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Linda Payne knew how to die convincingly. She’d yielded to the strangler’s rope so many times that it had become second nature. She’d perfected the look of innocent terror as her executioner approached with the noose in his outstretched hands. She’d even mastered a brief display of final defiance, showing the ultimate triumph of virtue over evil obsession.


She knew her lines off by heart after reciting them to herself for weeks while she made up the bouquets she sold in her little florist’s shop opposite Tradmouth Market. Her assistant, Jen, probably thought she was mad but when you’d been entrusted with the title role it was vital to get everything right.


It was dark by the time she’d said farewell to her fellow actors and left Tradmouth’s Arts Centre, glad she’d managed to bag a parking space nearby. She hadn’t eaten since lunchtime because she’d stayed late in the shop to deal with the flowers for a funeral the following day so she was hungry and eager to get home. But food wasn’t the only thing on her mind.


As she drove she muttered her lines to herself. Even so, it was another character’s speech from Act Five that echoed around her head; words so fitting for her situation that Webster might have written them with her in mind.


‘I suffer now for what hath former been: sorrow is held to be the eldest child of sin.’


At one time, many years ago, Linda had known plenty of sin and sorrow and she’d been trying to forget about them ever since. But who had really sinned? The answer to that question had once seemed so clear but now she wasn’t so certain.


When she arrived at her cottage just outside Neston she noticed a small dark car parked a little way down the lane, tucked into a passing place with its lights off. For a brief moment its presence struck her as strange but she put it out of her mind as she pulled into the gate and brought her little florist’s van to a halt by the front door.


She had first seen the cottage in the kinder weather of midsummer and she’d fallen in love with the place. Now, fifteen months later, the windows were letting in draughts and the place felt damp. Autumn was here and the branches of the green trees would soon be reaching naked to the sky like grasping skeletal hands. At this time of year she regretted her home’s isolation, especially in the hours of darkness.


Keys at the ready, she opened the front door but as she crossed the threshold she sensed a movement to her left. Someone was there, waiting in the shadows, and she wondered whether the moment she’d dreaded for so many years had finally arrived. The moment when she’d be called upon to pay the price for another’s sins.


‘Hi. This is Tradmouth Community Radio broadcasting to you this chilly Monday evening. Still, the weather’s not too bad for October and, according to the forecast, there’ll be no rain and a gentle breeze till the weekend so for all you yachting types out there it’s sailor’s delight.’


The presenter took a breath as he fumbled for the correct switch.


‘I see we have another caller on the line. Hi, caller, tell us your name.’


There was an awkward silence.


‘We have a shy one here. What’s your name and where are you calling from?’ the presenter said, hiding his irritation behind forced jocularity. It wasn’t the first time a caller had lost their nerve at the prospect of being on air and it always annoyed him. Didn’t they know he was trying to make a programme – that if things went well he might get a chance to make it to BBC local radio?


‘Are you still there, caller? Don’t be coy. We’re all friends here.’


‘Hello.’ It was a man’s voice. Gruff and local.


This one needed a little coaxing. ‘Where are you calling from?’ A direct question usually did the trick.


‘I don’t want to say. It’s just that I’ve found a body – bones, like. He told us not to say anything but—’


The line went dead but the presenter broke the silence, feeling pleased with himself for his quick thinking. ‘Well, it looks like we’ve got a mystery on our hands, folks. Perhaps we should all be “Watching the Detectives” – and here’s Elvis Costello to help us do just that.’


He started the track and called the police. The caller had sounded frightened so it was something he felt he couldn’t ignore.




From the first diary of
Lemuel Strange, gentleman




30th August 1666


I was sorely vexed by my wife’s complaints when I rose from my bed this morning.


Yesterday came another letter from my cousin Reuben’s widow Frances begging me to make haste. Yet my wife has little sympathy for the unfortunate woman whose husband was done to death in such a grievous manner. My wife has the toothache and I told her to have the tooth drawn if it causes her pain but she says she is afraid and that her maid will prepare a poultice of cloves. I told her she must do as she wills but I will delay my journey to Devonshire no longer.


From Frances’s letters I fear much is amiss. And I suspect she has not told me the worst of it.


As I was waiting for the carriage to be brought to take me to St Paul’s my wife fainted to the ground, saying I should not leave her on the morrow. My cousin Reuben is dead, she said, and is beyond any help I can give him. I said it was my Christian duty to go to Frances’s aid and told the maid to look to her mistress for I will go whether or not her tooth troubles her.
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‘Someone’s handed this in at the front desk. Says he found it on the steps outside.’


Detective Inspector Wesley Peterson looked up from his paperwork to see DS Rachel Tracey standing by his desk holding a dirty green plastic bag at arm’s length so it wouldn’t soil her crisp white shirt.


‘Don’t keep me in suspense. What’s in it?’


‘You did archaeology at university so it could be right up your street.’ She looked round. ‘We’d better put something on your desk before I … ’


She spotted an unused exhibits bag on a nearby filing cabinet and cleared a space on Wesley’s desk for it before donning a pair of crime-scene gloves and lifting the skull carefully from its carrier bag as a cascade of dried soil trickled down. She placed it on the desk with exaggerated care and looked at Wesley expectantly, awaiting his verdict.


He studied it for a while before he too put on a pair of gloves and picked it up to examine it more closely.


‘Judging by those brow ridges, it looks female to me, although I could be wrong. Possibly youngish. No dental work. It could well be old and none of our business but it’ll take an expert to confirm that for sure. Was the person who left it caught on CCTV?’


