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About the Book


When the body of Carl Finch, with his brains blown out, is found in a Cotswold wood it looks like suicide. But looks can be deceptive and it doesn’t take long for the police to identify that there’s more to Carl’s death than meets the eye.


People’s stories don’t add up and when Superintendent Ian Carter and Inspector Jess Campbell start probing it becomes clear that Carl had ruffled more than a few feathers in this close-knit community. His stepsister, Hattie, had been bailing him out of his financial troubles – much against her husband’s wishes – but, with his money worries still mounting, Carl had become a desperate man . . .


As Jess and Ian dig deeper and deeper into the case, a cover-up is exposed and bitter resentment rises to the surface to reveal a killer.




This book is dedicated to Eileen Roberts, Kate Charles (Carol Chase) and all who have made the first twenty-three years of the St Hilda’s College Crime Fiction Conference in Oxford so memorable. Also to all the friends from across the world I have met there over the years, all of them crime-fiction lovers to their fingertips!


It is also in fond memory of my agent for twenty-six years, Carole Blake. She was always so full of enthusiasm and encouragement; and so suddenly taken from us all. God bless, Carole.




‘For the love of money is the root of all evil.’


– Epistle of St Paul to Timothy, King James Bible




Chapter 1


It was raining in Oxford, as it was in most of the rest of the country. Would-be passengers scurried along the row of bus stops in Magdalen Street, scanning the listed numbers on the metal flags beside each one. A hopeful violinist was serenading the pedestrians, but they didn’t care about him. His own decision to seek shelter in a covered gap between shops didn’t help, because he was hidden in the shadow. The plaintive notes drifted out of his retreat, but no one stopped to drop a coin in his violin case open on the ground.


Carl Finch saw him. But Carl didn’t pause to give him any money, either. Carl was particularly short of cash himself. He appreciated the busker’s attempt to earn a crust, even though the scrape of a fiddle had never appealed to him. But, he thought grimly to himself, unless he got his hands on the money to which he was entitled – and Carl did not doubt he was rightly so under any natural law – he’d be reduced to desperate measures himself. 


He was in his early forties, solid in build, with long, tawny-blond hair and fair skin. Scowling as he was now, he suggested a Norse warrior who had just leaped from a longship and was splashing through the water towards the undefended shore, sword in hand. People got out of his way. 


But Carl was a worried man. He was not the attacker. He had more in common with the terrified monks of some storm-battered abbey who had received news of invaders. No monk could have prayed more fervently than Carl did for a deliverer.


A bus drew into the stop he was passing and he saw that it was going up the Banbury road, so he jumped on. No seats were available. He stood, pressed in unwished familiarity against the other rain-soaked passengers: old women with plastic carrier bags, young mums with infants, bewildered tourists and one elderly man with the air of having had something to do with the University at some time and who now seemed as angered by the world as Carl felt.


He jumped down at Summertown, set off briskly past the shops before turning off into one of the side roads and, some five minutes later, arrived at his destination, a trim Victorian terraced cottage. It was set back from the pavement by a low brick wall and a tiled forecourt. The curtains were already drawn because, although it was still technically afternoon, the light was failing. A lamp had been turned on within, its mellow glow escaping through a chink. Edgar Alcott valued his privacy. But he also liked to peep out and see who was at his front door demanding admission.


He had recognised Carl, opened the door and was ushering him inside. ‘My dear fellow, what a dreadful day. So good of you to come.’


Carl divested himself of his wet Barbour, hung it on a hook in the narrow hallway, and followed his host into what Edgar liked to call his ‘drawing room’, even though it was postage-stamp sized. But Edgar was a meticulous sort of person and liked things ‘right’. 


He was a living example of this dictum. At any time of day he was always smartly turned out: clean shirt, carefully knotted tie (selected to go with the shirt of the day), trousers with knife-edge creases, highly polished shoes. There was something highly polished about Edgar himself, too. It was impossible to tell his age. He had the fresh, unlined skin of a much younger man and his hair, though silver, was thick and bouncy. 


Carl did not believe that the other man had always had the name Edgar Alcott, not even half of it. No doubt there were plenty of people with the surname, but Carl didn’t know any. He seemed to recall that his stepsister, when young, owned a book called Little Women by a woman called Alcott, but that was it. He also suspected that ‘Edgar’ was an adopted moniker. He had no reason for thinking this other than it didn’t suit the man, somehow. At any rate, Edgar Alcott never gave any information about himself and, somehow, one couldn’t ask. He was beaming at Carl and politely enquiring whether the visitor would like a cup of tea – or perhaps something stronger? Strangers passing him in the street probably judged him a harmless old fellow. But Edgar wasn’t harmless. The pale blue eyes beneath the arched silver eyebrows glinted like steel.


