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    Like her heroine, Ann Granger has worked in the diplomatic service in various parts of the world. She met her husband, who was also working for the British Embassy, in Prague and together they received postings to places as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. They have two grown-up sons and are now permanently based in Bicester, near Oxford.
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  ‘Ann Granger has brought the traditional English village crime story up to date, in setting, sophistication and every other aspect of fiction writing . . .  sheer, unadulterated bliss’ Birmingham Post




  ‘A clever and lively book’ Margaret Yorke




  ‘A good feel for understated humour, a nice ear for dialogue’ The Times
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  ‘A stylish entertainment’ Oxford Times
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  To Meredith Mitchell, marooned in a dusty London flat, the Cotswolds seem like a haven of peace and tranquillity. But Chief Inspector Markby has a rather different view of his native area, as he witnesses the bulldozing of one of his favourite boyhood haunts to make way for yet another housing estate. And when a man’s body is found buried in the foundations of one of the plots his outlook turns even grimmer.




  The only cheering prospect on the horizon is Meredith’s forthcoming visit. The dead man however remains a mystery: the labourer who dug up his body has disappeared and the farmers whose lands abut the burial site are little help. Charming, eccentric Mrs Carmody treats Markby, whom she has known since he was a boy, with fond familiarity and Mrs Winthrop at the neighbouring farm is happy to supply him with tea and scones but gives little else away. The time has come for someone with a different perspective to see what they can glean. And Meredith, blessed with an uncanny ability for ferreting out the truth, seems the obvious candidate.




  




  

    Writers make constant demands for encouragement and tolerance from others. I (and Alan Markby and Meredith Mitchell join with me) would like to thank especially John, Judith and Anne for their unstinting support.

  




  




  

    ‘Cold in the earth – and fifteen wild Decembers, From those brown hills, have melted into spring.’

  




  

    

       

    




































































































































































































































































































































































Emily Brontë

  




  




  

    

    Chapter One

  




  

    The fly buzzed against the grimy window, trapped. Through the gap at the top warm city air and the drone of Whitehall traffic drifted in but the fly seemed unable to locate its escape route. It kept attacking the same area of glass, increasingly desperate to get out and apparently increasingly unable to find the way.

  




  

    ‘Just like me!’ said Meredith Mitchell unwarily aloud.

  




  

    ‘I beg your pardon, Miss Mitchell?’

  




  

    The personnel officer stared at her suspiciously. He didn’t like dealing with women. It was written all over him. He was small and overweight, rosy-complexioned and pompous. From the moment she’d walked into his office they had failed to reach an                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 entente.































































































































































































































































































































































 It had been a case of mutual and instant dislike.

  




  

    ‘I meant, I know there are a lot of Foreign Service personnel like me, in my position, working in London but anxious to get an overseas posting.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed there are, my dear.’

  




  

    Patronising nitwit, thought Meredith.

  




  

    ‘But well, the number of postings grows fewer. Cutbacks, cutbacks everywhere.’

  




  

    ‘Yes, but surely it’s in the service’s interest to make  the best use of me? I’m doing virtually nothing of any real purpose here.’

  




  

    ‘I wouldn’t say that, Miss Mitchell.’ He consulted the file on his desk. ‘Your head of department expresses himself satisfied. Of course I realise that previously as British consul abroad you were very much in charge of your own little ship . . .’

  




  

    Meredith grimaced.

  




  

    ‘ . . . No doubt a desk job in London is a trifle tedious by comparison.’

  




  

    You can say that again, chum! she thought, staring morosely at his red-spotted tie. Who had given him that? His wife? His rich Auntie Flo? Had he bought it himself?

  




  

    She looked up at his face in time to catch a malicious glint in his little eyes. She understood perfectly what it meant. Here she was completely in his power. He was a time-server, a lover of the quiet life. He both envied and resented her desire for independence, uncertainty and challenge. Meredith began to understand for the first time something of the stresses and strains which can lead an otherwise normal person to contemplate murder.

  




  

    ‘Now then,’ he said placing the tips of his plump fingers together. ‘Have you any particular reason for making a posting necessary or particularly desirable at the present time? Are you badly accommodated?’

  




  

    ‘No,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘A colleague overseas has let me have his flat in Islington. Before that, I leased a cottage in the country but the daily travel was too much.’

  




  

    ‘No housing problems, then. You’re very fortunate, my dear.’

  




  

    If he says that again . . .

  




  

    ‘Personal problems?’ He sounded wary. In his book, all women were liable to such things.

  




  

    ‘No!’ she snapped.

  




  

    ‘Then, Miss Mitchell, I really can’t see that you have any case for preferential treatment. But take heart. You received an excellent report on your work in your previous post and though your job here may lack excitement, it is necessary. They also serve, remember, who only stand and wait!’

  




  

    It was the last straw. Meredith rose to her feet. She was five-ten and towered over his seated form most satisfactorily. He looked distinctly alarmed.

  




  

    ‘You may be prepared to kick your heels behind that desk until it’s time to draw your pension! I want to get out there and do something before they put me out to grass!’

  




  

    From pink his face turned puce. ‘I hardly think there is anything to be gained from continuing this conversation!’ he snarled, slapping the file shut.

  




  

    With the action he slammed the door on her hopes of a posting and she knew it. Knew, too, she could only blame herself. What the hell. ‘No, there isn’t!’ she snapped and stalked out.

  




  

    Reviewing this confrontation on her way home, wedged in a crowded, stuffy tube train, Meredith could not feel anything but fury and despair. The fury was not directed now at her adversary, but at herself. She could hardly have managed things worse. And she a person who had handled many a tricky situation with tact and finesse. That’s me scuppered! she thought gloomily. A big black mark against me! I’ll never get another  posting now. I’ll spend the rest of my life commuting.

