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  ‘Terrific first novel with a high Rendellesque frisson count’
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  ‘A devastatingly effective novel’




  Observer
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  ‘A gothic puzzle of great intricacy and psychological power’




  Sunday Times




  The Dark Room




  ‘A marvellous, dramatically intelligent novel. It shimmers with suspense, ambiguity and a deep

  unholy joy’




  Daily Mail




  The Echo




  ‘It grips like steel . . . Passion, compassion, intelligence and romance are what Walters offers

  with no quarter for squeamish cowards’




  Mail on Sunday




  The Breaker




  ‘Stands head and shoulders above the vast majority of crime novels . . . Existing fans will love

  The Breaker, new readers will be instant converts’




  Daily Express




  The Shape of Snakes




  ‘Breaking all the rules of popular fiction, Minette Walters asks as much of her readers as many

  literary novelists, and yet she offers them a book as gripping as any thriller’




  Times Literary

  Supplement




  Acid Row




  ‘Humane intelligence enables Walters to twist and turn her plot . . . Acid Row is a breathtaking achievement’




  Daily Telegraph




  Fox Evil




  ‘Fox Evil is the work of a writer at the peak of her confidence and supreme ability’




  The Times




  Disordered Minds




  ‘A powerful, acute and vivid work from a staggeringly talented writer’




  Observer




  The Tinder Box




  ‘If there wasn’t a recognised school of crime writing called Home Counties noir before,

  there is now. Minette Walters invented it and remains the undisputed Head Girl’




  Birmingham Post




  The Devil’s Feather




  ‘One of the most powerful yet nuanced practitioners of the psychological thriller . . . always

  keeps the narrative momentum cracked up to a fierce degree’




  Daily Express




  Chickenfeed




  ‘A marvellous little story, thoroughly intimate with human nastiness’
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  Fox Evil




  With her debut, The Ice House, Minette Walters won the Crime

  Writers’ Association John Creasey Award for the best first crime novel of 1992. Rapidly establishing a reputation as one of the most exciting crime novelists writing today, her second novel,

  The Sculptress, was acclaimed by critics as one of the most compelling and powerful novels of the year and won the Edgar Allan Poe Award for the best crime

  novel published in America in 1993. In 1994 Minette Walters achieved a unique triple when The Scold’s Bridle was awarded the CWA Gold Dagger for best

  crime novel of the year. Her following five novels, The Dark Room, The Echo, The

  Breaker, The Shape of Snakes and Acid Row were also published to further critical acclaim throughout the world

  and her ninth novel, Fox Evil, won the 2003 CWA Gold Dagger for Fiction. Her short novel, Chickenfeed, was written for

  World Book Day to encourage emergent readers and was voted the 2006 Quick Reads Readers’ Favourite.




  Minette Walters lives in Dorset with her husband and two children.
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  For all my Jebb

  and Paul cousins, near or far.




  Blood is always

  thicker than water.




  

    

  




  The Lion, the Fox and the Ass




  The Lion, the Fox and the Ass entered into an agreement to assist each other in the chase. Having secured a large

  booty, the Lion on their return from the forest asked the Ass to allot his due portion to each of the three partners in the treaty. The Ass carefully divided the spoils into three equal shares and

  modestly requested the two others to make the first choice. The Lion, bursting into a great rage, devoured the Ass. Then he requested the Fox to do him the favour of making the division. The Fox

  accumulated all that they had killed into one large heap and left to himself the smallest possible morsel. The Lion said, ‘Who has taught you, my excellent fellow, the art of division? You

  are perfect to a fraction.’ He replied, ‘I learned it from the Ass, by witnessing his fate.’ Happy is the man who learns from the misfortunes of others.




  – AESOP




  

    

  




  fox evil, ‘a disease in which the hair falls off ’ (1842 Johnson

  Farmer’s Encycl.), alopecia




  – Oxford English Dictionary, 2002




  alopecia areata – baldness occurring in patches on the scalp, possibly

  caused by a nervous disturbance. [Gr. alōpekiā, fox-mange, a bald spot, alōpekoeidēs, fox-like—alōpēx, fox.]




