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     Chapter 1

  




  

    Monty Bickerstaffe lurched along with his distinctive gait, his arms swinging by his sides. The movement endangered the bottleshaped bulge in the sagging plastic carrier bag dangling from his right hand.

  




  

    His presence in the supermarket had emptied the drinks aisle of any other shoppers. A very young junior manager had eventually come up to him. Prefacing his request with a polite, ‘Can I help you, sir?’ he had made it clear Monty’s presence in the store was not welcome.

  




  

    ‘Snotty little twerp!’ observed Monty to himself now in a growl. ‘I’m a customer, same as any other!’

  




  

    He’d told the young man that. He’d told the senior fellow who’d come along to back up the young one. He’d told the store’s security guard. He’d told this last one rather more.

  




  

    ‘I shall lodge a claim of wrongful arrest!’ he’d threatened. ‘You don’t know I’m not going to pay for it! I haven’t left the store. Until I leave the store, the presumption is I fully intend to pay for it, which I do. What’s more,’ he concluded, ‘                                you































 can’t search me, even then. You’re not a copper. You have to fetch a proper copper.’

  




  

    ‘I know the law,’ said the store security man wearily.

  




  

    ‘Not as well as I know it, old son,’ said Monty to him.

  




  

    ‘Yeah, I know, Monty. Give us all a break, why don’t you?’

  




  

    They stood over him while he paid. The girl on the till shrank  from him when he handed her his money as if she didn’t want to touch it. It was contaminated by contact with Monty’s hand.

  




  

    ‘Don’t he ever take a bath?’ he heard her ask her colleague in the adjacent aisle as he moved away.

  




  

    ‘All right, don’t shove!’ he’d ordered the security guard. ‘I need a plastic bag. I’m entitled to a plastic bag and I’m not paying for it. I’ve paid enough for my whisky.’

  




  

    ‘Store policy,’ chipped in the young manager unwisely, ‘is for customers to pay for bags. It’s not much, only five pence. It helps the environment.’

  




  

    ‘How?’ snapped Monty.

  




  

    ‘It cuts down the number of bags out there.’ The youth – he was, in Monty’s eyes, little more than a schoolboy, or looked it – waved towards the plate-glass window. ‘People throw them away anywhere.’

  




  

    ‘How do you know I’m going to throw mine away? I should like to point out,’ continued Monty, ‘that should this bottle slip from my hand – due to my not being provided with a plastic carrier bag – then it will smash, leaving broken glass and causing a lot more problems for the environment.’ He bared his teeth in a smile from which they all recoiled. ‘What’s more if, when I try to pick up the pieces of the broken bottle because I want to protect the environment, I should cut my hand . . .’

  




  

    ‘Give him a carrier, Janette, for crying out loud,’ the senior manager said wearily.

  




  

    They escorted him outside and stood there in a row, watching, as he set off homewards. Monty made his way out of the shopping precinct, then past a scattering of small businesses, through one of the town’s untidy residential areas, then through a slightly better later development of cottage-style homes (‘rabbit hutches!’ snorted Monty), and eventually came out, via a hole in a hedge, at the side of a petrol station on the ring road.

  




  

    He ambled past the garage forecourt, ignoring the friendly wave from a man by one of the petrol pumps, and veered off across the road, this time oblivious of hooting car horns and yells of rage from drivers. Now he was heading into the countryside and it always made him feel better. He walked along the verge until he came to the turning and set off on the last leg of his journey down the lane known as Toby’s Gutter.

  




  

    No one knew any more who Toby had been, but the lane had been called that since time immemorial and was even marked as such on an eighteenth-century map. It ran downhill to join the main road. To this day, when it rained very heavily, excess water drained from higher ground and ran down the lane in a stream, just as it would in a gutter. At the point where it met the road, a sizeable pool formed in particularly wet months and spread right across the highway. Motorists, caught out unawares, wrote to the council about it every winter.

  




  

    Monty passed the road sign bearing the name. It lurched drunkenly to the right, having been knocked sideways in a collision with Pete Sneddon’s tractor two or three years earlier. Since then it had been slowly sinking earthward and would, eventually, fall flat.

  




  

    ‘I’ll write to the council myself!’ announced Monty to a horse in a field alongside the lane. He owned the field and adjoining one but didn’t use the land. It was part of his buffer against the outside world. The horse belonged to Gary Colley. Pete Sneddon occasionally moved some sheep down to graze the other field. As Monty saw it, this was quite enough use for the land and allowed him to give short shrift to anyone enquiring about it.

  




  

    The horse snickered amiable approval or was, perhaps, only laughing at him, because even it knew the council had higher priorities than Toby’s Gutter Lane (and Monty).

  




  

    In this way, the whole walk taking him almost an hour, Monty reached his own home. Time was, he reflected, he could have done it in half the time or less. He fancied the arthritis in his knees was getting worse. Even the whisky didn’t dull the pain now. But the last time he’d visited the doctor’s surgery, the receptionist had been worse than that young fellow at the supermarket. What was more, a slip of a girl in jeans and showing a bare tattooed midriff, had accused him of bringing in diseases.

  




  

    ‘This is a doctor’s waiting room, my dear,’ he had informed her. ‘This is where you come to catch diseases.’

  




  

    At that, every other patient had shuffled along the rows of chairs to put a good distance between himself and the next sufferer. They’d all put a good distance between themselves and Monty.

  




  

    ‘Live and let live!’ said Monty aloud, cheering up now he was home. He pushed his way through the rusted iron gateway. The hinges were set solid, so the gates no longer either shut or opened any further than the gap big enough to allow the passage of a single human being. Convolvulus twined over the bars obscuring a fine example of nineteenth-century wrought-ironwork. They obstructed access to a weed-infested drive to the front door of Balaclava House, which had once been an attractive house in Victorian Gothic revival style. Its brickwork was now crumbling. Above the front porch a crack shaped like a lightning bolt ran up to the first floor. It split in two an armorial shield invented by Monty’s great-grandfather to suggest some entirely imaginary noble connection.