‘I’ll ask someone to check,’ said Rachel, suppressing a yawn.


‘You look tired. You’re not overdoing the wedding preparations, are you?’


‘I’m fine.’ She wasn’t going to tell him that the mention of her coming wedding filled her with apprehension, especially when that reminder came from Wesley. ‘Have you heard the latest? Someone rang the Community Radio station last night to say they’d found a body – or rather bones.’


‘Could this skull be connected?’


Rachel shrugged. Anything was possible. ‘They’ve sent over a recording of the call. Caller doesn’t say much, mind you.’


‘Man or woman?’


‘Man. Sounds local. Wonder why they didn’t call us.’


‘Could be someone who doesn’t like the police for some reason. We should play it to the boss. He might recognise the voice,’ Wesley said, knowing DCI Gerry Heffernan’s encyclopaedic knowledge of the area’s criminals, petty and otherwise. ‘I want this skull taken to Dr Bowman at the mortuary and the bag it was in sent to Forensics for thorough examination. If I’m wrong about it being old, we need to know.’


However, by the end of the day Wesley was none the wiser. The call to the radio station had been made from an unregistered pay-as-you-go mobile and even though Gerry said the caller’s voice was vaguely familiar, he hadn’t been able to place it.


‘The line “he told us not to say anything” interests me,’ said Wesley as he sat down by Gerry’s desk. ‘It suggests more than one person found these bones, if they exist. And who told them to keep quiet?’


Gerry looked up from his paperwork. ‘Could be someone’s idea of a joke.’


‘The skull’s real enough.’


‘Didn’t you say it was old?’


‘That was my first impression, but it would need to be examined by an expert.’


‘Then let’s hope you’re right and it’s not our problem.’


Wesley left Gerry’s office wishing he could feel so confident.


Whenever Grace Compton remembered her distant teenage years she thought of Wesley Peterson. Growing up in Dulwich she’d seen him regularly at the local church attended by her family and his; a church popular with the West Indian community. They’d been members of the same youth club and Wesley’s mother had been her GP back then. Although the Petersons hailed from Trinidad and her own parents from Barbados, the two families had been close and Wesley’s sister, Maritia, had been one of her best friends while they were at school. Then, like a lot of youthful friendships, they’d grown apart once they went their separate ways: she up to Manchester University to read architecture; Maritia to Oxford to read medicine and Wesley to Exeter to study archaeology.


She was still in occasional touch with Maritia who, like Wesley, had settled in Devon and was now married to a vicar. Maritia had a young son but whenever they communicated Grace rarely asked after the child, preferring instead the subject of her own glittering career as partner in a top London architectural practice. Over the past couple of years she’d persuaded herself that she pitied Maritia; that it was a dreadful shame that such a talented woman doctor was shut away in some rural backwater working as a part-time GP when she could be carving out a brilliant career in some metropolitan teaching hospital just as her father, the distinguished cardiac surgeon Mr Joshua Peterson, had done.


As for Wesley, she’d been astonished when he’d chosen to study archaeology at university and even more surprised when he’d decided to join the police force. The Petersons were clever and, in Grace’s opinion, they hadn’t made the most of their gifts. Even so, there were times when she wondered whether they were more content with their lot than she was.


Grace had dated Wesley for a short period during their adolescent years and whenever she contacted Maritia she could never resist asking about him. In fact she had a nagging suspicion that Wesley was one of the reasons she’d kept in touch with her old friend – but Grace had never been one to acknowledge her own weaknesses, and Wesley Peterson might have become a major weakness if things had worked out differently.


Then two years ago something had happened to make her realise that her feelings for Wesley had been little more than a schoolgirl crush. Someone else had entered her life; someone who’d shaken her ordered professional existence to the core. But when tragedy had struck she’d worked hard to convince herself that her former instincts had been right all along. Love only causes pain and you’re better off without it.


Once what she termed her ‘moment of madness’ was over, she’d poured her energies into her work creating new buildings – her contribution to posterity. The Compton Wynyard Partnership had grown in size and prestige and had recently been awarded the contract to design an exclusive new holiday village nestling in the rolling countryside two miles outside the port of Tradmouth; a project that would keep her and her staff occupied for quite a while to come.


According to the plans there were to be twenty-five luxury cottages, each blended into the landscape with glass frontages and curved turf roofs, all clustered around a Jacobean farmhouse that was to be refurbished to provide seven luxury apartments – an attractive historic centrepiece to the development. No expense would be spared by the developer Hamer Holdings and the model on public display in the local planning office looked extremely impressive, even though she said so herself.


The Strangefields Farm development was Grace’s baby and she felt protective towards it, wounded by every objection and annoyed by every interference by the local Planning Department – and by the County Archaeological Unit which had become involved because of the historic nature of the site.


Courtesy of the developer, she was staying in the Marina Hotel in Tradmouth and, as Maritia – and Wesley – lived in the area, she knew she ought to seize the opportunity to catch up with the brother and sister who, at one time, had played such a major role in her life. It had taken her a couple of days to get round to making the call and now, as she tapped out Maritia’s number, she realised to her surprise that she felt nervous.


‘Hi Maritia. It’s me … Grace.’


‘Hello, Grace. How are you?’ Maritia said, clearly pleased to hear her old friend’s voice.


