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    Like her heroine, Ann Granger has worked in the diplomatic service in various parts of the world. She met her husband, who was also working for the British Embassy, in Prague and together they received postings to places as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. They are now permanently placed in Bicester, near Oxford.

  




  




  

    AUTHOR’S NOTE

  




  

    The name only of Springwood Hall is taken from that of a Victorian country house in the annexe to which my husband lived as a boy. Sadly this old building was entirely demolished many years ago. I am not aware of any other house by that name and certainly no reference is intended to any such house, should it exist.
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    Chapter One

  




  

    ‘Springwood Hall Hotel Restaurant’ announced a glossy brand-new sign. ‘Opening shortly’, read a smaller one hung beneath it.

  




  

    The electricity board van rattled past disregarding both proud announcement and discreet promise. It turned through wrought-iron gates, freshly painted black and picked out in gold, and roared down the newly gravelled drive. This was just another call on the day’s work schedule.

  




  

    The van drew up before the front of the building and a young man in overalls got out of the driver’s seat after first reaching for his toolbox. As he slammed the van door he glanced dispassionately at the rambling mid-Victorian Gothic Hall with its false turrets and drainpipes emerging from the open mouths of grimacing gargoyles. It was built of local honey-coloured stone and had been recently scoured clean. Stripped of the kindly patina bestowed on it by lichen, time and weather it appeared oddly naked and had lost its previous harmony with the landscape. The way in which its architectural style jarred with the medium chosen for its construction was unfortunately underlined. Technically, restorers had done a good job on the Hall, but the results weren’t for the sensitive.

  




  

    Clearly the young electrician saw nothing to impress him.  He shrugged and, whistling loudly, turned aside to approach a fellow artisan who was several yards away before a separate building labelled ‘Indoor Swimming Pool’. Here plate-glass double-glazing on a grand scale had been installed and allowed those outside to see the pool inside, surrounded by white tiles, potted palms and wicker loungers and, in the background, the doors to changing rooms and showers. But the age, size and location of the pool block with regard to the Hall indicated that this smaller building had once been the coachhouse. The decorator applying a last coat of varnish to the doorframes saw the newcomer draw near but gave no outward sign.

  




  

    ‘Electrician!’ announced the man from the board.

  




  

    ‘Nothing to do with me, mate!’ returned the varnisher.

  




  

    In some mysterious way this stalemate opened the way to casual conversation. The varnisher indicated willingness to chat by pausing, standing back and surveying his work, head on one side.

  




  

    The electrician was at least impressed by the glimpse of the indoor swimming pool. ‘Nice place!’ he offered, adding with a wave of his free hand at the house, ‘Done it all up a bit since I was here last. Creepy old dump, it was. Must’ve cost a fortune.’

  




  

    ‘Money,’ said the varnisher ponderously, ‘is no object, as they say.’

  




  

    ‘I suppose it’ll suit wealthy old geezers but it beats me why they wanted to spend all that time and cash doing it up. I mean, it’s still a tarted-up old ruin, innit? I can’t see they’ve done nothing to modernise the place. Windows have still got wooden frames and that funny old boy over there in a cap mucking about with the roses just about sums it up, if you ask me! They’d have done better to have knocked the whole thing down and built something proper in its place.  When’s it opening as a hotel and that, then?’

  




  

    ‘Sat’day. Everyone’s buzzin’ round like a load of blue-arsed flies gettin’ it all ready. Got a load of celebrities comin’ down for it. Telly people an’ all, I heard say.’

  




  

    ‘That right?’ The man from the electricity board perked up.

  




  

    ‘No one you’d ever heard of,’ said the varnisher in tones of disgust. ‘Blokes in purple shirts what write about food in the heavies, architects and the like. Coupla high-class tarts with buck teeth and flat knockers, just to show the top punters is likely to drop in.’ He deigned to turn his head. ‘If you want to know anything, your best bet is to go round the back to the kitchens. That’s very likely where you’ll find them, though whether you’ll get any sense out of any of them I couldn’t say! It’s like a bloomin’ madhouse in there. You don’t want to fall foul of the chief cook and bottle-washer. Swiss bloke. They got some very sharp knives lying about in that kitchen so I keep clear! Watch out for the bloke what owns the place, another one of them Swiss – but he ain’t here at the moment.’

  




  

    At that point a hideous noise shattered the air. Midway between a screech and a bellow, it gained in strength until it seemed some soul in torment screamed out in its agony, then faded away again.

  




  

    ‘Blimey, what was that?’ gasped the electrician.

  




  

    The varnisher was unmoved and resumed his work with slow careful strokes. ‘One of the mokes.’ He nodded in the general direction of open land beyond the swimming pool. ‘Got a field full of ’em down there. Not all donkeys, mind you. A coupla horses and a Shetland pony or two. All mangy-looking brutes and bite you as soon as look at you. I keep away from them an’ all. There’s a sort of stable, falling down, and a bird what looks after them.’

  




  

    The electrician remembered why he’d come and that time on his work sheet had to be accounted for. ‘See you, then!’ he said and set off towards the back of the house and the kitchens.

  




  

    Some ten minutes later a large Mercedes swept up the drive and stopped before the main entrance. The man who leapt out was only of middle height but solidly built, heavy in the shoulders, with a tanned complexion and neatly trimmed dark hair. He had the air of a prosperous businessman or, more likely, a former sportsman now turning his attention and talents to business. This was true. Eric Schuhmacher had been a formidable ice-hockey player in his day. Muscle was just beginning to turn to flab as it tends to do in such cases, but he was still an impressively fit figure and not one with whom anyone would lightly undertake to argue.

  




  

    ‘There he is!’ muttered the varnisher, watching Eric stride purposefully in expensive white calf loafers towards the kitchens. ‘William Tell hisself!’ He wiped his brush and carefully replaced the lid on the tin. ‘Ho! “I shot an arrer in the air: It fell to earth I know not where!”’ He chuckled happily at this shaft of his own.

