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Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked in British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is now permanently based in Oxfordshire.


Ann Granger is the author of three other hugely popular crime series: the Mitchell and Markby novels; the Fran Varady series and the Victorian mysteries featuring Scotland Yard’s Inspector Ben Ross and his wife Lizzie.




Praise for Ann Granger’s crime novels:


‘Characterisation, as ever with Granger, is sharp and astringent’ The Times


‘Her usual impeccable plotting is fully in place’ Good Book Guide


‘For once a murder novel which displays a gentle touch and a dash of wit’ Northern Echo


‘While Ann Granger’s novels might be set in the familiar mode of traditional country crime stories, there is nothing old-fashioned about the characters, who are drawn with a telling eye for their human foibles and frailties. Granger is bang up to date’ Oxford Times


‘A clever and lively book’ Margaret Yorke


‘Lovely characterisation and a neat plot’ Yorkshire Post


‘The plot is neat and ingenious, the characters rounded and touchingly credible’ Ham and High


‘This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’ Scotsman


‘Entertaining and lifelike characters . . . a satisfying and unexpected twist’ Mystery People
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As young children, Josh Browning and his sister, Dilys, stumbled across a dead body while playing on the outskirts of their Cotswold village. Terrified by what they’d seen, neither of them told a soul. Now, twenty years later, Josh finds the dead woman’s charm bracelet among his sister’s possessions.


Who better to tell than his trusted friend, the man he gardens for, retired Superintendent Alan Markby? As Markby listens to Josh’s confession, alarm bells start to ring. The dates and details tie in with a missing person case that was never solved.


Joining forces with Superintendent Ian Carter, who also investigated the original case, and Inspector Jess Campbell, from the region where the missing girl was last seen, Markby delves into the unsolved mystery. Together, they are determined to catch a clever killer who almost got away with murder . . .




A few years ago I wrote a series of fifteen crime novels featuring Alan Markby and Meredith Mitchell. I have since been asked many times for a ‘new’ Mitchell and Markby. But it is not so easy to pick up characters after a lapse of years. Are they still the same age? Or do they now qualify for a bus pass apiece? How has the world around them changed?


Well, yes, they have aged and Alan Markby is retired. But when an old case is unexpectedly reopened, he finds himself called upon by Superintendent Ian Carter and Inspector Jess Campbell to lend a hand.


So, this book is not only for friends of Campbell and Carter but also for all those fans of Mitchell and Markby. They’re back!




Prologue


The bend in the lane was looming and Josh was getting ready. He knew that once they turned it, and were out of sight of the house, Dilys would hit him. She was a year younger than he was, only eight, and smaller, though chunkily built. But she moved like lightning. So, although Josh knew it was coming and was ready to dodge, he also knew that she’d still catch him a few painful kicks and punches before he got out of the way. He wasn’t allowed to hit her back, because Auntie Nina said boys shouldn’t hit girls. Well, perhaps so, but Josh knew they did, because the various boyfriends who passed through his mother’s life frequently blacked his mother’s eye, or worse. 


While they’d lived with their mother (Josh still thought of it as ‘when they lived at home’), the cops had been at the door every other day or night, or so it seemed. If it wasn’t the fights that brought the uniforms, then it was tearing the place apart looking for drugs. Once, they burst in looking for a shotgun belonging to the current boyfriend. It was discovered under Dilys’s bed and their mother had gone crazy when she realised that was where the boyfriend has stashed it. It took three of the uniforms to hold her back when she rushed at him, brandishing a pair of scissors. After this episode, the Social interfered and they’d ended up living with Auntie Nina. 


Josh wasn’t Dilys’s only target. She had attacked other children in the new school they attended. This caused a lot of trouble. Dilys now knew she mustn’t do that, but she still had the anger in her, so she took it out on Josh. The child psychiatrist Dilys had been sent to see explained it as Dilys and Josh having grown up in a violent home. It was a form of self-defence, the doctor said. She, Dilys, was making it clear to anyone who might be inclined to hit her that it wouldn’t pay. She’d hit back. So, she hit out first.


Again, Josh reasoned, that might be so. But it didn’t explain why he was included every time they got the lecture about not attacking other kids, because he hadn’t done anything. That was the bitter injustice of it all. Josh didn’t want to hit anyone. He hated the violence. He loved his sister. He’d loved his mother – still loved her, wherever she was – and not being able to protect her in the past had filled him with guilt. 


Living with Auntie Nina was all right, if you accepted Auntie Nina’s rules, which were many. At least, no one had fights or got drunk and vomited all over the place, and the police didn’t come. That, said Auntie Nina, meant he and Dilys were Very Fortunate. They had the chance of a Normal Life. He could have argued about that, too, because he knew, from the parents who turned up at the school gates, that in a normal life children lived with their mothers, and not with the Auntie Ninas of this world. Most of the other children also had fathers. Josh didn’t know who his father was; he had never asked, because he dreaded being told it was one of the tattooed boyfriends. Also, he suspected perhaps his mother didn’t know. But he kept this and other opinions to himself, because if he’d learned anything, it was to keep quiet.


But he did speak now. ‘Listen, Dilys! Don’t start punching me, right?’


‘I want to,’ said Dilys simply.


‘But I don’t want you to!’