Carl asked for a whisky, because he needed it. Edgar poured it for him, but not a tumbler for himself.


‘Too early for me, old chap. Soda? Or water, perhaps? A terrible fellow once asked if I had any ginger ale. Naturally, I never did business with him again!’


Carl replied, thank you, but he would drink his whisky neat. Edgar shook his head slightly but did not otherwise object. Watching him, Carl thought resentfully that his host was a past master at controlling people and situations. Carl always had to make the journey to Oxford to discuss business with him, however urgent, because Edgar, who did not drive, claimed he abhorred train journeys as ‘unhealthy’. Besides trains, Edgar also abhorred cats. This had given rise to the one and only occasion on which Carl had seen him lose control. A friendly moggy had perched on Edgar’s low wall. Carl was stroking it when Edgar had burst out of the house in a rage, face flushed red, eyes popping, screaming at the animal to ‘get away!’ The cat had wisely fled. The incident had lasted a few seconds and then Edgar was his old-maidish self again. 


‘Such unhygienic creatures,’ he’d said to Carl, leading the way back indoors.


Now Edgar, having politely handed the glass to Carl, sat down on a Victorian hooped-back chair, crossed his ankles, folded his very white hands, and asked, ‘And have you brought me glad tidings? Better still, something tangible? I do hope you have. It’s been such a dreary day, and I do need something to cheer me up.’


‘I haven’t brought any money, Edgar, sorry. It’s just been impossible to raise that amount of cash. I’ve tried everything.’


Edgar sighed. ‘I had such confidence in you. Yet you have let me down quite unforgivably. My dear chap, whatever went wrong?’


If Carl had replied honestly, he’d have said, ‘Just about everything!’ But he knew it was important to remain outwardly confident. ‘You’ll get your money, Edgar. But it will mean waiting rather longer than we first thought. The company had not anticipated local opposition. But it is being sorted out and if you’ll just have patience . . .’


‘Have I not been patient?’ Edgar asked, in that mild way that always sent a shiver down Carl’s spine. 


Carl flushed and drew a deep breath. He had to sound calm and self-assured. His whisky glass was empty and he desperately needed another tot. But Edgar showed no sign of refilling it. ‘I have lost money, too,’ Carl went on. ‘Please understand that I simply haven’t—’


But Edgar interrupted. ‘Enough is enough, Carl. I really must have my money, you know. I am a businessman, not a charitable institution. However, I am not unreasonable. You can pay me in two instalments, but the first must be paid before the end of the month.’


In desperation, Carl blurted, ‘Look, I’m setting up a meeting with my sister—’


‘You have mentioned your stepsister before. She’ll advance you the money?’ Edgar’s eyes glittered like icicles in a ray of winter sun; and the emphasis was a reminder that the speaker liked accuracy.


Carl flushed. ‘No, not straight away. The fact of the matter is, there is the property, the Old Nunnery. I may have mentioned it to you before. It’s becoming a burden to Harriet and I do believe she’ll listen to what is a very sensible plan. Sell the whole damn lot, house and land. It’s the obvious thing! She’d share the proceeds with me! I’m sure of it. After all, there would be enough to see us both right. I know I’m asking a lot of you, Edgar. But let me talk Harriet round. Eventually, you’ll get the lot back, believe me.’


‘My dear Carl, perhaps you are being optimistic?’ Edgar was shaking his head. ‘Grasping at straws, as they say? Yes, you have mentioned this property before and I have made enquiries. But you don’t own it! You wouldn’t be the vendor, dear boy, if it came on the market. Even if it made very good money, none of it would be yours.’


‘But it should be!’ Carl insisted passionately. ‘My stepfather never intended to cut me out of his will and leave me with a measly few thousand! He raised me as his own kid! And he left a fortune, Edgar, a fortune!’


‘But you weren’t his child, were you?’ Edgar still spoke in that unrelenting mild voice. ‘Not his flesh and blood? As I understand it, he merely married your mother when you were already a little boy.’


‘He regarded me as a son! He always treated me as such. He paid the school fees. He bought me my first car. We did everything together as a family, he and my mother, Harriet and me. When my mother died, he was there for me in every way. But he was a very sick man in his last years and he was influenced. Somehow, he was persuaded to cut me off with the proverbial shilling. Not by Hattie, my sister – she wouldn’t have done that to me. It was her husband, Guy. I see his hand in it!’


‘Nevertheless, your stepfather did not leave you a share in the property and you cannot be sure of persuading your stepsister, especially if, as you say, her husband would be strongly against any idea of sharing any profits with you.’


‘I can talk Hattie round,’ Carl insisted. ‘We were always close. She won’t let me go to the wall. She doesn’t want to end up bankrupt, either, and the way Guy is behaving, they will be. Yet the money is sitting there in the shape of a valuable asset. She’ll agree, Edgar. It would be the best thing for both of us.’