‘You’re not going to believe this but I’m in Tradmouth working on that new holiday village on Dead Man’s Lane. I don’t know whether you’ve heard about it but it’s been keeping me incredibly busy. Having said that, I’m hoping to have some free time over the next few days so do you fancy getting together?’


‘How about tomorrow?’


Maritia sounded keen, something Grace put down to a longing to escape her humdrum existence for a few hours.


‘I’ll check my diary. I’ve got to meet one of the subcontractors but … ’ She paused, not wanting to seem too available. ‘Lunchtime tomorrow’s OK. How about grabbing something to eat in Tradmouth? My treat.’


‘Perfect. I’ve swapped my day off tomorrow with one of the other doctors but Dominic’s still booked in at the childminder’s so I’m free all day. I can recommend a lovely little Italian place.’


‘Italian sounds good. How’s Wesley?’ she asked, trying her best to make the question sound casual.


‘He’s fine. Busy as usual.’


After more pleasantries Grace heard a toddler shouting for attention in the background – then a scream and a howling cry.


‘I’ll have to go,’ Maritia said. ‘See you tomorrow. Twelve thirty.’


Grace heard the dialling tone and felt unexpectedly irritated that her friend’s priorities had so clearly changed. She suspected that when they met the following day they might have little in common – apart from Wesley. They’d always have him.


That night in her well-appointed hotel room Grace didn’t sleep well. She was turning over in her mind the questions she was planning to ask and rehearsing how she was going to bring up the subject at the forefront of her mind.


She kept telling herself she was a professional woman at the top of her game, not the sort of person who saw things that weren’t there. But when she met Maritia the next day she knew she would be tempted to tell her what she thought she’d seen.


As she dozed she saw herself leaning over their restaurant table and whispering the words: ‘You’re not going to believe this, Maritia, but I’ve seen a dead man.’
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The CCTV footage from the police station entrance showed a dark figure in a hoodie dropping the plastic bag on the steps and scurrying off as though the devil himself was after him. Gerry thought it was probably a man but beneath that hood it could have been anybody.


The fingerprint results from the bag containing the skull proved more helpful. When Wesley arrived at the station first thing the next morning he made himself comfortable and scanned the message that had just come in. Clear prints had been found on the bag – and those prints were on record.


Gerry Heffernan was already in his office. When Wesley had first transferred to Tradmouth from the Met, the DCI’s timekeeping had become erratic in the aftermath of his wife Kathy’s death. But now Joyce Barnes had moved in with him he usually turned up before the rest of the team. Rachel reckoned Joyce had been a beneficial influence and Wesley agreed. She’d put a stop to the gnawing loneliness the boss had tried so hard to conceal while he’d been on his own.


He gave a token knock on Gerry’s office door which he usually kept open so as to hear what was going on in the main office.


‘Tell me we’ve got a lead on this bastard, Wes,’ Gerry said, looking up from the paperwork that seemed to have multiplied on his desk overnight.


‘Which particular bastard are we talking about?’ Wesley said, sitting down opposite Gerry. ‘We have quite a few on our books.’


‘This burglar who’s been targeting the elderly. Nine cases, all within a ten-mile radius of Neston. No prints or DNA and nothing on CCTV. Mind you, he likes to take jewellery which means he’ll need to get rid of it sooner or later,’ Gerry added with a note of optimism.


‘We’re keeping an eye on all the pawnbrokers and jewellers in the area.’


Gerry rolled his eyes. ‘Unless he goes further afield to get rid of it.’


‘He’s bound to slip up eventually,’ said Wesley, eager to change the subject. ‘You know that skull someone left on our doorstep?’


‘What about it?’


‘The bag it was found in has been examined for fingerprints and there’s a lovely clear set belonging to an old friend of ours. Glen Crowther.’


Gerry snorted. ‘Glen “someone must have fitted me up” Crowther. I presume he’s out.’


‘Yes, and word has it he’s kept his nose clean since his last stay in one of Her Majesty’s hotels. You’ve always had a soft spot for Glen, haven’t you?’


‘Me?’ Gerry squirmed in his seat, as though he’d been caught doing something shameful. ‘Well, I admit I couldn’t help feeling a bit sorry for him. While I was stationed in Morbay I had dealings with his old mum and she was a nightmare: booze, drugs, dodgy men – you name it, she did it. And Glen’s never used violence, which is a point in his favour.’


Wesley was only too aware that the boss tried to hide his softer side from both villains and underlings. But it was there alright. ‘I’ve heard he’s working on a building site. When I track him down would you like to come with me … renew old acquaintance?’


Gerry shook his head. ‘No, Wes, I’ll leave it to you. Take Rach. She’s looking a bit peaky these days so the fresh air might do her good. Any news on the skull itself?’


‘It’s with Colin Bowman at the moment. There were traces of soil attached to it which suggests it’s been buried at some point. An osteoarchaeologist or a forensic anthropologist will be able to tell us more once Colin’s finished with it.’


‘Think we should start going through our missing persons files?’


‘Let’s see what the experts say first.’ Wesley paused. ‘I’m wondering if it could be connected to that phone call to the radio station. The caller said bones. What if someone’s sent us a sample? And where’s the rest of the body, that’s what I want to know.’




From the first diary of
Lemuel Strange, gentleman




31st August 1666


Up pretty early at seven of the clock, roused by the necessity to leave for Devonshire on the morrow which, I am told, is a wild place.


My wife’s tooth is a little better, thanks to the poultice, but she desires somebody to bear her company while I am away. I say she shows too much familiarity towards our servants and she complains this is because she lacks other company.