  




  

                                                                     


  




  

    Eric Schuhmacher, on his way to the kitchens through the narrow entrance vestibule at the back of the house, passed the open door at the head of the flight of steps leading down to the cellars. He frowned, wondering who was down there. It was a nuisance, having had to relocate the cellar entrance. The old entrance in the kitchens had proved inconvenient when the new work surfaces were installed and the new door had been pierced in this vestibule wall outside the main kitchen area. Awkward to get at when deliveries were made and, worse, out of sight of the cooks in the kitchen at other times.

  




  

    He entered the kitchens themselves and beheld a scene Bruegel might have painted. At first sight a disorderly kermis, it resolved itself into scurrying sous-chefs, stacks of comestibles, huge shiny pans boiling away, mysterious bottles, and an odour compounded of garlic, sweat, wine, meat juices, onions and simmering bones.

  




  

    He approached a short, stocky, swarthy man with long arms and a low brow. His rolled up sleeves showed muscular forearms thick with long black hairs which enhanced his simian appearance.

  




  

    ‘                                                                Gruotsi































































, Ulli!’ Eric hailed him and slapped one brawny shoulder. ‘Saturday is going to be the greatest day of my career – our career, Ulli!’

  




  

    ‘                                                                Ja































































, Herr Schuhmacher!’ growled the chef.

  




  

    But Eric had spotted something amiss. He suddenly darted forward and descended on a crate of peaches. ‘Who accepted this delivery? What use will these be by Saturday?’

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry, Herr Schuhmacher!’ apologised one of the sous-chefs.

  




  

    ‘Sorry isn’t good enough, Mickey! You know what I want for this place eventually? Four stars! And perhaps even, one day, five! That’s my ambition! And how will Springwood Hall Hotel get them? By attention to detail, Mickey, detail!’

  




  

    He returned to Ulli Richter, crouched perspiring over a macabre decapitated animal head on a marble block.

  




  

    ‘I can’t keep my eye on everything, Herr Schuhmacher!’ Ulli said. ‘We’ll be ready Saturday, but only with God’s grace! That big oven is playing up again and someone keeps taking my knives!’

  




  

    This was a serious accusation and Schuhmacher looked suitably wrathful. A master chef’s personal set of kitchen knives was sacrosanct and everyone in the kitchen knew  this. He turned to address his staff who all stopped working and froze in various attitudes, hatchets half-raised, wooden spoons at the slope, all attention.

  




  

    ‘On Saturday afternoon the special guests will be here early to be shown round. So will the TV people. I want no mess, none of this chaos! I want order and complete cleanliness, no unwashed mixing bowls, no grubby rags! And everyone is to smile!’

  




  

    ‘Yes, Herr Schuhmacher!’ they all chorused obediently, except Ulli Richter who merely twitched his bushy eyebrows.

  




  

    ‘Right, back to work!’ Schuhmacher turned back to his chef. ‘Everyone seems to be here, Ulli. Who then is down in the wine cellar? The door’s open.’

  




  

    Ulli reflected. ‘A young man with a toolbox went down there, ten minutes ago. Electrician. That new lighting, it’s playing up and without it down there, you can’t see your hand in front of your face.’

  




  

    Schuhmacher paled. ‘Alone?’ He started for the door, his voice rising to a howl. ‘Alone in a cellar of fine wines! Some of them great classics! Almost unobtainable! No one went with him? Good heavens, must I do everything myself?’ He vanished out of the door.

  




  

    ‘I’ll be bloody glad,’ muttered Mickey the sous-chef, ‘when Saturday night is over!’

  




  

    Ulli Richter pretended not to hear. He picked up a meat cleaver, raised it on high and brought it down with a sickening thud. The calf’s head, neatly cloven, fell open in two parts like a book, revealing a scrambled mess of pink brains.

  




  

                                                                     


  




  

    ‘We’re flogging a dead horse, my dears!’ said Charles Grimsby. ‘This battle’s lost. Gird up your loins for the next one.’

  




  

    ‘Rubbish!’ said Hope Mapple firmly, in her capacity as chairperson of the Society for the Preservation of Historic Bamford.

  




  

    Zoë Foster, eyeing Hope’s ample figure, had a mental vision of her taking Charles’s suggestion literally, and stifled a giggle.

  




  

    ‘What’s the matter, Zoë?’ Hope demanded crossly.

  




  

    ‘Sorry, hay fever. I’ve got the snuffles.’

  




  

    ‘I hadn’t realised the pollen count was very high today,’ said Grimsby. ‘I’m a sufferer myself and I’m usually the first to know about it.’ His pale blue eyes peered suspiciously through rimless spectacles at Zoë.

  




  

    Zoë sank back in her chair, the moment of humour gone, leaving only deepest depression remaining. Trust Charles to be so tactless as to talk about dead horses.

  




  

    Its youngest member, Zoë had joined the society in its aim of saving such old monuments as survived around Bamford simply because it was campaigning against Eric Schuhmacher’s plans for Springwood Hall. The Alice Batt Rest Home for Horses and Donkeys was on land belonging to the Hall. The rest home and its aged inhabitants were Zoë’s life. She hadn’t founded it. That had been done by Miss Batt many years ago. Zoë had been the last in a long line of helpers to toil willingly for Miss Batt and, when that lady had finally retired to a rest home for humans in Bournemouth, Zoë had taken over.

  




  

    ‘I’m leaving it in your safe hands!’ Miss Batt had said. ‘I know you won’t let me down, Zoë, or most importantly, you won’t let our four-legged friends down!’

  




  

    Zoe had done her best. The rest home never had enough money, of course, but it struggled along. A local vet gave his services free, which helped. But the animals tended to be unattractive from old age and various disabilities and  several, owing to previous mistreatment, were very bad-tempered. It made fund-raising so much more difficult.

  




  

    Good fortune had briefly shone on them during the time of the Hall’s previous owner. As a horse-lover himself, he’d not only been happy to accept the peppercorn rent they paid but had even given them a modest subsidy.