‘It makes me feel better,’ returned Dilys, after a moment’s consideration of his argument.


‘It doesn’t make me feel better. I’ve got a big bruise on my arm from where you clouted me yesterday. Don’t you like me?’


At this question Dilys began to cry quietly, tears rolling down her face. So, he put his arm around her consolingly, because he understood. It had always been too much for Dilys and she couldn’t cope. She hadn’t coped with the shouting of the terrifying men and the blood running down their mother’s face. She hadn’t coped with their mother slumped on the sofa in a drugged stupor, unable to respond to anything they said. She couldn’t cope now with Auntie Nina’s rules or the home-cooked meals Auntie Nina said were good for them. They had to eat everything, even though they’d never seen a Brussels sprout or a parsnip before. They had managed all their short lives, until they came here, on takeaways and microwaved pizza. 


Dilys snuffled into his T-shirt for a moment or two until the tears stopped. Then she kicked his shin.


‘Walk over there!’ ordered Josh, as he hobbled a few feet away to one side.


‘Where are we going?’ asked Dilys quite calmly. 


It was like that. The anger had been released from where it had been bottled up inside her, and now she was fine . . . until the next time.


‘Auntie Nina says we have to go for a walk,’ said Josh. ‘But it’s already nearly five o’clock and we have to be back by six, so we can’t go far. Where would you like to go?’


‘To the spinney,’ said Dilys. 


The spinney was a patch of woodland behind the row of council houses. Auntie Nina lived in the first house. But, although she could see the spinney from her kitchen window, she couldn’t see into it, because it lay at the bottom of a downward slope. Thus, if they went there, they’d be out of range of her interference. 


‘All right,’ Josh agreed.


Dilys smiled and began to sing a carol, ‘Good King Wenceslas’, which they’d learned at school months before, at Christmas. She liked the story it told and didn’t worry that it wasn’t the right time of year for it.


All the local children went to the spinney, not just Josh and Dilys. The kids clambered up into the low branches or made camps in the bushes and picked blackberries when they were in season. They seldom let Josh or Dilys into their camps, so Josh and his sister made their own camps in a different spot. But Josh was a first-rate climber, so if someone’s hat was thrown up into the branches, or a ball, and lodged there, Josh would be called in to shin up and retrieve it. That would mean a temporary truce during which they were let into the other camps. The moment was fragile and soon broken because, inevitably, Dilys flew into one of her rages. 


Josh and Dilys clambered over the stone wall around a field, walked across it to the far side, then scrambled down into a ditch where Dilys got stung by nettles, resulting in a rash of white spots that burned like anything. That meant ten minutes hunting for dock leaves to rub on the reddened flesh to soothe it. It put Dilys back into a bad temper. When they finally made it into the spinney, it was deserted. Josh was pleased they had it to themselves and didn’t need to negotiate a play area with other kids. Dilys found a fallen branch and began to thrash the bushes with it and strike it against the trees. It was only a matter of time before she swung it at him, Josh reckoned. So, he walked ahead of her and turned off the path into the tangle of undergrowth, because it would take all Dilys’s attention to negotiate a route – and that would absorb her energies, with any luck. He could hear her behind him, slashing wildly with the branch to clear her way.


He had been wrong in thinking they were alone in the spinney, because they weren’t. Ahead of him, through the vegetation, he could see a patch of white and another of blue. He guessed someone had thrown rubbish away there. But when he got a little nearer, he could see there was someone lying on the ground, apparently sleeping. The person was half smothered with leaves and twigs, in some places more thickly than in others. It was as if someone had tried to cover up the sleeper but hadn’t finished the job. The lower part of a leg in blue jeans and a foot in a white trainer hadn’t been covered at all. Josh hesitated and then moved nearer. At the opposite end to the white trainer, a pale face peered through the leaves, tilted up as if to see who approached. The face belonged to a woman. Josh thought her quite a young woman – perhaps because she had long fair hair, like his mother’s. Her head was turned to one side and he could see her forehead, nose and one eye. A hand poking up through the mulch pointed its pink-painted fingernails at him.


‘Is she drunk?’ asked Dilys, who had arrived alongside him, and was staring down at the woman critically. ‘Perhaps she fell over last night on her way home from the pub.’


‘No,’ said Josh. 


The eye was open and filmy. It stared at them without registering anything. This woman couldn’t see them. She wouldn’t see anyone, now or ever again, because Josh knew she was dead. He felt sick, but it was the sickness of despair not of revulsion. 


Perhaps their mother was dead by now, like this, and no one had told him or Dilys. It was something that worried him constantly but he was afraid to ask Auntie Nina, because she might have replied that, yes, his mother was dead. For as long as he stayed in ignorance, there was a chance she might still be alive and he’d see her again. But looking down at this woman, he began to dread that this was how it had all ended for his mother.


‘What, then, just asleep?’ asked Dilys.


‘Yes!’ lied Josh. ‘Come on, she might wake up and be cross.’


Dilys still had her branch and she waved it above her head. ‘I could hit her with this. That would wake her up.’


‘No!’ Josh grabbed her arm and pulled her back. ‘Listen, we’ve got to go back now, understand? You mustn’t say anything about this girl being asleep here. It will make trouble. We’ll be blamed for something. We always are.’


‘I won’t tell,’ said Dilys sturdily.


