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12 April 1884

      
         

        Today the puppets have come to town.

        Mr Gunster’s marionettes attract the crowds wherever they appear with their tales of bloody murder, and today is no exception. I see little ones watch with mouths agape, their tiny fingers clutching their mothers’ hands as the marionettes dance and stab and strangle.

        Today in Tradmouth’s Market Square I witness a small wooden William Corder ending the miserable life of a small wooden Maria Marten in a miniature Red Barn, all to the audience’s rapt delight. How I marvel at people’s appetite for death and suffering as they feast on cruelty and violence like beasts of prey. Mankind, I think, must be most wicked species on this earth.

        If I were given to imagination, I would fear Mr Gunster’s puppets with their hard painted faces. There is something evil about them and I dislike Gunster with his avaricious, glinting eyes.

        I walk round to the back of his booth and watch Gunster and his son as they control the puppet’s strings. The scenery before which the puppet’s murderous deeds are enacted is as well painted and elaborate as that in any theatre. I have heard Gunster has a daughter who paints the backdrops with great skill, although at present she is nowhere to be seen.

        It must be a family business for Mrs Gunster collects the money from the assembled crowd. Gunster’s wife is pale and unsmiling like a ghost. I can’t help but wonder if she is afraid of her husband and her son.
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      Zac Wilkinson had read the opening passage from The Viper’s Kiss, Wynn Staniland’s best-known book, so many times that he almost knew it by heart.

      ‘“I can hear the mermaids screaming,”’ he began. ‘“They sit each day on the rocks at the foot of the cliff, throw their heads back and scream at the waves crashing by their glistening tails. I am afraid of the mermaids. I fear that one day their screams will turn into a song and they’ll lure me into the sea with all those poor dead sailors whose souls they have claimed over the centuries.

      ‘“Because the dead never leave you. The dead are there whenever you glimpse a vague shape in the shadows, caught for a moment then gone. Never forget the dead because they never forget you. What you do to the dead in this life matters more than you can know because they haunt you forever with blessing or vengeance, like the mermaid’s song.”’

      As always he ended his talk with these familiar and disturbing words and, as always, there was an uneasy pause between his silence and the polite applause, as though the mention of the dead had left the middle-aged and predominantly female audience temporarily stunned.

      Once the reading was over they asked the usual questions. ‘Have you met Wynn Staniland? What does he think of the biography you’re writing? Does he mind having his dirty linen washed in public? Is he ever going to write another book?’

      Zac’s answers were well rehearsed and noncommittal. Yes, he’d met Wynn Staniland. He’d visited the author and his daughter at their home, Addersacre, on a number of occasions. And yes, Wynn was happy to cooperate with the biography. But it had been made quite clear to Zac that one subject was strictly off limits and that was the death of Wynn’s wife. This was quite understandable, Zac said. A biographer shouldn’t be in the business of resurrecting painful memories just for the sake of selling a few more copies of the book (which, incidentally, will be out next spring, published by Bream and Seager, priced at £18.99).

      Zac’s reply to the audience’s final question had been more vague. Wynn hadn’t altogether ruled out writing another novel, but that’s all he was at liberty to say for the moment.

      As the last stragglers trickled out of the room, Zac tidied his papers and returned them to his leather shoulder bag before complimenting the librarians who’d organised his talk with their customary efficiency. They hadn’t been sure how many people to expect but, as it turned out, the subject of Wynn Staniland had attracted quite a crowd, all fascinated to get the lowdown on the reclusive author’s private life and to find out why, after five award-winning books that had taken the literary world by storm, Wynn Staniland had suddenly turned his back on fame and chosen to live the life of a recluse. Zac, reluctant to spoil the revelations in his book, had dropped tantalising hints but he’d been careful to give little away.

      After saying his farewells he stepped into the night, aware that he needed to go over the latest draft of the opening five chapters first thing the next morning. Since he’d taken on the biography there had been draft after draft to be pored over like some precious, sacred tome. Then of course Wynn would want to give it his nod of assent or otherwise, adding ideas and taking others away. Zac’s previous subjects had never been so particular, but then they’d been sportsmen, TV personalities or actors, happy to go along with anything he suggested. Writing about Staniland, the author he’d admired so much during his teenage years, had seemed like a dream when he’d first gained the great man’s approval for the project. It couldn’t feel less like one now.

      Zac walked straight back to the tiny cottage near the town centre he was renting for the duration. It was up a steep, narrow street – a one-in-three hill. He took a deep breath before attempting the climb, contemplating the bottle of single malt waiting for him on the coffee table. His reward for a hard day’s work.

      When the cottage came into view he stopped to catch his breath for a few moments, suddenly reluctant to carry on. With everything that had happened over the past days, the cottage had ceased to be his haven. A serpent had crept in, curling itself round the foundations, slithering over his sleeping body. He had the sensation of being watched, but every time he looked round there was nobody there.