  – Chambers English Dictionary
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  One




  June 2001




  THE FOX SLIPPED quietly through the night in search of food, with

  only the occasional flash of his white-tipped brush flagging his presence. The scent of a badger set his nose quivering, and he skirted the piece of track where the territorial marker had been

  laid. A shy, nervous creature, he had more sense than to cross the path of a voracious fighter with powerful jaws and poisonous teeth.




  He had no such fear of the smell of burning tobacco. It spoke to him of bread and milk for himself, and pieces of chicken for

  his vixen and her cubs – easier plunder than a night-time’s wearisome hunting for voles and field mice. Ever suspicious, he stood for several minutes, watching and listening for alien

  movement. There was none. Whoever was smoking was as quiet and still as he. Finally, in trustful response to the Pavlovian stimulus, he crept towards the familiar smell, unaware that a rolled

  cigarette was different from the pipe he was used to.




  The illegal trap, a maiming device of metal teeth, sprang shut on his delicate foreleg with the biting power of a huge badger,

  tearing the flesh and snapping the bone. He screamed in pain and anger, lashing at the empty night in search of his imagined adversary. For all his supposed cunning, he hadn’t been clever

  enough to recognize that the motionless figure beside a tree bore no resemblance to the patient old man who regularly fed him.




  The woodland burst with sound in response to his terror. Birds fluttered on their perches, nocturnal rodents scurried into

  hiding. Another fox – perhaps his vixen – barked an alarm from across the field. As the figure turned towards him, drawing a hammer from his coat pocket, the shaved tracks in the mane

  of hair must have suggested a bigger, stronger foe than the fox could cope with, because he ceased his screaming and dropped in whimpering humility to his belly. But there was no mercy in the

  deliberate crushing of his little pointed muzzle before the trap was forced open and, still alive, his brush was sliced from his body with a cut-throat razor.




  His tormentor spat his cigarette to the ground and mashed it under his heel before tucking the brush in his pocket and seizing

  the animal by its scruff. He slipped as quietly through the trees as the fox had done earlier, coming to a halt at the edge of the wood and melting into the shadow of an oak. Fifty feet away,

  across the ha-ha ditch, the old man was on his feet on the terrace, staring towards the treeline, a shotgun levelled at shoulder height towards his unseen watcher. The backwash from the lights

  inside his open French windows showed his face grim with anger. He knew the cry of an animal in pain, knew that its abrupt cessation meant the creature’s jaw had been smashed. He should have

  done. This wasn’t the first time a broken body had been tossed at his feet.




  He never saw the whirl of the black-sleeved, black-gloved arm as it lobbed the dying fox towards him, but he caught the

  streaks of white as the tumbling paws flashed in the lamplight. With murder in his heart he aimed below them and fired both barrels.




  

     

  




  

    

      Dorset Echo, Saturday 25 August 2001




      TRAVELLER INVASION




      THE ROLLING DOWNLAND of Dorset’s Ridgeway has become home to the largest illegal caravan park in

      the county’s history. Police estimate that some 200 mobile homes and over 500 gypsies and travellers have gathered at scenic Barton Edge for an August Bank Holiday rave.




      From the windows of Bella Preston’s psychedelic bus, the soon-to-be-designated World Heritage site of

      Dorset’s Jurassic coastline unfolds in all its glory. To the left, the majestic cliffs of Ringstead Bay, to the right the stunning crag of Portland Bill, ahead the dazzling blue of the

      English Channel.




      ‘This is the best view anywhere in England,’ says Bella, 35, cuddling her three daughters.

      ‘The kids love it. We always try to spend our summers here.’ Bella, a single mother from Essex, who describes herself as a ‘social worker’, was one of the first to

      arrive. ‘The rave was proposed when we were at Stonehenge for the solstice in June. Word spread quickly, but we hadn’t expected so many.’




      Dorset police were alerted when an abnormal number of traveller-style vehicles entered the county yesterday

      morning. Road blocks were set up along the routes leading to Barton Edge in an attempt to stop the invasion. The result was a series of jams, some five miles long, that angered locals and bona

      fide tourists who were caught in the net. With the travellers’ vehicles unable to turn round in the confined space of the narrow Dorset lanes, the decision was taken to allow the

      gathering to happen.