  




  

    Monty had not climbed the stairs to the upper floors in years. His knees didn’t like it and he wasn’t interested to see the degree to which the bedrooms had fallen into ruin. He lived on the ground floor. He certainly had enough space there. A cloakroom was attached to a spacious entry hall, there was a well-proportioned  drawing room, a large dining room, a butler’s pantry and a vast kitchen, together with a back lobby and a small room off that, called by Monty ‘the gunroom’. It no longer housed any sporting guns. The police had taken those away some years previously because he held no licence. They’d been his father’s guns and Monty had resented being deprived of what he considered to be family property. Now Monty kept his empty bottles in the former gunroom and, lacking the transport to take them to the bottle bank, he had pretty well filled it.

  




  

    His family had lived in this house since they had built it, way back in the late 1850s. But its slow decline had begun in the 1950s, long before Monty had inherited it, when domestic help had become hard to find and expensive. At about the same time the family business became less profitable. Monty remembered both his father and his mother resorting to surreptitious little economies. On his father’s part, this had meant emptying cheap wine into bottles with better labels, occasionally adding a slug of port to help things along. His mother had her own ways of saving. Meals concocted from leftovers dominated Monty’s memories of holidays at home. They’d also figured large in term-time at school. As an adult, Monty had occasionally reflected that he had grown up entirely fed on rehashed scraps. The cotton sheets on his bed had often been turned ‘sides to middle’ when they began to wear out. This had resulted in a long seam down the centre of the sheet, which chafed any bare skin coming into contact with it. The house had always been cold. But in Monty’s opinion it had ‘toughened him up’.

  




  

    He limped down the echoing hallway, oblivious of the dust lying thick on all the furniture, pushed open the door to the drawing room and headed for the sideboard in which he kept his glassware. Monty opened one of the doors and, finding no clean  glasses in there, tried the other side. Still no luck. He’d have to do some washing-up again and he’d only cleared the last lot three or four days ago. Considering he was the only person here, you’d think once a week would be enough.

  




  

    Monty set down the newly acquired bottle with great care, sighed and set off back towards the door into the hall and the kitchen at the end of it. It was then he saw he was no longer the only person there. He had a visitor, and a stranger.

  




  

    At first he thought it was his imagination. Hardly any stranger had come here since early in the year when some woman claiming to be a social worker had turned up. It seemed some interfering busybody had reported that there was ‘an elderly gentleman, not quite right in the head, living in squalor all on his own in an unheated house.’

  




  

    To be fair, the woman had not used the words ‘not quite right in the head’. What she had actually said was, ‘Perhaps we are getting a little confused?’

  




  

    ‘I was not aware I was getting a visit from Her Majesty,’ had been Monty’s reply. ‘I take it you are using the royal plural, referring to yourself when you speak of being confused? You may well be so. In fact, you give every sign of being it, if you think you are the Queen. I, however, am perfectly clear in my mind.’

  




  

    ‘But you are all on your own, dear,’ said the social worker, ‘in this great big house, and you don’t appear to have any central heating.’

  




  

    ‘I like my own company!’ Monty had thundered at the wretched woman. ‘That I am alone is the only detail in which you are correct, madam! My mind, I repeat, is perfectly in order. I do not consider the state of my housekeeping to be any of your concern. My home looks all right to me. I have heating. I have a fire in the drawing room. I have plenty of wood around my garden and  outbuildings to feed it. It costs me nothing and means I pay less for electricity. I am not connected to the gas mains any more. They replaced them in the lane a few years ago and wanted to dig up my garden to run the new pipe to the house. I refused so they routed the main pipeline right past my front door – ’ he pointed beyond the woman’s shoulder – ‘but cutting me off. I do pay an extortionate amount for something called council tax for which I receive virtually no council services. Go away.’

  




  

    She had gone away, leaving behind a selection of leaflets about help for senior citizens. Monty had promptly thrown them on the fire to join the crackling remains of his garden shed.

  




  

    Few people had passed this way since. But today was different. Today there was yet another uninvited interloper.

  




  

    Monty was outraged. Was a householder to have no privacy? At least the intruder had not made himself comfortable on the chaise longue further back against the wall, which Monty used as his bed. That was a small consolation. But the stranger had taken possession of the Victorian horsehair-stuffed sofa, not so much sitting on as flopped out on it, propped up on the mouldering cushions at one end. He appeared to be fast asleep. Monty didn’t know him from Adam. He was a well-nourished fellow in mid-brown corduroy trousers, an open-necked blue-checked shirt and a suede leather jacket. He wasn’t a youngster but he wasn’t that old. He looked, in Monty’s opinion, a flash type.

  




  

    ‘Who the blasted heck are you?’ snapped Monty. ‘This is a gentleman’s private residence!’

  




  

    The chap didn’t answer. Monty edged a little closer, but not too close. He noticed to his disgust that the fellow had been dribbling and the spittle had dried on his skin. It had left a narrow silvery trail such as snails made. What was worse, the chap had had an unfortunate accident. It had all but dried off,  leaving a damp patch at the crotch from which rose a distinctive smell.

  




  

    Monty wrinkled his nose. ‘Been drinking, have you, old fellow? Believe me, I understand. But you can’t stay here, you know.’

  




  

    There was no response. Monty cleared his throat loudly and ordered the visitor brusquely to wake up. The visitor slumbered on.

  




  

    Monty, growing anger overcoming his caution, reached out and shook one suede sleeve, to no avail. The figure remained still, far too still. Movement of the clothing had increased the sour smell of dried urine.