Edgar rose to his feet and went to peer through the chink in his front window curtains. ‘I really don’t like violence, Carl. Truly I don’t. But I dislike being taken for a ride even less.’


His back was turned to Carl, who, for a split second, was tempted to leap up and brain the old devil. It wouldn’t help. Someone would have seen him arrive here, or would see him leave, perhaps a neighbour also peering through the curtains. His fingerprints were probably all over the place. He didn’t have that kind of luck, the sort that let you get away with murder. Nor did he have that kind of nerve. Anyway, the paper trail would lead the police to him.


‘As I was saying, I’ve been in touch with Hattie.’ He tried to keep his voice under control. ‘She’s agreed to meet and discuss it. We’re brother and sister – all right, not by blood, but we were brought up together and we are very close, especially since my mother died. Anyway, she’s not as besotted with Guy, her husband, as she was. She’ll listen to me this time. I can get her to sell, I know I can, and once the house and the property are sold, believe me, Edgar, she won’t say no to divvying up the money.’


‘I do hope so, dear fellow. How dark it has got; and it’s raining again.’


Carl left the house feeling a desperation he would not have imagined possible. He had to win Hattie over, and it had to be soon. Not only because he didn’t want his legs broken but also because that cuckoo-in-the-nest, Guy Kingsley, would talk Harriet into another of his hare-brained schemes. The Kingsleys would eventually go bust; Harriet knew that. She wasn’t a fool. All that money the old man had left would go down the drain, and the house and property would be sold to meet their debts. Carl could kiss goodbye to seeing even a penny. It just wasn’t fair. Harriet and Guy’s marriage was on the rocks. Everyone knew that. Carl was family; he had sound business sense, unlike Guy’s loopy ideas, even if, lately, luck had run against him. Dad would never have cut him out of his will like that if Guy hadn’t been there to influence him all those months he lay sick; and to influence Harriet, too. 


‘I need,’ muttered Carl, ‘to get rid of blasted Guy Kingsley.’




Chapter 2


The mud-splashed Range Rover turned through the weather-worn pillars flanking the entrance, sending up spectacular twin sprays as it jolted through a deep puddle in the gravel. Small stones rattled against the bodywork. Harriet Kingsley, gripping the wheel, progressed noisily to the top of the drive and stopped before the house. 


She put up her hands to push back her thick, dark blond hair and her fingers brushed the moisture pearled on her forehead. She had to get control of herself before she went indoors, before Guy saw her. He wasn’t the most sensitive of men, goodness only knew, but even he would see that his wife was badly upset about something. 


Harriet continued to stare at the Old Nunnery for some minutes, trying to calm down. The day was cold and damp. The interior heating of the car provided temporary respite, but she still felt an inner chill that was nothing to do with the temperature and all to do with shock and panic. She was shivering and sweating, crazy though that seemed, and her heart was pounding in her chest. She was lucky she’d been able to drive home without there having been a worse incident than almost forcing an oncoming SUV into a wall, just below Crooked Man Woods. 


That other driver, the one in the SUV, would remember her, worst luck! Where had he been heading? Perhaps even to the woods? No, no, not on this damp, chilly day. He must have been on his way somewhere else. But supposing, just supposing, he had been intending a stroll through the ancient woodland? Suppose, just suppose, he’d turned off into the car park and had chosen to walk down that path, of all the possible routes through the trees, and he’d stumbled upon . . .


‘Stop it, Hattie!’ she ordered herself aloud sharply. Why on earth should he have been going to the woods? No one went there much except at weekends and during milder times of the year. In springtime, when the wild flowers, above all the bluebells, spread a colourful carpet between the trees, whole families descended on the spot, and in mid-summer, when the woods offered a cool retreat. At this time of year, late January, the wildlife pretty well had the woods to itself. 


Immediately, she thought that this wasn’t quite true. Not only walkers visited the woods. Forestry workers, doing routine maintenance, had been there recently and might have come back. Some were volunteers and some employed by the trust which owned the woods. The volunteers were likely to turn up at any time. But there was absolutely no reason why any of them should be there today. No reason at all. She hadn’t seen anyone. 


No one except him, and he was still there.


She made a last effort to pull herself together. She had to appear normal. She peered through the windscreen at the house, in all its ramshackle familiarity, with its haphazard mix of architecture built of mellow stone. 


It had once been a real nunnery, standing foursquare against the elements on this open hillside, surrounded by high walls. When Henry VIII had ordered the dissolution of the monasteries, most had been pulled down. The wealthy wool merchant who had got his hands on this desirable property had demolished only the chapel, the site marked by mossy remnants of foundation stones sunk in the turf. 


