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THE EXPERT


A Sixties Mystery


BERNARD KNIGHT


A classic murder mystery by acclaimed crime writer Bernard Knight, set in the 1970s and featuring pathologist John Hardy as he investigates deaths using the latest scientific crime-fighting techniques available. When a series of women are found murdered, leaving police baffled, it's up to local expert Hardy to crack the case … but the odds are against him.


The Expert was previously made into an acclaimed TV series and draws on Knight's extensive experience in pathology.




Author’s note


The Sixties Mysteries is a series of reissues of my early crime stories, the first of which was originally published in 1963. Looking back now, it is evident how criminal investigation has changed over the last half-century. Though basic police procedure is broadly the same, in these pages you will find no Crime Scene Managers or Crown Prosecution Service, no DNA, CSI, PACE, nor any of the other acronyms beloved of modern novels and television. These were the days when detectives still wore belted raincoats and trilby hats. There was no Health and Safety to plague us and the police smoked and drank tea alongside the post-mortem table!


Modern juries are now more interested in the reports of the forensic laboratory than in the diligent labours of the humble detective, though it is still the latter that solves most serious crimes. This is not to by any means belittle the enormous advances made in forensic science in recent years, but to serve as a reminder that the old murder teams did a pretty good job based simply on experience and dogged investigation.


Bernard Knight
2015




PROLOGUE


The blonde was slightly drunk. She giggled and swayed a little as the man put an arm around her shoulders. They left the car and went inside.


She still clutched the few fivers that he had pressed on her during the ride.


‘I’m not that sort of girl,’ she had said, but she gave a silly little laugh and made no move to hand them back.


‘Buy yourself some new undies,’ he said. ‘You’ll probably need them by the time I’ve finished with you.’


He whispered something in her ear as they jostled up the stairs. She sniggered and bumped him playfully with her shoulder.


In the bedroom, he pulled off her coat and threw it carelessly at a chair. It missed and fell to the floor.


Grabbing her roughly, he pushed her back on to the bed and dropped heavily on top of her, kissing her greedily.


‘Hey, mister, don’t eat me!’


She had stopped giggling now.


Still holding her tightly, he put his mouth to her ear. ‘I’ve been nice to you. Are you going to be nice to me?’


She tried to focus her eyes close enough to see his face. The first doubts about him began to filter into her fuddled mind.


He kissed her again, savagely. With his lips back at her ear, he whispered something again.


Immediately she tried to struggle back to a sitting position.


‘No damn fear, I won’t,’ she said thickly. ‘Let go of me, you bloody nutter!’


He kissed her even more violently this time, pushing her head down against the bedcover.


‘Come on, don’t play pure and simple with me. You’ve been around, girlie!’


She started to yell, but he clapped a hand across her face. With the other hand he reached out to grope in the drawer of the bedside table.




Chapter One


The shrill sound of the telephone ravaged the quietness of the empty study. Its double peal clawed harshly at the darkness for minute after long minute. Whoever was on the other end was hell-bent on getting an answer.


Outside the study, the hall was dark, except for a thin shaft of weak moonlight that poked its way through the landing window. The deep tick of a grandfather clock seemed disdainful of the raucous jangle from the other room.


Suddenly, a door opened upstairs and brighter light flooded the landing. Muttering under his breath, John Hardy pulled the cord of a red brocade dressing gown about him, as he padded down the stairs into the gloom below.


The familiarity of years guided him accurately to the study door. He pressed the light switch and hurried to the noisy phone that sat on his big mahogany desk.


‘Hello, Doctor Hardy here.’


He listened for a moment, then slid onto the desk, his slippered feet dangling just above the carpet.


‘Yes, I’m sorry about that. I’d forgotten to switch it through to the bedroom extension. Been away so long I’d lost the habit.’


He listened again, then looked sharply up at the electric clock above a bookcase.