Josh knew she wouldn’t. Dilys didn’t use words much. She preferred action. Besides, she also knew the value of keeping quiet.


‘Come on, then.’ Josh released her arm and set off back the way they’d come. 


After a moment or two, he realised he couldn’t hear Dilys. So, he stopped and looked back. His sister was still standing by the body. Seeing he was looking at her, she gave him a defiant stare.


‘Come on!’ urged Josh. ‘Before she wakes up.’


Dilys set off towards him, and they made it back to the main path. The rest of the way home passed in silence until they’d climbed back over the stone wall into the lane. It was then, as Dilys scrambled down, that he saw she had something gripped in her grimy fist. It glittered. 


‘What’s that?’ he demanded and tried to grab her hand.


But Dilys was too quick, as usual. He just grabbed air. 


‘What is it?’ he snapped at her and, for once, he must have sounded really angry, because Dilys reluctantly opened her fist and he saw it was a chain with little silvery objects attached to it. It was a charm bracelet. Their mother had owned one, until one of the boyfriends had stolen it and sold it to buy a fix. 


‘You took that off the girl in the spinney!’ he gasped, appalled.


Dilys looked mutinous and obstinate, as only she could. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘It’s not stealing, because she wasn’t asleep. I think she’d died. She was cold and felt funny, like a dead fish.’


‘You touched her?’ 


Josh’s voice came out as a squawk.


‘Only to take off the bracelet. It’s nice.’ Dilys held it up and stretched the chain out in a line from which the tiny objects dangled.


Josh could see now that the silvery objects weren’t charms; they were letters of the alphabet. In a line now, as Dilys held the chain taut, he saw they spelled out the name R-E-B-E-C-C-A.


‘Throw it away, now, at once!’ he ordered.


‘No!’ said Dilys belligerently.


‘Auntie Nina will see it.’


‘No, she won’t. I’ll hide it. I’m good at hiding things from her. She’s stupid. She’s never found anything I’ve hidden.’


Josh had a nightmare vision of a stash of small stolen articles hoarded by his sister somewhere. ‘If it’s found we will get into a lot of trouble!’ he said and then, inspired, added, ‘And they’ll tell that kids’ head doctor they send you to!’


This made an impression on Dilys, who muttered and fidgeted but eventually threw the bracelet into a nearby clump of tall, pink wild flowers; ‘ragged robin’ Aunt Nina called those plants. 


‘Remember,’ he warned his sister, when they reached the house. ‘You don’t say anything to anyone about this!’


Dilys nodded and gave his arm a punch by way of having the last word.


As agreed, they didn’t speak of it. Not until many, many years later. 


For the next twenty years, Josh had nightmares about that pale glazed eye staring up through the leaves; but he couldn’t and wouldn’t talk about it. Then, one day, he broke his silence. 


He spoke to Mr Markby, and that was only because he had learned that Mr Markby had once been a policeman – a detective, and a top-ranking one. 


So, Josh hoped, perhaps he wouldn’t be shocked. 




PART ONE




Chapter 1


‘I’m retired,’ said Alan Markby.


He said it casually, although he was curious as to what might have prompted the question.


‘But you were a proper detective? Auntie Nina said you were.’


Josh Browning was a grown man but he still lived with the elderly lady who had once been foster parent to him and to his sister when they were children. Mrs Pengelly her name was, by rights, although Josh always referred to her as Auntie Nina. The sister had left the area, but Mrs Pengelly and Josh shared a home in the slowly crumbling row of social housing that had been erected in prefabricated sections in the second third of the previous century. It was named after a farmer from whom the land had been purchased to build them. At the time they were constructed the houses had been intended to be temporary. Elsewhere in the country such ‘estates’ had long since been demolished and replaced by more modern homes. Goodness only knew why no one had demolished Brocket’s Row. But it had become the sort of project put at the back of every queue and eventually forgotten. 


The houses had originally backed on to open country and woods. That had mostly disappeared under a trading estate and warehousing, originally described optimistically as a ‘business park’. But Brocket’s Row still stood. As far as Markby knew, Josh had no other family, except for the sister he’d once mentioned in passing. Only the one time and then clammed up.


Josh didn’t make conversation. He seldom spoke at all unless it was absolutely necessary. This led some people to think he was mentally backward but Markby knew this wasn’t so. Josh was sharp enough and observant. He remembered what he saw, even the tiniest detail. Sometimes, shyly, he would remind Markby of some detail about the garden. There had been a rat hole under the fence a year ago but he, Josh, had filled it in. The rat hadn’t come back, because Josh had poured strong disinfectant around the area and no animal liked that. This year, a jackdaw had taken to hanging around the garden waiting for scraps. It was always the same one, slightly lame, and Josh had not seen its mate. There were others in the church tower, next door, but the one that visited the garden roosted there. It was a loner, ‘like me’, Josh had added with a rare smile.


He was an odd-job man by occupation and could turn his hand to most things. Alan Markby and his wife, Meredith, lived in a Victorian building, a former vicarage, and things always needed doing around the place. So, over the years, Josh had become a familiar visitor, painting, hammering, climbing up on the roof to replace dislodged slates after winter storms and, increasingly, doing the hard work around the large garden. That was where he was working alongside Markby today, digging over the vegetable plot and getting it ready for courgettes. Those were Meredith’s idea.