      Farmer Will Harris, 58, whose fields have been taken over by the illegal encampment, is angered by police

      and local authority impotence to act. ‘I’ve been told I’ll be arrested if I provoke these people,’ he fumed. ‘They’re destroying my fences and crops, but if

      I complain and someone gets hurt then it’s my fault. Is that justice?’




      Sally Macey, 48, Traveller Liaison Officer for the local authority, said last night that the travellers had

      been served with a formal notice to quit. She agreed that the serving of notices was a game. ‘Travellers operate on the basis that seven days is the usual length of stay,’ she said.

      ‘They tend to move on just before the order comes into effect. In the meantime we ask them to refrain from intimidatory behaviour and to ensure that their rubbish is disposed of in

      nominated sites.’




      This cut no ice with Mr Harris who pointed to the sacks of litter dumped at the entrance to his farm.

      ‘This will be all over the place tomorrow when the foxes get at these bags. Who’s going to pay for the clean-up? It cost a farmer £10,000 to clear his land in Devon after an

      encampment half this size.’




      Bella Preston expressed sympathy. ‘If I lived here I wouldn’t like it either. Last time we held

      a rave of this size, 2000 teens came from the local towns to join in. I’m sure it will happen again. The music goes on all night and it’s pretty loud.’




      A police spokesman agreed. ‘We are warning local people that the noise nuisance will last throughout

      the weekend. Unfortunately there is little we can do in these situations. Our priority is to avoid unnecessary confrontation.’ He confirmed that an influx of youngsters from Bournemouth

      and Weymouth was likely. ‘A free open-air rave is a big draw. Police will be on hand, but we expect the event to pass off peacefully.’




      Mr Harris is less optimistic. ‘If it doesn’t, my farm will be in the middle of a war

      zone,’ he said. ‘There aren’t enough policemen in Dorset to shift this lot. They’ll have to bring in the army.’


    


  


 

      
 

      Two
 

      Barton Edge – August Bank Holiday, 2001


      TEN-YEAR-OLD Wolfie pumped up his courage to confront his father. His mother had seen that

        others were leaving and she was frightened of attracting unwelcome attention. ‘If we stay too long,’ she told the child, wrapping her thin arms around his shoulder and keening against his cheek, ‘the do-gooders will come in to check for

        bruises, and when they find them they’ll take you away.’ She had had her first child removed years before and had imbued her two remaining children with an undying terror of the police and social workers. Bruises were minor inconveniences in

        comparison.


      Wolfie climbed onto the front bumper of the coach and peered through the windscreen. If Fox was asleep, there was no way he was going inside. The

        geezer was a devil if you woke him. One time he’d slashed Wolfie’s hand with the cut-throat razor he kept under his pillow when Wolfie had touched his shoulder by mistake. Most of the time he and Cub, his little

        brother, sat under the coach while their dad slept and their mum cried. Even when it was cold and raining, neither of them dared go inside unless Fox was out.


      Wolfie thought Fox was a good name for his father. He hunted at night under cover of darkness, slipping invisibly from shadow to shadow. Sometimes

        Wolfie’s mother sent him after Fox to see what he was doing, but Wolfie was too afraid of the razor to follow far. He’d seen Fox use it on animals, heard the death rattle of a deer as he slowly slit its throat and the gurgling squeal of a

        rabbit. He never killed quickly. Wolfie didn’t know why – but instinct told him that Fox enjoyed fear.


      Instinct told him a lot about his father, but he kept it bottled inside his head along with strange, flimsy memories of other men and times when Fox

        hadn’t been there. None of them was substantial enough to persuade him they were true. Truth for Wolfie was the terrifying reality of Fox and the gnawing pangs of permanent hunger that were assuaged only in sleep. Whatever thoughts might be in his

        head, he had learnt to keep a still tongue. Break any of Fox’s rules and you tasted the razor, and the strongest rule of all was ‘never talk to anyone about the family’.


      His father wasn’t in the bed, so with wildly beating heart Wolfie mustered his nerve and climbed in through the

        open front door. He had learnt over time that the best way to approach this man was to play an equal – ‘never show how afraid you are,’

        his mother always said – so he dropped into a John Wayne swagger and sauntered up what had once been the aisle between the seats. He could hear splashing water and guessed his father was

        behind the curtain that gave privacy to the washing area.