‘I make it twelve minutes past midnight now. If I come up the main road as far as Five Ways, can you have a car waiting there to pilot me through those small roads? I don’t know them all that well, especially in the dark.’


The receiver croaked again into his ear and he nodded, as if the caller could see him.


‘That’s fine, then. I’ll be in a beige Range Rover. Say twenty minutes time. I’ve got to get some clothes on first.’


He dropped the telephone delicately into its cradle and sighed. Life went on just the same – and so, it seemed, did death.


Turning out the light, he went back up the stairs, listening with distaste to a distant rumble of thunder. ‘Duck boots and a mac,’ he murmured. He went back into his bedroom and cast a longing glance at the open book lying on his bedside table. Then his eyes strayed to the big double bed, only one side of which was rumpled.


A sudden unwelcome lump came into his throat, followed quickly by a feeling of near terror. He had realised that this was the first call since that awful one almost three months ago.


Hardy stared at the bed, almost hypnotised, illogical panic sweeping over him.


It passed as quickly as it had come and he took a deep breath and straightened up.


‘For God’s sake, don’t be so damned self-pitying,’ he said loudly.


He marched through into a small dressing room and peeled off his night things. Running a quick hand over his chin, he decided that his morning shave would have to last. Then he selected a check sports shirt and a thick jumper from a drawer under a wardrobe. Thick socks and a pair of old golfing trousers went on over his underpants and, in a few moments, he was ready for action. Another peal of thunder, nearer this time, sent him groping on top of a cupboard for a waterproof trilby that still had little tears in the crown from fishing flies.


He picked up his watch and wallet and padded down the stairs of the silent house. This time, he went through the kitchen to his laboratory, which had been closed up for ten weeks and smelt dusty and stale.


On a table near a window was his square, black doctor’s bag. He swung it off, hoping that Sandra, his last laboratory technician, had topped it up before she left for her new job in Liverpool.


Hardy went back into the kitchen and opened the door into the garden. He stepped out on to the gravel path and, looking up, saw that black clouds were rolling across the pale moon. Again a grumble of thunder came from the west. He had taken a fishing jacket from the hall on his way out and now he paused to struggle into it, as the first drops of rain started to tap tentatively on the garage roof.


The coat was of a thick olive-green nylon and again a flash of morbid recollection hit him, as he remembered that he had last worn it when Jo had been shot.


He ground his teeth at the vexation of discovering that John Hardy was not the impassive, coldly logical man he held himself to be. Stamping across the crunchy gravel to the garage, he deliberately put these thoughts from his mind, as he went in and groped for the light switch.


He put the bag into the back of the Rover, then picked a pair of wellington boots from the floor and dropped them in alongside the bag. They would be cold and possibly damp, but there was nothing he could do about it. From the description Carrol had given over the phone, he was going to need them, damp or not. Hardy lifted the roller door and switched off the light.


The car started at the first touch and he drove away, not bothering to close the door after him.


His headlights carved a swathe out of the night as he went towards the A41 trunk road that led from Warwick to Birmingham. The Rover was on loan from a dealer, so at least there were no painful memories attached to that. His white Alfa Romeo had been accidentally destroyed by fire when he was away, while having a routine service done in the dealer’s premises. Until the insurance company decided what was to happen about a replacement, he had been loaned this one by a highly apologetic manager.


Hardy set the car’s nose northwards, with about eight miles to the rendezvous with the police. It was not yet half past twelve, but the roads were very quiet. The threatening weather, now with flashes of lightning and frequent thunderclaps, was keeping all but the most determined people at home.


Then the rain came swishing down and Hardy groaned at the thought of the next couple of hours. After twenty-five years at the game he knew that most of the investigation at the scene would consist of waiting … waiting for the photographer, waiting for the lighting, waiting for the forensic lab, waiting for the undertaker. And looking at the weather now, maybe even waiting for frogmen, he thought cynically.