But Markby had no idea what had led Josh suddenly to ask, ‘You were a copper once, is that right?’ 


They were sitting in the shed, drinking coffee in a mid-morning break. Josh was tall and strongly built, and took up a lot of space. He had a mop of red hair and features that looked as if they’d been chiselled by a sculptor who was still learning the craft. He had stretched out his legs and was contemplating, apparently, the soil-caked boots he wore. His question had come out of nowhere, just spoken without any preamble.


‘Why?’ asked Markby, because there had to be a reason. Josh didn’t do purposeless chat.


‘You were an important copper here in Bamford, Auntie Nina reckons.’


‘I was a superintendent, and it was quite a while ago now. Does it matter?’ 


Markby kept his voice casual but he was watching Josh’s averted face closely. Markby knew about witnesses. Long years of investigating serious crimes had taught him that they came in all sorts of guises. There were the liars and the fantasists, the inaccurate, the embroiderers, and occasionally the observant. There were always the ones who knew something but didn’t want to trouble the police with it, because it mightn’t be important, or it was something embarrassing to speak of. You couldn’t make them talk but, when they were ready, they’d talk of their own accord, although it might take a long time for them to get round to it. Sometimes their information wasn’t important and sometimes, annoyingly, it was. He wouldn’t know which classification Josh’s information fell into but he was absolutely certain Josh knew something – a secret – and he was trying to share that knowledge. The trouble was, Josh didn’t know how to go about it and, having started the conversation, he now seemed to have exhausted his ideas and had plunged back into his normal silence.


‘Funny how things happen . . .’ said Markby into his coffee mug. It was a shot in the dark and mentally he had his fingers crossed.


Josh brightened. ‘That’s it!’ he agreed. ‘You never know how they’ll turn out.’


‘So, how have they turned out?’ Markby ventured to ask.


Josh drew up his legs so that his boots were planted firmly on the floor and twisted in his chair to look directly at Markby. ‘I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about our Dilys,’ he said.


Dilys? Hang on; wasn’t that Josh’s mysterious sister? 


‘In what way?’ asked Markby, adding, ‘I’ve never met your sister, if that’s Dilys.’


‘Well, you won’t now, or not for a while,’ said Josh. ‘She’s in prison.’	


‘What did she do?’ asked Markby. He couldn’t remember the name of Dilys Browning in the local paper.


‘She always did hit people,’ said Josh earnestly. ‘She didn’t mean anything by it. She used to hit me. She hit kids in the playground at the school they sent us to, when we came to live here.’


‘To live with Mrs Pengelly, your Auntie Nina?’ Markby prompted.


Josh nodded, clearly encouraged. ‘She does it because she’s unhappy, see? When we were kids they sent her to see some fancy doctor – psychiatrist – but it didn’t help. In the end, Dilys hit the doctor. She got passed around doctors a lot after that but it didn’t do any good.’


‘And does she still hit people? Is that why she’s in prison now?’


‘That’s it!’ Josh smiled unexpectedly. It was a smile of pure relief. ‘I knew you’d understand. But that’s all she’s ever done, hit people. She’s not a thief!’


‘Has someone accused her of being a thief?’


‘No!’ said Josh indignantly. ‘I haven’t got to that bit yet.’


‘Oh? Sorry! Go on.’


‘They’ve banned her from a lot of clubs and pubs and places like that,’ said Josh sadly. ‘She’s been up before the magistrates lots of times, up there in London, where she’s been living. But this last time it was really bad. She glassed a guy in a pub and nearly cut his throat. There was blood everywhere, all over Dilys, too. They had to take him to hospital and get the gash sewn up. It was an accident; she didn’t want to hurt him. She doesn’t realise she hurts other people because of the hurt inside herself. It’s all she’s thinking, that she’s hurting!’ Josh gazed at him, willing him to understand. ‘I can’t explain. Only, she didn’t mean it. She just struck out but she had a glass in her hand . . .’


Markby sighed at this only too familiar explanation. I happened to be holding a bottle . . . I happened to be holding a breadknife . . . 


‘And?’


‘And they told her she’d be sure to get a custodial sentence this time, so she came to see me. She brought a cardboard box with her personal stuff in it, for me to keep it safe for her while she was in prison. She couldn’t leave it where she’d been living. It’d have been pinched.’


‘Quite,’ said Markby, nodding.


‘Well, after she’d left, Auntie Nina looked into the box and saw it was mostly clothes and a couple of DVDs, nothing much. But Auntie Nina said she didn’t want an old box lying around and, anyway, the clothes would probably go mouldy if they were left like that. She told me to take everything out. She’d wash the clothes and put them away tidy – and any other bits and pieces I should put somewhere in my room, in a drawer. So that’s when I found it, at the bottom of the box.’


‘Found?’ Markby prompted. It was like drawing teeth. But they were getting to the important bit, he knew that. It was vital not to hurry Josh now.


‘The bracelet. We found it – well, Dilys found it, sort of found it, when we were kids. She was only eight. Robbing dead bodies, that’s a crime, isn’t it?’


Josh stared at him, waiting for an answer. But the disconcerting leap from finding a bracelet to dead bodies had momentarily floored Markby.