  




  

    Someone trod on her foot and someone else stuck an elbow painfully into her ribs. Oh, to be out of this daily scrum. Oh, to be somewhere else, anywhere. She regretted now giving up the lease on Rose Cottage, inconvenient though it had proved. If she couldn’t be overseas then at least she would like to be back in the English countryside. She began to think of Alan and envy him in Bamford, a nice little country town, surrounded by rural peace and space. Where, moreover, he was doing a worthwhile job which offered variety, the unexpected and occasionally danger. What was more, Easter was coming along. Spring in the country really meant new life rising from the cold clay. ‘Oh to be in England, now that April’s there . . .’

  




  

    There was a curious odour about the place despite the fact that – as he’d noticed on his way in – someone had opened the upstairs windows. Probably one of the younger constables, some poor bloke unused to close proximity with outward signs of mortality! thought Alan Markby as he climbed the creaking, uncarpeted stair, taking care not to touch the banister lest fingerprinting should prove necessary. He took care not to brush against the walls either, but that was because they were filthy and grease-encrusted.

  




  

    He was late arriving on the scene, having been called from the other end of the divisional area. They would already have carried out the first tasks and the ambulance outside waited only for him to come and view the body before taking it away. On the other side of the street a small crowd of the curious and the voyeuristic had gathered. Amongst them would be one true necrophiliac.  There was always one, usually stopping police personnel to ask for grisly details. Sometimes the pathetic creeps pretended to be journalists.

  




  

    Game. That’s what the smell resembled most. Well hung grouse or pheasant, here mixed with dust, damp, mildew and general decay. The place was clearly a squat. This whole row of terraced houses was due for demolition to make way for a low-rise block of flats for the elderly. The house next door was still occupied, which was useful because the neighbour might have information. But the one he was in had theoretically been abandoned and the lower windows and door boarded up. Even so, the squatters had got in.

  




  

    Markby could hear the murmur of voices from behind the door at the top of the stairs. He pushed it open and faces turned to him.

  




  

    ‘Oh, there you are, sir!’ said Sergeant Pearce in relief. He too wanted to get out of here. The stench intensified in this room. There was a green-faced young constable by the door, sweating. Hot in here, too, and stuffy. The warm weather had hastened the deterioration of the thing on the bed.

  




  

    ‘Sorry I’m late!’ he said and meant it because they were all clearly suffering.

  




  

    ‘Dr Fuller had to leave before you got here, sir. He had an appointment elsewhere.’

  




  

    ‘Fair enough. I’ll be hearing from him, I don’t doubt.’

  




  

    ‘They’ve taken their pictures,’ Pearce went on, indicating the two unhappy police photographers. ‘Could they—?’

  




  

    ‘What? Oh yes, you two can be on your way, by all means.’

  




  

    They collided in the doorway in their haste, clattering downstairs with their apparatus. The bilious constable watched them go wistfully.

  




  

    ‘Let’s have a look, then!’ Markby said resignedly.

  




  

    Pearce turned back the sheet which had been decorously draped over the body. He said nothing.

  




  

    Markby said, ‘She must have been pretty – before.’

  




  

    She wasn’t more than twenty-one or two. Her eyes were open, staring, and a cloudy violet in colour. She wore a dirty tee-shirt and jeans cut off raggedly at the knee. The tee-shirt had been pushed up, probably by Dr Fuller making his examination, and the sunken flesh below the rib-cage had a strange greyish aspect. Her left arm was turned palm out and scarred the whole length with red marks and purple bruises, slowly becoming camouflaged by the mottling of decomposing skin.

  




  

    ‘Who found her?’

  




  

    ‘Bloke next door.’ Pearce indicated the partition wall dividing this terraced house from the next. ‘He’s been keeping an eye on the place, afraid of fire. Thought it was empty and came in to see what damage had been done by the last squatters. Oh, here’s the needle, it was lying on the floor by the bed.’ Pearce held up a plastic bag in the bottom of which a hypodermic syringe rested.

  




  

    Foul thing, thought Markby. Aloud he asked, ‘How long has she been dead, did Fuller hazard a guess?’

  




  

    ‘Two to three days, at first glance.’

  




  

    ‘No sign of the stuff she took?’

  




  

    ‘No. There were others living here, so the neighbour says, but it’s been very quiet the last couple of days and he thought they must all have left. Looks as if her  fellow-squatters saw this girl had died, took fright and all did a runner.’

  




  

    ‘We’ll be lucky to find them,’ Markby growled. Unless the neighbour knew any of them by name. Unlikely.’

  




  

    ‘Funnily enough, he knew her—’ Pearce pointed at the corpse. ‘First thing he said to me when I got here was that it was Lindsay Hurst. He’d seen Lindsay going in and out of the house over a few weeks and was surprised because her family is local and respectable and he wouldn’t have thought she’d end up living here like this. Those are his words, it’s all in his statement.’

  




  

    ‘Not the first time it’s happened! Does our informant know where the Hursts live?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, somewhere in Kitchener Close. The number of people living here varied, he says. He also says he complained to the police and the council but nothing was done. You know how it is trying to get squatters out. The council probably was leaving it till the autumn when the demolition chaps move in.’

  




  

    Markby grunted. ‘Someone will have to go over to Kitchener Close and tell her parents. I’ll do it, since you’ve been stuck here waiting for me, My turn for a dirty job. Feeling okay?’

  




  

    ‘Got used to it,’ said Pearce wryly.

  




  

    Markby glanced at the constable. ‘Want to go outside?’

  




  

    ‘Please, sir!’

  




  

    ‘Buzz off, then. Tell the ambulance men to come up and collect her.’

  




  

    He looked round the room again after the constable had fled. The bed was the only proper piece of furniture and that looked as if it had been brought here from  some rubbish tip. There was a rusting picnic stove on the floor. The other residents must have left that in their panicked flight from the house. In one corner was piled rubbish of all kinds, bottles, boxes, paper, empty cans, another syringe . . . they’d have to go through it all. The neighbour had certainly been right to fear fire, however.

  




  

    Thinking of the respectable semi-detached houses of Kitchener Close from which the dead girl had come, he asked aloud wonderingly, ‘How did she put up with this squalor? Too proud to go home? Or too far gone?’