All that the CID chief had told him on the phone was that a girl’s body had been found in a disused quarry deep in a wood. The place was near some remote hamlet in the countryside, within the triangle formed by Warwick, Birmingham and Stratford-upon-Avon. He had no other details, but he knew Carrol of old and if Carrol said, ‘It’s a nasty one, Doc,’ then that was good enough. If it had been a younger and less senior detective, then Hardy might have wanted a few more details before turning out so promptly into a filthy night like this, but Carrol’s laconic description was a warranty of the seriousness of the case.


John Hardy wondered, as he peered down the bright tunnel of his headlights, just how many times he had driven off into the unknown like this. How many black nights and grey dawns had he seen, standing with a posse of big, grave men over some pathetic or horrifying scene of violent death? He sometimes wondered at times like these why on earth he had ever chosen forensic pathology – surely the most macabre, as well as the least popular career in medicine. He never seemed to be called to a murder at eleven o’clock on a sunny Tuesday morning. It was always – in his memory at least – between midnight and four in the morning, always cold, usually raining or snowing. It was always with a full day’s engagements ahead of him – that needed a dozen frantic telephone calls to rearrange. Either that or he was about to catch the ferry to a holiday on the continent or an aeroplane to some conference in America.


As he watched the big raindrops flying at him down the light beams, he suddenly realised that he was getting old and crabby. Thank God that he had some insight left, he thought, mentally shaking himself out of his introspective, self-indulgent mood. This was surely the most interesting job in the world. He was privileged to be doing it and wouldn’t think of changing it for any inducement on earth.


But it isn’t the same any more, he thought, his shoulders sagging again. Jo had gone.


He tried to tell himself that it wasn’t just that, but deep down, he knew it was true. The fire had gone out of his belly – or if it hadn’t gone, it was burning pretty low.


This first call after his return showed him that three months and a trip halfway round the world had made little difference to the acutely depressed person that he had been immediately after the death of his wife.


This night was going to be a test, he knew that.


Like the man who goes back into the water after almost drowning or the air pilot who flies again after his crash, this was to be the make-or-break case.


He sat upright again, quickly.


‘Balderdash! John Hardy, you damned sentimental, cringing worm! Snap out of it!’


After a pause, he added loudly, ‘And stop damn well talking to yourself!’


He felt better after this and settled down to concentrate on his driving. He knew the main road like the back of his hand and Five Ways was a road junction about a quarter of the way from Warwick to Birmingham. The west fork of the junction went down to Rowington and then to places like Shrewley and Lapworth, along the Grand Union Canal, but off these secondary roads were lanes and byways that were known only to locals and the police.


The Range Rover was unfamiliar after his old car, but he liked it well enough and, even in tonight’s bad conditions, he found it a pleasure to drive. The suburbs and villages slipped by in the October darkness. The roofs and pavements glistened in the wet and upstairs windows glowed redly as people went about their settling for the night.


He had passed Hatton and was now in the open stretch to Five Ways. The wipers beat like twin metronomes in front of his eyes and he compared the awful weather of the Midlands autumn with that of the Canary Islands and the Caribbean, where he had spent the last eight weeks, working hard to bury his horror in a languid round of shipboard socialising.


Had it worked? He didn’t really know himself. Perhaps it had done something, but maybe it was just the passage of two months that had rubbed off the sharp edges of his grief. Maybe he could have saved himself a thousand pounds and stayed in Warwick with the same result. Feeling himself slipping into the familiar cycle of self-pity and recrimination, he savagely concentrated on his driving. He was almost glad that he had caught up with a large truck that half-filled the road. It gave him something to do, trying to pass it on the wet and slippery road.


When he finally pulled past it on a straight stretch, he found Five Ways right ahead of him. He imagined the truck driver cursing ‘the silly buggers who overtake, then turn off!’ But he had no choice and switched his indicators for a left turn.