The house had eventually passed into other hands and continued to undergo extensive modifications over four centuries. A new wing, built in what a Victorian owner had believed the Gothic style, represented his ambition to have a ballroom. No one had danced in it since the First World War, when the son of the family perished in the Flanders mud. The house and contents had passed to a niece. Since then, three direct generations of Harriet’s family had lived here, descended from that niece. If you included that wavy line in the descent, they’d been there since Georgian times. 


‘And I,’ said Harriet aloud, ‘will be the last.’ Whatever happened, she could be sure of that. 


She felt she could face Guy now. Her heart had stopped pounding. She still felt slightly nauseous but, overall, she was in control. No more putting it off.


Harriet drove sedately around the house to the old stable yard to the rear and slightly to the left of the main block. She parked up well away from the stacks of building materials. From within the complex that had once been divided into tack room, loose boxes and a hayloft came the sounds of hammering. Further back from the stables stood the stone cottage that had been the accommodation for the outdoor staff in a vanished era. It showed signs of recent drastic renovation; its exterior had been scrubbed yellow. The tiny window frames of the upper floor, replaced and painted glossy black, peeped out from beneath the gutter of the tiled roof. She paused, after getting out of the car, to cast a critical eye over the alterations. If you had a walking stick, you could stand outside the cottage, reach up and tap on the upper windows the whole place was so tiny. How short in stature our ancestors were, she thought; Lilliputians to whom the present vitamin-stuffed generation would appear a race of Gullivers. 


The stable block, too, was being converted into guest rooms for the bed-and-breakfast business Guy was certain would be a roaring success. It was odd how alike Guy and Carl were, both so full of schemes, confident of elusive riches just around the corner. Perhaps that was why they’d never got on. More likely it was because their individual schemes always seemed to depend on her putting money into them. You can only cut a cloth so many ways. She’d told Carl that, more than once.


So far, the cost of the conversions had begun to alarm even Guy. The plan was for four en suite units in the cottage and six in the stable block, each comprising sleeping and sitting space, with a ‘breakfast nook’. The sofa in the sitting area would open out into an additional bed and allowed each unit to be described as a ‘family accommodation’. 


If guests didn’t want self-catering, the breakfast part of a B-and-B deal would be offered in the main house, where the small sitting room would be turned into the visitors’ area. It had looked all right on the plans, but Harriet felt a frisson of doubt.


Every business plan Guy had ever come up with always looked all right on paper. He was always so enthusiastic, that was the trouble. He would never listen to any doubts expressed by her, or anyone else. Small, practical details troubled him not a jot. He just swept them aside. ‘It will be all right on the night’, the theatrical phrase, might have been coined for Guy. Everything always would be all right and, when it wasn’t, and the record so far showed a distinct lack of success, Guy simply discarded that brilliant plan and steamed on to the next one. Just like Carl. 


‘How?’ Harriet sometimes wondered when depression settled. ‘How did I end up financing a pair of losers?’


Her father had warned her, whispering painfully from his sickbed, ‘I shall be leaving you pretty well off, Harriet. I am telling you this now so that you will be on your guard. If you are known to have any money, there will always be someone eager to help you spend it.’ 


Had he meant Carl but shied away from naming him aloud out of respect for Nancy’s memory? Her father had continued, ‘If you did not have Guy to protect you, I would have considered a trust fund. But as long as you have Guy, I know you will be well advised. Guy loves you. He won’t let you come to any harm.’


All his life so shrewd in business matters, her father’s judgement had failed him at the end. He’d liked Guy, admired him for his army career, and had been swayed. Guy did love her. Her father had been right about that. What he had not anticipated was that without Queen’s Regulations to guide him, Guy was adrift in the civilian world.


The riding stables had been the first brainwave to grab Guy’s imagination. ‘Obvious, darling! Look, the stables are already there!’


That had folded under the cost of finding suitable horses and feeding the hungry brutes, together with the sheer hard work of looking after them, and all that even before the accident. A horse had bolted with an inexperienced rider in the saddle. Pretty quickly out of the saddle, actually. Dislocated shoulder, broken pelvis and loss of income on the part of the injured rider. He had turned out to be a high-flying young lawyer in the business sector and they’d ended up being sued heavily by him. They’d had insurance, of course. But even so, they’d had to pay out considerable damages. Then, as after any such serious accident, the cost of insurance had gone up. End of that venture. 


Then came the restaurant, set up in the old ballroom; that hadn’t lasted long, either. The kitchen had not been of the standard for a commercial enterprise. Tiling the walls and installing new worktops and equipment had cost much more than they’d expected. Experienced chefs proved temperamental and expensive. Guy’s cheerful suggestion that Harriet might like to ‘take over the cooking’ was met with such an outburst on his wife’s part that even Guy had realised that hadn’t been a wise suggestion. He still assumed, however, that she’d cook all those breakfasts for the guests who would fill the newly adapted stable block and cottage. 