  




  

    Monty let out a long, low whistle. He glanced towards the door and saw with a spurt of relief that it was open and he could, if his knees permitted, make an escape. At the same moment it occurred to him that the door was always open. He never closed any internal doors because it only meant he had to open them again. But the drawing-room door had definitely been closed, shut fast, when he’d come home. He remembered opening it to come in here, just five minutes ago. The fellow sitting there must have closed it.

  




  

    Or possibly someone else had done so, after depositing the man on Monty’s sofa, because this chap showed worrying signs of being dead. The dribble-stained shirt-front didn’t rise and fall as if he breathed. He seemed to have vomited a little, too, and that had also dried.

  




  

    ‘Hey!’ he addressed the visitor once more, without much hope of a reply.

  




  

    His voice echoed emptily around the room.

  




  

    ‘Bloody hell!’ he muttered, edging away.

  




  

    This put a different complexion on the whole affair. If the fellow had been alive, Monty could have told him to bugger off.  But he couldn’t do that with a stiff and he couldn’t ignore the blighter. Monty sidled past the blank face and out of the room. He hurried down the corridor to the kitchen, grabbed a dirty glass and rinsed it under the tap, and then returned, at rather slower speed.

  




  

    He had secretly, and quite illogically, hoped his visitor might have disappeared as inexplicably as he’d appeared in the first place. But no, he was still there. Monty skirted the sofa and reached the whisky bottle. He poured himself a generous measure and sat down on a chair facing the corpse to think over what he should do.

  




  

    He toyed briefly with the idea of dragging it outside and burying it in his overgrown garden. But apart from the labour involved and his dratted knees not letting him do anything even mildly athletic, he knew he had to inform the authorities. He could walk back into town . . . but his knees gave a sharp twinge just at the thought of it. Or he could try and use that damn mobile phone he’d been nagged into buying in the spring. It was young Tansy, on her last visit, who had done the nagging. She’d turned up one day as unexpectedly as that fellow on the sofa there, driving up in a rattling old car, and strolled in.

  




  

    ‘Blimey, Uncle Monty,’ she’d said. ‘How can you live like this?’

  




  

    ‘Perfectly well,’ Monty had growled back. ‘What do you want?’ He wasn’t displeased to see the kid, being rather fond of her. But he had lost the knack of welcoming people.

  




  

    ‘I was in the neighbourhood and I thought it would be fun to drop in on you.’ Tansy’s expression as she looked round suggested the idea was becoming less amusing by the minute. ‘Mum’s always saying she wonders how you are doing.’

  




  

    ‘How is she doing?’ asked Monty, not that he really gave a damn how the woman was. Although she’d always called him  ‘Uncle’, Bridget was in reality a cousin once or twice removed; Monty could never work it out. She was, at any rate, a Bickerstaffe by blood and that, she seemed to think, gave her the right to interfere in his life.

  




  

    ‘Your mother,’ growled Monty to Tansy, ‘has never been able to organise her own life, but she’s never given up trying to organise mine! I’ve tried being rude to her,’ he added gloomily, ‘but she never gives up.’

  




  

    Tansy grinned.

  




  

    ‘You seem to be a nice girl,’ he told her grudgingly. ‘But don’t end up like your mother, that’s all.’

  




  

    ‘Mum’s getting married again,’ said Tansy in reply to his original question.

  




  

    ‘What number?’ asked Monty.

  




  

    ‘Four,’ said Tansy.

  




  

    ‘Woman wants her head seeing to,’ muttered Monty. ‘You see what I mean? Surely she must have realised by now she isn’t any good at being married.’ He paused and admitted, ‘Neither was I. It must run in the family.’

  




  

    The upshot of it was that Tansy had made a fuss about no one being able to communicate with him. He suspected Bridget was trying a new tactic in sending the kid to see him. But to please Tansy and because he was sorry he hadn’t greeted her in a more kindly way, he’d listened to her then.

  




  

    As a result, Tansy had driven him into town in that awful old banger of a car. They’d gone to a shop full of these mobile phones and Tansy had talked it all through with the salesman. No, her uncle didn’t want to take photos or send emails with his phone. He wanted something really simple to operate. So they – he supplying the money and Tansy still doing the talking – had bought a mobile phone and a gizmo called a charger. They  had then taken a further twenty-five pounds off him and explained it was a pre-pay phone and it now had that amount of money in its account. Monty had hardly used the thing. It sat on the kitchen dresser plugged into its charger. Occasionally he took it for a walk, putting in his pocket when he went into town, but not today.

  




  

    He returned to the kitchen, pushed the pile of unanswered mail surrounding the mobile phone on to the floor, and called 999. He asked for the police.

  




  

    ‘Send a couple of your chaps over, would you?’ he requested politely. ‘I’ve got a dead man on my sofa.’

  




  

    They asked his name and his address and, after a pause during which he heard some voices in the background, the woman asked him if he was sure.

  




  

    ‘Pretty sure,’ said Monty as politely as he could, considering it was a damn stupid question. ‘He’s not breathing.’

  




  

    ‘Has someone there had a heart attack? Perhaps you want the ambulance service . . .’ began the woman.

  




  

    ‘No, I don’t!’ Monty was starting to have had enough of her. Officials were all the same. They never listened to anything you said. ‘Send a couple of your men or send an undertaker with his wagon. Take your pick.’

  




  

    She said someone would call by as soon as possible but it was a busy day.

  




  

    ‘                                I’m































 having a busy day,’ snapped Monty. ‘And a dashed unpleasant one. Look here, I don’t particularly like having him in my house, so get a move on, will you?’

  




  

    He dropped the mobile into his pocket and, after a moment’s hesitation, took a swig from the glass of whisky in his hand and sidled back into the drawing room to check on his uninvited guest.

  




  

    ‘They’ll be coming for you soon,’ he informed whoever it was.

  




  

    He didn’t, of course, expect any response. He just wanted to hear a human voice, if only his own. But he got an answer because it was at that moment that the dead man yawned and opened his eyes.