The police car was parked a few yards down the side road. It was a white Jaguar with a red fluorescent band around it and a blue flasher on the roof, which revolved to throw an eerie beam through the rain-filled air.


John Hardy pulled up right behind the Jaguar and flashed his headlights once to confirm who he was. The police driver stuck an arm out into the rain to give a ‘thumbs up’ sign and started to move away.


The Rover followed it for some miles down the side road, then turned left down an even smaller road for another mile. They were in raw agricultural country now, but patches of rough woodland began to appear wetly on either side of the lane. There seemed to be no more houses or cottages this way and Hardy saw only the gates of fields or gaping holes in hedges as his lights swept past.


The police car kept going, its bright red tail lights his only beacon in the pitch blackness. Then the right-hand flasher began winking its yellow message.


The sleek police vehicle turned slowly into what seemed to be a hole in the trees and Hardy saw that they were leaving the tarred road to go onto a gravel track. A few hundred yards in second gear and then he knew that they had arrived.


The Jaguar pulled up at the side of the lane, which here widened into a small clearing. There were other vehicles there, another white Jaguar, two Morris Eleven Hundreds and a Range Rover, all in police livery.


Beyond them were four more civilian cars, which Hardy guessed belonged to the senior detectives, photographers and maybe someone from the Home Office forensic laboratory.


Another car – a Mini – was parked opposite where he stopped and he saw a uniformed policeman stooping down to the driver’s window. As he got out, he could just see a label on the windscreen saying ‘Press’. Once again, he marvelled at the instinct that brought reporters to the scene of a crime, like a missile homing in by radar. If a body was found in the middle of the Gobi Desert, thought Hardy, he would not be surprised in the slightest if a spotty youth from the ‘Wolverhampton Observer’ popped up from behind the nearest boulder.


He took his case from the back and in the dim red light of the rear lamps, hopped on each foot to put on his gumboots. By now, shadowy figures were coming across from the other cars.


‘Morning, Doc. Nice to see you back with us.’


The leader of the group of police officers was the man who had telephoned, Detective Chief Superintendent Lewis Carrol – inevitably known to the Force as ‘Alice’, though he certainly lived in no Wonderland. He was a squat figure in the dark, his breadth making his six-foot frame look shorter. He was pyramid-shaped, expanding progressively as one’s eye went down from his small, bald head, past his shoulders to his broadening waist and massive legs and feet. Hardy had once seen him in swimming trunks and was reminded of a Japanese wrestler. But he was one hell of a good detective and was as tough as they come.


Behind him was Sam Partridge, Carrol’s superintendent and the second man at Headquarters CID. Two others were shadows in the dark and Hardy gave them all a general greeting.


‘Sorry to pull you out on a night like this, Doc,’ Alice went on. ‘But it’s easing off a bit now.’


True enough, the heavy rain had almost stopped for the moment, though the overhanging trees still sent down a barrage of drips on them.


‘We’re down the lane a bit. I’ll tell you as we go.’


Hardy walked alongside Carrol, the others followed behind. They passed a knot of uniformed policemen standing by the cars, one talking through the window into a radio. The steady ‘peep-peep’ of the UHF set and the distorted jumble of number codes that came from the speaker, were suddenly so familiar to Hardy – and somehow soothing. The things that one knows and understands can be like a life-raft suddenly grabbed in a shipwreck, he thought – then sternly rejected it as being selfish nonsense.


The senior detective was talking as they passed the cars and headed down the muddy lane.


‘It’s far too mucky to bring the cars down here. And we didn’t want to spoil any tracks more than we can help. Not that this damn rain is going to help – it’ll already have washed out any tyre prints.’


‘You said a girl, on the phone?’


‘About twenty, maybe twenty-two, I should think. Hasn’t been there long. Looks fresh to me, within the last day or two. Can’t see any marks on her, but we haven’t touched her yet, not until you have a look.’