The antiques centre had been the next thing to grab Guy’s imagination. ‘We’ve got a house full of old stuff. We can start by selling some of that.’


My old stuff! Harriet had thought but not said aloud.


The fatal flaw in that plan had been that neither of them was an expert in antiques. Nor did they find the boxes of china and bric-a-brac, all wrapped in faded newspaper, as Harriet remembered from childhood exploration of the attics. It had probably been dispersed to jumble sales and charity shops, perhaps by her stepmother. Lingering in the attic, draped in cobwebs, was furniture, mostly the sort of thing that languished in salerooms all over the country because it was out of fashion. There were boxes of books by writers no longer read and, in one suitcase, her mother’s wedding dress, the lace discoloured, the waist unbelievably tiny. So much for Guy’s dream of the attic contents fetching a small fortune. They’d had to go antique hunting and, despite all those programmes on the television, it was not as easy as it looked. They’d nearly ended up in court again, due to Guy being unable to tell the real thing from something made in China last year. The unsold ‘old stuff’ cluttered the former ballroom, briefly restaurant, and gathered dust. Some pieces still had yellowing price tags on them.


The hammering stopped and male voices were raised in argument. Harriet recognised her husband’s and that of Derek Davies, the carpenter.


‘He’s not a practical man, is he, your husband?’ Derek had once remarked to her over a mug of tea. ‘Got lots of ideas, mind! I’ll give him that.’


She couldn’t face whatever dispute had arisen between Derek and Guy. Not just now. Harriet turned away from the sound of argument and made for the house. She marched briskly through the kitchen, dragging off her jacket as she went and hurling the garment on to a hall chair, from which it promptly slithered to the floor. She ignored it. She had to speak to someone else. She couldn’t keep the morning’s awful events to herself. After a moment’s hesitation, she thought of Tessa. Tessa would understand.


Harriet grabbed the phone, but the sound of the dialling tone in her ear made her panic again. What was she doing? What would she say? She slammed the receiver down. 


As she walked back towards the kitchen the phone rang shrilly in the hall behind her, making her jump out of her skin. Reluctantly, she returned to pick it up. 


‘Did you just try and ring me?’ asked her friend’s breathless voice in her ear. ‘I was outside in the yard. You rang off before I could get to the phone.’


‘Something awful has happened and I don’t know what to do,’ Harriet said bluntly. 


‘What sort of thing?’ Tessa’s voice had sharpened. 


‘Carl’s dead.’


There was a shocked silence. Then Tessa said, ‘I don’t know what to say. When? How? Was it an accident?’


‘No. He’s – he’s shot himself, in Crooked Man Woods.’


A gasp. ‘But that’s—’ Tessa, true to form, went on the offensive. ‘Why would he do such a daft thing? Not that Carl wasn’t always one for the dramatic gesture. Sorry, won’t speak ill of the dead and all that . . . if he really is dead. When did this happen? I hadn’t heard anything. Are you sure?’


‘Oh, yes,’ said Harriet, surprising herself by how calm she now sounded. ‘I’ve just found his body.’


‘Where? In the woods, you said? But you’re at home now, aren’t you? You rang me from your landline number. Look, sweetie, are you sure about all this? This isn’t some ghastly mistake? Do you mean some poor devil has shot himself in the head? Or in the chest?’


‘No mistake. Quite sure it’s Carl. Shot in the head, lower part of the face all gone, just a horrid bloody mess. But the eyes, forehead, the hair . . . yes, it’s Carl.’


A pause, then Tessa, ever practical, asking, ‘Have you made a statement to the police?’


Oh, damn, thought Harriet. The police . . . She hadn’t even thought about them. ‘No, no, I haven’t. I’ve literally just found him, Tessa. I panicked and drove home.’


‘Is Guy there? You’ve told him?’


‘No, of course I haven’t told him! He’d ask why I was in the woods, and if he found out it was to meet Carl and discuss money, well, he would hit the roof. He’s outside now, having words with Derek Davies over some carpentry problem. But when he comes out into the yard he’ll see the car and know I’m home. I told him at breakfast I would be popping into Weston to the supermarket there.’


‘Stay there and have a hot drink, tea or something. I’ll be right over,’ Tessa’s voice said briskly. ‘Don’t, for pity’s sake, hit the bottle!’


The admonition brought her out of the fog of panic. ‘I’m not going to, am I?’


‘Good!’ said Tessa and slammed down the phone at her end.


Of course, now that Tessa had ordered her not to have a drink, she wanted one desperately. But tea, that was the thing for shock, wasn’t it? But if she went back to the kitchen there was a possibility Guy might walk in. She had to head Tessa off before she reached the house. They had to talk first, without the danger of Guy blundering through the door mid-explanation.