      Although he told himself it was all in his imagination, the question always nagged at the back of his mind. What if somebody had discovered the truth about who he really was? He’d been assured it could never happen but those promises were starting to seem hollow. He felt vulnerable. More vulnerable than he’d felt since he’d been reborn as a new creation.

      As he approached the cottage he took his key from his pocket. Then he saw the damage: splinters of wood around the lock as though somebody had taken a chisel to it. For a brief moment he contemplated calling at the neighbouring houses to ask whether anybody had seen or heard anything suspicious. But his front door stood down a small side passage, invisible from the street.

      His heart pounded as he unlocked the door, and when it swung open he hovered on the threshold for a few moments before flicking on the light switch.

      As far as he could see, nothing had been disturbed which meant that whoever had tried to break in hadn’t succeeded. Either that or they’d gone about their business with neat professionalism.

      His hands were shaking as he took his phone from his pocket, wondering whether to report it to the police. It took him a few moments to decide that he’d need a crime number for the letting agency’s insurance and, besides, he’d done nothing wrong. This time.

       

      Farming was tough these days and, from bitter experience, David Gough knew you had to diversify to survive. His father had bought the field overlooking the sea in more prosperous times and while the ten static caravans he’d put there a couple of years ago didn’t bring in a fortune, every little bit helped – just like the time he’d sold those strange old puppets he’d found in the barn for a tidy sum to some weird man who ran the Dukesbridge Arts Festival.

      His wife, Joan, had moaned when he’d spent money on the new fencing in the caravan field but he’d got it done cheaply. No problem. Although at times David wondered whether the caravans were worth the effort of all the maintenance. But, since he’d handed over the day-to-day running of the farm to his sons, they’d become his responsibility.

      A couple of weeks ago a family from Birmingham had complained about the smell of slurry. But nothing could be done about the slurry pit when the wind was in the wrong direction. Now someone else had called him with another complaint and as he opened the gate to the field, shutting it carefully behind him, he rehearsed his excuses.

      At least the rain had stopped; there was nothing like rain to put the holidaymakers in a foul mood. As he trudged across the damp grass in the darkness, he could see the glow of the moon through ominous clouds. If the sky had been clear there would have been a fine display of twinkling stars. The visitors often commented on the lack of light pollution here.

      The latest complaint had been made by the man in caravan three and, after Gough had had a terse word, he approached the caravan in question and sniffed the air. He knew the smell of slurry only too well and this wasn’t it.

      Caravan five stood at the end of the field by the new fence, slightly apart from the others. Lights blazed behind the thin floral curtains, suggesting someone was at home. But as Gough drew nearer he saw that the windows were alive with moving black dots. It took him a few seconds to realise they were flies.

      He gave three sharp raps on the door. According to the man in caravan three, the occupants hadn’t been seen for a couple of days and the curtains hadn’t shifted. When Gough knocked again all he could hear from inside the caravan was the faint buzz of insects and he had an uncomfortable feeling that something was very wrong.

      The man from caravan three, a nosy character with a shiny bald head and an officious manner, was still watching. Gough unlocked the door and as it swung open the buzzing grew louder and he put his hand to his nose as the odour of decay hit him.

      He forced himself to look at the two people inside. The woman lay on the floor, fully clothed, her arm outstretched as though she was trying to reach for help. She wore a yellow sun dress that seemed quite inappropriate in that grisly tableau.

      Beyond her a man was slumped on the tweed banquette seating, reaching for the half-empty champagne bottle on the table as though spoilsport Death had caught him before he could help himself to another glass. The man’s other hand rested on the woman’s hair. A touch of farewell before their world turned dark.

      Gough heard the man from caravan three’s voice behind him.

      ‘We should call the police.’

      David Gough hesitated then took his phone from his pocket. It looked like he had no choice.
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      DI Wesley Peterson watched his wife as she sipped the tea he’d just brought her. Since her spell in hospital that spring after her breast cancer had been diagnosed, he’d become quite the devoted husband. Sometimes she scolded him for fussing, but he knew she’d prefer this to the alternative.

      The clock on the mantelpiece told him the ten o’clock news was about to begin and he felt unusually tired. Perhaps it was the oppressive weather, warm and dull with regular showers to add to the humidity. Or perhaps it was the constant worry about Pam’s health.

      When he told her he was going to bed, she said she intended to watch the news headlines before finishing the next chapter of her book. She’d be up later. It was something she’d read years ago but was rereading for a book group she’d recently joined. The central theme was the impact of a woman’s suicide on a small rural community. When Wesley had read it himself he hadn’t particularly enjoyed it.

      The antihero in Wynn Staniland’s The Viper’s Kiss, the man who’d driven the woman to take her own life, was, in Wesley’s opinion, amoral, charmless and unworthy of anyone’s sympathy. When he’d shared his thoughts with Pam she’d teased him for being reactionary, blaming the strictly moral way he’d been raised by his God-fearing Trinidadian parents. He’d felt obliged to counter her argument, saying his upbringing had been loving and secure. He was tempted to compare his family to Pam’s self-centred mother, Della, but erred on the side of tact and kept quiet. He’d always regarded it as a miracle that Pam had turned out as well as she had. He presumed she’d inherited her down-to-earth nature from her long-dead, long-suffering father.