  




  




  

     Chapter 2

  




  

    It gave Monty such a shock that he dropped his whisky glass. The air was filled with the peaty scent as the contents drained away into the stained carpet. The man’s yawn was accompanied by a clicking noise from his jaw and at the furthest extent of it, when it seemed his mouth could open no wider, the yawn froze. The eyes bulged unseeingly, glazed in death.

  




  

    ‘Now what am I supposed to do?’ Monty muttered. ‘Chap’s stiffening, rigor mortis must be setting in. Where are those blasted coppers?’

  




  

    He must have persuaded the woman on the phone that he was in earnest because before long there came the sound of a car drawing up at the gate. Footsteps crunched on the weed-strewn gravel of his drive.

  




  

    ‘Front door’s open,’ commented a male voice in the hall, presumably to a companion. Then it called out, ‘Anyone at home?’

  




  

    ‘In here,’ called back Monty.

  




  

    They came into the room – two of them in uniform.

  




  

    ‘Were you the gentleman who phoned?’ asked one of them.

  




  

    The other one had gone to the sofa and was bending over Monty’s visitor. Before Monty could reply, this one said sharply, ‘No kidding, Trev, this chap is a goner.’

  




  

    After that, things happened at bewildering speed. Monty sat and watched them come and go. Another police officer, apparently slightly more senior, arrived and then a doctor. ‘I told  them it was too late for that,’ muttered Monty, remembering his emergency call. But he supposed they had to have official confirmation that the fellow had croaked.

  




  

    Eventually, when the more senior officer and the doctor had departed, one of the remaining coppers remembered him and came across to where he sat. He asked again if Monty was the householder and if he was the person who’d called to report a death. Irritably Monty replied ‘yes’ to both questions. ‘I told you I was!’

  




  

    ‘Just checking, sir. Is there perhaps another room where we can have a chat?’

  




  

    ‘A chat?’ asked Monty. ‘What the hell do you want to chat about?’

  




  

    ‘We’d like you to tell us just what happened, sir,’ said the constable. ‘Was the gentleman taken ill? Did he live here with you?’ The young man gave a doubtful glance at the surrounding jumble of dusty old furniture and worn carpets that filled Monty’s drawing room.

  




  

    ‘No, of course he didn’t,’ said Monty.

  




  

    ‘Then we’d like to know his name and address. His next of kin will have to be informed and the coroner’s office. Have you rung anyone besides us?’

  




  

    ‘No use asking me any of that,’ Monty told him. ‘I haven’t a clue. I don’t know who he is or how he got here. I came home and there he was. I thought he was asleep at first. It goes without saying I haven’t rung anyone else. Who the devil would I ring?’

  




  

    But he led the man into his kitchen where they sat at the table and the constable got him to repeat what he’d just said so that he could write it down. Monty watched him in resignation. This was officialdom all over: ask you the same thing twenty times and then write it down.

  




  

    ‘Now, sir,’ asked the constable at last, ‘did you touch the body?’

  




  

    Monty stared at him. ‘What the hell for?’

  




  

    ‘To try and find out his identity, sir. Looked for his driving licence, perhaps? You say he’s a stranger to you. You must have wondered who he was, when you saw him lying there.’

  




  

    Monty frowned and gave his answer some thought. ‘I didn’t worry who he                                 was































,’ he said at last. ‘I was more worried where he’d come from and how I was going to get rid of him. It didn’t                                 matter































 to me who he was – is. I don’t know him. If I’d found someone I                                 knew































 dead on my sofa, of course I’d have rung his home and told someone there to come and get him. I didn’t know him, so I rang you.’

  




  

    The constable sighed. But in the distance there was sound of other vehicles pulling up before the gates. New voices sounded in the drawing room. The kitchen door opened and, to Monty’s horror, his late wife walked in.

  




  

    If finding the dead man had been a shock, this was worse. Monty’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped open like the fellow’s on the sofa. He felt the blood draining from his face and his head swam briefly. ‘Bloody hell,’ he muttered. Were there dead people everywhere today? First one stiff in the drawing room and now a ghost strolling into the kitchen . . .

  




  

    ‘Sir?’ asked the constable in concern. He reached out and touched Monty’s arm.

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Monty aloud firmly. ‘This isn’t possible and you’re imagining it.’

  




  

    ‘I’m afraid there is a corpse in the other room, sir. You haven’t imagined it.’

  




  

    Monty waved his words away irritably. He hoped the wave would also dispel the figure that had just come through the door. Penny had been gone from his life this past ten years; and quitted  life altogether some four years ago. Bridget had driven over to tell him of her death and ask him if he wanted to attend the funeral. Of course he hadn’t, he’d replied. Bridget had thought that churlish of him, suggesting, with some asperity, that even an ex-wife deserves last respects. But Penny had walked out of his life because he had been selfish and foolish and too obstinate to make things up, and, in any case, he had left it too late to change anything. Gazing at her coffin would have done nothing but remind him of his own shortcomings. So he had simply told Bridget it was out of the question for him to attend the funeral. His knees wouldn’t allow it. They had parted, as the old saying went, ‘brass rags’, not for the first time and certainly not for the last. But you could be as direct as you liked with Bridget; it didn’t put her off. He knew; he’d tried. She always popped up again ready to interfere if he’d let her.

  




  

    Now common sense told him this new arrival was not a spectre, but a young woman who bore a remarkable resemblance to his late wife. There had been a wedding photo that showed Penny looking just like the newcomer. (He’d hidden all the photos after Penny left; and burned them after she died.) Penny had worn a wedding gown, of course, in the picture he had in mind, and this woman wore what, on a man, Monty would have called a business suit – striped trousers and matching jacket. But, oh boy, she was a double for Penny when younger: just above middle height, slightly built but wiry, a terrier of a girl, with short dark-red hair, a pointed chin and widely spaced grey eyes that sparkled with intelligence.