I hear there is fresh sickness in Deptford and Greenwich so I begged her to accompany me to Devonshire, but she says she has no wish to travel there for when she met my cousin Reuben she had no liking for him and his Puritan ways. I said that if Reuben is dead as they say this will not matter as she will not have to converse with him. She made no reply then when I packed my things she began to cry and begged me to stay, saying my journey will be in vain for I have no prospect of inheriting my cousin’s estate which will go to his young son. I told her that although my efforts will bestow no monetary benefit upon us, I feel obliged to put all in order for Reuben’s widow and his fatherless child.


There is also the matter of ensuring the guilty are punished for Reuben’s savage murder as the law demands.
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According to Glen Crowther’s probation officer he’d found himself a job at the new holiday village development about two miles outside Tradmouth.


He was driving up the hill, heading out of town with Rachel in the passenger seat, when she broke the amicable silence. ‘Strangefields Farm. That’s where that serial killer, Jackson Temples, used to live.’


A distant and unpleasant memory emerged from the hazy recesses of Wesley’s mind. ‘That’s right. I remember now.’


He’d first heard the name Strangefields Farm while he was working in London, a brand-new fast-track graduate in the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit, fresh from university and still wet behind the ears. The media had made much of the fact that Strangefields Farm stood on ‘Dead Man’s Lane’. The name had been a gift to many a sub-editor at the time and now Wesley recalled the headlines – THE KILLER ON DEAD MAN’S LANE.


The circumstances of the case had appealed to journalism’s more lurid side. The victims had been teenage girls lured to an isolated farmhouse by an artist called Jackson Temples who’d set up a studio in the house he’d inherited from his late parents. The unfortunate girls had become household names for a few short weeks until the press moved on to some fresh horror.


Temples had persuaded them to model for him and they’d been flattered at the prospect of being immortalised on canvas. But when the images Temples had created of his victims were revealed to a horrified public in court, the strange and, in the opinion of the prosecution, perverted paintings had helped to secure his conviction.


A number of girls had gone to the farmhouse and had come to no harm, posing for their portraits and emerging unscathed. Four girls, however, hadn’t been so lucky and by the time Wesley had joined Tradmouth CID, Jackson Temples was safely behind bars and his exploits old news.


Wesley knew Rachel would have lived locally at the time and when he asked her what she remembered about the case she gave a visible shudder.


‘I was only fourteen when it happened and my parents still thought of me as a child which, looking back, I was. They thought the subject of Jackson Temples was too unpleasant for my delicate ears.’


Wesley couldn’t help smiling. The Rachel he knew was anything but delicate.


‘Anyway, I remember reading in the local paper that a girl called Carrie Bullen had been attacked and left for dead. Then about a week later the body of a girl called Nerys Harred was found washed up on the river bank near the castle. At first they thought the killer came from Morbay because that’s where the girls had last been seen. The Strangefields connection wasn’t discovered until much later.’


‘You remember a lot about it.’


‘It was the talk of my school. You know what teenagers are like.’


Before Wesley could ask more questions they’d turned into Dead Man’s Lane, a winding road lined with tall hedgerows, just wide enough for two vehicles to pass. He slowed down, driving at a crawl, looking for the entrance. To his left he noticed an old cob cottage with lichen-stained walls, half hidden by the greenery that had grown up around it, like a witch’s house from a fairy tale. Half the roof tiles had gone, revealing skeletal rafters beneath, and a pair of pigeons, presumably the only living residents, flew out of their nest by the crumbling chimney. The side facing the road was windowless as though the little house was hiding itself from passers-by and a few yards away a white post protruded from the narrow grass verge, the name Dead Man’s Lane painted in stark black against the clean white background.


He brought the unmarked police car to a halt beside a pair of large gateposts, each topped by a stone lion, so worn down by centuries of Devon weather that the once-impressive beasts now looked more like domestic cats.


He turned to Rachel. ‘You OK?’


‘Course I am. Why wouldn’t I be? In fact I’m curious in a gruesome sort of way. The girl who survived, Carrie, led the police here and if she hadn’t lived who knows how many more he’d have killed. A fisherman found her on the river bank at Derenham with a severe head injury and suffering from hypothermia. Temples had tried to strangle her like the others but he hadn’t made a good job of it. Still, she was the first so … ’


‘He hadn’t perfected his technique?’


Rachel gave a grim smile. ‘You could put it like that. She was in a coma for a couple of months but when she eventually came round she gave the evidence that led to his capture. In the meantime Nerys was found dead and a couple more girls had gone missing. Their bodies were never found but there was evidence he’d killed them too.’


‘What evidence?’


‘Their clothes were found at the house.’ She paused. ‘Funny how some girls came here and left unharmed. Some even gave evidence for the defence at Temples’ trial; said they hadn’t seen anything suspicious.’


‘Maybe they just had a lucky escape. Wonder why he chose those particular victims?’


‘There was a theory going round that they were all the same type but I don’t know how true that was. From the photographs in the papers at the time three were really stunning with long dark hair but one was quite … ordinary, so that theory could be rubbish. Another story went round that he only killed when the moon was full, which meant girls were safe if they went there any other time.’


‘Sounds far-fetched but you never know. Do they know what happened to the girls who were never found?’