  




  

    All had changed with the arrival of Schuhmacher. As bad luck would have it, at the same time the lease came up for renewal. The decrepit collection of horses and donkeys and the ramshackle stabling, not to mention the distinctive odour, had not been seen by the Swiss as an asset, adjacent as they were to the landscaped gardens of his luxury hotel. He had no intention of renewing the lease. The rest home had six months to find new premises and if it didn’t, which it probably wouldn’t, it must close down.

  




  

    Zoë closed her eyes and tried to shut out the dreadful vision of what would happen to all her poor, balding, grumpy, kicking, lop-eared, yellow-toothed and dearly loved charges.

  




  

    ‘I’m sorry you’re not feeling well, dear,’ Hope Mapple said. ‘But you can go on taking the notes, can’t you? Would you rather Charles took over as secretary for this meeting?’

  




  

    ‘No, it’s fine really. It was just a bit of a sneeze.’

  




  

    Robin Harding, losing patience with the whole lot of them as he frequently did – though not with Zoë – demanded, ‘So what do you propose we do, Hope? The place opens on Saturday in a blaze of publicity! There’ll be                                                                 cordon bleu































































 cooking, magnums of champers and celebrity guests in black tie and designer gowns. Concluding with a firework display to a background of Handel. Bad taste isn’t in it, in my personal view. But the fact remains that you, I and the rest of our merry band would make as much impression if we turned up as a set of plaster gnomes. There’s no point. Not  until the day we can afford the grub,’ he finished bitterly.

  




  

    ‘Denis Fulton will be there,’ said Grimsby, adding rather self-consciously, ‘I’ve got one of his books.’

  




  

    ‘The cookery fellow?’ Robin dismissed Denis Fulton. ‘A load of hot air!’ Scorn crossed his freckled snub-nosed face.

  




  

    ‘He’s famous!’ said Grimsby huffily.

  




  

    ‘I don’t think he’s as good as Paul Danby,’ Zoë put in, rallying to Robin’s support. Besides which, Paul’s daughter Emma regularly helped out at the rest home without demanding a penny in return, happy to muck out and groom for the pleasure of it. ‘His cookery articles are practical and fun. I don’t know why they had to get Fulton down when we’ve got our local man. Paul Danby’s verdict on the new restaurant would mean a heck of a lot more to local people!’

  




  

    ‘But not a damn thing to the society crowd Schuhmacher hopes will spread the word about his upmarket eating place. Paul’s small fry – sorry, bit of a pun . . .’ Grimsby looked quite pleased with himself. ‘Fulton has a TV series and he’s married to Leah Keller, as she was.’

  




  

    ‘Look here!’ ordered the chairperson firmly. ‘Stop gassing on about food. It’s disgusting! We’re talking about our heritage! We’re getting away from talking about our course of action!’

  




  

    A slim dark-haired woman in the corner stretched her arms above her head, clinking a collection of silver bracelets and displaying to advantage her scarlet sweater. She murmured in a slightly nasal voice, ‘We haven’t got one, Hope!’

  




  

    Hope Mapple gave Ellen Bryant a look of pure dislike. All the other members of the committee knew Hope had it in for Ellen. It was mutual. Ellen riled Hope, did it on  purpose. Perhaps Mrs Bryant’s slim elegance was enough to upset Ms Mapple. Zoë wondered, not for the first time, about Mr Bryant. Ellen never mentioned him and no one had ever seen him. But she wore her wedding ring all the time, a great broad gold band of a thing, ‘Ellen’s knuckleduster’, Robin called it.

  




  

    ‘Hope has!’ Robin said now unexpectedly. ‘You have got a plan, haven’t you, Hope? Come on, spit it out!’

  




  

    Ms Mapple rose to her feet to make some momentous pronouncement. The atmosphere became electric. But the contrast between Hope and Mrs Bryant couldn’t have been underlined more. It was unwise of Hope to wear those baggy floral pants, thought Zoe. And the shocking pink jersey halter top didn’t help. Someone ought to have a word with Hope about brassières. It was downright embarrassing.

  




  

    Robin, also eyeing Hope’s top-heavy form, muttered, ‘That woman needs scaffolding!’

  




  

    ‘Shut up!’ Zoë hissed.

  




  

    They were after all in Hope’s tiny flat, drinking Hope’s abysmal tea, and one oughtn’t to insult one’s hostess. Also sharing the room were Hope’s three pekinese dogs. Their odour hung in the air and their hair got on everyone’s clothes. Ellen Bryant had already ostentatiously picked some from her scarlet sweater. One of the dogs was wedged on the sofa between Charles Grimsby and the arm-rest. He didn’t dare try to move it because it was a snappy little beast and for some reason all three pekes snapped more at Grimsby than at anyone else.

  




  

    Ms Mapple threw out her hand towards her television set. On the top of it was a photo of the three dogs. ‘They will be there on Saturday!’ she announced dramatically.

  




  

    ‘Not the dratted pekes!’ Grimsby exclaimed unwarily.

  




  

    ‘No, not my poor boys! They’d be terrified by all those strangers! Really, Charles. No, I mean the television people. Schuhmacher and the forces of mammon may have won in a sense, but they haven’t heard the last of us! We shall go out in a blaze of glory, not abjectly, not beaten by base commercial interest! We’ll show ’em! We’ll demonstrate! On their opening day with the TV cameras to show our protest to the nation!’

  




  

    ‘All right!’ said Grimsby, sitting up straight and inadvertently nudging the pekinese which growled. ‘And a real bunch of twerps we’ll look! Ten to one security will be laid on with all those celebs there. Some thugs with no necks and wall-to-wall shoulders will grab us before you can say knife! Certainly before we can get our banner unfurled! We’ll never get it or a placard into the grounds so how will the TV viewers know what we’re demonstrating about?’

  




  

    ‘Thought of that. I’ll smuggle the banner in,’ said Ms Mapple. ‘I’ll wind it round my midriff beneath my Batik shift.’

  




  

    Stunned silence fell on the committee.