Harriet let herself out of the front door and ran down the drive to the gate. She waited on the road, huddled under the wall that formed a boundary to the property. Atop the gateposts twin lions stared smugly towards the outside world. Perhaps they’d originally looked fierce. Time and weather had worn their features to those of amiable pugs. There had been a time when the house had been a place of safety, happiness and protection. When had all this changed? When her father died? Or had it been before that, the reassurance it offered slowly slipping away unnoticed until it was gone? 


Harriet shivered. She’d left her jacket on the hall floor and her sweater offered no protection against the sharp bite of the wind. I’m still in shock, she thought, wrapping her arms around her body. I should have had that drink. Her next thought was that when Guy came into the yard he’d see the car. He’d assume she was in the house, probably go indoors and call out to her. He’d wonder where she’d got to. 


‘Oh, Carl’ she muttered, remembering the ghastly sight. ‘You idiot. Why has it all ended in this dreadful mess? There must have been some other way. Things couldn’t have been that bad, could they?’ 


Yes, they obviously had been. He’d asked her so often over the past months to help him, his emails, messages and calls to her mobile phone ever more desperate. She couldn’t even blame Guy for urging her to ignore Carl’s pleas, because the contact with Carl had been secret. Guy couldn’t get into her computer. He didn’t know her password. Carl, in financial trouble, had always turned to her. This time, she’d been determined to refuse. The responsibility for what lay in the woods lay with her entirely.


‘Come on, Tessa!’ she cried. 


Her friend lived only four miles down the road, after all. It wouldn’t take her that long to get here. As if in answer to her words, a mud-splashed jeep bounced around the corner and drew up in front of her, spraying her with grit so that she had to jump aside. Muffled barking from within was followed first by the driver climbing out and then the eruption of a thick-coated sable and white rough collie. The collie greeted Harriet with enthusiasm, wriggling, whining and pushing its long muzzle into her hand before it bounded away through the gateposts and ran up the drive towards the house.


‘Fred!’ shouted its owner in vain. ‘Sorry, Hattie, he thinks we’re going indoors. Are we?’ As she spoke she was subjecting Harriet to a sharp scrutiny and followed her words with a hearty embrace. ‘Hold up. Don’t go to pieces, whatever you do.’


‘We can’t go into the house, not yet, anyway. I’ve got to tell you what happened first. Can we sit in the car?’


‘OK,’ said Tessa when they were safely in the vehicle. ‘Let’s have it. Are you certain about all this? If his head was the mess you described, you could be mistaken and it’s some other poor sod.’


‘It was Carl. There was enough . . . enough to tell. Anyway, he was wearing Carl’s scruffy old Barbour. He was slumped on the ground, propped against a felled tree trunk. It was so – grotesque, unreal. I wanted to tell him to stop messing around and stand up! That was stupid, because he was so obviously dead.’ Harriet briefly pressed her hands to her face, as if that would keep out the image of the dead man.


‘But you’ve been avoiding Carl, haven’t you? What possessed you to meet him, and in Crooked Man Woods, of all places?’


Harriet hunched her shoulders unhappily. ‘Lately, Carl’s been in financial trouble and pestering me about bailing him out. I couldn’t help him, Tess, even if I wanted to! Guy and I are sinking so much capital into converting the stables. I decided the only thing was to meet Carl face to face and, even if it meant a real ding-dong argument, I would get it into his head that I would not, under any circumstances lend him any money, much less sell the Old Nunnery.’


‘Sell the house?’ squawked Tessa. ‘Is – was – Carl bonkers? Hasn’t your family lived there for ages? Your father left it to you so you could carry on there, not sell it to bail out Carl.’


Harriet leaned forward and said desperately, ‘It sounds so simple when you say it. But it wasn’t like that; you know it wasn’t! Carl thought it should have been left to us jointly. He claims – claimed – that it was always Dad’s intention.’


‘Why should it have been?’ was the growled reply. ‘Carl wasn’t any kind of blood relative, just Nancy’s kid from her previous partnership!’ 


Harriet gestured through the car window towards the house. ‘Things have been made worse by the failure of all our business ventures, Guy’s and mine. Carl said I was throwing away all Dad had built up. I know Guy’s plans don’t work out, or haven’t worked out in the past. But this holiday accommodation idea might. Other people do it.’


She hunched her shoulders. ‘I suggested to Carl we meet in the woods so that Guy wouldn’t know. Guy would insist on being there and they’d both fly into a rage. Carl would insult Guy and then . . . oh, you know how they are. They were, I mean,’ Harriet amended her words miserably.


‘Insulting Guy isn’t difficult,’ replied Tessa mildly. ‘I insult him all the time, even though he is your husband.’