‘At the trial it was said that he dumped the last three victims in the river at high tide in the hope that their bodies would be washed out to sea. He’d once been in a sailing club at school so they said he knew about tides. The final two victims were never found, although a skull was caught in the nets of a trawler about ten years ago and dental records confirmed that it belonged to one of them – Jacky Burns. The rest of her’ll be down there somewhere. Who knows, she might be found one day – along with the last girl he killed. Gemma Pollinger her name was.’ She paused. ‘Unless the skeleton the caller to the radio station said he found is hers. And the skull … ’


‘I’m pretty sure it belonged to a young woman so you could be right. We won’t know for sure until the lab conducts tests. How long did Temples get?’


‘Thirty years minimum. He always refused to admit his guilt so he won’t be getting out any time soon.’ For a few moments she said nothing, then ‘I think the boss worked on the case. But he never talks about it.’


Wesley switched on the engine again and drove slowly up the potholed drive. He could see signs of construction all around; the foundations of small rectangular buildings dotted around a large Jacobean house. He’d expected a humble farmhouse but at some point in its history this building had been more than that – the home of a prosperous yeoman farmer, perhaps, or even a small manor house.


He climbed out of the car and stood looking at the house.


‘Do you think some places are evil, Wes?’ Rachel said softly.


‘They demolished Cromwell Street and Rillington Place, which is understandable. But this place is Grade Two star-listed so you can’t just go knocking it down. Even so, I can’t imagine anyone wanting to live in a house associated with something like that.’


‘Someone obviously does, or rather they’ll be spending their holidays here. No expense spared by the look of it.’


‘Better find Glen Crowther,’ said Wesley, feeling they were getting sidetracked by the old case, although he knew there was a chance the two matters were connected.


There was a notice by the studded oak door saying in large white letters against a blue background that hard hats must be worn at all times. Wesley could hear hammering and drilling in the distance so he shouted at the top of his voice and waited. Eventually a small man with a wizened face appeared and Wesley held out his warrant card.


‘We’re looking for Glen Crowther. Is he here?’


The man rolled his eyes. ‘I told the gaffer he’d be trouble. What’s he done?’


‘Nothing as far as we know. We’d just like a word, that’s all.’ Wesley suddenly felt guilty, hoping Crowther wouldn’t lose his job as a result of their visit. For ex-cons employment could be hard to come by.


The man disappeared into the dusty depths of the house and a couple of minutes later a lanky young man in a stained sweatshirt appeared, his hands thrust in the pockets of jeans that looked as if they were about to fall down. He paused to hoist them up before approaching the two detectives warily, as though he feared they’d come to arrest him.


‘What is it?’ he said in a smoker’s rasp.


‘Glen Crowther?’


The man looked as though he was considering denying it. Then he nodded.


‘We’d like a quick word. Nothing to worry about,’ said Wesley, aware that he sounded like a doctor reassuring a patient that it wasn’t bad news. Because his close family were all doctors he suspected he’d absorbed the bedside manner in his formative years.


Crowther stepped outside the building. ‘Will this take long? The gaffer’s on my back the whole time and he won’t like—’


‘We won’t keep you longer than necessary.’


Rachel was carrying the green carrier bag, protected from contamination inside a transparent evidence bag. ‘This was found on the steps of our police station with a human skull inside. Do you recognise it?’


‘What makes you think it’s got anything to do with me?’


‘Your prints are all over it.’


A look of terror passed across Crowther’s face. ‘I didn’t do nothing. Honest. I just found it. It was hidden in an old cupboard in the cellar. The door was all sealed up with paint – hadn’t been opened for years by the look of it – but when I got it open I saw it sitting there grinning at me. I didn’t tell the other lads ’cause I know what the cops are like once they start sniffing around and taping things off.’ He swallowed hard. ‘No offence.’


‘None taken,’ said Rachel.


‘I put it in a bag and I didn’t know what to do with it. Then I was passing the police station on my way home so … ’


‘You thought you’d leave it to us to sort out.’


Crowther nodded eagerly, as though he was relieved that Wesley understood.


‘Can you show me where you found it?’


After he’d handed them the regulation hard hats, Crowther led them into an entrance hall dominated by a wide oak staircase which must have been impressive in its day – and would be again once it had been cleaned up and a layer or three of beeswax had been applied. The rest of the hallway, however, had been stripped back to the bare brick. If the developer knew about the house’s history, he or she was making every effort to ensure that no reminder was left of the time when Jackson Temples had committed his crimes there.


Crowther led them across the uneven oak floorboards to a door beneath the staircase. Here a set of worn stone steps led down to a cellar and once at the bottom Crowther pointed to an old built-in cupboard in the corner. ‘That’s where it was. You’d think it would be crammed with stuff


but the skull was the only thing in it. Cupboards are useful. My mum says you can’t have too many cupboards.’


Wesley couldn’t help smiling, remembering what Gerry had said about Crowther’s mum. She might be a nightmare but her son was clearly fond of her even so. ‘Your mum’s right. You haven’t found any more human remains?’


‘I would have said if I had.’ Crowther frowned as though something was worrying him. ‘Mind you, we haven’t finished in the cellar yet.’


‘So it wasn’t you who rang the radio station?’


Crowther shook his head vigorously and Wesley was sure he was telling the truth. Then he gave a theatrical shudder. ‘This place used to belong to a murderer so I wouldn’t be surprised if he buried lots of bodies down there.’


Wesley caught Rachel’s eye. ‘Might be worth having a look.’




5


When an old friend calls out of the blue and asks you out for lunch, it’s normally a cause of delight. But when Maritia Fitzgerald sat opposite Grace Compton in the Maria Bella Italian restaurant on the embankment, at a table with a river view, she suspected she had more on her mind than catching up with the latest gossip. Grace looked worried and Maritia’s instincts told her something was wrong.