  




  

    ‘Would that be practical, Hope?’ Zoë ventured. ‘I mean, how would you get it out?’ Robin began to shake in a silent mirth but Zoë went on, determinedly ignoring him, ‘You can’t undress on the lawn and unwind the banner from your middle.’

  




  

    There was another silence. Robin’s shoulders stopped heaving and he looked up, his face appalled. ‘Gawd, Hope! You wouldn’t?’

  




  

    ‘Oh yes I would!’ cried Ms Mapple in ringing tones. ‘What’s more, I intend to go the whole hog!’

  




  

    ‘Hope!’ they yelled in unison.

  




  

    ‘I shall streak!’ cried their leader.

  




  

    Sensitive perhaps to the sheer power of emotion in the room, all three pekes awoke and began to yap frantically.

  




  

                                                                     


  




  

    ‘Well, I think you’ve been slighted!’ said Laura Danby fiercely.

  




  

    Her husband, placidly making mayonnaise at the kitchen table, looked up and smiled affectionately at her as she stood arms akimbo in the doorway. She’d departed for her office that morning a picture of legal efficiency, but a long busy day and supervision of the younger children’s bath-time had taken its toll. Her blonde hair had fallen out of its neat pleat and tumbled round her flushed face. She’d changed out of her solicitor’s severe tailored costume into shorts and a striped French matelot’s shirt.

  




  

    ‘You look very sexy,’ Paul said.

  




  

    ‘Denis Fulton!’ She wasn’t to be distracted. ‘What does he know about cooking? He pinched your recipe.’

  




  

    ‘He asked my permission and I was happy to give it. After all, once you’ve given out a recipe it’s common domain. You’re a solicitor, I’m surprised at you throwing wild accusations around.’

  




  

    ‘Wild, my eye! Not illegal perhaps, but shifty. He picked your brains. He ought at least to have given you credit. A man who doesn’t own up to a thing like that is likely not to own up to other things!’ She nodded vigorously.

  




  

    ‘He’s pretty good, actually, knowledgeable and a big name.’

  




  

    ‘You’re as good! If he’s such a whizz, let him think up his own recipes!’

  




  

    He knew better than to waste time in confrontational argument when she was off in full cry like this. Diversion was the best option. Paul tapped his mayonnaise spoon against the side of the bowl.

  




  

    ‘Tell you who’s better than either of us. That chef of Eric’s, Ulli Richter. I for one am looking forward to Saturday night even if it will be a bit of a busman’s holiday! I hear Eric’s made a wonderful job of the interior of the house. He had Victor Merle, the art historian, to advise him, you know. Nothing but the best in every department! It’ll be a memorable evening! Yodel-ay-i-dee!’

  




  

    ‘How can you talk like that? How can you joke about it?’

  




  

    The cry came not from Laura but from behind her. Emma Danby burst into the kitchen with all the passionate fury of eleven years old. She was wearing muddy jodhpurs and a sweatshirt with a horse’s head depicted on it. Her freckled face was red with emotion and the faint odour of horses which had entered with her suggested she had just come from her stint at the Alice Batt Rest Home. Both her parents stared at her in consternation.

  




  

    ‘We’re not laughing about it, darling,’ said Laura hurriedly. ‘Dad and I know how you feel . . .’

  




  

    ‘No, you don’t! All you talk about is food!’ Emma invested the word with a power of scorn which made her father wince. ‘That horrid man is closing down the rest home!’ Tears began to flow copiously down Emma’s cheeks. ‘All the animals will have to be put down because no one wants them! They’re too old and ugly and can’t work! You just wait till you’re old and ugly and no one wants you and you can’t work! I hate Eric Schuhmacher and the art person, all of them! I hope something dreadful happens on Saturday to spoil their whole rotten opening night! I hope someone drops dead and they blame it on the cooking!’

  




  




  

    Chapter Two

  




  

    ‘Can I have a word, sir?’

  




  

    ‘Is it urgent?’ Chief Inspector Alan Markby kept going towards the staircase to his office.

  




  

    Wpc Jones was tenacious. ‘Yes, sir, I think it is!’

  




  

    He halted. She was an officer for whose judgement he had a healthy respect. ‘Go on, then. Only make it snappy.’

  




  

    ‘He’s back,’ said Jones calmly. ‘That creep who was hanging round the schools last year, trying to pick up the children.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, is he?’ Markby said grimly. ‘Yes, quite right, Jones. It is important!’

  




  

    Perverts of all kinds appeared on charge sheets or were the subject of enquiry more or less every day of the week in most police stations. They ranged from the fantasisers, flashers and whisperers on the telephone – pathetic, inadequate or plain mentally ill – to hard-core vice circles of sickening depravity.

  




  

    Particularly dangerous were those who preyed on children. They were often present in an area for some time before anyone reported their activities. These were the ones who lurked around school gates and playing fields, watching for the child alone. Or who prowled the streets in cars, offering children lifts or even attempting to drag them into the  vehicles, and they were every policeman’s nightmare. Only too often, such things ended with a battered little corpse and a family devastated.

  




  

    The previous year worried parents had reported a man seen waiting near school entrances and watching children at play in parks. No sophisticate in a car, this one. He was on foot and had been described as scruffy, in his late forties with thinning hair, wearing a navy nylon bomber jacket with red and white stripes on the sleeve, and jeans. Twice, witnesses said he had an old haversack with him of the type bought in army surplus stores and the inference was that he was sleeping rough.

  




  

    Despite a diligent search following up all reported sightings, they had failed to find him. But they had, it seemed, frightened him off because he hadn’t been seen for some time. They’d passed on his description to neighbouring police forces and assumed they’d seen the last of him. Apparently, not so.

  




  

    ‘The headmaster of King Charles the Martyr school phoned about it.’ Jones waved a notepad. ‘It’s the same man, he thinks. He’s still wearing that navy jacket with the stripes, although it’s even dirtier. He’s also got a flat cap now. He did speak to some children – the old tale about going to see some puppies, but a parent hove into view and he ran off. The parent, a Mrs Mayhew, told a teacher at the school about it. Also . . .’