  




  

    ‘I called in and had a check run before you came, sir, and she was a registered addict being prescribed the substitute stuff. But she was obviously getting the real thing from somewhere. Dr Fuller says it looks as if she had a pretty hefty dose and if those empty wine bottles over there mean they were drinking, then she didn’t stand a chance.’ Pearce looked thoughtful. ‘You’d think, wouldn’t you, that if they were into that sort of thing they’d make for some big city where it’s easier to get hold of the stuff, not hang around a quiet countrified dump like Bamford.’

  




  

    ‘Quiet, yes. A backwater, possibly. A dump, no!’ said Markby firmly. He liked Bamford. ‘Nor does it surprise me. Nothing in the country surprises me any more.’

  




  

    Pearce made an effort to take a positive view. ‘Nasty business but straightforward enough in its way. I suppose there’ll be an open verdict. I thought when the call came in we might have a murder on our hands, but we haven’t.’ Pearce slapped at the flies which were thickening in the air and hovering ominously above the bed.

  




  

    ‘Haven’t we?’ Markby asked coldly. ‘Perhaps not in  the coroner’s book. But in my book whoever supplied the drugs, killed her. And we’ve got to find him before another youngster dies!’

  




  

    ‘Eat up, Jess! You haven’t got enough on that plate to keep a sparrow alive!’

  




  

    ‘I’m not hungry, Ma. I’ve had enough, honestly.’

  




  

    ‘Nonsense. You’ll have another potato, here!’ Mrs Winthrop plonked another roast potato uncompromisingly on to her daughter’s plate. ‘One more won’t kill you!’

  




  

    Jessica Winthrop gave a small convulsive jerk. She looked down at the potato, glistening red-gold in its crispy-fat coating, and forced down a bubble of nausea. Beside her, her brother Alwyn was busily polishing off a huge plateful. Alwyn was a big fellow and a working man; little wonder he ate like a horse. Jessica wondered if, by staring at the unwanted vegetable, she could somehow persuade it to dematerialise. Alwyn mopped up the last of his gravy with a hunk of bread, glanced sideways at her and winked. He knew what she was thinking.

  




  

    ‘Can you squeeze another cup of tea out of that pot, Elsie?’ inquired George Winthrop from the head of the table where he was wedged into an ancient oak carver chair. Nothing could be seen of him but the top of his bald head and the tips of his stubby fingers gripping the cover pages of the open                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Farmers Weekly.

  




  

    Jessica reflected that her father, unused to handling books of any kind, always grasped his magazine as if he thought it was going to get away from him, by the scruff of its neck as it were – if books had had necks. She was the bookish member of the family, an oddity amongst  the Winthrops. It had always pleased them to tolerate her oddness – until, of course, things had gone wrong for her.

  




  

    Mrs Winthrop had lifted the lid from a large brown earthenware teapot and was deliberating over its contents like a priest over the entrails of a sacrifice. ‘It’ll take a drop of hot water.’ She got up and went to the stove.

  




  

    Now her back was turned, Alwyn swiftly scooped up the unwanted spud from his sister’s plate and ate it before their mother came back. She threw him a small smile of gratitude.

  




  

    ‘There now!’ said Mrs Winthrop returning with the replenished teapot. She nodded approvingly towards her daughter’s empty plate. ‘You managed to eat it after all. It wasn’t difficult, was it?’

  




  

    ‘No, Ma.’

  




  

    ‘If you don’t eat properly, my girl, you’ll get sick again like – well, like you was.’

  




  

    Jessica said nothing. They didn’t understand a mental breakdown and she’d given up trying to explain. To them, a person got sick because he didn’t eat or wrap up properly or had the misfortune to pick up one of the more common fevers. Stuffing the invalid with food and rubbing his chest with Vick cured all these ailments. As a puny child she’d announced her presence everywhere by an accompanying pungent odour of Vick. Her brother might have understood but she didn’t wish to burden Alwyn who had his own troubles. He hadn’t told her about them but she sensed it. They’d always been close like that.

  




  

    ‘Too much book-reading!’ said her father, laying aside his                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Farmers Weekly































































































































































































































































































































































 and taking off his spectacles  (inherited from his father and good enough, he didn’t need to pay out good money for new ones). He took up his mug. ‘That’s your trouble, girl, and always was. Not enough fresh air and your nose always stuck in a book. Don’t us get no pudding today, then?’

  




  

    ‘Just you wait a minute, George Winthrop! There’s apple crumble – and don’t you go turning your nose up at that, Jessica!’

  




  

    ‘No, Ma. Shall I dish it up?’ With luck, put in charge of the proceedings, she could allot herself a minute portion.

  




  

    ‘Go on, then. And bring the cream jug. ’Tis over on the dresser.’

  




  

    Jessica made her way across the familiar farm kitchen. Every nook and cranny, every item it contained from feed bills spiked on a nail by the dresser to the row of copper pans hanging on the wall, formed part of her childhood memories and had contributed to the person she was now. But recollection brought no warm glow. She’d often felt guilty about her lack of affection for the bricks and mortar of her family home. Here she’d always been loved, always been warm and comfortable. Life at the farm ought to have meant happiness and security but it never had. She’d been so pleased to leave and go to college far away. But it had all ended with coming back here. She sometimes felt she was tied to the farm by an elastic rope. She could only run away so far and it jerked her back again.

  




  

    Even worse, nowadays since her illness the thought of leaving the farm had begun to frighten her so that she was caught between a Scylla and Charybdis of conflicting emotions. Things she knew to be minor problems to be faced in the outside world had begun to  appear as terrifying obstacles preventing her from even trying to start again properly, out there. The longer she stayed, the worse it got. Yet she couldn’t go.

  




  

    None of this could she explain to her parents whose lives revolved around Greyladies and who found everything they wanted here. With every action they took dictated by the needs of the farming year, the world outside was hardly relevant. They knew nothing of it and cared less. Only Alwyn could have understood but they never spoke of it together.

  




  

    Jamie alone had managed to get away for good and make a success of his life outside, away from Greyladies. But Jamie had never minded hurting people. Jessica often wished she’d inherited some of the notorious Winthrop toughness. Jamie must have got her share as well as his own.

