘If you do, then of course I understand that you would have to inform next of kin first, before releasing any name.’

‘We’ve not identified the body yet, Mr Foscott.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Foscott dolefully. ‘Have you any reason to believe the – ah – deceased may be the owner of the property, Mr Gervase Crown? My firm represents his interests in this country, hence my enquiry.’

‘Not as yet. Anyway, I understand,’ said Jess, ‘that Mr Crown lives abroad.’

‘Indeed he does. Mr Crown has a home in Portugal near Cascais, on the coast about half an hour’s drive from Lisbon. He is a keen surfer, when conditions are right. I must stress that I’m not aware that Mr Crown is visiting this country. When he does, he usually calls by my office to, ah, touch base, as they say. Naturally, when we heard of the fire, we thought we ought to get in touch with him. Damage to his property, insurance and so on.’
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