‘He doesn’t mind you insulting him. He quite likes it. Carl is – was – a different thing altogether. Look, let me finish before he comes wandering down here looking for me. I thought Crooked Man Woods would be perfect, because at this time of the year there’s seldom anyone there during the week. We could have a good shouting match and no one would be any the wiser. I’d had enough of him sniping away about Dad’s will. But now it isn’t about the will or the house, it’s about Carl doing such a dreadful thing. He must have been so desperate, Tess, and I feel so guilty.’ 


The reality of it almost overwhelmed her. Harriet muttered, ‘It was horrible. He’s seated on the ground with his back against a felled tree trunk. Shotgun lying across his body, just this awful empty, scarlet hole where his nose, mouth and chin should have been.’ She put her hands over her face again and stifled the sob that threatened to break out.


She was enveloped in her friend’s long arms and pressed against Tessa’s sweater, which always smelled of horses and dog. ‘Don’t crack up, sweetie. Listen to me. You have to tell the police. You can’t just find a body – a dead body – and drive off without saying anything. Was there anyone else in the woods?’


‘I didn’t see anyone, hear anyone. But there was a car . . . an SUV, silver. As I drove away from the woods it passed me on the road. I was driving like a mad creature and I forced the other car right over and nearly into a wall. He’ll remember me.’


‘All the more reason to report this. It’s got to be done. Eventually, the body will be found.’ Tessa scowled, her nose wrinkling and her lips pursed. ‘But it doesn’t have to be reported by you!’ she said suddenly. ‘Look, go on back to the house and say nothing. Where in the woods is this felled tree trunk and – and Carl?’


‘Just down the blue footpath.’


‘Fine. I’ll drive down there with Fred. No one will think it odd if I walk him in the woods. I do it often. I’ll find Carl, or whoever it is, and I’ll phone the police and report it. You could still be wrong about it being Carl. At any rate, you don’t have to be involved. This other driver, he didn’t see you at the woods, only on the road, right?’


‘He might have been going to the woods.’


‘Much more likely he was taking the back road into town. Right!’ Tessa, mind made up, was not going to hear any more quibbles. ‘Let’s fetch my crazy dog and I’ll be off. You go indoors and act normally.’


‘I don’t feel normal. I’m shaking inside.’


‘Tell Guy you think you’re coming down with something. There are all sorts of bugs going around at the moment. Wait until I’ve had a chance to get there and take a look.’ She drew a deep breath. ‘You’re very shocked, sweetie, but you’ve got to listen to me and remember what I say.’


Harriet nodded, her eyes fixed on Tessa’s face.


‘When I find him, whoever he is, I’ll phone the police like a good citizen. I’ll have to wait there until they come. Then I’ll make my statement and leave. I’ll come back here and, if I don’t think it’s Carl, I’ll tell you. 


‘If I agree that it is Carl, I’ll seek out Guy and tell him first, and suggest we tell you together. He’ll probably want to be the one to break the bad news, but I’ll insist on tagging along. All you need to do is act shocked when we give you the news. The state you’re in, that shouldn’t be difficult. The main thing is, don’t give any hint that the news isn’t a complete surprise. Guy won’t suspect you were ever there, not unless you tell him! No one need know you were there. You’ll have heard the bad news from me – and Guy.’


Harriet said in a very small voice, ‘I’m very grateful, Tessa, but I can’t let you do it. Can’t we just wait until someone else finds him?’


‘And if no one goes down there for the rest of the day? We can’t just leave Carl sitting there stiffening. The police have to be informed. Let me handle this, OK?’


Tessa pushed her out of the car. ‘Go on, in the house with you! Fred!’




Chapter 3


‘You’re either prone to catching colds, or you’re not,’ the family doctor had informed Tom Palmer’s mother. Or so his mother had always insisted. His mother had had great faith in the medical profession. That her son had later chosen to study medicine had been, for her, the pinnacle of achievement – hers. 


Tom didn’t remember the doctor saying the words. He had been ten years old at the time, red-nosed, red-eyed and sniffling, with no interest in anything other than getting out of the surgery as fast as possible. The doctor had clearly wanted him out of the place, too.


He could, through the haze of memory, picture the doctor: a tall, spare man with thinning hair. Young Tom had supposed him very old. Possibly he had not even been middle-aged.


‘Probably,’ croaked Tom, staring at the mirror, ‘the same age as I am now.’ 


An older version of that wretched ten-year-old was reflected back to him, red-nosed and resentful beneath the untidy mop of black hair. Tom was running true to the medical’s man’s prediction.


He had a cold and it was a stinker.


Mindful of his duty, he had gone to work the previous day. His colleagues had received his arrival much as the family doctor had done all those years ago. They’d all spent the rest of the day trying to persuade him to go home.


Inspector Jess Campbell called by at the morgue in the afternoon with a query and joined in the chorus.