      Wesley knew The Viper’s Kiss, Staniland’s second book, was generally regarded as a masterpiece and, like its predecessor published the year before, it had won numerous awards. After this the author had produced three further novels before withdrawing completely from the literary scene, no doubt disappointing his publisher but making himself a legend in the process.

      Staniland lived in the locality and had a long-established reputation for being a recluse. Journalists who’d tried to invade his privacy had always been given short shrift but, after decades of shunning publicity, the author was now allowing his biography to be written. Pam speculated that he might be running out of money and needed to boost his book sales by bringing himself back into the public eye. Wesley suspected her cynical observation was probably true. Even recluses have to make a living.

      Tradmouth’s library-cum-arts centre happened to be next door to the police station and Wesley had seen posters advertising a talk by Staniland’s biographer – a man called Zac Wilkinson – who promised to reveal the secrets of the great man’s life. Although when Pam had attended the talk earlier that evening she’d come back with the feeling she’d been cheated, since none of the alleged secrets dangled so temptingly in the publicity blurb had been revealed and the speaker had told the audience they’d have to buy the book to find out more. To Wesley this seemed like an underhand trick. But he’d encountered worse deceptions in the course of his career.

      He was about to head upstairs when his phone rang, setting off a frantic search until he located it behind a cushion on the sofa.

      ‘Wes.’ He recognised DCI Gerry Heffernan’s voice with its distinctive Liverpool accent at once. When Gerry called at this time of night it usually meant trouble.

      ‘Sorry to spoil your evening but we’re needed at Stoke Beeching – Cliff View Caravan Park. Two unexplained deaths.’

      For a few moments Wesley didn’t speak. Pam appeared to be engrossed in her book but he sensed she was pretending, hoping he wasn’t about to leave her alone again. She went to great pains to convince everyone around her she no longer felt fragile and vulnerable but Wesley knew her too well to be fooled. Reluctantly he told her he had to go out, but promised he’d be back as soon as he could.

      It began to rain heavily as he drove out to Stoke Beeching – a front of low pressure had been stuck over the West of England for the past day or so. He switched on his windscreen wipers and they swished to and fro with a hypnotic rhythm as he steered the car down the snaking road. There were streetlights in the villages but once the houses petered out, the world was plunged into darkness. When he’d transferred from London to Devon all those years ago he’d hated driving down these roads at night. He still didn’t like it but it was something he’d had to get used to.

      Half a mile outside the village he spotted a sign in the beam of his headlights: the words CLIFF VIEW CARAVAN PARK in faded letters below a smiling seagull pointing the way with its wing. In his experience seagulls were never that cooperative in real life. He followed the directions and soon found himself at a reception area which was little more than a shed beside a farm gate. However, he could see that the shed had lace curtains. A touch of class.

      After driving through the open gate he spotted a brace of patrol cars parked next to an unmarked police car at the end of the field. Some keen constable had already sealed off the caravan in question – a medium-sized static standing slightly apart from its neighbours – with police tape. Wesley saw light streaming from the open caravan door.

      He left his car at the top of the field and as he walked towards the action he saw faces at the windows of some of the other caravans – rubbernecking neighbours who would have to be interviewed at some point. If it wasn’t for the rain, he guessed they’d be outside gawping, enjoying a bit of holiday excitement.

      He put up the hood of his waterproof coat and hurried towards Gerry, who was standing just inside the caravan door. But before he could utter a word of greeting, the scene manager handed him a package containing his crime scene suit, the white overall that was de rigueur on such occasions.

      He sheltered in the back seat of one of the patrol cars to undertake the undignified procedure of pulling it on over his clothes. The car smelled strongly of body odour and he was eager to get back out into the damp fresh air, until he neared the caravan and caught a whiff of something even more unpleasant, a faint smell of rotting meat. He stepped over the metal plates the CSIs had put down and began to climb the caravan steps.

      ‘Wes, let’s talk outside,’ Gerry said, coming down the steps to join him. He sounded relieved, as though Wesley had lifted some great burden from his shoulders. Gerry Heffernan was a large man with a chubby face and grizzled hair, not especially tall but certainly carrying more weight than the medical profession would approve of.

      Gerry turned his head and looked at the half-open door behind him. ‘Colin’s in there doing his stuff. I came out. Couldn’t stand the smell.’

      ‘What have we got?’ The smell of decay was stronger now.

      ‘Man and woman. They’ve been dead a couple of days, according to Colin, but with the heat…’ He wrinkled his nose in disgust. ‘They rented the caravan in the name of Mr and Mrs Lombard; gave David Gough who owns the site an address in Leeds. We’ve notified their local police.’

      ‘Suspicious?’

      ‘Colin’s first thought was poison. He reckons it could be a suicide pact. Or a murder then suicide. It happens.’

