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			 Alan Luxton aged four, 1925

			
			

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Half a century on from the Luxton tragedy, this new edition includes a Postscript reflecting, with the gift of hindsight, on the Luxton saga today. I also add an extended Afterword telling the drama of an unsuccessful attempt, led by the poet Ted Hughes, to ban the book’s publication in 1982.

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			Prelude

			On Tuesday morning, 23 September 1975, the blasted corpses of three unmarried siblings, last surviving members of the ancient Luxton clan of Winkleigh, North Devon, were found on their remote farm. The body of Alan, fifty-­five, lay in the cobbled farmyard; the bodies of Robbie, sixty-­five, and Frances, sixty-­eight, were discovered side by side among the windfall apples in the orchard. All three had their heads blown off from above the nose. Robbie’s cheeks and neck had been stabbed; Frances had a broken leg. Strangely, each of the four doors to the house were locked from the inside with the keys in place. The window of Frances’s bedroom, facing out towards the orchard, was open – swinging on its hinges.

			The police, led by Detective Chief Superintendent Proven Sharpe of Devon and Cornwall CID, suspected joint suicide. At the inquest the words ‘homicide’ and ‘murder’ were avoided. The jury at the coroner’s court agreed with DCS Sharpe’s suicide theory, backed by the evidence of the pathologist on the case and a second forensic expert. But the verdict would be questioned at the time and down the years. Many believed that murder should not have been ruled out.

			The Luxtons’ idyllic farm on a stretch of lush countryside between Exmoor and Dartmoor had been lovingly tended with outdated methods. But there were rumours of a thwarted betrothal, wrangles over money and property, generational feuds in the extended family; rumours of sexual ‘funny business’, bouts of insanity and committal to a mental asylum. The eccentricities of the reclusive Luxtons were the stuff of local legend. Who but Frances Luxton would ask for a single shoelace in the village shop? Who but Robbie Luxton would dock a labourer’s wages for helping himself to an orchard apple? And Alan, who had not left the farm for twenty years, would sometimes appear in the farmyard with nothing but a sack around his middle.

			
			

			I wrote a book about the case, Earth to Earth, published in the autumn of 1982. This was a story of a farming family struggling under unbearable practical and emotional pressures; of neighbours in a rural backwater; a police investigation, and the proceedings of the inquest. I concluded that for many years this family remnant had lived a tightfisted, dysfunctional existence, due to economic and social pressures inherited from previous generations. Increasingly incapable of farming, yet unable to leave, it appeared that they agreed to end their lives together; although there were anomalies in the evidence suggesting alternative, criminal scenarios. A strange aspect of the case was the failure of their neighbours to intervene. The stricken misery that preceded their savage deaths, however, suggested darker elements. Were they scapegoats of local malice? Victims of a murderous sibling conflict? A family stricken by a dire ancestral curse?

		

	
		
			
			

			PART ONE

			WINKLEIGH

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			1

			It all began in the last week of September 1975 when I received a newspaper clipping in the post with a scribble at the top: ‘FYI: is there a book in this? Peter C.’ It was from my editor, Peter Carson, at Penguin Books. Under the byline of Pearson Phillips, a freelance reporter on the Observer, the article was headlined ‘Tragic Farm Where Time Stood Still’. He wrote: ‘Alongside the farming notes and recipes for windfall apples, the local newspapers of Devon and Cornwall have been aghast all week at a stark tragedy.’

			Three members of a farming family, the Luxtons, Phillips went on, were found dead at West Chapple farm near Winkleigh in North Devon. ‘The story which emerges has a unique and chilling fascin­ation.’ There was mention of ‘blasted bodies’ and ‘family wrangles’, ‘disappointed love affairs’, and all against the background of a remote farm that ‘had managed to escape the progress of the twentieth century’.

			*  *  *

			I visited the cuttings library at the Press Association on Fleet Street, a crucial source of wide media coverage. There were news items in The Times, the Daily Telegraph and the Daily Mail. The West Country press had splashed on it day after day. The Express and Echo trumpeted: ‘Night of Horror at Winkleigh’.