The strange confession that Grace had made once they’d finished their starters stuck in Maritia’s mind throughout the meal. ‘I saw someone I recognised in Tradmouth yesterday. Only it couldn’t have been him, because he’s meant to be dead.’


Then Grace had changed the subject and started chatting about their mutual past, their families and work, but Maritia could tell that the encounter with the ‘dead man’ was at the forefront of her friend’s thoughts.


Being inquisitive by nature, she tried to dig deeper. Who was the man Grace thought she’d seen? And how had he died? Grace’s replies, however, were annoyingly evasive at first. It was someone she’d known in London; a former client of her practice who’d died in a maritime disaster a couple of years ago; a ferry had sunk in Thailand and over thirty people had lost their lives, including this man. He’d been on holiday, she said; and he’d never come back.


‘They say everyone has a double somewhere.’


Grace leaned towards Maritia and lowered her voice as though she’d made the decision to share a confidence. ‘I’m sure it was him. I’m very good at faces.’


The intensity in Grace’s words told her she wasn’t talking about a casual acquaintance. ‘Were you and this man … close?’


Grace looked away. ‘It was just sex. It wouldn’t have lasted.’


Maritia, the vicar’s wife, suspected that Grace was trying to shock her. But Maritia was unshockable and she knew her friend was lying.


‘Are you sure that’s all it was?’


Grace refused to meet her eyes. ‘He owed my practice money. A lot of money. We had to borrow from the bank and we’re only just getting back on an even keel.’


‘Could that be why he chose to disappear?’


Grace didn’t answer.


‘Is there anybody else in your life at the moment?’ Maritia asked, curious.


‘There’s a barrister I see sometimes. His family’s from Ghana.’


‘You don’t sound keen.’


Grace’s expression gave little away as she shrugged and tucked into the tagliatelle that had just been placed in front of her.


After they’d eaten in silence for a while Grace began to ask about Wesley. How was he? As an ethnic minority officer how did he fit into the police force in such a predominantly white area? She knew he’d married a white girl. What was she like? How was his marriage? The anxious note in this final question told Maritia that the answer mattered to her.


‘You know Wesley, he gets along with most people. And he and Pam are good. You know she was diagnosed with breast cancer a while ago?’


‘You told me.’


‘Well, she’s had the all-clear, thank God. She still has regular checks of course but for the moment it looks as though everything’s fine.’ She paused, looking Grace in the eye and seeing a flash of disappointment there. ‘You always fancied my brother, didn’t you?’


Maritia’s wicked side, the part that as the wife of a clergyman she was supposed to suppress, enjoyed seeing Grace squirm.


‘He was a good friend.’


‘First love. We always have a soft spot for our first love.’


‘Nonsense.’


Grace glanced round, fidgeting with her napkin. ‘Fancy sharing a bottle of wine?’ The question sounded almost pleading.


So that was it. Grace’s high-powered job in London had driven her to the bottle, unless Maritia’s work as a GP, having to read between the lines of her patients’ statements about their drinking habits, had led her into the habit of thinking the worst.


‘I’m driving. Can’t risk it, I’m afraid. Look, why don’t you come round for dinner one night? I don’t have much time to cook anything fancy these days so it’ll just be a casserole. You can take a taxi and we can make a night of it. You can meet my son.’ She saw Grace’s expression freeze. ‘Sorry, you’re not into the baby thing, are you? And you haven’t met Mark yet. It’s time you and my husband got acquainted.’


Grace gave a feeble smile. ‘I don’t go to church these days.’


‘In that case I’ll make sure he leaves his dog collar off. He’s nice. I’m sure you’ll like him.’


‘I’m sure I will. Sorry I couldn’t make your wedding. Pressure of work.’ Grace hesitated. ‘Will you invite Wesley?’


‘If you like,’ Maritia said. ‘And Pam of course if they can get a babysitter,’ she added, fearing things might be awkward if Pam’s presence came as a shock.


Grace focused her gaze on her food and pushed it around her plate. ‘I’d like to see Wesley. I need to ask his advice.’


‘About your dead man? You can always contact him at the police station if you’re worried, you know.’


‘I know but I don’t want to make a fool of myself. You’re probably right. It must have been his double.’ She straightened her back, suddenly businesslike. ‘I haven’t told you about the new holiday village I’m working on yet.’


The subject of the dead man was closed.
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In Wesley’s opinion Glen Crowther’s story had the ring of truth about it. For one thing Crowther was too unimaginative to have made it up; for another the discovery of the skull had obviously frightened him.


As he was driving back from Strangefields Farm he received a call from Colin Bowman at the mortuary to tell him that he’d handed the skull over to a forensic anthropologist for examination and was awaiting the verdict. Wesley had been wondering about the call to the Community Radio station but now he’d met Glen Crowther he was as sure as he could be that it hadn’t been his voice he’d heard on the tape of the brief conversation, which meant that, unless it was a hoax, someone else had discovered human remains; possibly in a different location altogether.


When he arrived at the station he was told that Gerry was in a meeting with the chief superintendent so he seized the opportunity to check out the details of the Jackson Temples case, only to find that when the body of Nerys Harred had been found washed up on the rocks below the castle a Detective Sergeant Heffernan, then based in Morbay, had been one of the first on the scene.