  




  

    She stooped and with hands well protected by oven-mitts, took the great sizzling cartwheel of apple crumble from the oven. As she straightened up, the telephone began to ring in the next room.

  




  

    ‘I’ll go!’ Alwyn said, getting up and pushing past her. He always had trouble getting through the doors which had low lintels constructed in far-off days when folk were shorter. Alwyn had to stoop like a hunchback to get through without cracking his skull.

  




  

    Jessica put the apple crumble on the marble-topped table by the door and began to spoon out portions on to the waiting blue and white plates. Well, blue and yellowish white plates, glaze crackled all over with age and chipped round the edges. They hardly ever bought anything new at the farm. ‘Nothing wrong with them plates!’ Mrs Winthrop had opined when Jessica ventured to suggest that perhaps in the cause of  hygiene . . . ‘If you wash ’em up properly a few cracks don’t matter!’ Truth to tell, of course, there was no spare money for new plates or new anything else.

  




  

    Closest to the open doorway as she worked, she could hear Alwyn’s side of the telephone conversation next door. Evidently the call was for him and she wouldn’t have eavesdropped but something about his voice, almost furtive, caught her attention.

  




  

    ‘I told you not to ring me!’ he was whispering hoarsely. ‘Yes, I know . . . Well, I’ve not had the chance . . . Anyway, ’tisn’t for me to say!’ On the last phrase Alwyn’s voice rose almost to a muffled shout. A long silence followed and then Alwyn’s angry, ‘I told you before – if I can!’ The phone was slammed down and he came back with his face almost as red as his hair.

  




  

    ‘Who was that, then?’ asked his mother.

  




  

    ‘Landlord of The Fox and Hounds, wanting to know if I could turn out for the darts team next Wednesday. I told him a week or more ago I couldn’t guarantee to play no more.’

  




  

    Jessica, carrying apple crumble plates to the table, reflected that Alwyn never had been any good as a liar. Their eyes met as she put his plate before him and he gave her a defiant look.

  




  

    She respected his right to privacy and wouldn’t have asked him about the phone call again if she hadn’t come upon him alone later in the afternoon. She’d helped her mother clear away and wash up and been ordered out for ‘fresh air, and no taking a book out with you and hiding away with it some place!’ So she’d collected saddle and bridle from the barn and set out to catch Nelson in his paddock.

  




  

    That was where she came unexpectedly on her  brother, sitting on a low ruined wall, part of a collection of such stones in the middle of the paddock. Whisky the sheepdog lay at his feet, panting pink-tongued in the heat as he waited for orders. Alwyn was leaning forward, arms resting on knees, deep in thought. His strong, sun-burned hands were loosely clasped and the brim of his tweed cap shadowed his face.

  




  

    Jessica put down the tack and perched on the wall beside him. Nelson continued grazing a few feet away but kept an eye on them because he’d seen the saddle.

  




  

    ‘That pony is so bloody fat,’ said Alwyn, ‘you won’t be able to get the girth round his belly soon.’

  




  

    ‘I take him out every day.’

  




  

    ‘Eating his head off. Useless, bone-idle animal, he is.’

  




  

    ‘Shut up, Alwyn! You’re only saying that to annoy me!’ She saw him grin and to get her own back, she went on, ‘And why were you whispering away on the phone? Don’t tell me it was the landlord of The Fox and Hounds!’

  




  

    His grin vanished and he scowled. ‘No, ’twas Dudley Newman.’

  




  

    Now it was her turn to frown, puzzled. ‘The builder? What did he want?’

  




  

    ‘Same thing as he wanted when he came visiting out here at the farm a while back.’

  




  

    ‘To buy our land?’ She tossed back her long fair hair. ‘Dad told him Greyladies wasn’t for sale!’

  




  

    Alwyn grunted.

  




  

    ‘So why’d he phone you?’ she persisted.

  




  

    ‘How should I know?’

  




  

    ‘Alwyn! I want to know! Have you been hatching some plot with Newman?’

  




  

    ‘No!’ he snapped. ‘How could I? I haven’t got the final say-so. But I did say that if Dad were to change his mind, I might be interested in selling – if the price was right.’ He paused, as if shocked by his own boldness. ‘Come on, Jess, we might as well! You’d get your share of the money and we’d both be able to leave here!’ It was the nearest he’d ever come to mentioning the vexed subject openly to her.

  




  

    ‘They wouldn’t leave!’ she said.

  




  

    ‘No,’ he sighed. ‘They wouldn’t leave.’

  




  

    ‘And if you’re dealing with Dudley Newman behind Dad’s back, he’ll soon be on to it. You’re no good at telling fibs, Alwyn. Not like Jamie.’

  




  

    He turned his head sharply. ‘What made you mention him?’

  




  

    ‘There was a letter came from him the other day, wasn’t there? Addressed to Dad and Ma. It was on the kitchen table but Ma whipped it away quickly in case I saw it.’

  




  

    ‘Not quick enough, it seems!’ was the dour comment.

  




  

    ‘Is he coming home?’

  




  

    ‘It wasn’t to me, the letter,’ said her brother woodenly.

  




  

    They both sat in silence for a while, the sun shining on their backs. The dog had gone to sleep, nose on paws, and Nelson, satisfied he wasn’t going to be caught and made to take some exercise just yet, had moved off to the furthest corner of the paddock.

  




  

    ‘Rum old place, this!’ said Alwyn suddenly, slapping his hands on the ruined wall on which they sat. ‘Could tell a few tales, I bet.’

  




  

    ‘I find these ruins creepy,’ Jessica said abruptly.

  




  

    ‘Thinking a few ghosts are going to pop out of these old stones, are you?’ he teased.

  




  

    ‘It wouldn’t surprise me. This was the scene of a crime once.’

  




  

    ‘What do you mean?’ He turned his head to peer at her from beneath his cap, his grey eyes sharp.

  




  

    ‘The burning of the meeting house. These old ruins.’

  




  

    ‘Good Lord, girl, I wondered what you were on about!’ he said in disgust. ‘That wasn’t a crime. An accident, more like it.’

  




  

    ‘Arson’s a crime.’