			
			

			On that fateful Tuesday morning, 23 September, a grocer’s roundsman, Jimmy Reynolds, arrived at isolated West Chapple farm to make a fortnightly delivery. He was surprised to find that he had to open up the four-­barred gate entrance. Up in the farmyard he could hear dogs barking, but no sign of life. He knocked at the door: no answer. On an incline in the yard he saw what looked like a flyblown scarecrow. ‘I backed up the van watching it all the time,’ he told a reporter. He got out and approached the ‘scarecrow thing’ slowly.

			It was Alan Luxton’s body, dressed in pyjamas and unlaced army boots; his arms were folded, and he lay in a pool of dark blood. The scalp was missing. Reynolds poked the arm with a stick and found it supple.

			Reynolds drove at high speed back to Winkleigh to the home of the local police constable, Cliff Waycott, who was on his day off working in the garden. Within an hour a full-­scale police investigation was under way. Forensic experts were flown in by helicopter from Bristol. Fearing that a killer might be lurking, the police, in constabulary parlance, ‘proceeded with caution’, calling out as they went. Among the advance recce were constables Peter Gould and John Tilke. Gould conducted a search of the house carrying a mirror on a stick to look around corners.

			Fragments of flesh and bone were found over a wide area around the lawn and flower beds at the back of the house. Creeping through the vegetable garden by the orchard fence, Tilke at last came upon the corpses of Robbie and Frances lying among the rotting cider apples. They were hidden from view by a fold in the earth. Frances was lying in an eerie posture, on all fours, nightdress up around her midriff, legs drawn up in double genuflection as if in prayer. The top of her head was missing and a large section of brain, apparently intact, lay several feet from her body as if it had just flopped out. Alongside was the body of brother Robbie, dressed in trousers, unlaced boots and vest. He too had massive head injuries and, in addition, several wounds through the cheek and about the lips, mouth and ears. An old shotgun lay at his side.

			
			

			The bodies were removed to a mortuary at Exeter where they were identified by Fred Lyne, the Luxtons’ farm labourer for twenty-­five years. According to one report Lyne had been given one week’s notice and just a week’s pay. Living payday to payday on his cash wages, it spelled disaster. Lyne had apparently stood in a field above the farm, watching the grocer’s van coming and going but had apparently ‘thought nothing of it’.

			No suspicion seemed to have been cast on Lyne. But, I asked myself, how come he was up in one of the fields, while the gate to the farm was shut? Why had he not seen the ‘scarecrow thing’ himself on coming to work? Given his shabby treatment after a quarter of a century’s work, was he a suspect? But there were no further comments on Lyne in the cuttings.

			Detective Chief Superintendent of Devon and Cornwell CID, Proven Sharpe, was in charge of the case. He gave this statement to the press: ‘We are not clear as to who did what to whom and in what sequence. We are treating the case as a murder inquiry, but at the moment we are holding an open mind as to what occurred. Our investigations are centred on the farm and the immediate area of Winkleigh, and we do not anticipate at this stage that we shall extend them further.’

			*  *  *

			One constable said that the deaths had ‘all the marks of an Agatha Christie thriller’. The ‘tragic trio’, as press liked to call them, were the last surviving members of an ancient Devon family that had farmed at West Chapple and elsewhere in Devon for ‘six hundred years’. They were said to be ‘recluses’; Alan, the young brother, had not been seen beyond the farm gate for twenty years, and the other two only on rare occasions, and then weather-­beaten and emaciated.

			
			

			They had farmed with much the same equipment as their grandfather in the late nineteenth century. While concrete had appeared on most farms even in secluded parts of Devon, the yards and cowsheds of West Chapple were paved with centuries-­old cobbles. The great barns were supported with ancient beams. The meadows were mown with scythes and the hay turned and rowed and stacked with pitchforks. Post-­and-­wire fences were not to be found; every hedge had been cut and laid to perfection by time-­honoured methods.

			One report spoke of an ‘energy generator’ powered by a ‘great iron water wheel sunk deep into the ground’. The wheel was apparently fed by wooden culverts from a pond above the farm, linked by a system of gears and jointed shafts to perfectly maintained Victorian machinery in a barn on the slope above the house. The rain sweeping across the moors from the Atlantic provided free-­power.