  




  

    Under the severe mannish jacket she wore a flamboyant ochre shirt with a wide collar. That, with her red hair and elfin haircut, turned her into the spirit of autumn. He wished he had pencil and paper to hand and could sketch her. It had been years since  he’d drawn or painted. Time after time he’d painted or sketched Penny in the old days, when they were young, so long ago. Now he was giving way to a stupid fancy.

  




  

    ‘Who                                 are































 you?’ asked Monty humbly.

  




  

    ‘Inspector Jessica Campbell,’ the young woman replied. To the constable she added, ‘All right, I’ll take over now.’

  




  

    The constable got up, not hiding his relief, and left them alone together.

  




  

    ‘Do you feel unwell?’ Penny’s look-alike was bending over him in concern. Could she really have said she was a                                 police inspector































 ?

  




  

    ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ she went on.

  




  

    Monty rallied and made a great effort to pull himself together. ‘I’m as well as I can be in the circumstances, thank you,’ he told her. ‘I don’t want tea. I want another whisky.’

  




  

    ‘How many have you had already?’ she asked. (Now she also sounded like his late wife.)

  




  

    ‘Only the one,’ he replied, as he’d replied to Penny so many times in the past. ‘And I spilled most of it when that dratted thing in there yawned.’ He pointed at the kitchen door and the distant sofa with its occupant.

  




  

    ‘Nasty shock,’ said Inspector Campbell. ‘But I think tea might be better.’

  




  

    It was not only shock; it was the accumulation of unforeseen and inexplicable events that led Monty to explode. ‘I don’t want                                 tea































! Drat it, why have I been surrounded my entire life by women who know better than I do what I need? I need a whisky!’ He glared at her.

  




  

    She looked back good-humouredly. ‘I think you’re coping with this all right,’ she said.

  




  

    Monty’s anger drained away. ‘Sorry for the outburst,’ he apologised. ‘But a small whisky wouldn’t hurt, would it?’

  




  

    ‘No, Mr Bickerstaffe, I don’t suppose it would.’

  




  

    A few minutes later when the whisky had been brought to him, she began to ask questions. That’s what coppers did. He prepared himself for going through it all yet again.

  




  

    ‘Live here all on your own, Mr Bickerstaffe?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, and you might as well call me Monty,’ he told her. ‘Everyone does.’

  




  

    She smiled at him. ‘Have you got somewhere you can go and stay tonight, Monty? A relative living nearby, perhaps?’

  




  

    ‘Why can’t I stay here, in my own home?’ he asked.

  




  

    ‘Well, you surely don’t want to stay here alone tonight after – this?’ She nodded towards the drawing room.

  




  

    It occurred to Monty that his chaise-longue bed was in there and she was quite right. He didn’t fancy sleeping there tonight.

  




  

    ‘Perhaps you’ve got some friends nearby?’ Inspector Campbell was saying.

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Monty grumpily. ‘I haven’t got friends anywhere.’

  




  

    ‘We can put you in a hotel for tonight, then,’ she said.

  




  

    Monty gave a snort. ‘If you can find one that’ll take me.’

  




  

    Her face showed that she appreciated that objection, but she made no comment on it.

  




  

    Instead, she said, ‘I understand that the deceased is a stranger to you. That’s what you told the constables when they got here.’

  




  

    ‘Never seen him before,’ Monty confirmed.

  




  

    ‘You weren’t in the house when he came?’

  




  

    ‘No, I was out – in town. I go every day, more or less.’

  




  

    ‘So how long were you away?’ she asked.

  




  

    Time meant little to Monty. He looked vague. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Three, four hours? I had a bite to eat in a pub – sausage and mash – and sat there for a while reading the paper. The pub was the Rose and Crown. They always put a couple of daily rags  in the bar for anyone to read. Nothing of substance, mind you. No                                 Telegraph
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. Usually it’s something with more pictures than text, but it’s better than nothing, and it’s free. Then I went shopping. You can ask them at the supermarket. They know me. They’ll tell you I was there. Same with the Rose and Crown.’ He frowned. ‘I hadn’t long got home, only a few minutes, before I found him.’

  




  

    ‘When you left to go shopping, you left the house empty? How did he get in?’

  




  

    ‘Through the front door, I suppose,’ Monty said.

  




  

    ‘How did he open it?’

  




  

    ‘It sticks,’ explained Monty. ‘The wood’s swollen. It’s a job to open it and to close it. I close it at night, before I go to bed. But during the day I just sort of wedge it shut. It opens if you give it a good shove.’

  




  

    ‘That isn’t a very good idea, is it?’ She gave a reproving shake of the head. ‘Leaving your house unlocked like that?’

  




  

    ‘Nothing here anybody would want,’ said Monty. ‘Nobody comes to see me, well, hardly ever. Who’s going to walk in?’ Then the irony of his question struck him and he gave another snort. ‘Well, that fellow did, I suppose you’d say.’

  




  

    ‘It’s a large house for one person,’ she said.

  




  

    ‘Always lived here, most of my life at any rate,’ Monty explained. ‘Family home, you know. I only use the downstairs now. My knees don’t like the stairs – arthritis.’

  




  

    ‘Is there a bathroom down here?’

  




  

    Monty thought this rather an impertinent question, but perhaps she was a lady in distress.

  




  

    ‘By the front door, on the left as you go out,’ he said. ‘Cloakroom. It’s got the usual offices. No lock on the door, by the way. You’ll have to sing or something.’

  




  

    Her cheeks reddened. ‘I don’t need it, I just wondered how you managed for baths.’

  




  

    ‘You mean,’ he said, with a sudden gleam in his eyes, ‘do I bath? Answer, no, I don’t. There isn’t a bath down here. I wash down in here, in the kitchen.’ He nodded towards the huge old stone sink.