‘Dead bodies . . .’ he managed to croak. What on earth was coming next? Who had robbed a dead body? ‘It might depend on the circumstances,’ he said carefully. ‘Archaeologists find items in burials that end up in a museum.’


‘I found – and Dilys came along just a few minutes later – a dead woman in the spinney, down the hill from the house. She had leaves and bits of branches over her but she wasn’t covered over completely.’


‘When was this?’ yelped Markby, automatically reaching for his mobile phone and then dropping his hand, because he didn’t want to interrupt Josh.


‘Years ago, when we were kids. Dilys and me, well, other families didn’t like us, because we’d come from a bad home; and Dilys kept hitting their kids, and we weren’t local. We got the blame for all sorts of things, mostly things we hadn’t done. So, I reckoned we’d get the blame for this, somehow. Not that we’d killed her, but that we shouldn’t have gone poking about in the woods. I don’t know . . .’ Josh paused and shook his mop of red curls. ‘They’d have found something to blame us for. So, I told Dilys she wasn’t to speak of it ever. I’m only telling you now, because of the charm bracelet.’


Don’t say anything! Markby warned himself silently. Just wait. He’s getting to it.


‘We left the body where it was and started off home. We were nearly there when I saw Dilys had something shiny hidden in her fist. It was a charm bracelet – a sort of charm bracelet, only it didn’t have charms on it, just letters of the alphabet. She’d managed to slip it off the dead woman’s wrist without me seeing. Dilys has always been very quick. I was really angry, I can tell you! Dilys wanted to keep it and said it wasn’t stealing because the woman was dead. But I made her throw it away. She did. I watched her. She chucked it into some flowers growing on a bank. But I didn’t know she’d snuck back later and found it and kept it hidden away all these years.’ 


Josh sighed. ‘It’s my fault. I should have realised she’d go back for it. I should have gone back before she could, and thrown it somewhere else where she couldn’t find it. So there it is – was – at the bottom of the box she’d given me to keep safe. The thing is, I’ve kept thinking about that dead woman all these years. I thought perhaps she had family and they were looking for her. Perhaps she had kids, like us – like we were, then . . .’


Josh had slumped dejectedly. ‘So, when Auntie Nina said you’d been an important copper once, I thought, well, you’d be the person to tell.’ Josh looked up. ‘It’s time now to tell someone, isn’t it?’


‘Yes,’ said Markby gently. ‘You’ve done the right thing, Josh. Have you still got it, the bracelet?’


In response, Josh pushed his hand into his jeans pocket and drew out a silvery piece of jewellery. He held it up, stretched out, so that Markby could read the letters: R-E-B-E-C-C-A.


‘How old were you, Josh, when you found this? Dilys was eight, you say?’ Markby knew his voice was shaking.


Josh nodded. ‘I was nine, just coming up to ten.’


Markby made a quick mental calculation. ‘Oh, my dear God . . .’ he whispered. ‘Rebecca Hellington! You and Dilys found Rebecca Hellington. Josh,’ he said carefully, ‘leave this with me and I’ll see if I can sort it out. Someone may ask you to tell the story again, so they can write it down or record it on tape. It will be nothing to worry about, because that’s normal procedure. Just tell it as you told me. And don’t worry that you or Dilys will be charged with any crime. You were both under ten at the time, the age of criminal responsibility. It would have been better to have reported what you found – just telling your Auntie Nina would have done it. Then she could have contacted the police. But you can’t be charged under the law with anything.’


‘Oh, that’s all right, then,’ said Josh, relief sounding in his voice. 


‘You didn’t tell Auntie—tell Mrs Pengelly, did you?’


Josh looked at him, his blue eyes wide with shock. ‘We’d never have heard the last of it! Of course we never said . . .’ He paused. ‘Anyway’, he added, ‘the next time I went to the spinney, the body had gone.’


‘When was that? When did you go back?’


Josh frowned. ‘Not the next day, because it rained really hard. It would have been the day after that. And she wasn’t there any more, like I said.’


‘All right.’ Markby stood and gathered up the empty coffee mugs. ‘I’ll take these back to the house.’


Josh unfolded himself from the canvas chair in which he’d been wedged and stood up, too. He had to bend his head, because the roof was too low to accommodate him. Markby himself was still a tall man. He hadn’t lost much to age. But Josh must be about six foot three, he thought. 


‘I’ll finish digging over that patch,’ said Josh and set off towards the vegetable garden.


Markby walked thoughtfully back to his house and into the kitchen. It was empty. He put the mugs on the table and went in search of Meredith.




Chapter 2


Markby found his wife in the study, staring intently at her computer. Her tawny hair, still thick, with only a sprinkling of grey strands, fell forward around her face. Her fingers rested on the keyboard in a position that suggested she’d stopped typing suddenly, mid-sentence.


‘Not going well?’ he asked mildly.


‘Going OK, but something isn’t right . . .’ She leaned back, stretched her arms above her head and turned to smile at him. ‘So, what’s new?’ she asked. 


Since retiring from her job with the Diplomatic Service, Meredith had taken to writing books – more specifically, detective stories. When she started on the first of them, he had protested, ‘I’m all for you writing, but well, crime fiction . . . people will think they’re real-life crimes I’ve told you about.’


‘No, they won’t,’ she had returned, ‘because I’m setting all my stories in the nineteen-twenties. Anyway, when people read them, they won’t know I’m married to an ex-copper.’