  




  

    Jones turned over a sheet of her notebook. ‘One of the local farmers called in this morning and said he’s found a rough shelter, a sort of hide, built on his land. Someone had been living there recently. He wouldn’t have thought much of it – there are a lot of people wandering about the country sleeping rough. But a man came begging at the door and the farmer’s wife, who saw him, didn’t like the look  of him at all. She fancied he was actually looking to see what he could pinch and when she appeared, he quickly pretended to be a beggar. The thing is, she described him as middle-aged and scruffy, unshaven, wearing a very dirty and greasy dark blue jacket with stripes on the sleeves. Sounds like the same man, sir.’

  




  

    ‘Damn!’ said Markby forcefully. ‘All right. All officers on the beat are to look out for him and to report anything which might seem relevant. You’re in charge of co-ordinating all that, Jones. Tell Sergeant Harris I want an officer at the gates of all primary schools at going home time. And we’d better run that school exercise again, send someone round to talk to the children, warning them about strangers. Someone had better go out to that farm and take a look at this shelter or hide or whatever it is. Phone round the other farms and ask them to keep an eye open. And get on to divisional headquarters and ask them to check known sex offenders to see if anyone of that description has been active elsewhere in the area.’

  




  

    ‘Hope we pick up the pervert this time!’ muttered Jones. ‘Pity we couldn’t have found him last time!’

  




  

    ‘So long as we get to him before there’s trouble. On the other hand, we don’t want him frightened off out of the district before we can nab him, like last time. This time I want him!’

  




  

    He sprinted up the stairs and burst into his office where he discovered Sergeant Pearce studying the football pages of the local paper.

  




  

    ‘Time on your hands?’ Markby asked politely.

  




  

    Pearce jumped to his feet, hastily folding up the tabloid sheets. ‘No, sir . . . well, just at the minute it is a bit quiet.’

  




  

    ‘Let’s hope it remains so. I’ve just seen Jones downstairs and she tells me our child molester is back in the area! Too  much to hope for a quiet weekend, I suppose!’ Markby went to the window and peered out at the sky.

  




  

    ‘Doing a spot of gardening, sir?’

  




  

    ‘No, I’m going along to the opening of the Springwood Hall Hotel. Best bib and tucker job.’

  




  

    ‘Wish I was,’ said Pearce wistfully.

  




  

    ‘Actually, that kind of thing isn’t really my scene. However, I ran into Schuhmacher in town a week or two back. I had met him briefly years ago, but I assumed he would have forgotten me and I doubt I’d have bothered to remind him. But he greeted me like a long lost brother and pressed two invitations to his gala opening into my hand.’

  




  

    ‘Two . . .’ muttered Pearce.

  




  

    ‘One for me and one for the lady of my choice, Pearce. By no stretch of imagination does that qualify you.’

  




  

    ‘No, sir.’ Pearce grinned. ‘Is the Foreign Office lady, Miss Mitchell, coming down from London for this shindig, then?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, she is.’

  




  

    Truth to tell he was feeling a little guilty. He had not been entirely frank with Meredith over the phone. Inviting her down for the Springwood Hall gala opening had been easy. It was the other problem he had on his plate which wasn’t easy to discuss on the phone, and he wanted to talk it over with her when she arrived. Not on Saturday, though. That would be eat, drink and be merry day at Eric’s expense. No, on the Sunday, when things were quiet again, police business permitting, as always!

  




  

    Pearce, still continuing their conversation, now said, ‘I hear the old Hall’s been changed beyond belief!’

  




  

    ‘Eric’s had advice from that fellow Merle, the art historian. He had a TV series, Channel 4, if you saw it.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t watch Channel 4 much,’ Pearce confessed. ‘I  remember how the Hall used to look. Like something out of the Hammer House of Horrors it always seemed to me. All those turrets and stone heads.’ He frowned. ‘There was something in the local rag about it, the alterations I mean. A local society kicking up a fuss . . .’

  




  

    ‘The Society for the Preservation of Historic Bamford,’ Markby supplied.

  




  

    ‘Never thought of Bamford as being historic,’ Pearce observed.

  




  

    Well, it wasn’t, Markby thought. Not in an obvious way. It wasn’t on the tourist maps at least and for that he was thankful. But it had its old buildings and its High Street might qualify as quaint if one ignored modern shop fronts and fixed one’s eyes on the upper storeys of its Queen Anne buildings. He liked Bamford. That was why he’d steadfastly resisted all attempts to prise him away from it, although by virtue of seniority he ought to be stationed somewhere bigger and busier.

  




  

    Aye, there’s the rub . . . That’s what he wanted to talk over with Meredith, anxious to hear what she had to say.

  




  

    Though what many people would call a career woman, Meredith still appreciated the important if little things which made up personal satisfaction in a job. She combined the rare double of being both sensible and sensitive, and she knew how he felt about Bamford. He wished she also felt that way about this quiet country town and would move back to live here. But he supposed there was no way of dislodging her from that flat in London. It was, after all, so much more convenient for her, going daily to Whitehall as she did.

  




  

    The pressure was on to move him from his familiar patch at Bamford and pitchfork him, suitably promoted, into some larger and busier theatre of operations and possibly,  eventually, to glory at divisional headquarters. He had done too well: he was too senior. Upward and onward, was the cry: from others, not from him. He was resisting fiercely.

  




  

    It was all a deadly secret. As far as he could tell no hint of this possible cataclysmic change in his life had leaked out. There had been no knowing glances in Bamford station when he hove into view. Wpc Jones, indefatigable passer of the hat, was not, as far as he could tell, furtively organising any whipround for a goodbye presentation. Pearce, surreptitiously perusing his sports pages again, was looking deceptively innocent and slightly thick . . . which was a pity because Pearce was an exceptionally bright young man. The vacant expression which often glazed over the sergeant’s face had its uses, however, and had in the past lulled unsuspecting villains into a fatal confidence. Pearce wanted promotion. Pearce, no doubt one day soon, would be given it. But he, Markby, just liked being what he was, Detective Chief Inspector and in charge of his own little subdivision in this old but unromantic country town. He didn’t want a change. Not in that area of his life, anyway.