  




  

    ‘Who ever said ’twas arson? It was over a hundred years ago and no one now can rightly tell. Just a bit of history, these old ruins, for what that’s worth.’

  




  

    ‘It’s an evil place, this spot,’ she said quietly. ‘I feel it, seeping out of the stones. Unhappiness.’

  




  

    ‘Rubbish! Don’t you start imagining things.’

  




  

    ‘There’s a lot of evil about.’ Jessica stared across the field as she spoke towards the distant prospect of Bamford church’s steeple on the horizon.

  




  

    ‘What’s that supposed to mean? You do come out with some weird things, Jess. If you start talking like that in front of Ma, she’ll march you off to Dr Pringle again.’

  




  

    ‘I read about Lindsay in the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Gazette.’

  




  

    ‘Oh, that! I didn’t know you knew her.’ Alwyn sounded both cross and discomfited. ‘If I had, I’d have made sure and hid the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Gazette































































































































































































































































































































































 away before you found it.’

  




  

    ‘I wish you’d all stop protecting me!’ she shouted. He didn’t reply and after a moment she went on stiffly, ‘We were both choirgirls, years ago, Lindsay and I. She was such a cheerful, friendly girl. Now she’s dead, and so horribly.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t go thinking about it!’ he advised. roughly.  ‘Silly little bitch did it to herself! No point in you upsetting yourself.’ He got up and the dog awoke, wagging its plumed tail. Even Nelson seemed alerted to the fact that the peaceful break was over. He threw up his head and whinnied shrilly.

  




  

    ‘I’ve got work to do,’ said Alwyn. ‘Don’t go trying to jump that pony over any hedges. The fat he’s carrying, he’ll likely plough right through them and I’ll have the job of patching them up again!’

  




  

    ‘I’ve never done that and well you know it!’ She shouldered the saddle and set off purposefully across the paddock.

  




  

    ‘Ghosts, evil!’ muttered Alwyn, kicking at the blackened base of the nearer pile of stone blocks half buried in the turf. ‘Just a bit of the farm, these are, like you and me, boy!’ The dog looked up, ears cocked, eyes watchful and curious. ‘Just like you and bloody me . . .’ repeated Alwyn morosely. ‘I could tell these old lumps a thing or two about unhappiness! Give me a box of matches and for two pins I’d burn down the whole bloody farm!’

  




  




  

    

    Chapter Two

  




  

    ‘Concrete, asphalt and brick, that’s all that will be left,’ said Alan Markby moodily aloud. ‘The whole country, completely built over coast to coast.’

  




  

    He made these doleful observations to himself as the wind caught at his straight fair hair and blew it wildly around his head. Sticking his hands disconsolately in the pockets of his well-worn olive-green Barbour, he scowled at the scene which met his eyes before sitting on a tree-trunk and taking a bar of chocolate out of his pocket. He wasn’t a great eater of sweets but making sandwiches had been too much bother. He’d just put the chocolate in his pocket and set out on his walk.

  




  

    He had needed to get out of the office, away from the station. An open verdict had been returned on Lindsay Hurst as Pearce had predicted. Nor had Markby expected differently. They had tried and so far failed to locate the dead girl’s fellow squatters. With not even a name to guide them, it was a pretty sure thing they never would. Of greater urgency was the need to find out where she had obtained the fatal supply of drugs. Heroin had finished Lindsay’s short life and it wasn’t a drug they’d had to deal with much in this area till recently. Again Pearce had been right. Cannabis they  came across fairly often, but of late the availability of more serious drugs was becoming a real headache to the local police.

  




  

    Obstinately he’d worked on the matter over the weekend, chasing up every lead and doing his best to make waves, because waves sometimes washed up unexpected finds. But not this time. Inquiries in the pubs and discos the dead girl had frequented had met a brick wall of unhelpfulness. And even if they had picked up the odd pusher, that would have achieved little. They needed to catch the big boys behind the foul business. In fact, what they really needed was a lucky break. Markby felt they were as unlikely to get that as see the proverbial pigs flying.

  




  

    By Sunday night he’d had to admit they’d done as much as could be done for the moment and they would now have to wait and see if the lines of inquiry thrown out brought in anything useful. He had realised be was tired and bad-tempered and forced himself to recognise that if he didn’t take a break to make up for the lost weekend, he’d drive everyone round the bend for the whole coming week. Therefore he’d taken Monday off and set out to walk in the country to blow a few fresh ideas into his weary brain, only to discover that while he hadn’t been looking, the countryside he knew and loved had been transformed.

  




  

    Here had stood a farm called quaintly ‘Lonely Farm’. The name had been recorded as far back as Tudor times. The farmhouse had stood on ancient foundations and its chimneys had been tall, narrow square affairs with fancy brickwork. He remembered it well, just as he recalled playing at cowboys, rounding up surprised cows browsing on the sweet grass, and at cops  and robbers in the hedgerows.

  




  

    All of it gone beneath the bulldozer. Fields which generations had lovingly tended and which had been the scenes of his boyhood adventures, vanished. To the right he could just make out the roofs of Greyladies Farm, the next holding, which had not yet fallen victim to land developers, and to the left was a tiny smudge on the horizon which indicated Witchett Farm, also battling to keep back the rolling acres of tarmacadam and brick.

  




  

    The remembered landscape now seemed but a dream. Before him scarred earth stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see. The great trees had been uprooted by machinery and lay with roots in the air, fallen and pathetic giants, mutilated and shorn of their branches. Those which had cracked but still retained a precarious toehold in the ravaged earth were trying to sprout new spring greenery, sad little tassels of baby leaf attached to trunks which showed great gaping wounds.

  




  

    What hadn’t been destroyed had been horribly perverted. The stream where he’d fished had been cleared, widened, re-routed and encased in a concrete corset to stop it getting any ideas about refinding its natural course. The willows which had shaded it had gone. A strip of new road ran straight ahead for half a mile or so and then came to an abrupt halt against a hillock of mud. There where he and his friends had built tree-houses in venerable oaks and dens amongst the bramble bushes, rose a cluster of half-constructed houses, forlorn beneath a sky of scudding clouds. The growl of heavy machinery invaded and affronted his ear. A flight of rooks wheeled above his head, perhaps  searching for their vanished rookery, and then set off in a black flurry of wings towards a new home, somewhere the diggers hadn’t yet destroyed.