Ten minutes later when Gerry returned to the office, Wesley brought him up to date with the latest developments and saw the colour drain from his face at the mention of Strangefields Farm, the reaction telling him that the case had brought back disturbing memories. But the matter needed to be dealt with so he couldn’t afford to be squeamish about Gerry’s feelings.


Pressures on the police budget were such that Wesley was inclined to leave it to the builders to report anything untoward they came across in the cellar. Gerry, however, was of a different opinion. One of Temples’ victims had yet to be found, he said, and, as the skull belonged to a young female, they couldn’t say with any certainty that it wasn’t Gemma Pollinger’s, especially as, according to records, Gemma had looked after her teeth in life and had had no dental work. It was amazing, Gerry said, how the small details stay with you even after two decades. Burial didn’t fit with Temples’ known MO but it was a possibility they couldn’t ignore.


If the skull was found to be recent they would have to halt the work at Strangefields Farm immediately and, although Wesley thought he could rely on Glen Crowther to report anything else he discovered, he didn’t trust the developer to hold the project up voluntarily just to oblige the police. However, there was a way around the problem. Strangefields Farm was Grade II* listed which meant the local conservation officer could poke his or her nose in whenever necessary. And there was someone else who would be able to help out.


His old university friend, Neil Watson, worked for the County Archaeological Unit. Neil had mentioned a while ago that he was responsible for making sure that any archaeology discovered during the Strangefields Farm development was dealt with properly. If he could keep an eye on things it would cost the police budget nothing and put Wesley’s mind at rest at the same time. He felt a glow of satisfaction, pleased that he’d come up with such a neat solution to his problem.


As luck would have it Neil was in his Exeter office when Wesley rang, complaining that he was up to his ears in paperwork. He seemed keen to meet Wesley at Strangefields to have a poke around in the cellar, as he put it. The house dated back to the seventeenth century, he said with an eagerness that suggested a desire to escape the office, so it would be an interesting exercise even if they found nothing more gruesome there than an old Victorian mangle.


Happy that the matter had been sorted, Wesley sat back in his seat, wondering whether to fetch himself a cup of tea from the machine in the corridor outside. He made the decision and as soon as he stood up Rachel appeared with a desolate expression on her face.


‘What’s up?’


She looked round as though she feared they might be overheard.


‘I’ve been trying to get in touch with the florist who’s doing my wedding flowers. Her name’s Linda Payne,’ she said, perching on the edge of his desk. The short black skirt she was wearing had ridden up to reveal an expanse of thigh and she pulled it down absent-mindedly. ‘According to her assistant, Jen, she hasn’t been in work for the last couple of days and no one knows where she is.’


‘She might be ill?’


Rachel shook her head and a few strands of fair hair escaped from her ponytail. ‘Jen’s been trying to phone her but there’s been no answer.’


‘There’s probably an innocent explanation.’


‘Jen hasn’t worked there long and I’m afraid she won’t be able to cope with the wedding flowers on her own.’


The Rachel he knew was a good detective who would have wanted to know why the woman wasn’t answering her phone rather than worrying about flowers, so her words surprised him. But he’d heard that brides – even normally level-headed ones – could develop tunnel vision as their nuptials approached.


‘Let’s get this straight, Rach: your florist’s disappeared and you want to report her missing.’


Rachel hesitated, dragging herself back to her usual role. ‘It’s not like Linda to let anyone down, that’s why I’m worried.’ She frowned. ‘Why would she go off without telling anyone when she has my wedding to prepare for?’


Wesley relaxed a little. ‘Your wedding’s six weeks away. There’s plenty of time for her to turn up.’


‘These things need to be decided well in advance,’ she said as though she was explaining to a child. ‘We had a meeting arranged at the shop yesterday evening to discuss the bouquets. Jen had to deal with it but she admits herself that she hasn’t much experience.’


‘Maybe Linda’s been called away on urgent family business and she’s not had a chance to let anyone know. I should stop worrying if I were you.’


Rachel sighed. ‘I know where she lives so I think I’ll go round. She might be ill … or … ’


‘OK. If you’re worried it won’t do any harm.’


Rachel gave him a grateful smile and returned to her paperwork. At least someone didn’t think she was overreacting.


*


Bert Cummings enjoyed listening to the Community Radio because the presenters spoke of things he could relate to. But whatever its virtues, it was rarely exciting; that was why he’d been so surprised when someone had called the phone-in programme claiming they’d found a skeleton, although he thought it had probably been a hoax. Some people had a strange sense of humour.


He liked company, even that of the carers who came in three times a day to help him, and he’d been feeling a lot more cheerful over the past couple of weeks – ever since his grandson Kevin had turned up on his doorstep saying he’d decided to move back from Canada to live in Neston, which meant he’d be able to visit regularly from now on. Whenever he came he stayed a while and brought biscuits with him. Bert could never resist biscuits.


When Bert spoke to his carers about Kevin they didn’t seem particularly interested, apart from Suzy. Suzy was the best of them and he was fond of her because she reminded him of his daughter who went to Canada with her family and died of cancer three years ago. Canada was supposed to be nice so he was surprised Kevin had chosen to return to Devon – and he hadn’t acquired a Canadian accent either.


But that wasn’t the strangest thing. Bert’s memory was hazy about many things but he was sure he remembered someone telling him that Kevin had been in a serious accident. He’d been sure he’d heard Kevin was dead.