  




  

    The only change he really wanted to see concerned his relationship with Meredith and that, perversely, was not on the cards. Sod’s law at work again.

  




  

    ‘I always thought,’ said Pearce, ‘that the old house looked downright creepy. The sort of place where if you opened a cupboard, a body might fall out.’

  




  

    Markby turned from the window and fixed him with a steely eye. ‘Thank you, that’s the last thing I want to happen, especially if I’m standing by dressed like a penguin with a glass in my hand.’

  




  

    ‘Should be a bloomin’ good bash!’ said Pearce – who wasn’t a reader of the society columns but recognised the signs of a good party about to start.

  




  

    ‘Yes, it should be an evening to remember.’

  




  

                                                                     


  




  

    ‘Denis, darling?’

  




  

    The man hunched scowling at the word processor which had been absorbing his entire concentration looked up, blinked and seemed to locate and identify his wife after a perceptible delay. ‘Sorry, Leah, didn’t hear you come in.’

  




  

    ‘How are you getting on with the new toy?’ Leah Fulton stooped to plant a light kiss on her husband’s forehead.

  




  

    He put out a hand and patted her backside absentmindedly. ‘Bloody thing keeps going down. I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I’ve read the handbook any number of times but it seems to have been written by one of these machines in the first place. You need the services of an M15 cipher clerk to make head or tail of it. I read a paragraph of instruction and it sounds all right. Then I read it again and it seems to be complete mumbo-jumbo, utterly meaningless. I don’t know why I bought this damn contraption. I was all right with the old sit-up-and-beg typewriter.’

  




  

    ‘Your accountant advised it, sweetie. Wish I could help but I don’t know a thing about it. You’ll get used to it.’

  




  

    ‘I doubt it!’ Denis stood up, pushing back his chair. ‘I know every five-year-old child in the country can use a computer nowadays but I’m obviously too far over the hill to learn. I could use a drink. So could you, I dare say? Good lunch with Elizabeth?’

  




  

    He shot a sideways glance at his wife. She was looking relaxed and happy and fiddling about with the papers on his desk, setting them all straight. His habitual untidiness was anathema to her. Leah was an organised soul and not bad at organising other people. Why was she looking so damn pleased with life? Why not? Why was that little smile playing round her mouth? Was it a smile’? Was he  imagining it? But for God’s sake, the poor woman could smile, couldn’t she? What kind of a monster of a husband was he?

  




  

    He waited for her reply, forcing down the unworthy suspicions, trying to look unconcerned, hoping he’d sounded normal. Getting himself into his usual stewed-up mess, in other words.

  




  

    ‘The lunch was fine. Lizzie was – Lizzie. I’m devoted to her, naturally, but even when she was a little thing she wasn’t the sort of daughter anyone could make a fuss of. Now I look at her and listen to her and think, is it possible she’s only nineteen? She looks like a woman of thirty, talks like one of forty and frankly, frightens me. However, duty is done. We parted affectionately and with mutual relief. I don’t have to get in touch with Lizzie nor she with me for at least another month.’

  




  

    As she spoke she led the way out of his study and set off towards the drawing room. Denis, following, took a surreptitious glance in a mirror and straightened his tie. Leah, with every hair in place, was, as usual, immaculately groomed from tip to toe. Presumably the late Marcus Keller had liked it that way. From wherever Keller was now, his shade probably watched balefully over his once wife and her new husband, waiting for the signs of disintegration in her well-being which must surely come about now he wasn’t around to take care of her and it was left to a prize idiot like Denis.

  




  

    That Leah had married him when she could have had anyone remained one of life’s insoluble mysteries not only to him, Denis, but to their entire joint acquaintance.

  




  

    Sometimes, about a dozen times a day in fact, Denis wondered why Leah                                                                 had































































 married him. It wasn’t for money because she had plenty of that. Or rather she had a good  part of Marcus Keller’s. She certainly had more than he had, or ever would have. Being a food expert didn’t pay the kind of money some people imagined and the late Mr Keller still paid their household bills from the afterlife, as it were.

  




  

    It wasn’t because Denis was young (he was fifty-two) or handsome (he was losing his hair and his chest seemed inexplicably to be located where his waist used to be) or indeed because he was particularly anything. He was of course modestly successful in his own way, which was writing about food and wine, and the TV series had made him a household name. But that wasn’t the sort of professional line he would have expected to attract the widow of a multi-millionaire who had dominated the financial world in his lifetime and whose portrait graced the boardrooms of half the financial institutions in the city, as far as Denis could make out.

  




  

    They had reached the drawing room. It was Leah’s house and all the beautiful furnishings had been chosen by her and paid for with Keller money. Everything was done in Leah’s taste. She had a liking for pearl greys, misty blues and salmon pinks. Denis, who liked stark contrasts, black and white, splashes of scarlet and tropical greens, found these dawn hues muffling and soporific. He couldn’t tune in to them and frequently felt like a sort of lodger in superior digs. Even worse, among the mauve-pinks and gilded rococo furniture of their marital bedchamber he sometimes felt he’d strayed into some upmarket brothel he couldn’t afford.

  




  

    Leah had sunk down in a chair and crossed her beautiful legs. She tossed back long shining chestnut hair and said mellifluously, ‘G and T for me, sweetie.’

  




  

    Denis, the booze expert after all, always poured the  drinks. He busied himself at the cabinet now and wished he felt more like a man relaxing in his own home and less like a barman. It wasn’t Leah’s fault. It was a stupid neurosis of his own. Putting it bluntly, he couldn’t manage to come to terms with his amazing good fortune in capturing Leah – and all the Keller millions with her. He kept thinking he’d wake up, and Leah, everything, would be gone. Or that something would happen to destroy it all. And something might, yet . . . Or already had. God, he felt so guilty.

  




  

    ‘Denis? You’ve gone off into a brown study again!’ Laughter gurgled attractively in his wife’s voice.