Hardy plodded on, feeling his feet getting colder and damper in the disused rubber boots. They were walking on the dying autumn grass at the edge of the track, so as not to disturb any wheel marks that may have survived the rain.


‘When was she found?’


‘About nine o’clock. Sheer chance, really.’


Hardy stopped in the middle of the rough grass verge. ‘Nine o’clock. In the pitch dark?’


Carrol grinned in the dark, so wide that Hardy could see his false teeth flashing in his little, wrinkled face.


‘Yes, a farmer down the road lost one of his cows. Been looking for it since milking time. Still is, for all I know. Gate was left open and half a dozen of ’em wandered off. He found them all except one, doing his nut trying to round up the last one all evening. He came up through this little wood here, to see if it had fallen into an old quarry, where he’s lost animals before.’


They began trudging on again.


‘He didn’t find a cow, but he found a girl. Took him a time to get the local officers down here to have a look. Then they called us, so it was gone eleven before I got here. That’s why we were so late in calling you, I’m afraid.’


Hardy’s feet were distinctly wet now. Some of the long undergrowth had been spraying its moisture over the tops of his boots.


‘Any idea who she is?’


Alice shook his head in the darkness. ‘Not a clue yet. No handbag. We can’t start a search until first light, for fear of messing up any tracks. Maybe something in her pockets, but we’ll leave that until you get at it.’


The path had got muddier and more slippery and the rain began again, though not so heavy as before. Hardy saw torches flashing ahead, with a bigger, stronger light well amongst the trees to his left.


‘Here we are, down this track. We’re trying to keep away from the obvious route.’


A police constable stood at the side of the path, huddled in his mac. He held a clipboard, inadequately protected by the corner of a police cape that he had thrown over his raincoat. He stiffened and saluted as the chief superintendent came up to him.


‘OK, son. Add Dr John Hardy, pathologist, to your list,’ said Carrol and dived off left into the trees.


Hardy plunged after him, into longer weeds and sodden grass. There was enough soaking undergrowth here to make him wish that he had brought his fishing waders, not wellingtons.


Two lines of white plastic tape had been roughly lashed to saplings and bushes, to mark off a path into the wood. It confined the destructive effect of policemen’s large feet to one passageway, to avoid trampling the whole area until it could be searched. Twenty yards down this track, he saw torches flitting about like fireflies.


‘I’ll go ahead, Doc. Watch your feet or you’ll be over the edge. It’s all overgrown, but there’s a drop of about fifteen feet somewhere here.’


Sam Partridge, who was as tall and thin as his chief was squat, went ahead, his large rubber torch waving back and forth across the sodden ground.


The path dipped abruptly and Hardy slithered down, grabbing branches with his free hand, his bag knocking against trunks and saplings as he went.


Behind him, the chief superintendent plunged along, swearing as he missed his footing. Eventually, they slithered to a stop at a group of men, huddled round a tripod on which was a large lamp, connected by a tube to a cylinder of Calor gas. The hissing white light shone across into a green jungle, filling a large gouge in the steep bank down which they had just descended.


‘She’s in there, Doc,’ said Carrol, pointing back to the further end of a wild overgrowth of nettles and brambles that filled the semicircle of a small quarry. Trees ringed the margin of the hole above them and the gas lamp cast an eerie glow halfway up their trunks.


John Hardy carefully set down his bag and looked at the scene. This was where mistakes began, if one wasn’t careful. A boot on the wrong spot and a vital cigarette end might be crushed or a footprint obliterated.


He stood taking in the scene, his eyes roving around to orientate the position of the various landmarks. Behind him, Sam Partridge watched Hardy, knowing from experience that he wouldn’t be rushed. He had worked with him on scores of such scenes and knew him for a pedantic, sometimes irritatingly careful worker, but one who could be utterly relied upon to give the best answer available.