      Wesley bowed his head. In the course of his career he’d encountered a few cases of someone killing a loved one then taking their own life. It was usually an act of fury – or sometimes desperation.

      ‘If it’s poison do we know how it was administered?’

      ‘There’s a half-empty champagne bottle on the table and two glasses. Looks like they decided to go out in style.’

      Wesley sneaked a look at his watch. It was after eleven. ‘Are you sure we’re needed here?’

      Gerry shrugged his shoulders. ‘No, but we can’t take any chances.’ He walked back up the steps and pushed the door open. ‘You ready?’

      Wesley nodded, took a deep breath and followed his boss into the unknown.
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      When Zac Wilkinson reported the attempted break-in at his rented cottage he was told not to touch anything until someone called round. He waited up for the police until two in the morning then, when nobody arrived, retired to bed in disgust.

      A constable finally turned up at ten o’clock the following morning: a stocky middle-aged man in a bulky stab vest who wore the bored look of someone who’d seen it all before, which he probably had. With no apology for the delay and only a cursory examination of the damaged front door, he doled out a crime number for the landlord’s insurance company.

      ‘Did they manage to get in? Is anything missing?’ he asked, taking his notebook from his pocket.

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘You here on holiday, sir?’

      Zac hesitated. ‘No. I’m a writer. I’m down here to work.’

      ‘A writer, eh?’ The constable scribbled something in his book. ‘What kind of books do you write?’

      Zac swallowed his impatience and told him.

      ‘Wynn Staniland? I’ve heard that name. Doesn’t he live round here?’

      ‘Yes. Er… there’s something else.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I think someone’s been following me.’

      ‘And what makes you think that, sir?’ the constable said as if he was humouring a child.

      Zac suddenly regretted saying anything. ‘Not sure. Just a feeling.’

      The expression of amused scepticism on the constable’s face told Zac the man considered him the over-imaginative, arty type.

      ‘This is the only attempted break-in round here so far this season. Why pick on you? Do you think he was after something in particular?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Zac saw the constable give him another sceptical look. This wasn’t going well. And if the man knew the truth about him, things would get even worse.

       

      Dr Neil Watson of the County Archaeological Unit felt a tingle of anticipation as he headed for the village of Whitely. It was only two miles from Tradmouth and the proximity reminded him that he hadn’t seen his old friend Wesley Peterson for almost a month. Every time he’d contacted Wesley there’s been some excuse not to meet and he wondered if this had anything to do with Pam’s illness. Wesley had been uncharacteristically subdued since her diagnosis, as though he’d caught a brief glimpse of the gloating, skeletal face of the Grim Reaper and it had shaken him more than he’d cared to admit.

      Neil had been busy himself. Over the past month he’d been in charge of a rescue excavation near Exeter city centre, finding out what was under the ground before work started on a new block of flats. It was an interesting site, producing a good selection of medieval and Roman finds, but within the next few days he was due to hand it over to the developers who’d been circling impatiently like hyenas round the corpse of a wildebeest, waiting for the lions to have their fill.

      Neil had been intrigued when he’d received a call from Giles Billingham, Tradmouth Council’s conservation officer. Newfield Manor – or rather the ruins of Newfield Manor – had been on the Buildings at Risk Register for a number of years. Now, however, according to Giles, the Manor had a new owner who was anxious to develop the property, which meant there’d need to be a full archaeological assessment of the building and the site before any work went ahead.

      Neil turned the car down the narrow lane, lined each side with hedges high and impregnable as castle walls, and when he finally reached his destination he saw that both ivy-clad gateposts guarding the entrance to Newfield Manor were slumped against the crumbling wall at a drunken angle. He turned into the drive and proceeded slowly over the potholed ground, fearing for his exhaust. The shadows cast by the overgrown trees leaning over the drive forced him to turn on his headlights and when he suddenly emerged into the dazzling sunlight he saw the shell of a building rearing in front of him, vegetation sprouting from the windows and what little remained of the roof.

      He switched off the engine and sat for a few moments before leaving the car and when he slammed the car door shut the noise echoed like a gunshot. Crows shrieked and cackled in the surrounding trees and an unexpected shock of fear passed through him, as though something malevolent didn’t want him to be there. He studied the house, noting every feature, each stone lintel, each brick and each remnant of fallen roof slate. The windows were blank and glassless like the dead eyes of a corpse and the stonework showed signs of scorching as though there’d been a fire at some point in the building’s history.

      He was relieved when he heard a car engine approaching. Giles to the rescue, he thought, feeling stupid for letting the place spook him. He watched Giles emerge from his vehicle. He was in his thirties, with prematurely thinning hair and the look of a benevolent medieval clerk. Always prepared, he wore a waterproof coat over his local government jacket and tie, and also wellingtons, in case of rain.

      ‘Strange place, isn’t it?’ Giles said once greetings had been exchanged. ‘I’ve been here a few times but it still gives me the creeps.’

      ‘I know what you mean. What can I do for you?’