  




  

    ‘Um, sorry . . . one drink coming up!’

  




  

    He crossed the room to hand it to her and went back to pour himself a scotch. When he was seated opposite her, nursing his tumbler and wishing he had a cigarette (he’d given up six months before, on marrying Leah), she said:

  




  

    ‘Are you worried about anything, Denis? I mean, apart from the wretched word processor?’

  




  

    ‘No – do I look it?’

  




  

    ‘Frankly, yes. And you’ve taken to mumbling in your sleep.’

  




  

    ‘Sorry . . .’

  




  

    ‘And you keep apologising to me, which makes me nervous!’

  




  

    ‘Sor – I mean, I hadn’t realised I was doing it.’

  




  

    ‘Is it the party on Saturday at Eric Schuhmacher’s new place?’

  




  

    The scotch splashed out of Denis’s tumbler and he dragged out his handkerchief and scrubbed at his knee where a damp patch stained it. ‘Lord, no, why should it be? I mean, it’s straightforward. Eric wants me to give him a decent write-up and unless something really horrendous goes wrong, I shall.’ He fell silent, chewing his lip. Something  really horrendous . . . For whom? For Eric?

  




  

    ‘Denis . . .’ Now Leah was beginning to sound less concerned than cross. ‘Honestly, you’re going to have to see a doctor.’

  




  

    ‘Whaffor?’ he demanded defiantly.

  




  

    ‘Because you’re a nervous wreck!’ Leah paused. ‘It isn’t anything to do with me, is it?’

  




  

    ‘No!’ he almost shouted.

  




  

    ‘I keep forgetting it’s a first-time-round marriage for you. I’m sort of used to being married, first to Bernie, then Marcus and now to you. But to you, well, being married must be like having a permanent intruder in your life.’

  




  

    ‘I’m very happy!’ Denis leaned forward, clasping the tumbler tightly. ‘I swear, Leah. I was never so happy in my life.’

  




  

    ‘Well, look it, for heaven’s sake! Or sound it! One or the other – preferably both!’

  




  

    ‘It’s just that I’m not like Bernie or Marcus, I’m not a financial wizard, a go-getter, possessor of a rapier brain at whose approach lesser mortals tremble. I’m just a scribbler about nosh who can’t master his own word processor and I feel—’

  




  

    Leah leapt up and came over to him. She put her hands on his shoulders and, bending down, kissed him, her long chestnut hair brushing his cheek, her perfume filling his nostrils and the warmth from her body seeping into his skin. As always, when she touched him like this, he felt he trembled from top to toe. He set down the glass and grabbed her, pulling her down on his lap.

  




  

    ‘I love you.’ she whispered, twisting her arms round his neck.

  




  

    He said desperately, ‘I love you too, Leah. I love you so much I ache.’

  




  

                                                                     


  




  

    ‘Margery?’ Ellen Bryant paused by a display stand to straighten up a stack of expensive angora wools. ‘I’m taking this Saturday afternoon off. You can manage in the shop, can’t you? This hot weather makes it a slow time. No one thinks about sitting home and knitting when the sun is beating down.’

  




  

    ‘Needles’ was the name of the shop Ellen ran in Bamford High Street. It catered for home knitters, needlecraft workers and dressmakers and Ellen aimed for the best. Nothing in Needles was cheap, but people came from miles around to buy their wool, patterns, trimmings, embroidery silks and all the other bits and pieces associated with nimble fingers.

  




  

    Ellen looked complacently around the shop now, a wonderful treasure house glowing with the jewel-like colours of the wools and silks. Just in front of her was a special display in shades of mauves and purples of which she was particularly proud. She was clever at showing things off to their best advantage. She knew how to make the best of her own natural advantages too. Unthinkingly, she straightened her sweater and pushed up its sleeves. Her bangles jingled musically.

  




  

    ‘Oh, yes, Ellen,’ said Margery Collins quickly. She brushed away a wisp of untidy hair and blinked eagerly at her employer through her large round steel-rimmed spectacles.

  




  

    The blatant heroine-worship in Margery’s brown eyes would have embarrassed most people but Ellen usually accepted it with amusement and, frankly, as no more than her due. Margery was such a mouse but at least she had the sense to recognise it. Unlike Hope; what a mess that woman was! Hope’s reaction towards Ellen had been one  of jealousy from the start and it was only to be expected, thought Ellen serenely. However, something about Margery’s admiration just now irritated, and those devoted brown eyes reminded her of a spaniel.

  




  

    ‘Just lock up as usual – and I’ll see you on Monday morning!’ she said a little sharply.

  




  

    ‘Right you are!’ breathed Margery, adding daringly, ‘I hope you’ll have a nice time – wherever it is you’re going.’

  




  

    ‘I doubt it!’ said Ellen brusquely and poor little Margery looked appalled at her own temerity at asking in the first place.

  




  

    Ellen lived over the shop. It was a comfortable flat and opening the door to it gave her the same kind of satisfied glow that gazing round her business did. She reflected on her good fortune as she climbed the spiral stair. The building was unusual for this area where so much was built in stone. It was timber-framed, black and white, with a jutting upper storey supported by carved corbel heads which grimaced down at passers-by. It was known locally as ‘the Tudor house’. Apart from the church, it was the oldest building in Bamford to survive in anything like its original form and its appearance certainly helped to entice people into the shop.

  




  

    She made a decent living from Needles and didn’t pay Margie a vastly generous wage. Let’s face it, no one else would have employed Margie, so dowdy and without interests in life except the shop and some sort of ultra-strict religious sect she attended on Sundays. Ellen knew she terrorised and exploited her assistant but she salved her conscience with the knowledge that it would all be made up to Margie one day. Not that Margie knew this. It would be a big surprise. But not for a long time yet, let’s hope! thought Ellen as she closed the door of her living room.