From where Partridge stood, John Hardy was silhouetted against the lamplit background. Sam saw his neat, rather compact figure standing motionless and remembered other places, other times. He knew what Hardy had gone through recently, even though he hadn’t been directly involved himself. Hardy’s wife Jo, a general practitioner in Warwick, had volunteered to go into a house which was under siege by armed police. A mentally deranged man had kidnapped a boy and when the lad had developed pneumonia, Jo had insisted on trying to help him. She had been shot by the man when the police rushed the house and had later died in hospital. He wondered how a fifty-five-year-old doctor would adjust to the tragic loss of a younger, attractive wife. Would he rush off and get married to some dolly on the rebound – or would he stay as an ageing widower, getting more bitter and crotchety as the years went by? If he was any judge of a man, it wouldn’t be the first way – though he could well imagine Hardy becoming more and more withdrawn, in his courteous, civilised way. His musing was interrupted by the motionless figure suddenly turning to Carrol.


‘Which is the best way in, Mr Carrol?’


Alice pointed straight along the nearest side of the dip, between the profuse undergrowth and the black rock of the exposed side of the quarry.


‘The floor of the quarry is almost level with where we are now, Doc … except right at the back, where it dips down a few feet. The rear wall drops down sheer there, from those trees. That’s where she was thrown in, by the looks of it.’ Sam Partridge moved forward. ‘All our approaches so far have been along this right-hand side. I don’t think chummy – if there is a chummy – would have come down here. All the vegetation was standing intact when the first bobby got here.’


Hardy picked up his case again and gingerly followed Alice, who was moving forward into the dip.


Brambles tugged at his jacket and his feet squished ever deeper into what felt like a mixture of mud and cow dung. How often had he done this sort of thing in the middle of the night, he wondered? Then, almost suddenly, he saw her.


The object for which thirty men were standing about in the rain and for which by morning, maybe a hundred more would be involved. No trouble too much, no expense spared – that was the attitude of the police when the sinister word ‘murder’ was confirmed. And it was his job – and his alone – to confirm it.


‘All yours, Doc,’ muttered Carrol and stood aside.


Hardy slid past him in the narrow space between the rock face and the savage briars. The light from the gas lamp was shadowed here by the high undergrowth in the middle of the quarry, so the detective passed him a square hand-lamp.


Its yellow glow passed over the green and brown tangle of scrub, overshot on to the dripping black rock, then swung quickly back to fix on a crumpled shape lying on the dead brambles at the foot of the quarry wall.


She was lying almost on her face, her left arm outflung, her knees drawn up. For a moment, it seemed as if she were only sleeping. For all the hundreds of similar sights that Hardy had seen, he felt again the familiar twinge of sorrow for a young life so tragically ended. He knew only too well that it did not pay to be too outgoing with one’s emotions in this job. A man has only a certain fund of compassion and to drain it too freely on each occasion would be asking too much of anyone. But now – especially now – he mourned for her. Very briefly, for there was work to be done.


He put his bag down behind him. Scanning the ground carefully in front of his feet, he moved forward warily until he could crouch at her side.


He called back over his shoulder at Lewis Carrol.


‘What about photographs?’


‘We’ve got them, from where you are now. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about on the ground. She must have been pitched down from up there.’


He jerked his head at the rock face.


‘What about forensic – are they coming out?’ asked Hardy, still not touching the body until he had doublechecked that all the routine machinery of the investigation was functioning in the correct sequence.


‘They’re on their way. Should have got here the same time as you.’


Hardy looked back at the body. The girl’s skin was dead white in the beam from his lamp. It looked all the more ghastly now, by contrast with the black dress she wore, a silky thing that was now sodden and stained with earth and lichen from the rock above.


The short skirt was rumpled up to her thighs and one shoulder of the garment seemed to be pulled down on to the upper arm. Her bedraggled blonde hair was tangled into the briars and the outflung hand was pulled into a little claw by rigor mortis.


‘No harm in me getting right round her, is there?’ called Hardy, without looking round.