      ‘The farmer who used to own the place sold it a few months ago to an American, name of Karl Banville. Mr Banville wants to undertake a complete renovation – which might be good or it might be bad.’ Giles had always been cautious by nature.

      ‘What does he plan to do with it?’

      ‘So far there’s been no application for change of use so I suppose there’s a chance he wants to live here.’ Neil heard a note of disbelief in Giles’s voice. ‘But I have heard mention of a hotel. We’ll have to wait and see.’

      Neil looked at the wreck of a building in front of him. ‘He must have money to burn,’ he said, half envious. Still, if he’d wanted to be a rich man he’d never have chosen a career in archaeology.

      ‘No doubt he has fancy plans for it. Let’s just hope they’ll be plans I can approve. Before he makes any planning application I’d like a detailed archaeological report on the fabric of the building so we can monitor any future development. You know the routine.’

      ‘I certainly do.’

      Giles hesitated. ‘The new owner asked me if I knew how to arrange a proper excavation in the gardens. He says he’s willing to fund it.’

      Neil’s eyes lit up. It sounded as if it might be his unit’s lucky day.

      ‘How long’s the house been in this state? What’s the story?’

      Giles looked around before replying, as if to check that nobody was eavesdropping. ‘There was a murder here in the eighteen eighties. Quite a notorious case. After that it changed hands many times but nobody stayed for long. A fire in the nineteen forties destroyed one wing completely and after that the house was abandoned and most of the land sold to a neighbouring farmer.’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘I know it’s nonsense but there’s a story that nobody wanted to live here because the murder victim never left. They say she’s still here.’

       

      Zac Wilkinson knew the chances of the police finding whoever tried to break into the cottage were virtually zero. Usually they were useless. But they’d succeeded once and he’d paid the price.

      He didn’t own a car. Living in London, it was easier to rely on public transport to get around. But this hadn’t been an option in rural South Devon where buses were regarded as unpredictable and rarely glimpsed creatures, so he’d hired a small VW for the duration of his stay. He’d left the car on Crossbones Hill, the nearest parking place though precipitously steep. When it came into view he was relieved, as always, that the handbrake had held in his absence.

      He had an appointment with Wynn Staniland to get his approval for the revised chapters. He also needed to ask him more questions about his time at Oxford because before when he’d broached the subject the answers had been tantalisingly vague. Zac had been a great fan of Staniland’s writing in his younger days when he’d had plenty of time to read but he was finding the reclusive author increasingly prickly and evasive. The adage ‘never meet your heroes’ was one he increasingly thought was true. He promised himself that in future he’d stick to sportsmen or semi-literate celebrities, even if they insisted on taking the credit for authorship themselves.

      As he turned the corner onto Crossbones Hill he saw a dark figure in a shabby hooded sweatshirt standing a few yards away from his car. When he began to approach, the person slid off down the path leading to the allotments where the locals grew their vegetables on steep, terraced plots.

      The stranger vanished into the trees and Zac told himself it was probably some local thug trying car doors. He’d always thought places like Tradmouth were virtually crime-free but it was beginning to look as though he’d been wrong.

      He was about to unlock his car door when he saw something on the windscreen, a single sheet of dirty paper tucked beneath the wipers.

      And when he unfolded it he saw five words printed there in childish capital letters: I NO WHO U ARE.
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        I had heard the servants talk of how Mr Gunster’s marionettes re-enact the dreadful murders on the Ratcliffe Highway and I yearned to see this spectacle for myself. I took the carriage to Tradmouth with Sarah and found a place at the edge of the crowd in the market square. I laughed when Sarah squealed in horror, yet I felt nothing but excitement at the sight of that innocent family’s slaughter.

        When the performance ended I expressed a desire to examine the new bonnets in the draper’s, but before we reached the High Street a young man bid me good day and asked how I had enjoyed Mr Gunster’s show. He introduced himself as John Lipton and he was considerably more handsome than William Banville, with black curls and eyes of deepest blue. He assured me we had met before at Sir James Merryweather’s ball in the spring, although I do not know the truth of this for I am certain I would have remembered.

        Mr Lipton says he has a great interest in cases of murder and the dreadful deeds Mr Gunster’s puppets portray. He himself has started to amass a collection of a most macabre nature. I was eager to point out that I share his interest and when we parted at the Butterwalk he said he hoped we would meet again as he has gruesome delights he wishes to show me. The death mask of a hanged man and a snuffbox created from timbers from the dreadful Red Barn itself, stained with the very life blood of the unfortunate Maria Marten.
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      On the rare occasions when Dr Colin Bowman, the Home Office pathologist, hadn’t been available during an investigation, Gerry Heffernan had never felt comfortable dealing with his replacement, clinging to the familiarity of his old friend’s presence like a child clings to a comfort blanket.