‘They’ll soon find out,’ he’d replied gloomily.


‘So what? Anyway, the detective in my book is a piano tuner by trade.’


‘You’re serious about this? Why?’ he’d asked incredulously.


‘I’ve thought it through, you know!’ She’d sounded nettled. ‘In the nineteen-twenties having a piano was the fashionable thing. Like having a telly now. Pianos need tuning regularly. So, my piano tuner visits all kinds of homes to fix the piano. It’s a time-consuming job, so he’s there for an hour or so, just sitting quietly in the parlour and pinging the piano strings, while the household carries on around him and probably forgets he’s there. He can overhear things, notice things, be there when odd things happen.’


‘Right . . .’ Markby had conceded the argument. 


So, now he didn’t know whether the question she posed was rhetorical – meaning that she’d hit a snag in a plotline – or she’d read his face, as she did all too well. That puzzle was quickly resolved. 


She asked quietly, ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing . . . that is to say, I’ve learned about something that happened a long time ago. It’s an old unsolved mystery and has to do with an investigation I carried out locally on behalf of the Gloucestershire force, years back. With conspicuous lack of success, I may add.’


‘Don’t tell me you and Josh have dug up a vital clue in the potato patch!’


Markby shook a warning finger at her. ‘No joking! You’re a lot nearer the mark than you imagine. The thing is, I’ve just had a curious conversation with Josh.’


Meredith raised her eyebrows. ‘Having anything like a conversation with Josh is curious in itself, isn’t it? I only manage to get single sentences out of him. It’s generally a question about whatever work he’s doing around the place and, once I’ve answered, he usually just nods and takes himself off again.’


‘Well, this time we were having our coffee break in the shed, when he suddenly asked me if it was right I’d been a senior police officer, before I retired. He said his Auntie Nina – Mrs Pengelly – had told him I was.’


‘She’s his foster mother, or she was,’ Meredith said, ‘not a proper aunt. What made her suddenly tell him that you’d been with the police? I’m surprised he didn’t already know.’


‘I don’t know why she told him; that’s something I’ll have to look into. I’m not really surprised he didn’t already know, because he doesn’t talk to people, does he? Look, let me tell you what he told me.’ 


She listened quietly while he repeated Josh’s tale. ‘Wow!’ she said softly, when he stopped speaking. ‘Who was Rebecca Hellington?’


‘She’s been a missing person these past twenty years. There’s never – till now – been any evidence that she’s dead. Her family – her father, at least – believed she must be, because she didn’t get in touch with them. She normally phoned home at least once a week. She was a student at a West Country teacher training college, but her family lived in Bamford. They ran a travel agency in the town. Being reported missing doesn’t necessarily mean the person is dead. People vanish from their usual haunts deliberately and don’t contact anyone. They have all sorts of reasons. Her mother insisted for a long time there was some explanation and Rebecca would turn up. But I have to confess that the police were inclined to agree with her father at the time. The thing was, we had no evidence either way, whether she was dead or alive.’ He fell silent.


‘You looked for her here?’ Meredith prompted when the silence lasted.


Markby started. ‘Yes, in cooperation with the Gloucestershire force, as I told you. They were investigating her disappearance at their end. They liaised with us, because she had told two people at her hall of residence, plus her boyfriend, that she was thinking of going home for the weekend. If that was the case, she never turned up. The parents were in a terrible state.’


‘I can understand that,’ Meredith said quietly, ‘particularly if they were expecting her. So, she had definitely informed her parents, and not just a couple of college friends, that she was coming for the weekend?’


‘She’d mentioned it as a possibility but hadn’t confirmed it. They’d been waiting to hear from her, to let them know what time her bus would arrive here. She was in the habit of travelling by National Express coaches, because it was so much cheaper than using the train.’


‘Even cheaper, if riskier, would be to hitch-hike?’ suggested Meredith.


‘Her father assured me she wouldn’t have done that. I remember he said she was too sensible. Also, he’d told her that if she was really broke and couldn’t afford the bus ticket, he’d send her the money or a ticket. He’d made her promise she’d do that, because they didn’t want her to hitch.’ Markby’s normally calm features formed a ferocious scowl. ‘I don’t even know if the spinney is still there! I should have asked Josh. I can remember when it was mostly open country behind those old council houses. I’m astonished those homes are still there – that Mrs Pengelly is still living in one of them. The land was developed over the years. Come to think of it, it was one of Dudley Newman’s projects, could have been his last. You remember Newman? His vision of the future was to cover the surrounding countryside with bricks.’


‘The builder? I remember him, though I never had much to do with him. But a body was found on one of the sites he was building houses on, I certainly remember that! It turned out to be quite a hairy episode for me! Don’t tell me it’s happened again. I might begin to worry about Newman!’


‘Yes, I remember that one, too, but the later development behind Brocket’s Row didn’t involve houses. Newman got delusions of grandeur and put a sort of business park there. As far as I recall, nothing suspicious was found during the work on it – or it was never reported, if it was! The business park didn’t do well and now, I believe, it’s mostly storage units.’


‘So, the spinney may have been concreted over to fulfil Newman’s aim in life?’


‘It may have been. I’ll have to check that out before I go to Trevor Barker with my story.’ 