			
			

		

	
		
			2

			I drove from London down to Winkleigh which lies in a stretch of farmland between Exmoor and Dartmoor known as North Devon. The autumn sky was soft blue, contrasting with the bright moss green of the pastureland. The soil in this part of Devon is dark cedar red, reminiscent of dried blood; a pervasive terracotta hue in the landscape, blending with the red sandstone and cob from which many local barns and homesteads are built.

			The landscape feels secretive: abrupt combes screened by sturdy coppices. High earth banks topped by laid hawthorn hedges border the weirdly patterned fields and sharply winding lanes. Lush meadows lie in folds, shaped by ancient warrens and cattle-­ways. Sheltered, yet drenched by frequent rain squalls, the soil is wonderfully fertile. The land is good for beef-­fattening, sheep-­raising and dairy farming. Most farmers tend orchards, keep pigs and poultry, grow their own vegetables.

			Along the road from Exeter to Barnstaple the names of the parishes and ‘hundreds’ have an ancient ring, as if one were about to enter a medieval ambit of market towns, monasteries, orchards, cider presses and water mills: Frithlestock, Buckland Brewer, Woolfardisworthy, Clovella Dykes, Zeal Monachorum, Cruwys Morchard.

			Winkleigh, with its pinnacle church tower of All Saints, stands on the summit of a hill looking towards the lavender haze of the moors – Dartmoor to the south and Exmoor to the north. My guidebook told me that the village had been founded in the days of the Saxon occupation of Devon. At some unknown date it had acquired a fair and a market, expanding to a high of prosperity from which it had slipped into decline with the coming of the railways, bypassing Winkleigh to favour Eggesford.

			
			

			Local historians claimed that there were earthworks beneath the knoll in the centre of the village known as Croft Mount, a Norman castle site and yet dating from the Bronze Age, 3,000 years ago, and that the Saxons had originally fortified the place with wooden palisades. Tradition has it that a secret tunnel ran beneath the mound; that a carriage drawn by headless horses would pass under the village making galloping noises in the night.

			I found the interior of the church spacious and light; outside a sundial bore the grim reminder:

			 

			Life’s but a show, Man’s but dust

			This dyall says, Dy all we must.

			 

			In the market square a pyramid-­shaped pump commemorated the passing of the Reform Bill, the 1832 act in the reign of William IV that widened the electoral franchise.

			Beyond was Winkleigh’s Crafty Bun Café. A scowling youth stood outside, bleakly staring out into the square: dark glasses and an earring. His combat jacket was festooned with Nazi insignia; a badge on his tropical army jacket instructed: ‘If you feel sexy – smile.’

			I smiled, and asked him if he lived in Winkleigh. He mumbled, ‘Maybe, maybe not.’ Winkleigh’s cafeteria cowboy appeared speechless with shyness.

			Inside there was an impression of over-­brewed tea and stale cigarettes. A jukebox thumped out a heavy metal number. A group of youths in studded leather jackets sat around a table. I tried to strike up a conversation. They seemed content to answer my questions without looking at me directly, addressing each other with abrupt bursts of ribald laughter. When I asked for directions to West Chapple Farm, one said with a hoot, ‘Thass where them Luxtons was topped.’ But they had no idea where the farm was. I asked what work they did, prompting more bursts of laughter. Eventually one said that they worked in the slaughterhouse of the local chicken factory up at the old airfield: ‘Chop, chop, CHOP – blood everywhere!’

			
			

			I said: ‘So you think the Luxtons were topped?’

			‘Course! Serves ’em right for keeping it all under the bed.’

			
			

		

	
		
			3

			In the Kings Arms thatched pub two men stood at the bar. One, middle-­aged and gnarled-­looking, might have been a farm worker. A younger man in a tweed jacket appeared managerial.

			I bought a glass of beer and asked for directions to West Chapple Farm.

			The older man came straight to the point: ‘You’re going the right way to get a boot in yer face,’ he murmured. He drank up and walked out.