      ‘Hey, Fox, what ya doing, mate?’ he said, pausing outside.


      The splashing stopped immediately. ‘Why do you want to know?’


      ‘It don’t matter.’


      The curtain rattled aside, revealing his father stripped to the waist with beads of water dripping down his hairy arms from immersion in the old tin

        bowl that served as bath and basin. ‘Doesn’t! ’ he snapped. ‘It doesn’t matter. How many times do I have to tell you?’


      The child flinched but stood his ground. Most of his confusion about life came from the illogical disparity between his father’s behaviour and

        the way he spoke. To Wolfie’s ear, Fox sounded like an actor who knew stuff that no one else knew, but the anger that drove him was nothing like Wolfie had ever seen on the movies. Except, maybe, Commodus in Gladiator or the bog-eyed priest in Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom who ripped people’s hearts out. In Wolfie’s dreams, Fox was always one or other

        of them, which was why his surname was Evil. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he repeated solemnly.


      His father reached for his razor. ‘Then why ask what I’m doing if you’re not interested in the answer?’


      ‘It’s just a way of saying hi. They do it in the movies. Hey, mate, what’s happening, what ya doing?’ He raised his hand to

        reflect in the mirror by Fox’s shoulder, palm showing, fingers spread. ‘Then you do a high five.’


      ‘You watch too many damn films. You’re beginning to sound like a Yank. Where do you see them?’


      Wolfie picked the least alarming explanation. ‘There was this boy me and Cub made friends with at the last place. He lived in a house . . . let

        us watch his mum’s videos when she was at work.’ It was true . . . up to a point. The boy had taken them into his house until his mother found out and sent them packing. Most of the time Wolfie filched money from the tin box under his

        parents’ bed when Fox was out, and used it to buy cinema tickets when they were near towns. He didn’t know where the money came from, or why there was so much of it, but Fox never seemed to notice when it went.


      Fox gave a grunt of disapproval as he used the tip of the razor to scrape at the shaven tracks on his close-cropped crown. ‘What was the bitch

        doing? Was she there, too?’


      Wolfie was used to his mother being called ‘bitch’. He even called her ‘bitch’ himself

        sometimes. ‘It was when she was sick.’ He never understood why his father didn’t cut himself with the razor. It wasn’t natural to drag a sharp point down your scalp and never once draw blood. Fox didn’t even use soap to make

        it easier. Sometimes he wondered why Fox didn’t just shave off all his hair instead of turning the bald patches into irregular tracks and letting the bits at the back and sides hang down below his shoulders in dreadlocks that got more and more

        straggly as the hair dropped out. He guessed that going bald really worried Fox, though Wolfie couldn’t account for it. Hard guys in the movies often shaved their heads. Bruce Willis did.


      He met Fox’s eyes in the mirror. ‘What are you staring at?’ the man growled. ‘What do you want?’


      ‘You gonna be bald as a coot if this keeps up,’ the child said, pointing to the strands of black hair that were floating on the surface

        of the water. ‘You should go to a doctor. It ain’t normal to have your hair fall out every time you shake your head.’


      ‘How would you know? Maybe it’s in my genes. Maybe it’ll happen to you.’


      Wolfie stared at his own blond reflection. ‘No chance,’ he said, emboldened by the man’s willingness to talk. ‘I don’t

        look nuffink like you. I reckon I’m like Ma, and she ain’t going bald.’ He shouldn’t have said it. He knew it was a mistake even as the words came out and he saw the narrowing of his father’s

        eyes.


      He tried to duck but Fox clamped a massive hand around his neck and snicked the soft flesh under his chin with the razor. ‘Who’s your

        dad?’


      ‘You is,’ the boy wailed, tears smarting in his eyes. ‘You is, Fox.’


      ‘Jesus Christ!’ he flung the child aside. ‘You can’t remember a fucking thing, can you? It’s

        are . . . you are . . . he is . . . I am. What’s the word for that, Wolfie?’ He went

        back to scraping at his hair.


      ‘G-g-grammar?’


      ‘Conjugation, you ignorant little shit. It’s a verb.’