      Today, Wesley noticed a spring in the DCI’s step as they entered the swing doors of Tradmouth Hospital mortuary. Colin was presiding and there would be tea and biscuits afterwards in his office so all was well with Gerry’s world. Colin was a genial man and Wesley often wondered why he’d chosen to work with the dead rather than the living who would appreciate his affable nature. One day perhaps he’d ask him. In the meantime he had the grim spectacle of the postmortem to face.

      Colin offered the customary vapour rub to dab on their nostrils to mask any unpleasant odours and he chatted as he worked, conducting the Lombards’ postmortems one after the other – first the woman and then the man – noting how they’d lived their lives as well as how they met their deaths. Frank Lombard was in his mid to late fifties, Colin calculated, and his wife – if she was his wife – probably several years his junior and she’d taken better care of herself than he had. She had wavy shoulder-length brown hair and Wesley thought sadly that she must have been an attractive woman in life. He noticed a heart-shaped birthmark the size of a fifty pence piece on the top of her left arm. If it hadn’t been for the colour he might have taken it for a tattoo.

      After Colin had weighed the various organs with earnest concentration, he enquired about next of kin and Wesley had to admit that they were still looking. The police up in Leeds had sent an officer to the address provided by David Gough, but the house had been empty and none of the neighbours had been able to provide much information.

      Wesley found the likelihood that the couple had taken their own lives unsettling. Dying like that in a field so far from home seemed such a sad end and he wondered whether the location held any particular significance for them. Did they choose to end their days there because of some sentimental connection? He was curious to find out what had led to their fatal decision. Or had only one of them desired oblivion, and the other been tricked or coerced into following their partner into death?

      ‘They were certainly poisoned,’ was Colin’s final verdict. ‘But I can’t tell you what the substance was until I’ve had the results of the toxicology tests from the lab. They’d both eaten a light meal several hours earlier – possibly lunch – and they appeared to have consumed a quantity of champagne shortly before death.’

      ‘A champagne bottle was found at the scene,’ said Wesley.

      He watched as Colin studied the steel bowl containing Frank Lombard’s stomach contents and wrinkled his nose.

      ‘Double suicide then?’ Gerry asked hopefully.

      ‘There’s no signs of violence on either body so I don’t think they were forced to ingest whatever it was,’ said Colin. ‘So yes, Gerry, my guess would be a suicide pact. Last sip of champers, then lights out.’

      ‘They often choose to do it away from their home turf,’ Gerry observed philosophically.

      Once the postmortems were over, Colin led them down the corridor into his office and switched on his own private kettle.

      ‘That’s that then,’ said Gerry as he took his first sip of tea. ‘Suicide. Or murder–suicide. Either way we’re not looking for anyone else.’

      Wesley said nothing. He was still thinking of those two individuals dying unnoticed in that field amongst strangers. And wondering what could have driven them to commit such a heartbreaking act.

       

      Neil returned to Exeter as soon as his meeting with Giles Billingham was over, thinking of Newfield Manor with increasing excitement. A lost house, virtually reclaimed by nature; a Sleeping Beauty’s castle ready to give up its long-dormant secrets. And the possibility of a funded dig dangled before him like a juicy carrot.

      That night he thought of little else, trawling through the internet to see what he could find out about the house. When he resumed work at the site in Exeter the next morning Newfield Manor was still on his mind.

      He blamed his budding obsession on the absence of Lucy Zinara. Lucy had come to Devon at a time of family crisis after spending most of her career working on archaeological sites in Orkney and, for the past year or so, she’d been sharing his life. Neil had hoped she’d decide to stay in Devon for good but the lure of Orkney’s rich Viking heritage had proved too much and she’d returned there for the summer to supervise a new excavation. She’d promised to be back as soon as the bad weather forced her to abandon work but Neil hadn’t told her he was counting the days to her return, checking the Orkney weather forecast in the hope of violent storms. Playing things cool had become a habit over the years.

      The dig that morning had been productive, but Neil knew they needed to be out by the end of the week so the bulldozers could move in and destroy their painstaking work, which served to dampen his excitement.

      He was examining the latest finds when his phone rang. The caller’s number was unfamiliar and he was tempted to ignore it but, after swearing under his breath, he passed the finds tray to one of his colleagues and answered.

      ‘Am I speaking to Dr Watson?’ The voice was male, confident and American.

      Neil answered in the affirmative.

      ‘My name’s Karl Banville. I’ve been speaking with Giles Billingham from the council. He says he called you in to have a look at Newfield Manor. Can we meet at the Manor? Say seven this evening?’

      Neil had been longing to get home and soak in a hot bath but he didn’t argue. ‘OK. See you then,’ he heard himself saying.

      Then when the phone went dead he stared at it for a while, wondering why he felt uneasy.
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      ‘Has the champagne bottle been sent for analysis?’ Wesley asked when he returned to the CID office on the first floor of Tradmouth Police Station.