			‘Never mind him,’ said the younger man. ‘It was the journalists – they trampled over people’s feelings. You’ve never seen anything like it. Great droves of them scrambling all over the place, knocking on doors, asking stupid questions. They go away and write something completely different. Make it all up. You’re not a journalist, are you?’

			I equivocated. I mentioned the house and the farm, as if interested in the sale of the property.

			He knew two people in the village who would know about the farm: Clifford Short, a cousin of the Luxtons. Then there was Fred Lyne, a farm labourer for many years at West Chapple. ‘Lyne,’ he said, ‘is your old-­fashioned Devon farmhand for you. You know they gave Lyne a week’s notice after all those years, expected him to work it out. Not a penny compensation . . . nothing! Fred’s working down at Inch’s cider factory now. Stopped working one day for the Luxtons and started up the next at Inch’s.’

			
			

			‘Has Lyne been a suspect?’

			‘God no! Old Fred wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

			We chatted for a while about Devon farming, which he assured me had many problems, considering ‘CAP, the bloody Common Agricultural Policy – but what else is new!’

			Then I asked him for directions to the home of Clifford Short, and to Inch’s cider factory.

			*  *  *

			I walked down the hill and out of Winkleigh on the Exeter road. The wind had dropped and the sun shed a rich midday autumn light; the leaves were turning on a line of fine oaks in the fields ahead.

			The home of Clifford Short had massive whitewashed walls and a thatched roof. An elderly woman was bent over a flower bed in the front garden, dead-­heading roses. She was wearing an apron and her grey hair was held neatly in a hairnet. She seemed nervous, but affable. Her husband was out working, she said, but could she help? Was I a detective? She seemed disappointed when I said that I was just a kind of historian, a white lie I had settled on for the time being.

			‘Why don’t you come in for some tea?’

			A paraffin heater warmed the bright room. She brought in a tray of tea and biscuits and we settled at a table by the window. As we talked she twitched the nylon lace curtain every time a car passed on the road.

			‘My husband wouldn’t let me say anything if he were here,’ she started. ‘He’s related to their mother, Wilmot. I’m no relative at all to the deceased. But you see, I think people ought to know about these things. I think one should have it out so as to avoid unhappiness. All this bottling things up never did any good.’

			The idea of the slaughter of an entire family as a result of things being ‘bottled up’ struck me as something of an overreaction.

			
			

			‘So,’ not wishing to sound too eager, I said, ‘what in particular should have been out in the open with the Luxton family?’

			‘They were completely shut up in themselves in recent years . . . although the farm was only up the road, we haven’t set foot in there for more than forty years. The last time was just before the war when I went to the old father’s funeral – that’s their father, Robert John.’

			I asked about Frances.

			‘Oh, she was very religious and quite a reader. She went abroad once, to the Holy Land, which was quite a joke around here because they never had any money.’

			She gave me an ironic look. ‘At least they never spent any money. She’s even been known to ask for one shoelace at the village shop; went into the shop and asked if they could separate a pair of laces because she was too mean to buy the whole pair.’

			Had they friends in the village?

			‘Oh, no time for the village, and as far as I know they had no friends.’

			Her tone of voice was beginning to betray a barely controlled resentment. ‘We’re their closest relations, and I mean closest to them physically in Devon; but they had nothing to do with us.’

			So what was going to happen to the farm, the house and property?

			She gave a forced laugh. ‘Oh yes, everybody wants to know what’s going to happen about the property. Well, it’s all a mystery, all in a mess. A Mr Cloke over in Okehampton is the solicitor. He’s working it all out.’

			She thought for a moment and folded her arms tightly. ‘I don’t suppose there will be anything for us,’ she murmured. ‘But just think what a house and two hundred-­odd acres would fetch on the market now. It was under offer when they died.’

			‘You’re close relatives,’ I said. ‘Are you in touch with other family members – however remote?’

			She had seen an address in the visitors’ book in the church at Brushford where Frances worshipped. ‘I think it was a Brian Luxton. I don’t know him. But you might give him a try.’