      The boy stepped back, making damping motions with his hands. ‘There ain’t no call to get cross, Fox,’ he said, desperate to prove

        he wasn’t as stupid as his father thought him. ‘Mum and me looked the hair thing up on the Net the last time we went to the library. I reckon it’s called—’ he’d memorized the word phonetically –

        ‘all-oh-peck-ya. There’s loads on it . . . and there’s things you can do.’


      The man’s eyes narrowed again. ‘Alopecia, you idiot. It’s Greek for fox-mange. You’re so fucking uneducated. Doesn’t that bitch teach you anything? Why do you think I’m called Fox Evil?’


      Wolfie had his own ideas. In his child’s mind, Fox denoted cleverness and Evil denoted cruelty. It was a name that suited this man. His eyes

        filled with tears again. ‘I was only trying to help. There’s loads of guys go bald. It’s no big deal. Most times—’ he took his best stab at the sound he’d heard – ‘aypeesha

        goes away and the hair grows back. Maybe that’ll happen with you. You don’t wanna be nervous – they reckon it’s worrying that can make hair fall out.’


      ‘What about the other times?’


      The boy gripped the back of a chair because his knees were trembling with fright. This was further than he wanted to go – with words he

        couldn’t pronounce and ideas that would make Fox angry. ‘There was some stuff about cancer—’ he took a deep breath – ‘ ’n’ dybeets ’n’ arthrytes that can make it happen.’ He rushed on

        before his father turned nasty again. ‘Mum and me reckon you should see a doctor, because if you is ill it won’t get no better by pretending it ain’t there. It’s no big deal to sign on at a surgery. The law says travellers got the

        same rights to care as everyone else.’


      ‘Did the bitch say I was ill?’


      Wolfie’s alarm showed in his face. ‘N-n-no. She don’t n-n-never talk about you.’


      Fox stabbed the razor into the wooden washboard. ‘You’re lying,’ he snarled, turning round. ‘Tell me what she said or

        I’ll have your fucking guts.’


      ‘Your father’s sick in the head . . . your father’s evil . . .’ ‘Nothing,’

        Wolfie managed. ‘She don’t never say nothing.’


      Fox searched his son’s terrified eyes. ‘You’d better be telling the truth, Wolfie, or it’s

        your mother’s innards that’ll be on the floor. Try again. What did she say about me?’


      The child’s nerve broke and he made a dash for the rear exit, diving beneath the bus and burying his face in his hands. He couldn’t do

        anything right. His father would kill his mother, and the do-gooders would find his bruises. He would have prayed to God if he knew how, but God was a nebulous entity that he didn’t understand. One time his mother had said, if God was a woman

        she’d help us. Another time: God’s a policeman. If you obey the rules he’s nice, if you don’t he sends you to hell.


      The only absolute truth that Wolfie understood was that there was no escape from the misery of his life.


       

        Fox fascinated Bella Preston in a way that few other men had. He was older than he looked, she guessed, putting him somewhere in

          his forties, with a peculiarly inexpressive face that suggested a tight rein on his emotions. He spoke little, preferring to cloak himself in silence, but when he did his speech betrayed his class and education.


        It wasn’t unheard of for a ‘toff’ to take to the road – it had happened down the centuries when a black sheep was kicked

          out of the family fold – but she would have expected Fox to have an expensive habit. Crackheads were the black sheep of the twenty-first century, never mind what class they were born into. This guy wouldn’t

          even take a spliff, and that was weird.


        A woman with less confidence might have asked herself why he kept singling her out for attention. Big and fat with cropped peroxided hair, Bella

          wasn’t an obvious choice for this lean, charismatic man with pale eyes and shaven tracks across his skull. He never answered questions. Who he was, where he came from and why he hadn’t been seen on the circuit before were no one’s

          business but his own. Bella, who had witnessed it all before, took his right to a hidden past for granted – didn’t they all have secrets? – and allowed him to haunt her bus with the same freedom

          that everyone else did.


        Bella hadn’t travelled the country with three young daughters and an H-addict husband, now dead, without learning to keep her eyes open. She

          knew there were a woman and two children in Fox’s bus, but he never acknowledged them. They looked like spares, chucked out along the way by someone else and taken on board in a moment of charity, but Bella saw how the two kids cowered behind their

          mother’s skirts whenever Fox drew near. It told her something about the man. However attractive he might be to strangers – and he was attractive – Bella would bet her last cent that he showed a

          different character behind closed doors.