From the first diary of
Lemuel Strange, gentleman




4th September 1666


The coach lacked comfort as did the inns where we stayed on the journey. The wildest and most uncivilised country is out of London and worst of all in the North I hear, although I have never ventured so far. They do say that Devonshire is a fair county though I have not visited since I was a child so I have little recollection of it.


I left the coach in Tradmouth, which is a busy port with a handsome church named for Saint Margaret. So many vessels were on the river there and so many sailors on the quayside that for a moment I thought myself in London.


The quay stank of fish so much that I was obliged to hold my nose against the stench and it was with some relief that I found the Star, which is a good inn beside the church and the town pillory, where I was met by my cousin’s servant. The man who asked for me had a cadaverous face and there was no smile of greeting from which I surmised that the household still grieves for its master.


I enquired of this servant, whose name is John, about the circumstances of my cousin’s death and he told me in hushed tones that Reuben’s corpse has yet to be found.







7


Wesley heard his phone ringing and hurried to his desk to answer it. The voice on the other end of the line sounded familiar but for a few moments he couldn’t place it.


‘Hello, Wesley. Long time no see.’


Light suddenly dawned. ‘Grace?’


‘Amazing Grace as you used to call me. Remember?’ There was a flirtatiousness in her voice that made his heart beat a little faster. ‘I’ve just had lunch with your sister. We’ve been doing some catching up.’


‘She never told me you were here.’


There was a long pause before Grace spoke again. ‘She might have had her reasons.’


Wesley suspected he knew what those reasons were. Maritia knew that he and Grace had once been close and she felt loyal to Pam, her sister-in-law. ‘What are you doing in Devon? Holiday?’


‘No such luck. I’m working. I’m responsible for the design of a new holiday village near Tradmouth. It’s going to be a real asset to the area in terms of jobs and revenue.’


She sounded like an advertising brochure but he remembered Maritia saying a while ago that Grace’s work had become all-consuming.


‘Strangefields Farm? I was up there today. Looks as if it’s going to be impressive.’ He decided not to mention the skull for the time being – not until he knew more about its origins.


‘My partnership only does high-end these days. How’s crime fighting?’


‘Keeping me busy,’ he said, anxious to get the preliminaries out of the way. ‘It’s nice to speak to you, Grace, but I’m sure you didn’t just call me at work for a chat. Can I do something for you?’


There was another long silence before she replied. ‘I think I’ve seen someone from my past, someone I never thought I’d ever see again. I need your advice. Can we meet? Lunch tomorrow?’


Wesley hesitated, suspecting this was a ruse; an excuse to get in touch.


‘My lunches tend to be a sandwich at my desk. Like I said, I’m busy. We’re investigating a spate of burglaries and—’


‘Surely you can spare an hour.’


In the face of her determination he gave in, telling himself that a quick lunch would do no harm. ‘OK. Tomorrow. How about one o’clock? Will fish and chips on the embankment do you or are you above that sort of thing these days?’


‘Fish and chips might be fun. Remember when we used to eat them out of a newspaper on our way back from youth club?’


‘We were fifteen.’


‘Those were the days. I’ll see you tomorrow then. I’ll meet you outside the police station.’


Grace sounded bright, almost brittle, as though she was trying to hide something beneath a veneer of artificial confidence, and as he ended the call he felt uneasy. Grace had never been a worrier and he’d sensed anxiety in her voice. But there was only one way to find out what this was all about. That was to keep their appointment.


It was unusual to see crows perched on a floating log like that. At least it looked like a log from where the birdwatcher was standing on the bank of the nature reserve’s freshwater lake. The jet-black birds were pecking at the log just beyond the reed beds with single-minded determination, unbothered by the flotilla of ducks gliding by with their beaks in the air.


The man raised the binoculars that hung around his neck. According to his fellow birders a great egret had been spotted there but it hadn’t yet made an appearance. Just the black crows, gathered like mourners around an open grave at a Victorian funeral, jostling for position on their small bobbing island.


He focused his binoculars on the birds and watched them for a couple of minutes with a growing sense of unease. The log seemed to be a strange colour; the colour of green-tinged flesh, and he’d never seen one with hair before. He tried to persuade himself that he was imagining things; that it wasn’t a human body and that he’d look foolish if he involved the police.


What if he was wrong? What if his fellow birders cursed him for causing a disturbance? What if some rare species was about to take advantage of the thoughtfully provided facilities only to be frightened off by the arrival of hordes of police officers and forensic scientists?


But after a while he bowed to the inevitable and made the call.
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Neil Watson had already visited Strangefields Farm several times to make sure the developer wasn’t trying to conceal anything archaeological that would hold up the work and eat into his profits.


He’d seen the model of the new holiday village in the local Planning Office, complete with miniature trees and tiny people strolling through the landscaped grounds and lounging by the open-air swimming pool. The model of the Jacobean farmhouse that was to be transformed into luxury apartments with all mod cons was remarkably accurate, even down to the derelict barns at the rear of the building, converted in the architect’s imagination into leisure facilities – whatever that meant.


The desk-based assessment he’d made of the area surrounding the house had thrown up no potential archaeological problems; no lost buildings or evidence of earlier occupation. The only intriguing feature on the ancient maps he’d examined had been a tiny square building just inside the gates which was marked ‘chapel’ on a map of 1598. By the early eighteenth century the building had vanished from all maps and records, which Neil also found intriguing; but according to the plans he’d seen, that part of the land was to be left untouched which meant that, even if the foundations of a chapel were still beneath the earth, there was no immediate threat to anything of potential archaeological interest.
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