			
			

			As she saw me out, she said I should come back and talk to her husband. ‘But I’m afraid you won’t get much out of him.’

			As I was about to walk away, she called me back. I should go to see Rosemary Dark, she said. I put her address and directions in my notebook.

			*  *  *

			I went along to Inch’s cider factory a little way outside the village in hope of finding Fred Lyne.

			There was an open-­sided warehouse. A sharp stench of rotting apples filled the air like formaldehyde.

			A young worker pointed him out. Fred Lyne, dressed in outsize black oilskins, was shovelling apples onto a rattling conveyer belt.

			He stopped and faced me with startled blue eyes. He was short and lean; a broken nose gave him the appearance of a bantam-­weight boxer. He had a three-­day growth of rimy beard and his cheeks were a rosy mass of broken capillaries.

			‘Have you come from the Social Security office?’ he asked expectantly.

			When I told him ‘No’, he looked crestfallen. I guessed he was owed dole money.

			‘I’ve really come to talk to you about the Luxtons,’ I said.

			‘What’s it about?’ he asked suspiciously.

			I said that I was a writer interested in farming families.

			‘I can’t talk here,’ he said shortly. ‘Come and see me at home and I’ll tell you what I can.’

			He dictated his address and directions as I wrote them down in my notebook.

			‘Come after tea.’

			
			

		

	
		
			4

			Mrs Dark was a large old lady in a floral housecoat living in a thatched cottage down a steep cobbled lane running away from the village square. She took a long time coming to the door, and she looked me up and down suspiciously. Mention of Mrs Short seemed to convince her that I was not a dangerous person.

			The living room was spotlessly clean and polished; as she talked she fiddled with a duster, shaking it out and neatly refolding it.

			‘Have you talked to Lionel Butler at the post office?’ she asked sharply. ‘I shouldn’t if I were you, or take any notice. He’s only lived here about twelve years and he’s talking to the newspapers as if he’s an expert.’

			She looked cross, indignant. ‘Well, the fact is that the Luxtons reaped their reward. Her in particular.’

			I was surprised by the hint of venom.

			‘Nobody around here will tell you the full story. But there are plenty of us know what we know and we’re keeping it to ourselves.’

			She fell silent; but she cocked her eye at me, as if she was willing me to probe a little before she could let it all out.

			‘Well, I should really like to know the full story,’ I said. ‘Especially if you believe that it needs to be told one day; although not in the newspapers.’

			I had by now decided that I should explain myself as a writer, more of a historian than a journalist – which would have placed me as a newspaperman.

			
			

			‘There are people here, I won’t mention names, who have known them all their lives, and their father and grandfather. I knew her mother Wilmot, who was a Short . . .’

			She looked at me directly, narrowing her eyes. ‘But of course the Luxtons thought themselves a cut above the Shorts. And they had no truck with the village . . . poor old Wilmot, their mother, wasn’t allowed to have her own family up to West Chapple Farm.’

			She paused. ‘You know about Brushford Barton, don’t you?’

			I confessed ignorance.

			‘Well, this is the whole thing. The Luxtons of Brushford Barton considered themselves to be gentry, that’s going back many years . . . whereas the Luxtons of West Chapple were like the poor relations . . . But the West Chapple Luxtons always liked to boast about the link with Brushford, and Frances especially . . . so here’s the point. Frances made it known that she was to be buried at Brushford, not here in Winkleigh like her brothers.’

			She was looking at me wide-­eyed. ‘Can you beat that? Snobbery beyond the grave! . . . And that’s where she went to church . . . but if there was no service over there, she would deign to come to the Winkleigh service. But at the end of the service she wouldn’t come out and speak to the likes of us; oh no, she’d sneak out the side. Makes me laugh, these people! They always go to church, they do, no matter how they behave.’

			‘So you say there’s a full story . . . I wonder if you could enlarge on that a little, Mrs Dark.’

			‘Well, you being a historian will soon find out what you’ll find out . . . It ran in the family, that did. And it’s my thinking that’s how the family came to grief . . .’