  




  

    Markby sighed and then brightened. Ahead of him and a little below where he sat on the top of a low rise, a grey hatchback moved slowly and cautiously along the strip of half-finished roadway. It stopped and the driver got out. Also out of the car leapt a small brown and white dog of Jack Russell type which began to race madly up and down the asphalt strip to no obvious purpose and then dived into a ditch and vanished. The driver reached into the car and dragged out a large sheet of paper which he spread out with some difficulty on the bonnet. The wind caught at it and threatened to tear it away. It flapped up into the man’s face as he tried to study it and the watcher could imagine, if he couldn’t actually hear, him swear.

  




  

    A smile came to Markby’s face. He put away the remains of the chocolate bar and stood up. Even at this distance he had recognised man and dog and in anticipation of some company he began to descend the slope, slithering on damp grass and mud. At the bottom he picked his way across churned earth and when he got within hailing distance, cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, ‘Steve!’

  




  

    The man with the sheet of plans looked up and rashly raised one hand to wave in welcome. The wind seized its chance. The paper was whipped away and set off on a crazy dance down the strip of road pursued by Steve Wetherall. Patch, the dog, burst into sight out of the ditch and pursued both, racing along on his short legs obviously under the impression that this whole glorious game had been initiated solely for his benefit.

  




  

    Markby waited by the car until Steve returned, cursing, puffing and red-faced but gripping the sadly creased and muddied chart. He stuffed it into the car and slammed the door on it.

  




  

    ‘What are you doing out here?’ he inquired hoarsely as he straightened up.

  




  

    ‘Walking.’ Markby bent to pat Patch who had scampered up recognising a friend and was jumping up grinning, his pink tongue lolling and his paws liberally daubing mud on Markby’s trousers. ‘Taking a last look at the remains of what was a very nice tract of countryside before you and your ruddy minions dig up the last of it and dump a load of concrete over it.’

  




  

    ‘Progress, old son, progress. Folk have to live somewhere.’

  




  

    ‘Not here, they don’t. In my humble opinion all this is a giant wart. Bamford used to be a nice little market town. You and your developer friends have just about ruined it. Lonely Farm used to be hereabouts. Don’t you remember it, Steve? You must! Can’t you remember the days when you and I played around the blackberry bushes and caught tiddlers in the stream?’

  




  

    Wetherall snorted. ‘Sentimental claptrap. Yes, I remember. Of course I feel a twinge of sadness at seeing it all go. But times change. Intelligent people change with them! Some of course never grow up and play cops and robbers all their lives!’ Steve gave Markby a meaningful look.

  




  

    ‘Money speaks, you mean. The price of land, that’s it. People tempted to make a quick fortune.’

  




  

    ‘No, it isn’t, not entirely!’ Steve turned and swept a hand across the horizon. ‘Farmers are going bust all over the country. A lot of them can’t wait to get out of  farming and are just praying for someone to come along and offer a good price for the land for development. Don’t blame planners, architects and builders. Blame interest rates and reduced subsidies and milk quotas, and Mad Cow disease or scrapie or salmonella or anything else that causes prices to collapse . . . to say nothing of the day-in, day-out grind and sheer loneliness of much modern farming. Do you know how many farmers suffer from depression? Fifty years ago a farm was a thriving community employing umpteen labourers and housing their families. Now most are run by one man, his wife, a dog and a home computer.’

  




  

    ‘You can’t tell me they’re all like that!’

  




  

    ‘No, of course not all! Farming’s like any other business. One person will fail and another make a go of it. Don’t worry, there will still be plenty of farms left working when the planners and the builders have passed by! Look, over there – Witchett Farm. That’s Mrs Carmody. She’ll never give up. And Greyladies Farm – catch the Winthrops giving up, either. Mind you, I sometimes suspect that Alwyn would, given the chance.’

  




  

    ‘I haven’t seen Alwyn for ages,’ Markby observed. ‘Nor his brother Jamie. We were great friends as kids.’

  




  

    ‘Jamie pushed off years ago and works abroad somewhere. Alwyn, as the elder, drew the short straw and had to stay. The girl came back home not long ago, too. I don’t think they’re doing very well. They were into beef cattle at one time but the prices fell so low it wasn’t economical for them. They’ve turned to sheep now but without a lot of success. Bad luck sticks to the Winthrops.’

  




  

    ‘Mrs Carmody at Witchett Farm makes out.’

  




  

    ‘She leases out a lot of her land for grazing. Anyway she’s only got herself. Greyladies Farm has to support all the Winthrops now except Jamie.’

  




  

    Markby sighed and kicked at a stone.

  




  

    ‘Look,’ said Steve consolingly, ‘by the time we’ve finished this will be a nice estate. Somewhere you wouldn’t mind living yourself. Quality housing. Executive homes each with individual finish and double-garages. Landscaped open areas. We’ll have planted trees. There will be a nice little shopping precinct.’ He laughed good-humouredly. ‘Even you will be forced to eat your words.’

  




  

    ‘Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’

  




  

    ‘You’re a miserable old curmudgeon. By the way, I heard that your girlfriend – the one who works for the Foreign Office – has pushed off and left you. Can’t blame her myself.’

  




  

    ‘She has not pushed off nor left me, nor is Meredith my girlfriend in the way you mean it.’

  




  

    Steve sniggered offensively.

  




  

    ‘You can cut that out!’ Markby said pugnaciously.

  




  

    ‘Your – um – lady friend, has she gone off abroad, then?’

  




  

    ‘No, she’s sitting at a desk in the Foreign Office. She’d like to get abroad again but hasn’t been offered a posting. She gave up the cottage here because the travelling was too much for her.’

  




  

    ‘See her often?’

  




  

    ‘Not often.’ No, not nearly often enough. Perhaps he could inveigle her down for a few days. Perhaps for Easter, even if he would be working. What he needed was an excuse . . . Markby glared at a huge mechanical digger which was lurching across open ground. ‘What’s  that fellow doing? Going to churn up a bit more?’