      DS Rachel Tracey was sitting next to the large window overlooking the river and as he spoke his eyes were drawn to the view outside. Boats scurried across the water and, being the height of the season, tourists meandered through the Memorial Gardens. He watched a couple stroll by the bandstand, eating fish and chips, unaware that predatory seagulls were eyeing their alfresco meal. They were around the same age as Gina and Frank Lombard, the couple he’d just seen in Colin Bowman’s mortuary. Life and death: he’d learned over the years there was only a fine line between the two.

      ‘Bottle’s at the lab,’ Rachel said in reply. ‘But the results won’t be back for a few days. How did the PM go?’

      ‘Colin thinks they were poisoned. Probably a double suicide.’

      ‘Their phone and bank records haven’t come through yet and there’s no word from Leeds about next of kin,’ she said, anticipating Wesley’s next question.

      ‘I’d like to take another look at that caravan,’ he said. ‘Want to come with me?’ he added on impulse. He didn’t fancy being alone there.

      Rachel hooked her cardigan from the back of her chair. The sky outside was now clear blue dotted with fluffy clouds, but she knew from long experience that a chill breeze often blew in off the river.

      Wesley sat in the passenger seat as Rachel drove out to the caravan park. He lacked her confidence on the narrow, single-track roads. She was a farmer’s daughter, brought up in the area, and she’d been tearing down them since she’d passed her test shortly after her seventeenth birthday.

      ‘How are your wedding arrangements going?’ Wesley asked, breaking the amicable silence.

      ‘Not bad,’ was the noncommittal reply.

      Rachel had been injured in the line of duty earlier in the year so her wedding to a local farmer had been postponed until the autumn. Wesley and Pam had received their invitation, along with most of his colleagues, but there were times when the prospect made him uncomfortable. He had been attracted to Rachel once and they’d hovered on the brink of a liaison that had never quite happened. Pam’s health problem had shocked him out of the reckless temptation he’d felt. In his darkest moments it had felt almost like a punishment.

      The caravan park looked considerably more attractive in today’s sunshine. The police tape still fluttered around the scene of the Lombards’ deaths while holidaymakers sat outside the neighbouring caravans enjoying the weather. Wesley ignored their stares as he climbed out of the car. The thought of them regarding the recent tragedy as holiday entertainment made him angry for a moment, then he told himself that it was human nature to be curious. He’d probably feel like that himself if his day job didn’t involve dealing with the reality of violent death and its aftermath.

      When they reached the Lombards’ caravan Wesley noticed a car parked in its shadow; a ten-year-old Vauxhall. No doubt Uniform would deal with it in due course.

      Once inside the caravan he left the door open because the odour of death still lingered in the stale, warm air. He stood at the entrance, scanning the interior which looked quite different in the daylight: shabby, abandoned and a little sordid. The corpses of flies littered the floor like currants spilled by a careless baker.

      ‘I’m not sure what we’re doing here,’ said Rachel, who was standing behind him. ‘If it’s suicide, surely we can leave it to Uniform.’

      Wesley ignored her and made for the bedroom. It was small with beige walls and, to Wesley’s surprise, the bed was neatly made and Gina Lombard’s lotions and cosmetics were lined up in order of size on the little dressing table. The living room was a mess because things had been knocked over as the couple struggled with the agonies of death, but everything was different here – neat and ordered. The knowledge that Gina had been a tidy woman somehow made her seem more real; a living, breathing human being.

      ‘What are we looking for?’ Rachel asked.

      Without answering Wesley began opening drawers and the flimsy fitted wardrobes that occupied one end of the room, concluding that the Lombards had travelled moderately light.

      Rachel started to search the bedside drawers, attached to the headboard and covered in the same wood-effect beige plastic as the rest of the fittings. Caravan standard issue.

      ‘Look what I found in the drawer.’

      Wesley stopped what he was doing and swung round to face her. She was holding up a hardback book, an old edition from the look of it. Wesley recognised the name of the author.

      ‘It’s by Wynn Staniland.’

      Rachel passed him the book and he looked inside.

      ‘It’s been signed but there’s no dedication.’

      The signature was an untidy scrawl but he could just about decipher it. As he flicked through the pages of the book a scrap of paper fell out. On it were directions, printed in a sloping hand: Ferry to Queenswear; road to Bloxham; take turning to Fishwick; turn right at Adder’s Cross. After two miles turn left. Three hundred yards on right.

      He read them out to Rachel. ‘Ring any bells?’

      ‘Not really, but it should be easy to find out. Do you think it’s relevant? The Lombards killed themselves, Wesley. Did anything in the postmortem suggest otherwise?’

      ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘But we don’t know what they took yet… or how they got hold of it. I haven’t seen any sign of —’

      ‘What did you expect to find? A big bottle with a skull and crossbones label saying POISON. DO NOT DRINK?’

      ‘They didn’t leave a note.’

      ‘Suicides don’t always leave one, especially if they have no close family. I can’t see anything here that suggests a more sinister explanation. Can you?’

      ‘I still want to know more about them. Did they have children? Siblings? Parents?’

      Rachel stared at him, exasperated. ‘Let it go, Wesley. It’s up to the police in Leeds to fill in the gaps. They were only down here on holiday.’