         

        It didn’t surprise her. What man wouldn’t be bored by a spaced-out zombie and her by-blows? But it made her wary. The

          children were timid little clones of their mother, blond and blue-eyed, who sat in the dirt under Fox’s bus and watched while she wandered aimlessly from vehicle to vehicle, hand held out for anything that would put her to sleep. Bella wondered how

          often she gave happy pills to the kids to keep them quiet. Too often, she suspected. Their lethargy wasn’t normal.


        Of course she felt sorry for them. She dubbed herself a ‘social worker’ because she and her daughters attracted waifs wherever they

          camped. Their battery-operated television had something to do with it, also Bella’s generous nature that made her a comfortable person to be around. But when she sent her girls to make friends with the two boys, they slithered under Fox’s bus

          and ran away.


        She made an attempt to engage the woman in conversation by offering to share a smoke with her, but it was a fruitless exercise. All questions were

          greeted with silence or incomprehension, except for wistful agreement when Bella said the hardest part about being on the road was educating the kids. ‘Wolfie likes libraries,’ the skinny creature said, as if Bella should know what she was

          talking about.


        ‘Which one’s Wolfie?’ asked Bella.


        ‘The one that takes after his father . . . the clever one,’ she said, before wandering away to look

          for more handouts.


        The subject of education came up again on the Monday night when prone bodies littered the ground in front of Bella’s purple and pink bus.

          ‘I’d chuck it all in tomorrow,’ she said dreamily, staring at the star-studded sky and the moon across the water. ‘All I need is for someone to give me a house with a garden that ain’t on a fucking estate in the middle of a

          fucking city full of fucking delinquents. Somewhere round here would do . . . a decent place where my kids can go to school ’n’ not get their heads fucked by wannabe jail meat . . . that’s all I’m asking.’


        ‘They’re pretty girlies, Bella,’ said a dreamy voice. ‘They’ll get more ’n’ their heads fucked the minute

          you turn your back.’


        ‘Yeah, and don’t I know it. I’ll chop the dick off the first man who tries.’


        There was a low laugh from the corner of the bus where Fox was standing in shadow. ‘It’ll be too late by then,’ he murmured.

          ‘You need to take action now. Prevention is always better than cure.’


        ‘Like what?’


        He detached himself from the shadows and loomed over Bella, straddling her with his feet, his tall figure blotting out the moon. ‘Claim some

          free land through adverse possession and build your own house.’


         

        She squinted up at him. ‘What the hell are you talking about?’


        His teeth flashed in a brief grin. ‘Winning the jackpot,’ he said.


      



  

    

  




  Three




  Lower Croft, Coomb Farm, Herefordshire – 28 August 2001




  UNUSUALLY FOR twenty-eight years ago, Nancy Smith had been delivered

  in her mother’s bedroom, but not because her mother had avant-garde views on a woman’s right to home birthing. A wild and disturbed teenager, Elizabeth Lockyer-Fox had starved herself

  for the first six months of her pregnancy and, when that failed to kill the incubus inside her, ran away from boarding school and demanded her mother rescue her from it. Who would marry her if she

  was saddled with a child?




  The question seemed relevant at the time – Elizabeth was just seventeen – and her family closed ranks to protect

  her reputation. The Lockyer-Foxes were an old military family with distinguished war service from the Crimea to the stand-off in Korea on the 38th parallel. With abortion out of the question

  because Elizabeth had left it too late, adoption was the only option if the stigmas of single motherhood and illegitimacy were to be avoided. Naively perhaps, and even in 1973 with the

  women’s movement well under way, a ‘good’ marriage was the Lockyer-Foxes’ only solution to their daughter’s uncontrollable behaviour. Once settled down, they hoped,

  she would learn responsibility.




  The agreed story was that Elizabeth was suffering from glandular fever, and there was muted sympathy amongst her

  parents’ friends and acquaintances – none of whom had much affection for the Lockyer-Fox children – when it became clear that the fever was debilitating and contagious enough to

  keep her quarantined for three months. For the rest, the tenant farmers and workers on the Lockyer-Fox estate, Elizabeth remained her usual wild self, slipping her mother’s leash at night to

  drink and shag herself stupid, unrepentant about the damage it might do to her fetus. If it wasn’t going to be hers, why should she care? All she wanted was rid of it, and the rougher the sex

  the more likely that was.