  




  

    Steve looked in the direction indicated. ‘Oh, I told them last week to dig the footings trenches for that plot four feet deep. Luckily I came over this morning and checked. They’d only gone down three feet. To make it worse, I fancy there’s a soft spot down there. You get that in clay sometimes, so it’s all the more important to take the trench down deep enough. They’ll be pouring the concrete in this afternoon so I told Sean to get a move on and dig down another foot. Mind you, if that wretched Hersey did his job—’ Steve turned back. ‘You fancy a pint in about half an hour?’

  




  

    ‘Fair enough. Where?’

  




  

    ‘Fox and Hounds up on the main road? Let me finish up here and I’ll give you a lift.’

  




  

    A short distance away the roar of the digger ceased. Sean could be seen clambering down from his seat. Markby watched without much interest. He supposed the driver had come across some obstacle.

  




  

    ‘What’s he doing?’ muttered Steve. ‘Oy!’ he yelled and gesticulated at the distant figure.

  




  

    The workman was leaning over something. Suddenly he straightened up and began to run clumsily towards them, both arms held up high in a curious supplicating gesture.

  




  

    A familiar and unpleasant tingle ran up Markby’s spine. He took a step forward, mentally and physically bracing himself. The thought leapt into his head, Oh God, not another one, not so soon!

  




  

    As the man neared them they could see that the driver’s face was ashen and twisted. His mouth was working as if he wanted to shout or scream but could do neither. Markby was reminded of a stone gargoyle in  an old church, mouth open in a silent cry of anguish, frozen for all eternity. Sean came up to them, staggering over the last few yards and Steve and Markby both dived forward to support him.

  




  

    ‘Mr Wetherall . . .’ he gasped, sagging between them.

  




  

    They hauled him upright. ‘All right, Sean!’ Steve snapped. ‘Pull yourself together, what’s happened?’

  




  

    ‘It – it’s back here, sir – the machine dug it up                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 . . .































































































































































































































































































































































 I saw something – I saw it . . . Holy Mother of God . . .’ The speaker wrenched himself free, spun round and doubled over.

  




  

    ‘He’s being sick!’ Markby said briskly. ‘Stay here with him and I’ll take a look!’ Even as he spoke he had begun to run towards the abandoned digger.

  




  

    He knew what he was going to find. But he didn’t know what condition it was going to be in and he was preparing himself, as he ran, for the worst.

  




  

    If it had been buried a long time, it might be clean, just bones. It might even turn out to be historic, dead a few hundred years. Occasionally diggers turned up important burials together with bronze age jewellery or armour or they found Roman cemeteries. In such cases work had to stop while the archaeologists descended. Such delays cost a fortune and were viewed with dismay by developers. And of course if there were valuables then there was the usual wrangle over ownership, whether it was treasure trove, that sort of thing.

  




  

    On the other hand, if it hadn’t been buried there long, if it had only partly decomposed, turned greeny-brown – Markby wished he hadn’t eaten that chocolate. Sean was free to throw up but a policeman isn’t supposed to – at least not in front of the public. He found  himself glancing at the soil. Bodies decomposed quickly and cleanly in sand or gravel. In wetlands they lingered, sometimes even preserved. This ground was thick sticky clay.

  




  

    He came panting to a halt and then walked slowly forward to stare down into the partly excavated ditch. At first glance the impression was of some reconstructed Bronze Age fortification. The trench ran round the four sides of an oblong. Sean had barely started to deepen it. Within a few feet the steel jaws of the digger had scooped up the cause of the panic which still lay half in and half out of the metal teeth.

  




  

    A naked man, mud-smeared, head blood-stained, very dead.

  




  

    Well, it wasn’t an ancient burial or even reasonably old. The body hadn’t, Markby noted with great relief, even started to decompose. The colour was good, not even that waxy white which bodies soon take on in water and where this body had been lying the ground held plenty of moisture. It lay in the jaws of the digger face upward and head down. Markby stooped and lifted a mud-stained wrist. It fell limply, rigor had passed off. It wasn’t                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 that































































































































































































































































































































































 recent then. But in this cold mud the state of rigor might have been delayed. Autopsy would show but it looked very much as if this body had been buried here at least thirty-six hours before.

  




  

    Markby straightened up, the wind snatching at his hair again and causing his waterproof jacket to flap. He glanced around him. Whoever dug this grave, they had picked their spot believing the digging of the trench to be complete. They had descended into it, scooped a shallow grave in the floor of it and buried their man,  expecting that before long the trench would be filled with concrete to the level of surrounding land. Three feet of concrete footings and the buried man beneath the lot. In addition, before long brick walls would rise on the footings and a house stand there. No one would ever have guessed at the grisly secret in its foundations.

  




  

    But all that had changed with Steve’s instruction to take the trench down another foot. Markby frowned as he calculated. Today was Monday. The workers on the site would finish early on a Friday probably and go off to spend the weekend with their families or in the local pubs. Before that they had dug out the original trench. Let’s suppose this burial had taken place Friday night or early Saturday morning. The gravediggers would need a certain amount of light to work by. They? Yes, they. It would have taken more than one person to do it and the body would have to be transported here. That dratted new strip of road wouldn’t show a thing, but they might have driven over open ground at some juncture or else carried their grim burden and all this soft mud was criss-crossed with tyre treads and bootprints.

  




  

    Markby whirled round as Steve came panting up. The architect stopped when he saw the body and gave a strangled gurgle before whispering, ‘Cripes . . .’

  




  

    ‘All work must stop immediately!’ Markby said crisply. ‘No one but no one must walk over the ground here. Where’s the site foreman? Oh damn, this ruddy machine has probably erased any tyre marks of a car! We’ll need prints of your tyres for elimination and any other car used on the site. Have you got any poles and ropes we can put temporarily around this area?’

  




  

    ‘Y-yes . . .’ Steve made an effort to pull himself together. Patch came bounding up and scurried forward.  Steve made a dive and scooped the little dog up in his arms. ‘I’ll just put Patch in the car. God, Alan – who is it?’