  




  

    She dismissed all thought of Margery Collins. She had, goodness only knew, enough other things to think about. For Ellen was by no means as pleased with life as it appeared, nor as she had been a year ago. Dissatisfaction had crept in, a tiny worm in the centre of the apple, gnawing away at her peace of mind. She wasn’t a woman to do nothing, and so she’d done something . . . convinced at the time it was right and proper and her due. But then it hadn’t quite gone as she’d envisaged. Perhaps she ought to have planned things better. The whole business was a damn nuisance. In a way she wished she hadn’t started any of it. And there was Hope and her wretched determination to make a scene at Springwood Hall. But Ellen was going to turn up all right that Saturday. However she had her own reasons for it and they had nothing to do with preserving mausoleums of old houses.

  




  

    She took the envelope from the letter-rack on the desk and pulled out the slim sheet of paper. She’d read it through so many times it was beginning to get quite grimy. The typewritten message was disagreeably blunt and it was unsigned.

  




  

    ‘We can discuss this better face to face,’ it read. ‘It should be possible on Sat at SH. I’ll see you there and let you know when there’s a chance to slip away for a private chat. I am assuming you’ll be there. I really think this opportunity ought not to be missed.’

  




  

    The tone of the note was a mixture of the informal and the peremptory. ‘What a nerve!’ she muttered. ‘Ordering me to turn up!’

  




  

    However, the writer was keen to maintain a façade of civility. Even so, Ellen wasn’t used to people taking that kind of line with her. She always took care to make the running, took pride in doing so. Meeting opposition of  any kind had come as quite a shock. Not that she couldn’t deal with it.

  




  

    ‘I’ll go,’ muttered Ellen. ‘Why not?’ She crushed the note in her hands and tossed it carelessly towards the wastepaper basket in the corner. It bounced off the rim and, unobserved, rolled under the unit housing her music centre. ‘I’m not scared to spell it out, face to face. I hold all the cards, when all’s said and done!’

  




  




  

    Chapter Three

  




  

    Meredith Mitchell shifted her weight cautiously from one foot to the other. Wearing stiletto heels for drinks on a lawn had perhaps been unwise. Wherever she went, she left a trail of little holes in the soft turf. Not that she wasn’t enjoying the occasion. So far she’d enjoyed the day very much. She hoped Alan was enjoying it too, although she fancied that from time to time he looked a little abstracted, as if he had something on his mind. He’d tell her about it when he was ready, no doubt. One of the blessings of their relationship was that each respected the other’s essential privacy.

  




  

    She lifted her face to let the still-warm rays of early evening sun play on it and the breeze flutter escaping tendrils of her hair. Before her, Springwood Hall’s honey-coloured stone glowed in the mellow light and in its setting of manicured lawns and clipped hedges it looked near perfection. She raised her glass in the direction of the old house and said aloud, ‘Cheers!’

  




  

    Laura Danby said, ‘I just want to sit down.’

  




  

    They had been shown over the entire place by a proud and indefatigable Eric Schuhmacher. They’d opened closets and taken due heed of colour schemes. They’d admired the sauna and the indoor swimming pool housed in the  converted coachhouse. They’d been led in a respectful crocodile round the kitchens where the staff had hovered in spotless aprons and hats, obviously anxious to get on with their interrupted work. They’ descended with cries of awe into the wine cellar. Actually, thought Meredith, she hadn’t much enjoyed that bit. She’d found the cellars rather chilly.

  




  

    Afterwards they had been served tea. Then they had all retired to the various rooms allotted to them and changed into their evening finery. And here they all were, holding glasses and chatting against a background of trees and flowerbeds, with the promise of a marvellous dinner ahead of them.

  




  

    ‘It is,’ she said, ‘a bit like Glyndebourne. All this standing around in gardens in full evening fig at far too early an hour of the day. That was a quartet I saw lugging their instruments in just now, wasn’t it?’

  




  

    ‘Eric’s pulled no punches,’ Alan admitted.

  




  

    ‘There’s a right old mixture of people here,’ she went on. ‘That distinguished looking chap is Victor Merle, I know, because I once went to a lecture he gave. I did get a chance to have a word with him when we were being shown round. That balding chap with the expanding turn is, I understand, Denis Fulton. He looks as if he’s had a few gourmet meals all right, a few too many!’

  




  

    ‘He pinched Paul’s recipe’ said Laura firmly.

  




  

    ‘Don’t start that again,’ Paul said wearily. ‘He didn’t. He borrowed it. And he wrote and asked first if he might. He didn’t have to do that. I kept his letter and when we get home I’ll hunt it out and show you and perhaps then you’ll stop harping on about it.’

  




  

    ‘He wrote and asked you but he knew you wouldn’t refuse, couldn’t really.’

  




  

    ‘It’s Mrs Fulton that takes my eye,’ said Alan Markby, breaking into this beginning of a domestic tiff between his sister and her husband. ‘I am informed by those who follow the social scene that she was the relict of Marcus Keller, the millionaire. Rather a stunning lady, wouldn’t you say?’

  




  

    ‘Marcus Keller to Denis Fulton!’ said Laura in tones which implied a dreadful fall from grace. ‘Denis won’t have to sing for his supper nowadays! All right, he may be a frightfully nice chap as Paul insists and I doubt, but frankly, I wouldn’t have thought he was her type.’

  




  

    ‘Who is ever whose type?’ asked her brother mildly.

  




  

    Meredith, knowing he was looking at her and the question directed at her, turned away. She studied the glamorous Mrs Fulton, formerly Keller and before that hadn’t there been a first husband? Meredith was apt to get confused about this sort of social tittle-tattle in which she had basically little interest. Anyhow, there Leah Keller Fulton was, slim, elegant and turning all heads.

  




  

    Beside his wife Denis looked flustered. Meredith began to concentrate on Mr Fulton, forgetting Leah. He looked unhappy, even hunted. Was he worrying what to put in his review? He was doing his best to behave as if he were at ease, but he was no actor.

  

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/anng_9780755377176_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
“TOLD WITH HUMOUR AND A MOS T ENGAGING
WORLDLINESS’ BIRMINGHAM POST

-MLURDER
?‘A ONG US

A} \_i‘ntm LL AND MARKBY MYSTERY

>,