  The doctor and midwife kept their mouths shut, and a surprisingly healthy child emerged on the due date. At the end of the

  experience, interestingly pale and frail, Elizabeth was sent to a finishing school in London from where she met and married a baronet’s son who found her fragility and ready tears

  endearing.




  As for Nancy, her stay in Shenstead Manor had been of short duration. Within hours of her birth she had been processed through

  an adoption agency to a childless couple on a Herefordshire farm where her origins were neither known nor relevant. The Smiths were kindly people who adored the child that had been given to them

  and made no secret of her adoption, always attributing her finer qualities – principally the cleverness that took her to Oxford – to her natural parents.




  Nancy, by contrast, attributed everything to her only-child status, her parents’ generous nurturing, their insistence on

  a good education and their untiring support of all her ambitions. She rarely thought about her biological inheritance. Confident in the love of two good people, Nancy could see no point in

  fantasizing about the woman who had abandoned her. Whoever she was, her story had been told a thousand times before and would be told a thousand times again. Single woman. Accidental pregnancy.

  Unwanted baby. The mother had no place in her daughter’s story . . .




  . . . or wouldn’t have done but for a persistent solicitor who traced Nancy through the agency’s records to the

  Smith home in Hereford. After several unanswered letters, he came knocking on the farmhouse door, and by a rare stroke of fate found Nancy home on leave.




  

    It was her mother who persuaded her to speak to him. She found her daughter in the stables where Nancy was

    brushing the mud of a hard ride from Red Dragon’s flanks. The horse’s reaction to a solicitor on the premises – a scornful snort – so closely mimicked Nancy’s that

    she gave his muzzle an approving kiss. There’s sense for you, she told Mary. Red could smell the devil from a thousand paces. So? Had Mr Ankerton said what he wanted or was he still hiding

    behind innuendo?




    His letters had been masterpieces of legal sleight of hand. A surface read seemed to suggest a legacy –

    ‘Nancy Smith, born 23.05.73 . . . something to your advantage . . .’ A between-the-lines read – ‘instructed by the Lockyer-Fox family . . . relative issues . . . please confirm date of birth . . .’ – suggested a cautious approach by her natural mother

    which was outside the rules governing adoption. Nancy had wanted none of it – ‘I’m a Smith’ – but her adoptive mother had

    urged her to be kind.




    Mary Smith couldn’t bear to think of anyone being rebuffed, particularly not a woman who had never known her child.

    She gave you life, she said, as if that were reason enough to embark on a relationship with a total stranger. Nancy, who had a strong streak of realism in her nature, wanted to warn Mary against

    opening a can of worms, but as usual she couldn’t bring herself to go against her soft-hearted mother’s wishes. Mary’s greatest talent was to bring out the best in people,

    because her refusal to see flaws meant they didn’t exist – in her eyes at least – but it laid her open to a legion of disappointments.




    Nancy feared this would be another. Cynically, she could imagine only two ways this ‘reconciliation’ could go,

    which was why she had spurned the solicitor’s letters. Either she would get on with her biological mother or she wouldn’t, and the only thing on offer in both scenarios was a guilt

    trip. It was her view that there was room for only one mother in a person’s life, and it was an unnecessary complication to add the emotional baggage of a second. Mary, who insisted on

    putting herself in the other woman’s shoes, couldn’t see the dilemma. No one’s asking you to make a choice, she argued, any more than they ask you to choose between me and your

    father. We all love many people in our lives. Why should this be different?




    It was a question that could only be answered afterwards, thought Nancy, and by then it would be too late. Once contact was

    made, it couldn’t be unmade. Part of her wondered if Mary was motivated by pride. Did she want to show off to this unknown woman? And if she did, was that so wrong? Nancy wasn’t

    immune to the sense of satisfaction it would give. Look at me. I’m the child you didn’t want. This is what I’ve made of myself with no help from

    you. She might have resisted more firmly had her father been there to support her. He understood the dynamics of jealousy better than his wife, having grown up between a warring mother and

    stepmother, but it was August, he was harvesting, and in his absence she gave in. She told herself it was no big deal. Nothing in life was ever as bad as imagination painted it.