  




  

    ‘No idea. You don’t recognise him? Take a look, if you can.’

  




  

    Steve swallowed and edged forward. He studied the mud-smeared face and shook his head. ‘No – never seen the bloke before! Where are his clothes?’

  




  

    Markby cast an eye over the surroundings. Mud, ditches, brambles, where were the corpse’s clothes indeed? Could be anywhere. ‘Get hold of the foreman! Did you say his name was Hersey? Have him ask his men if anyone has seen any rags or clothing, doesn’t matter how mud-stained or damaged. And get them to direct any visitors to the site away from here!’

  




  

    We’ll have to drag the stream, he was thinking, and search the surrounding coppices and farmland. Miles of it. Aloud he asked, ‘Is where the body’s lying in the same place you said you thought you saw a soft spot?’

  




  

    Steve blinked, white-faced, and Patch wriggled in his arms. ‘Y-yes, more or less. The clay looked less compacted.’

  




  

    ‘In other words, disturbed?’

  




  

    ‘Well, yes . . . but I just thought – I didn’t think anyone had been down there and dug a – a grave! Soft spots aren’t unusual in this kind of earth.’

  




  

    ‘Fair enough,’ Markby muttered. ‘I’m not blaming you for anything! Thank God you insisted on digging down or we shouldn’t have found him!’

  




  

    No indeed we shouldn’t! Whoever buried him thought they’d hit on a foolproof way to dispose of the body and nearly got away with it.

  




  

    ‘Got a phone in that car?’

  




  

    Two bodies inside six days, he thought grimly. Certainly misfortunes never come singly but he hoped the other saying about things going in threes wasn’t to be proved true. Two was enough for the time being. At least there was no doubt how the coroner would rule on this latest. The results of natural deaths do not get stripped of clothing and buried surreptitiously where they will be entombed in concrete. This time they had a murder case on their hands and no legal hair-splitting would rule otherwise!

  




  

    Patch, incarcerated in the car with him, jumped up and tried to lick his face. ‘Gerroff!’ ordered Markby, pushing him gently aside as he began to give precise details into the phone and request a murder inquiry back-up team.

  




  




  

    

    Chapter Three

  




  

    ‘Hullo, Alan,’ said Dr Fuller cheerily. ‘We meet again! You seem to be finding them everywhere! We must get together on some social occasion, just to keep the balance right! Why don’t you come to the house again soon? Ellen would be so pleased – we’re planning another of our little soirées. An Evening with Johann Sebastian Bach.’

  




  

    Markby muttered and sniffed the air. He hated the smell of this place, sweet, sickly, formaldehyde or something. He hated all that scrubbed cleanliness and all those shiny glass bottles.

  




  

    ‘This is an interesting body you found,’ said Fuller who had a nice clinical, positive attitude to his work. ‘And in an interesting place. I often find these gumboot jobs more intriguing.’

  




  

    Fuller didn’t let it get to him. Fuller had a wife and family. Fuller didn’t go home to an empty house. Markby watched crossly as the pathologist seated himself at his desk and opened up a file, turning over sheets of paper with precise, oh so cleanly scrubbed fingers. He began to whistle softly and Markby fancied he recognised a fragment of Vivaldi. Fuller was an enthusiastic if amateur violinist. His wife played the  piano. All his gifted, unnervingly self-possessed children played some instrument. They gave musical evenings to friends. Markby, who was as near tone-deaf as made no difference, had sat through one of them and didn’t relish being threatened with another.

  




  

    ‘In fact,’ said Fuller jovially, ‘when I was called out there and first saw him, I thought you’d found a sacrifice!’

  




  

    ‘You thought what?’ Markby exclaimed, startled. Fuller’s sense of humour was sometimes a little weird. With a job like his he might be expected to have a penchant for black humour: but this seemed a peculiar notion even for Fuller.

  




  

    ‘Making a human sacrifice and burying it in the foundations of a new building was a widespread ancient practice!’ said Fuller with unseemly relish. ‘In this country in Tudor times it was still common to bury a cat or dog under the threshold of a new house. Out of curiosity, do you know who our chap is yet?’

  




  

    ‘No. What can you tell me?’ Markby urged impatiently, anxious to get out of here. Sacrifices . . . he could do without those and Fuller’s mortuary jokes!

  




  

    ‘White male aged between thirty and thirty-five. Hair just starting to thin. Not overweight or showing any signs of bodily overindulgence! Good physical condition. He kept himself fit, I mean.’

  




  

    ‘The sort of fitness you’d expect in a professional sportsman? Or just the sort of fellow who plays squash or something like that regularly?’

  




  

    ‘Speculation isn’t in my line, old chap. He kept fit. Let’s see. Old appendix scar. Teeth much repaired – several of ’em capped with gold. Not a manual worker. Nice soft well-manicured hands.’

  




  

    ‘Manicured professionally, you mean? He didn’t trim the nails himself?’

  




  

    ‘I have no idea, Alan. How on earth should I? Do you think I go poncing around beauty salons? You take a look and see what you think.’

  




  

    ‘All right, when and how was he killed?’

  




  

    ‘He was discovered on Monday morning. I’d say he died some time on Friday night. Rigor varies, may start within a couple of hours and show itself in the jaw muscles and the eyelids, which is why when a person snuffs it those present should close the eyes and mouth at once! If he was in some kind of a barney before he died that would hasten the stiffening process. But it can take up to twelve hours to complete. It lasts about the same length of time and takes another twelve to pass off. Burial in very cold soil might prolong it a bit but it had fully passed off by the time that construction worker dug him up. There are clear dark bruise-like patches on his back formed by the blood draining down to congest the lowest vessels. In this case, as he was buried face upward, they appear on his back. They are not to be confused with bruising caused by violence, by the way. Putrefaction itself however hasn’t yet set in. The first sign is usually around the abdominal surface. I’d say he died not later than the early hours of Saturday morning and not earlier than, oh, eight or nine o’clock on Friday night. Sorry I can’t be more precise.’
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