			Her voice now assumed a note of whispered discretion. ‘It ran in the family. You’ve never known so much intermarrying, one after the other marrying cousins and aunts and nephews and what have you, and carrying on with each other.’

			She brightened up: ‘Now Mrs Borowez, who is English unlike her husband who is a Russian, used to go up from Chub House which they rented from the Luxtons to help clean at West Chapple. Well, she was never allowed upstairs into the bedrooms, never, even when they were spring-­cleaning. It was strictly downstairs only. We’re not daft. We weren’t born yesterday. It was in the family, you see. That’s why Alan was a bit touched.’

			
			

			‘You mean,’ I said, ‘that Alan suffered from mental illness?’

			She ignored the question, and went back to her earlier insistence.

			‘Now what would Lionel Butler know of all these things? You’ve got to know a family and country ways over years and years.’

			She stood up, as if to indicate that my visit was over.

			‘There’s so much I could tell, but it’s no business of mine . . . let them get on with it, that’s what I say.’

			Then she sat down again: ‘But it’s a mercy they’re dead and buried. That’s how I see it. I mean there was the other business Frances was into things no decent Christian should have dealings with . . .’

			I remained seated.

			‘Visits to the churchyard at night, muttering and talking to the graves. What was all that about? You wouldn’t believe it would happen in this day and age, in the world of television and aeroplanes . . . toing and froing among the graves . . . talking to the moon and what-­have-­you. Well, you wouldn’t say that it was healthy and normal, would you?’

			She now stood up and moved towards the door, indicating that my visit was definitely over.

			As I paused on the threshold to shake her hand, she said, ‘Ever since she was a girl she couldn’t be like the rest. Always had to be different.’

			As I came away, I decided to treat the ‘talking to the moon’ as nonsense; at the same time, the innuendo about incest had to be pure speculation. Since the Luxtons were so reclusive, who could possibly know about them ‘carrying on’? As for Mrs Borowez, their cleaner, how often did she visit West Chapple to clean? Was it a seldom spring clean, or a regular visit? In any case, the fact that she was asked only to clean downstairs proved nothing.

			
			

			*  *  *

			On leaving Mrs Dark I took a short cut through Winkleigh churchyard and ran into the vicar, John Williams.

			I said that I was intrigued that nobody seemed to have helped the Luxtons in their depressed state during the weeks running up to their deaths. I was deliberately, if gently, provoking him. Why hadn’t he, the local pastor, looked in on them, sounded the alarm about the state of affairs at West Chapple?

			‘Oh, they were quiet people,’ said the Reverend Williams in a softly spoken voice. ‘She went regularly to the Brushford church which was more or less a defunct congregation.’

			‘And what about Robbie?’

			‘Well, I must say I didn’t realize that Robbie was in such a state. Alan, of course, was completely mad – there was some love affair in the poor fellow’s life which was thwarted.’

			I was surprised to hear a clergyman talking bluntly of a parishioner being ‘completely mad’, rather than mentally ill. He went on, ‘I’m really sorry for poor Frances – she had to manage two unhinged brothers without any help from outside.’

			I wanted to ask, ‘But isn’t that at least part of your job, Reverend?’ Instead, I said, ‘Did you go down to the farm yourself, to see what might be done for them?’

			He looked mildly shocked. ‘Oh no, no, no . . . they kept themselves to themselves and I don’t know of anybody who visited them on a regular basis. They lived very simply, you know, and they didn’t appear to spend any money on themselves.’

			He said that I might have a chat with a Mrs Chambers who had known Frances when they were schoolgirls together; he gave me the directions. Looking swiftly at his watch, he turned in the direction he had been headed, a look of relief on his face as he took off. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help you any further,’ he said.

			
			

			I distinctly heard him humming as he went off down the shingle path.
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			On the outskirts of the village, on the road to North Tawton, there was a close of council houses called Sunny View. Mrs Chambers was standing at her door looking this way and that up and down the road, wiping her hands on her apron. She invited me into the kitchen to talk.

			‘Money, money, money, money lay at the root of it. They had a great-­uncle, Robert George, who was a big landowner and wealthy. He was a drinker and a gambler. He broke his neck falling off a horse. The Luxtons were a big family in these parts, but many of them lost their livelihoods and went abroad.’