  




  

    ‘You have plenty of room to have a bath or shower room installed,’ the inspector suggested. ‘What about that cloakroom, could it be converted? You might be able to get a grant from social services.’

  




  

    ‘Meddling women!’ said Monty, remembering his last encounter with a social worker. ‘No, my dear, not you, social service people. Nearly all meddling women. Besides, I couldn’t have workmen here. They’d be marching all over the place, whistling and making tea and getting under my feet. Couldn’t be doing with it. Anyway, I like it as it is. What’s all this got to do with the dead fellow on my sofa? Precious little, as far as I can see.’

  




  

    He was growing combative. He hadn’t asked the chap to walk in and die in his drawing room, for crying out loud! Anyone would think he was responsible. He was a man who’d spent his life avoiding responsibilities. Penny, were she still alive and here, would have confirmed this.

  




  

    ‘True,’ the red-haired inspector admitted. ‘Well, Monty, we don’t know what your visitor died of. But it’s a puzzle to know how he got here, isn’t it? There’s no car outside except police vehicles. It doesn’t look as if he walked from anywhere. His shoes are very clean.’

  




  

    ‘Are they?’ Monty was startled.

  




  

    ‘Yes, I looked.’

  




  

    At this Monty grew thoughtful. ‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ he said at last. ‘You’re a cool one, aren’t you? But you’re right. There was no car outside when I got here.’

  




  

    She smiled again. ‘I need to be observant. His clothes are also clean for the most part.’ She paused fractionally to glance over Monty’s scruffy jacket and shirt, both with frayed sleeves. ‘He’s quite well turned out, isn’t he? That’s a real suede jacket he’s wearing and they’re expensive.’

  




  

    ‘Looked to me like the sort of fellow who hangs around racecourses,’ mumbled Monty.

  




  

    The look in the grey eyes sharpened. ‘Are you a racing man?’

  




  

    ‘No, it was just an observation.’ Damn, he thought, you had to be so careful what you said to the police. They jumped on every word and twisted the meaning out of all recognition. Penny had been the same, reading a subtext he’d not intended into every blessed sentence. Name, rank and number, Monty! Just answer the lady’s questions.

  




  

    ‘The thing is, Mr Bickerstaffe – sorry, Monty – it does seem incredible that you should walk in and find someone you’d never set eyes on before, lying on your sofa, dead.’

  




  

    ‘Thought he was asleep,’ Monty said. ‘Until I realised he wasn’t. I couldn’t wake him up.’ Hastily he added, ‘I did give his jacket a bit of a twitch. I wouldn’t say I shook him. I shouted at him. I thought he’d got drunk and come in to sleep it off. He’d wet his pants. I smelled it. I suppose you noticed that, too?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, I did. Sorry to keep asking, but are you absolutely certain you haven’t                                 seen































 him anywhere?’

  




  

    ‘Never.’

  




  

    ‘Were you expecting                                 anyone































 to call today?’

  




  

    Monty was about to reply in the negative when they were both startled by tinny notes playing the opening bars of Mozart’s Rondo alla Turca. The tune appeared to be issuing from the pocket of Monty’s jacket.

  




  

    He stared at her wildly.

  




  

    She said, ‘I think it’s your mobile phone.’

  




  

    ‘What, oh, dratted thing . . .’ He fumbled in his pocket and took it out, pressing it to his ear.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Uncle Monty!’ said a cheery voice. ‘It’s Bridget here. I thought I’d give you a call to see how you’re getting on. Tansy told me she insisted you got a mobile but you’ve never called us on it.’

  




  

    Monty gazed at the phone in dismay and then held it out to the policewoman. ‘It’s my – a family member,’ he said. ‘She insists on calling me “Uncle”. I’m not her ruddy uncle. She’s my cousin Harry’s daughter, Bridget. You seem a capable sort. You’d better talk to her.’

  




  

    ‘What’s her surname?’ she asked, reaching out with her hand.

  




  

    Monty scowled. ‘Last time I knew of it, it was Harwell. It’s constantly changing. She keeps getting married and is just about to have a shot at it for the fourth time. Try Harwell. That was the last one. She probably answers to it.’

  




  

    He sat glumly watching the young woman inspector and listening to the one-sided conversation.

  




  

    ‘Yes, Mrs Harwell, it’s a mystery, I agree. But there is, or was, a body on the sofa in your uncle’s living room. We shall be removing it in due course, but he can’t stay here tonight. Yes, he’s in pretty good shape, but a little shocked. No . . .’ The inspector glanced at Monty and at the empty whisky glass. ‘No, he’s not.’

  




  

    ‘Wants to know if I’m drunk, does she?’ growled Monty.

  




  

    ‘I see, Mrs Harwell. That sounds an excellent idea. I’ll tell him. Yes, I’ll wait until you get here.’

  




  

    ‘What?’ shouted Monty, as the inspector broke the phone connection. ‘What’s all that about good ideas and Bridget coming here?’

  




  

    ‘Mrs Harwell has kindly offered to take you home with her  and put you up for a bit,’ said Inspector Campbell. ‘She says she’ll be here in twenty minutes or so.’

  




  

    ‘Bloody hell! Don’t you think you might have asked me about that? I am not going home with Bridget. You might as well throw me into a prison cell, lock the door and chuck away the key.’ Monty waved his arms in distress and knocked over the empty whisky glass.

  




  

    ‘We have no reason to do that, do we?’ she pointed out, at the same time neatly grabbing the glass before it could roll off the table and smash on the floor. ‘Perhaps you’d better stay with Mrs Harwell, if only for tonight. I think you are rather shocked and you can’t stay here. We’ve already agreed that.’

  




  

    The kitchen door opened and a stocky, youngish man appeared and caught Campbell’s eye. She excused herself and left the kitchen, the heels of her little pointy-toed black boots tapping briskly on the stone flags like a male flamenco dancer building up to a thunderous                                 zapateado































.