‘Carry on as you like, Doc. There won’t be anything on the ground here from chummy. He must have stayed up top.’


The senior detective was assuming that the girl had been thrown into the dip from above – and Hardy, who rarely assumed anything, had to agree that it seemed highly unlikely that even a potential suicide would have jumped only fifteen feet into a mattress of brambles.


He spent a full minute looking at the position of the girl relative to her surroundings. Even the best photographs could never replace the first impressions of the scene, which could never be accurately reconstructed after the body had been moved.


His eyes took it all in and the intuitive processes began in his brain – comparing it with similar scenes with other bodies in similar surroundings. He was ‘getting the feel of it’ – something he could never adequately explain in cold black and white terms to students or other doctors.


The detectives waited patiently while Hardy’s eyes took their fill. They knew that he was a damned good man to have at a time like this and they didn’t try to chivvy him or hurry him up.


When he had seen enough, he humped himself nearer to the body, until he could touch it.


The back of the neck and the left side of the face were visible and he stretched out a hand to feel the skin. It was cold and wet, the clammy, rubbery feel of corpse flesh.


He gently took the outflung arm and moved it to see how stiff it was. The arm was rigid and the whole body tried to move when he levered gently against it.


‘She’s been dead since yesterday, at least. Not more than about two days,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Best guess so far is the night before last – you know, Saturday night.’


It was now about one on Monday morning.


‘Sure, Doc. We had the same sort of idea ourselves. Will you be able to get closer to a time than that?’


Hardy permitted himself a half-smile in the darkness. The first two questions the police always had were ‘Who is it?’ and ‘How long has she been dead?’


‘Not too hopeful. You know what I think of estimating time of death. But we’ll see when we get her out.’


Now he moved her head slightly more to the left, pulling against the death stiffness. The neck was rigid, but he managed to get a better view of her face. There were scratches on the cheeks from briars, but no other marks, except for the blotchy discoloration of the dead. The eyes were wide open and he gently pulled down one lower lid with his thumb. There was nothing abnormal to be seen. The first tingles of anxiety began to crawl up the back of his neck. Not strangled – he could see the neck easily, as the black dress was low-cut. No bleeding, no knife or bullet wounds on the parts exposed. No signs of asphyxia in the eyes or skin.


Still, it was early days yet.


‘Nothing to be seen so far, Mr Carrol,’ he called back.


‘Right, Doc. I think forensic have arrived. Can you hang on a tick before you do any more?’


Hardy squatted back on his heels, relaxing. He was keeping a corpse close company again, a job he had done times without number. Behind him, there was some crashing and cursing and a brighter light approached.


The newcomer had a big electric hand-lantern which cast enough light upwards to show a wild shock of hair and thick glasses.


‘Morning, John. What have we got?’


Hardy looked up from his crouching position. The tops of his gumboots were cutting into the backs of his knees and the muscles of his thighs were beginning to ache.


‘Hello, Archie. How are you?’


Neither found anything incongruous in these civilised greetings at such a place, at such a time.


‘Fine, fine. Nice to have you back, haven’t seen you in ages.’


The niceties over, Hardy returned to the business in hand.


‘Girl about twenty, thrown down from the edge of the quarry, by the looks of it. No obvious cause of death, so far.’


Archie Salmon was a scientist from the Home Office Forensic Science laboratory. A graduate biologist, he affected a ‘mad professor’ look, but his experience and shrewdness matched that of Hardy, in his own field of expertise.


He shuffled up to squat alongside Hardy and, like the doctor, stopped to take a long, hard look. Neither spoke for a long time.


‘Not much point in trying to do much here,’ said Archie finally. Hardy grunted in agreement. A shudder born of cold and damp suddenly racked him from head to foot.


‘I’m getting too old for these wet nights, Archie.’ He slowly ran his torch up and down the length of the still body. ‘I agree, there’s little we can do here. We’ll have to get her out first.’
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