‘Look,’ she said to him briskly. ‘You’re just spreading your germs around. The clients you’ve got here can’t catch it, but everyone else can. You’re not helping yourself! For goodness’ sake, at least take some time off. Stay in bed. Drink lots of fluid. Take vitamin C.’ She’d added: ‘You’re a doctor, you ought to know better.’


So Tom had gone home early, interpreted ‘plenty of fluids’ as a couple of large whiskies and gone to bed. To be fair, he’d slept like a log. But he’d awoken that morning with a thumping headache – and still with the cold. His fingers scrabbled for his smartphone on the bedside cabinet. He peered at it. It was nearly eleven o’clock. Automatically, he checked his messages. There was one from Jess, hoping he had taken her advice and was at home. She would call by that evening. The other one made him wonder for a second or two whether the cold had affected his brain and he was imagining it. 


It was from Madison in Australia. Well, that was turn-up for the books and no mistake! He hadn’t heard from his former girlfriend in six months. He had not been expecting to hear from her again, ever. But there it was, brief and to the point.


Hi, Tom! Hope you’re OK. I’m coming home at the end of the month. Looking forward to seeing you and catching up.


‘Oh, are you, indeed?’ growled Tom at the screen. ‘What’s up? Had enough of the sunshine? Year’s research up and temporary work permit expired? Whatever love life you found hit the buffers? Coming back to dear old England and steady old Tom, are you?’


A hot shower made him feel slightly more human but didn’t dispel the feeling of baffled rage Madison’s text had left simmering in him. He pulled on some clothes and stomped morosely into the cramped nook described by the estate agent as a ‘fully equipped kitchenette’. There were two eggs in the fridge, enough milk for a couple of cups of tea, and some dried-up ham. He tried a cupboard. Tea, soggy cornflakes, two tins of beans and a tin of tomato soup. He took down the soup and poured it into a pan. The bread bin yielded up a dry end of loaf. It was too late for breakfast and too early for lunch, so from these poor offerings he managed to conjure up a sort of brunch. He retired with the tray, laden with soup and brittle toast, to his living room, where he switched on the television. 


An American lady judge was lecturing the defendant in some case. The defendant was putting up a spirited rebuttal to all charges, but the wretch hadn’t a chance. The whole thing put Madison back in mind and set him reflecting on their relationship. 


Tom did occasionally wonder if his early experience of doctors’ waiting rooms had contributed to his adult decision, once suitably qualified, to concern himself with investigating those already dead. His mother had certainly never understood it. ‘I suppose,’ she had said to him eventually, ‘they give less trouble than patients who are alive.’


This was not necessarily so, but he had left her happy with her explanation. Certainly, the dead didn’t complain, and they were always interesting. Tom liked the exactness of the discipline of investigating causes of death, the hunting-down of elusive clues and unexpected discoveries. Bodies couldn’t speak, but it was amazing what they could tell you, even so. True, when he told people what he did for a living, they tended to look alarmed and, thereafter, conversation veered between the stilted and the unhealthily curious. Several young women had freaked out. 


The two exceptions in recent memory were Jess – because she was in CID and thus able to consult with him on professional matters but, in private life, still maintain a separate friendship. The other exception had been Madison. 


Jess was a friend, though none the less valued for being only that. Madison had been much more. She carried out research into exotic diseases and so hadn’t worried about dating someone in his line of work. They had other shared interests. They liked the same kind of music. They had belonged to the same walkers’ club. It really had seemed that things were working out very nicely. They’d even discussed, tentatively, moving in together. Not in his place (too small), or in hers (even smaller), but perhaps somewhere larger, conveniently situated . . .


But the offer of a year’s research scholarship in Australia had proved a stronger lure than shared domesticity. Hikes across hill and down dale, or a concert or two, certainly didn’t compete. Madison had departed for the other side of the world, and the subsequent infrequent contact had given him the impression she wasn’t interested in coming back again.


But something, apparently, had changed all that and now Madison was buying her ticket for a flight home. 


‘If she thinks,’ said Tom hoarsely to the lady judge, ‘that she can waltz in here and we’ll pick up from where she dumped me . . . she’s got another think coming!’


The toast scratched his sore throat so that he had to soak it in the soup to get it down, and that made it squashy and disgusting. 


He didn’t feel well. He wasn’t well. But being cooped up in his flat, brooding on the Madison problem, was only adding to his woes. He went to find his walking boots and weatherproof jacket. When faced with any kind of personal problem, walk.


Just being out in the countryside helped his mood enormously. He drove carefully through back roads and winding lanes. Cresting a hill, he saw the valley spread out below him like a hand-worked rug, patches of dull, wintry green, brown trees and grey farmland awaiting the urge for spring growth. Beyond, the terrain rose gently and trees crowned the high point. They marked, he knew, the limit of Crooked Man Woods. They covered the whole far side of the hill, and when he crested the summit the mass of them appeared to his right, swooping down to the valley. 
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