  




  

    She’d closed the door behind her. He could hear the murmur of their voices but wasn’t interested to know what they were saying. Bridget was coming. He had to go back with her to her place. He’d thought, when he’d realised the fellow on the sofa was dead, that things couldn’t get worse, but they just had.

  




  




  

     Chapter 3

  




  

    ‘This is really weird,’ said Sergeant Phil Morton quietly to Jess Campbell. They had retreated to the hall and Monty couldn’t have heard them; but something churchlike about the empty vault of the stairwell encouraged whispers. ‘I’ve had a quick look in our corpse’s jacket pockets, and I can’t find a thing to identify him. No wallet, car keys, driving licence, nothing. There’s only some loose change. I’d say someone’s been ahead of us and removed everything.’

  




  

    ‘I don’t like it,’ said Jess. ‘I’ll bet my boots this isn’t a natural death. Why try and hide his identity? I’ll take Mr Bickerstaffe outside. He can wait in a police car until his niece, Mrs Harwell, gets here.’

  




  

    ‘There’s no sign of violence on the body,’ said Morton doubtfully. ‘At least, I can’t see any. No sign of a struggle. Mind you, the whole place is such a tip it would be hard to tell if anything was out of place or untidier than usual.’

  




  

    ‘So we’ll have to scout round outside and see if we can find any tracks or any signs of activity out there. There may be a puddle of vomit. He’s been sick. He didn’t fly in here like Mary Poppins, Phil! He came here by car, so where is it? He didn’t walk, not in those shoes. Anyway, he’s not a tramp, looking for a handout. He’s a well-dressed, well-nourished male in his early forties at the most, would you agree?’

  




  

    Morton nodded. Then he looked at the closed kitchen door  with the invisible Monty behind it. ‘The old fellow might have gone through his pockets, looking for cash to buy his whisky.’

  




  

    ‘He wouldn’t take car keys or a whole wallet, just the cash. But I don’t think he did take it. I agree with you. Someone intended to delay identification and emptied our dead friend’s pockets. I think it more than possible that person – or persons – brought him here by car and abandoned him.’

  




  

    ‘Why here?’ Morton asked promptly. ‘You think whoever it was knew about this house?’ He glanced round him. ‘They chose the right place, didn’t they? It’s already a dump and as cheery as a morgue.’

  




  

    Jess thrust her hands into her jacket pockets and hunched her shoulders. Phil was right. It was like a mausoleum: chilly, dank, dusty and musty-smelling. It must be Victorian. The flight of stairs to the upper floor was wide enough to allow for the passage of crinoline skirts. Above, the gloom of the landing was unexpectedly broken by light from a stained-glass window. Patches of red and yellow fell incongruously across the carved wood and blackened oil paintings. It added to the atmosphere; she felt she was in a memorial chapel. She missed only the smell of stale flower water and smouldering candles.

  




  

    She gave herself a shake and said briskly, ‘I’ll take Monty outside. Then you and I had better take a look up there . . .’ She pointed to the landing. ‘To make sure there are no more dead bodies lying around.’

  




  

    When she got back to the kitchen, Jess found Monty apparently sunk in depression. It was difficult to know what to do with him. He clearly didn’t want to go and stay with Bridget Harwell although the woman had sounded very sensible over the phone. But he couldn’t stay in the house until they were sure it wasn’t a  crime scene and he needed company. Whether he realised it himself or not, he was deeply shocked.

  




  

    ‘Come along, then sir,’ she said to him in as encouraging a manner as she could. He rose obediently and followed her outside.

  




  

    Jess gratefully took a deep breath of fresh air. Monty shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders, sulking. Outside the main gates one of the constables who’d first arrived on the scene was standing by his car, talking to a newcomer, a young man in jeans and a scuffed leather jacket.

  




  

    ‘Hello, Monty!’ the unknown hailed Bickerstaffe. ‘What’s going on in your place? This copper won’t tell me!’

  




  

    Monty opened his mouth to reply but Jess forestalled him. ‘I’ll answer any questions, Mr Bickerstaffe. You say nothing, all right!’ She bundled him into the rear seat of the police car and shut the door firmly on him. Inside, Monty sank back into the seat and folded his arms like a truculent toddler.

  




  

    She turned to the officer and the young newcomer. Jess looked him over carefully and judged him to be about twenty. His sunburned complexion indicated he spent most of his time outdoors. His hair was long, curling over the greasy collar of the leather jacket. Hair and jacket needed a wash. In a way he was quite good-looking, but the looks would soon coarsen. He met her gaze boldly. A real Jack-the-lad, she thought.

  




  

    ‘You are?’ she asked briskly.

  




  

    ‘Gary Colley.’ Despite the gleam in his dark eyes, there was caution in his voice and in his manner.

  




  

    ‘This gentleman,’ said the officer with some irony, nodding at Gary, ‘lives a couple of hundred metres or so further down this lane. There’s a sort of smallholding, apparently, belonging to his father. He lives there, with his family.’

  




  

    Gary scowled at him but addressed himself to Jess. ‘He won’t  tell me what’s going on.’ He took a hand from his jacket pocket and pointed at the officer.

  




  

    ‘No, and neither shall I,’ said Jess. ‘You’ll have to wait to find out. But I would like to ask you a couple of questions.’

  




  

    Gary hadn’t finished asking his own. ‘You’ve not gone and arrested poor old Monty, have you?’

  




  

    ‘No. Now then, were you here earlier today?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ said Gary promptly.

  




  

    ‘Where were you?’

  




  

    ‘Home, looking after the stock and doing odd jobs around the place. We farm a bit, like this copper said. Pigs, mostly.’ He hid a grin.

  




  

    He was the sort who normally referred to the police as ‘pigs’ and in his own mind he was being witty. Jess wondered if he had a police record.

  




  

    ‘What brought you out here now?’

  




  

    ‘On my way into town, thought I’d get in an early pint or two.’