			It was the old story of the Luxtons of Winkleigh as ‘poor relations’; and yet each informant seemed to shape the tale with a different emphasis. Mrs Chambers now started to stress the link between the downfall of Robert George and the broken engagement of Alan.

			‘Their grandfather Lawrence, who was a contemporary of Robert George, and the poor relation as it were, went the other way, you see. He was desperate that nothing should be wasted, nothing should leave the farm. So his son, Robert John, their father, was brought up in this atmosphere. Marriage for the sons was discouraged because the wives might be spenders, money would leave the farm. That was Alan’s tragedy.’

			‘But the engagement occurred well after the death of their father, didn’t it?’

			
			

			‘Oh yes, he died before the war, and Alan was engaged in about 1950, when their mother was already dead. But you see, as time went on Robbie became worse than their father, and Frances was even worse than him towards the end.’

			‘I understand you were at school together,’ I said.

			‘She was a lovely girl, lovely complexion and auburn hair; but I think she felt there was something special about her being a Luxton. I know it seems hard to believe, but when she was a girl she occasionally went on walks with a young man. Her father was very jealous for her and he used to follow them on horseback about fifty yards down the road.’

			I asked about the farm.

			‘Well, of course, my husband is a farm worker so we know about farming. Theirs was a model farm, but without proper agricultural machinery and no fertilizers. So they had to work harder than everyone else. Robbie was at it from six in the morning until twelve at night . . . talk about self-­sufficiency; even their furniture was made at the farm, right there on the spot.’

			‘So, you knew Frances as a girl: tell me about her.’

			‘Well, she was lovely, and she was the only one with outside interests. But they were peculiar interests if you ask me . . . graveyards and churches. Always rummaging around among the gravestones. She’d sit there for hours among the graves. Just sit there and rock to and fro. They say she was working on their family history.’

			‘So did you keep up with her, remain friendly?’

			‘In all these years I only ever went up there once – to get some cream. But she didn’t invite me in. I was kept waiting at the door.’

			‘Was she a snob, do you think?’

			‘She got very uppity and superior towards the end. My husband told me this story which he got from one of his mates. A workman passed her in the lane and saluted her, you know, said hello nicely. But she just walked on past him as if he didn’t exist.’

			As I came away from Mrs Chambers at Sunny View it now seemed plain that her neighbours’ gossip about Frances’s carry-­on in graveyards was nothing more suspicious than a serious interest in her family history, which involves a certain amount of research on gravestones and in parish vestries. Where might the fruit of Frances’s researches be found, I wondered.

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			6

			In the early evening after a glass of beer at the Kings Arms I set off in the dark to find Fred Lyne’s house. The street lighting was primitive and there was a smell of autumn bonfires in the air. The Lynes lived in a terrace of cottages down a steep passageway. I had to negotiate a worn flight of steps in the pitch darkness to reach the front door, which opened straight into the living room.

			There were a few pieces of wooden furniture painted black – an old sideboard and a table. A grandfather clock ticked noisily in a dim corner. The cottage felt and smelt damp. They were huddled over a meagre coal fire. Fred’s wife was a grey little lady who hardly looked at me once. She rocked gently in a threadbare armchair, staring into the fire.

			I started by asking him about his work agreement with the Luxtons.

			‘I got just two weeks’ holiday a year. Every day off was marked down, just as their father had done, and I suppose his father before him. I was a bell-­ringer over at Broadwood Kelly. On particular days I’d ring bells for saints’ days, or weddings or a funeral. The deceased might have been one of their own; but they’d cut the day off my holidays.’

			‘But did they treat you well in other ways?’ I asked.

			‘Sometimes I got to work wet through with the rain. I never got a cup of tea even on the coldest day in winter. That’s how they were. Every day I had to eat my dinner out in the shed. They never gave me a shilling extra or a bite to eat. Mind you, towards the end I wouldn’t have fancied what the boys ate anyway. I saw them eat lettuce sandwiches and rock cakes that weren’t fit for the cattle.’
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