‘You’re reporting this to the police here at Bamford, then?’


‘I have to report it as my citizen’s duty. And I’m reporting it to Inspector Barker, because he’d be upset if I went over his head.’ Markby sighed. ‘My hope is, that particular patch of the spinney escaped Dudley Newman’s attentions. Then there is a chance we can still find Rebecca. However, it seems likely her killer returned soon after the children found her, and moved her elsewhere. He’d heard the kids earlier, perhaps, and any intruders temporarily frightened him off. Or it might have made him decide the spinney was too popular a spot, so he moved the body somewhere else. All we know is that, after Josh and Dilys found her, no one else did. It would have been reported to us at the time. Josh did return to the spot two days later, but the body had disappeared.’


Meredith was ready with an objection. ‘If she hadn’t been buried, just covered with leaves and twigs, surely someone else must have stumbled over her, as the children did.’


‘Which suggests the body wasn’t lying on the ground like that for long. As I said, either the killer went back and made a better job of burying her in the spinney later that same day, soon after the children saw her. Or he moved the body altogether and buried it somewhere else – and we have no clue where.’ He transferred his gaze to the window and the view of the church beyond. ‘So, Rebecca, where are you now?’


‘This is going to make trouble for Josh,’ Meredith said soberly. ‘Will he cope? He likes to be left in peace to get on with a specific job. He won’t like a lot of strangers arriving on the doorstep wanting him to talk.’


‘I’ve warned Josh the police will want to interview him.’ Markby sighed. ‘But I do wonder how Inspector Barker will cope! He’s not going to be happy when I tell him he may have to dig up a sizeable area of land to look for a body that might not even be there.’


‘When I got up this morning,’ said Inspector Trevor Barker, ‘the only immediate worry I had was that I was losing even more hair.’ 


He swept a hand self-consciously over what was a distinctly thinning thatch. He wasn’t old, for crying out loud, and he thought it unfair to be going bald. His mother told him it made him look distinguished. She reminded him that his father had also lost his hair early. But no man wanted to be told he looked like his father when said father was in his seventies and the son was only forty-four. 


‘I knew that once I got into work, I’d get the usual problems landing on my desk,’ he added gloomily. ‘What I didn’t expect, Alan, was that you’d walk in here and tell me that your gardener found a body twenty years ago and didn’t report it.’ 


And also walk in here looking like bloody Peter Pan. Why had Markby not lost any hair? Barker fumed inwardly. What’s more, Markby had been blessed with that kind of fair hair that never quite seems even to be going grey. ‘Ash blond’ it was named in those preparations women buy to colour their hair. He knew, because his wife used such a beauty aid. He might even, had he been an uncharitable man, have thought that Markby dyed his hair. But he knew it wasn’t so. Markby was lucky, that’s all. He, Trevor Barker, had drawn the short straw. There was his visitor, who must be in his late sixties, looking the same age as Barker. 


‘Distinguished,’ his wife had once described Markby to him, after a chance meeting with the retired superintendent and his wife in a local restaurant. ‘And those blue eyes quite give me the shivers!’ 


Barker had sourly told his wife to, ‘Chuck it in!’ 


‘Josh was only nine years old at the time,’ Markby reminded him. ‘And he was in foster care. He didn’t have a real mother he could run home to with the story. I’ve explained all this.’


‘Oh, yes, you’ve explained it all very well!’ Barker retorted, returning his attention to the matter in hand. ‘I don’t know the spot myself. Is the spinney, as you call it, still there?’


‘I drove round that way and made a recce before I came in here this afternoon,’ Markby told him. ‘Most of it is still there but it’s in a dismal state. It seems to be where the citizens of Bamford dump their unwanted old fridges and TVs. Not to mention sacks of garden waste and other rubbish. From Josh’s description of it, as it was when he was a child, it was quite a pretty spot. Now you’d call it pretty horrible.’


Barker acknowledged the weak joke with a grimace. ‘And you completely believe your gardener’s tale?’


‘Absolutely. Besides, he had the bracelet – that one.’ Markby pointed to the surface of Barker’s desk.


Barker stared gloomily down at the silver chain, now neatly encased in a little evidence bag. ‘Well, I’ll have to pass this higher up. I can’t authorise an expensive fishing expedition like digging up the area without further authority. They won’t be happy, I can tell you. Everything is costed now, down to the last penny. There is a Cold Case Unit in the county, but they’re fighting for the finances to look into more promising cases than this one. Besides, they just don’t have the personnel. So, just don’t get your hopes up too high! We’re talking about a bracelet found by kids twenty years ago on a patch of ground that has since been largely built over. The gardener says his sister took it off a corpse. But his sister might just have found it on the ground, lost months earlier. I can’t remember in detail everything I did when I was nine. Can you?’


‘I understand your doubts,’ Markby said mildly. ‘But it would be nice to be able to close the case.’


Barker leaned back and beat a tattoo on the desk with his fingertips. ‘Of course, it was your case, wasn’t it? You’d want it sorted.’


‘It was only my case at this end of things, and our involvement here was strictly limited to finding out if the girl had come home. The police in Gloucestershire handled the other end, the actual disappearance. They interviewed the students who knew Rebecca, and also her boyfriend.’