  




  

    Jess glanced at her wristwatch. ‘Very early, it’s only ten to five.’

  




  

    ‘It’ll take me half an hour to get there,’ Gary said simply. He stared at her. His face wasn’t laughing but his dark eyes were.

  




  

    ‘Who lives at your farm besides you and your father?’ she asked.

  




  

    ‘Me mum,’ he told her. ‘My sister, her kid, and me grandma.’

  




  

    Four generations of Colleys under one roof. Jess knew the set-up: a local family of the sort that was probably known to everyone, and mistrusted by most. They themselves would know everyone and everything that went on hereabouts. Not crooks, but not entirely honest. Poachers, probably, involved with illegal dogfights perhaps, that sort of thing. They might even store stolen goods at their remote smallholding, supplementing their income by obliging bigger more professional crooks than themselves. It might  be worth taking a look if they could think of an excuse for a search warrant.

  




  

    ‘How old is your sister’s child?’ Suspicion of child neglect might be a way to investigate the Colleys.

  




  

    Gary thought about that and then offered, ‘About four?’

  




  

    ‘And his – or her – father?’

  




  

    He grinned. ‘You a detective?’

  




  

    ‘Yes,’ she told him.

  




  

    ‘Well, you might be able to find out who Katie’s dad is. None of us know.’

  




  

    Jess drew a deep breath. ‘Have you seen any strange vehicles travelling along this road today?’

  




  

    ‘Not much comes down this way,’ said Gary. ‘If it does, it’s mostly coming from, or making for, Sneddon’s Farm. That’s about half a mile further on.’ He pointed down the lane. ‘I haven’t seen any cars I didn’t recognise. If we ever get a stranger it’s probably someone lost.’

  




  

    ‘Sure about that?’

  




  

    He nodded confidently. ‘I’d have noticed. Usually they stop and ask the way. I send them back to the main road. You can get across country this way but it’s all lanes and bits of tracks going down to the woods. There aren’t any signposts and the surfaces are all full of potholes. You can’t pass another vehicle, neither. One of you has to back up and find the entry to a gate to pull off the road and there’s not many of them. So a strange driver, he’s pretty noticeable.’

  




  

    ‘How about walkers?’

  




  

    He shook his head. ‘No. We don’t get walkers as a rule, not on this road.’ Gary turned and pointed with raised arm past the house and towards the rise of the land behind. ‘There’s a right of way across Shooter’s Hill. We see a lot of walkers up there in good  weather. But I can’t say I noticed anyone up there today and I know I didn’t see anyone down here.’

  




  

    Gary squinted at her and tempered his statement with, ‘But then, I wasn’t out front of the place all day. Pigs are mostly in the field at the back. They’re destructive blighters. They broke down the fence and got into Pete Sneddon’s field alongside ours. He’d have kicked up a fuss, Pete, if he’d seen them; so my dad and I, we rounded them up. Then I had to mend the fence.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you,’ Jess said. ‘Someone will come to your home and talk to your whole family. Try and remember if you saw anything unusual or anyone you didn’t know around here today, either on the road or off it.’

  




  

    Gary looked over her shoulder towards the house behind her. ‘You lot staying around here for much longer, are you?’

  




  

    ‘Off you go!’ growled the constable.

  




  

    Gary shrugged and walked off jauntily towards the distant sprawl of the town. Jess wasn’t fooled. Gary was smart enough not to turn back to his home immediately, but she doubted he was making his way into town and the pubs, as he’d said was his intention. He would take himself out of their sight and then double back over the fields, carrying a warning to his clan. Any search warrant they obtained would be useless. If there were dodgy merchandise at the farm, it would be cleared out pronto.

  




  

    ‘When Mrs Harwell gets here, let me know,’ Jess told the constable. ‘Keep her out here.’

  




  

                                     


  




  

    Jess turned back to the house and saw Morton standing by the front door and talking to the constable. Both were peering at the ground. As she approached them, it struck her that there was a pungent animal smell in the air, something she’d not noticed before. She remarked on it, adding that it must be the nearby pig farm.

  




  

    ‘They’re clean animals, on the whole, pigs,’ said the constable. ‘But if you get a lot of them together . . .’

  




  

    ‘OK, Farmer Giles,’ said Morton to him.

  




  

    ‘Carry on looking around,’ Jess told the constable. ‘Time for you and me to take that look at the upstairs rooms, Phil. Let’s hope there are no more unpleasant surprises up there!’

  




  

    They returned to the house and paused briefly in the cavernous entrance hall. Morton’s habitual expression of gloom turned to one of wonder as he gazed upward.

  




  

    ‘To think,’ he said, ‘that the old chap lives here alone. Wouldn’t you think it would give him nightmares?’

  




  

    ‘He’s always lived here,’ Jess replied. ‘He doesn’t notice the state of it, probably.’

  




  

    ‘I reckon the family must have had money at some time,’ Morton went on as they cautiously ascended the staircase in single file, keeping to one side. ‘I wonder what happened to it. Hey, do you think the old boy is an eccentric millionaire? What are we going to find up here? Mouldering banknotes stashed under the floorboards?’

  




  

    They had reached the landing and the stained-glass window loomed over them. It appeared to show a biblical subject with robed figures. Jess and Morton stood side by side and studied it. It was an action-packed scene. A crowd milled angrily outside a building, looking up at it. Above their heads, vengeful faces grimaced from a window aperture as a female form, with long yellow hair, plummeted earthward. Her braceleted arms were flung out in a mix of entreaty, despair and a doomed effort to save herself. At the very bottom of the window, a pair of hounds looked up expectantly.

  




  

    Facing it, across the landing, was another window. It had probably been a companion piece with another Bible story depicted,  but it had apparently suffered some accident and was partly boarded up in a rough job using sections of plank. Only a few pieces of coloured glass at the top remained visible.
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