      ‘But why choose this particular place to die?’

      ‘Perhaps they came here on holiday in happier times. Perhaps they just liked the sea. Does it matter?’

      Wesley knew her patience was wearing thin. She’d accused him before of having an overactive imagination. But even when he’d studied archaeology at university he’d felt a strong urge to discover all he could about the dead he excavated: how they’d lived and how they’d come to meet their end.

      They continued their search in silence and he knew Rachel thought they were wasting their time. Undeterred, he carried on searching through the drawers before turning his attention to the pair of small suitcases on the unused bed in a tiny second bedroom. There was nothing inside that told them anything about the Lombards or their lives.

      ‘When the tox report comes through and Forensics do their stuff with that champagne bottle, we might make some progress,’ he said as he made for the door.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. ‘If you say so.’

       

      The woman with the brown ponytail stood outside the police station while the gulls wheeled through the air above her. She was used to seagulls in her native Liverpool so she hardly noticed their frantic cries. She had other things on her mind.

      She’d never visited Tradmouth before and had only heard about the place in passing. It was nice, she thought: a picturesque port clinging to a hillside, packed with painted houses and narrow winding streets. The river was almost as busy as the Mersey with yachts and tourist boats plying up and down. There was a little town on the opposite bank and, further inland, the river was lined with thick woodland. From the esplanade she’d noticed a castle guarding the entrance to the river. Liverpool didn’t have a castle – not any more.

      The man she was looking for was called Gerry Heffernan and she knew he was a policeman: a detective chief inspector. When her mum knew him he’d been a sailor but some people can make a new start. She wished she had the chance to do the same.

      Her stomach was churning. She’d come all this way – over six hours on the train – so it was too late to change her mind.

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped through the glass door that separated the police station from the outside world.

      This was the moment that could change her life.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            6
          

          

        

      

      After grabbing a pizza from a takeaway near his flat, Neil drove to Whitely, going over everything he’d discovered about Newfield Manor in his mind.

      He’d consulted the internet during his tea break in the site hut that afternoon, only to discover that Giles’s hints had some substance behind them. Newfield Manor had a bad history; so bad that it had never been rebuilt after the fire that destroyed one wing back in 1946. Most of the stuff on the net mentioned the place was haunted by the ghost of a murder victim but Neil knew this was nonsense. He’d worked on hundreds of historical sites and he’d never yet met a ghost… and he wasn’t expecting that to change in the next hour or so.

      Even so, as he drove up the pitted drive, he couldn’t shake off the sensation that something didn’t want him there. He was a man of science who didn’t live in the realm of the imagination but the feeling was definitely there, buzzing away inside his head like an irritating fly.

      As he pulled up he saw a sleek black SUV parked in front of the house and he assumed it belonged to Banville, although there was no sign of him. Then he saw a man emerge from the undergrowth at the side of the ruined building. If this was Banville he was older than Neil expected; probably in his sixties with neatly cut grey hair and a smooth olive tan. His clothes wouldn’t have looked out of place on an expensive yacht and his hands were thrust casually into the pockets of his pale-blue chinos. As the man strolled towards the car he looked completely at home in that abandoned place.

      Neil got out and greeted him with a wave of his soil-stained hand – the ingrained dirt was an occupational hazard.

      ‘Dr Watson. Not brought Sherlock?’

      It was a joke Neil had heard so many times before but he forced himself to smile as though this was the first.

      ‘Sorry, he’s busy.’

      ‘Karl Banville,’ the man said, offering a manicured hand.

      ‘Neil Watson. What can I do for you?’ If there was a chance of Banville financing a proper excavation of the site, he was going to be on his best behaviour.

      Banville studied the ruin for a few moments before answering.

      ‘I don’t know how much Giles Billingham’s told you…’

      ‘Not much.’

      ‘I’ve always taken a great interest in Newfield Manor because of a family connection. I’m going to rebuild it. Return it to its former glory. It’ll be an exclusive hotel and I intend to emphasise the history of the place in the marketing material. That’s where you come in.’

      ‘Giles said something about you funding an excavation.’

      ‘Too right. I need you to excavate in the garden… and while you’re at it, I want you to find out all you can about an incident that took place here in 1884.’

      ‘I’m not a researcher.’

      ‘But you know the right people. I’ll pay well.’

      Neil raised his eyebrows. It wasn’t often he heard those words in his line of work.

      ‘But I expect results.’

      ‘Of course. What happened in 1884?’

      ‘A murder.’

      ‘Giles did mention something.’ Neil paused for a few moments. ‘What exactly are you hoping we’ll find if we excavate, Mr Banville?’

      ‘Will you do it or not?’ Banville said, suddenly impatient as though he suspected Neil of wasting his time.

      Neil saw a movement out of the corner of his eye but when he looked round all he could see were the blank, glassless windows of the old house. However, he was as sure as he could be that somebody had been there behind one on the first floor. Which was impossible because when he’d looked inside the building there had been no floor up there.
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