Barker’s face set in a suspicious scowl. ‘They checked the boyfriend out more carefully than just a chat, I suppose? Lovers’ quarrel, perhaps, or maybe she wanted out of the relationship. The lad was jealous, you know the sort of thing.’


‘I believe that he was questioned more than once, at the time. But there was nothing to suggest he knew anything about her disappearance. He was described to me as being very worried.’


‘Sure he was worried!’ snapped Barker. ‘It might have been a guilty conscience!’


‘Or just that he was a young man who’d never been in trouble and whose girlfriend had vanished, and he didn’t know what to do or say. But I didn’t interview him. That was the local CID’s job, as I told you. I dealt with the parents here.’


‘Are they still alive?’ Barker asked. ‘We’d need them to confirm this is her bracelet.’ He touched the little plastic bag with the silver chain.


‘Without checking, I couldn’t say. I imagine they’d be elderly now, like me!’ A fleeting smile crossed Markby’s face. ‘Yes, they could still be around.’ Diffidently he added, ‘There is one thing I might mention – just a coincidence, you understand.’


‘Please do!’ invited Barker sourly, and looking apprehensive.


‘Well, at the time, when I was liaising with Gloucestershire, there was a young detective sergeant assigned to the case there, bright chap, graduate intake . . .’


‘Oh . . .’ said Barker simply.


‘He’s now a superintendent. His name is Ian Carter. He later moved around, as one does, but now he’s back in Gloucestershire.’


‘This is leading to something,’ Barker said suspiciously.


‘Only that, before I retired here, I had a newly promoted inspector on my team called Jess Campbell. She was very young. She’s now with the Gloucestershire force, working with Carter. A coincidence, as I said.’


There was a silence during which Barker looked thoughtfully up at the ceiling. When he lowered his gaze again he said, ‘Fair enough. I’ll pass this higher up. They’ll want to speak to you, if nothing else.’


Markby chose to overlook the lack of encouragement, and rose to his feet. ‘Thank you for listening to all this,’ he said politely.


Barker, not to be outdone in courtesy, held out his hand. ‘My pleasure, as I might say in other circumstances! Only it isn’t good news you’ve brought me. For you, perhaps it is.’


‘For me?’ asked his visitor, gripping the proffered hand.


Barker smiled for the first time since greeting Markby on arrival. ‘Not often an investigating officer gets a second bite at the apple long after he’s retired.’ Barker’s smile widened. ‘That is what you’re after, Alan, isn’t it? A second crack at an unsolved case?’


‘I’m retired,’ Markby said, for the second time that day.


‘Well? What did Trevor Barker say?’ asked Meredith impatiently. ‘Are they going to dig in the spinney?’


Markby shrugged off his jacket and hung it up in the cavernous hallway of the old Victorian house. It was darker and gloomier than usual, because the light was fading. He had not done much in the garden, he thought. Once Josh had told his extraordinary tale, Markby had spent the rest of the working day driving round the area once covered by the spinney, and talking afterwards to Barker. Before coming indoors, he’d checked that Josh had finished the digging; he was slightly surprised to find that his gardener, after neatly cleaning the tools and putting them away in the shed, had gone home. 


‘Josh hasn’t waited to find out how I got on,’ he said to his wife. ‘I suppose, now he’s laid the burden of his secret at my feet, he’s decided he doesn’t have to worry about it any more. It’s my pigeon.’ He gave a rueful grin.


‘And how did you get on?’


‘Trevor’s passing it up the food chain,’ he said. ‘Consulting his superiors. To be fair, he can do nothing else. To reopen the case would be a complicated and expensive business; so, unless there is really good reason to believe a body or some remains will be found, there may be reluctance to go ahead. In the end, it can’t be Trevor’s decision alone.’


‘He doesn’t believe Josh?’


‘He knows I believe him; and I expect him to speak to Josh in person. Plus, we have the evidence of the bracelet. But it might not be enough. No one else stumbled over the body, only Josh and Dilys. Then it vanished, pretty soon afterwards – or someone else would have found it, as you said. The killer might even have been there when the two children came upon it. He heard them coming and hid, then emerged when they ran away.’ Markby looked discontented. ‘Barker and anyone else he consults will drag their feet.’


They had progressed to the sitting room where, in deference to a chilly evening, the bars of an electric fire glowed in the hearth. In wintertime, a real log fire burned there, but the weather was warming up, during the day, at least. Alan subsided on to the sofa with a sigh of relief.


‘The cost of the operation will be a big factor!’ said Meredith sapiently. She had followed Alan and was perched on the arm of the sofa. ‘Someone will decide it can’t be squeezed into the budget.’


‘It’s an important factor in any decision to be made about following this up. That, and assigning the manpower. Then there’s all the paperwork – even if it’s computerised, these days. Someone has to do it. It would mean finding out who now owns the land. And who owned it at the time, and whether it was put to any use other than just a scrap of woodland. Who had access? Who went there regularly? All that could be tricky. Although there is a possibility the Council now owns it, if the spinney formed part of the original plot of land bought from the farm for the houses to be built. But if it doesn’t, then possibly the developers of the business park own it. That would be Dudley Newman’s company, which itself is history. But they didn’t incorporate all of it in the development, so perhaps it was outside their purchase. The farm is long gone, of course, so if the farmer retained ownership, it will be quite a job tracking down his heirs.’
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