  




  

    Mark Ankerton, who had been shut into a sitting room off the hall, was beginning to feel extremely

    uncomfortable. The Smith surname, coupled with the address – Lower Croft, Coomb Farm – had led him to assume that the family were farm labourers who lived in a tied cottage. Now, in

    this room of books and worn leather furniture, he was far from confident that the weight he’d given in his letters to the Lockyer-Fox connection would cut much ice with the adopted

    daughter.




    A nineteenth-century map on the wall above the fireplace showed Lower Croft and Coomb Croft as two distinct entities, while

    a more recent map next to it showed the two within a single boundary, renamed Coomb Farm. As Coomb Croft farmhouse fronted a main road, it was obvious that the family would have chosen the more

    secluded Lower Croft as their residence, and Mark cursed himself for jumping to easy conclusions. The world had moved on. He should have known better than to dismiss a couple called John and Mary

    Smith as labourers.




    His eye was constantly drawn to the mantelpiece, where a photograph of a laughing young woman in gown and

    mortar board with ‘St Hilda’s, Oxford, 1995’ inscribed at the bottom held pride of place. It had to be the daughter, he thought. The age was right, even if she bore no

    resemblance to her foolish, doll-like mother. The whole thing was a nightmare. He had pictured the girl as easy meat – a coarser, ill-educated version of Elizabeth – instead he was

    faced with an Oxford graduate from a family probably as well-to-do as the one he was representing.




    He rose from the armchair when the door opened and strode forward to grip Nancy’s hand in a forceful clasp.

    ‘Thank you for seeing me, Miss Smith. My name’s Mark Ankerton and I represent the Lockyer-Fox family. I realize this is a terrible intrusion, but my client has put considerable

    pressure on me to find you.’




    He was in his early thirties, tall and dark, and much as Nancy had imagined from the tone of his letters: arrogant, pushy,

    and with a veneer of professional charm. It was a type she recognized and dealt with daily in her job. If he couldn’t persuade her by pleasantry, then he’d resort to bullying. He was

    certainly a successful lawyer. If his suit had cost less than a thousand pounds then he’d found himself a bargain, but she was amused to see mud on his shoes and trouser cuffs where

    he’d picked his way round the slurry in the farmyard.




    She, too was tall and more athletic-looking than her photograph suggested, with cropped black hair and brown

    eyes. In the flesh, dressed in loose-fitting sweatshirt and jeans, she was so different from her blonde, blue-eyed mother that Mark wondered if there’d been an error in the agency’s

    records, until she gave a slight smile and gestured to him to sit down again. The smile, a brief courtesy that didn’t reach her eyes, was so precise an imitation of James

    Lockyer-Fox’s that it was startling.




    ‘Good lord!’ he said.




    She stared at him with a small frown before lowering herself into the other chair. ‘It’s Captain Smith,’ she corrected mildly. ‘I’m an officer in the Royal Engineers.’




    Mark couldn’t help himself. ‘Good lord!’ he said again.




    She ignored him. ‘You were lucky to find me at home. I’m only here because I’m on two weeks’ leave

    from Kosovo, otherwise I’d be at my base.’ She watched his mouth start to open. ‘Please don’t say “good lord” again,’ she said. ‘You’re

    making me feel like a performing monkey.’




    God! She was like James. ‘I’m sorry.’




    She nodded. ‘What do you want from me, Mr Ankerton?’




    The question was too blunt and he faltered. ‘Have you received my letters?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Then you know I’m representing the Lock—’




    ‘So you keep saying,’ she broke in impatiently. ‘Are they famous? Am I supposed to know who they

    are?’




    ‘They come from Dorset.’




    ‘Really!’ She gave an amused laugh. ‘Then you’re looking at

    the wrong Nancy Smith, Mr Ankerton. I don’t know Dorset. Off the top of my head, I can’t think of anyone I’ve ever met who lives in

    Dorset. I certainly have no acquaintance with a Lockyer-Fox family . . . from Dorset or anywhere else.’




    He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of his mouth. ‘Elizabeth Lockyer-Fox is your natural

    mother.’




    If he’d hoped to surprise her, he was disappointed. He might as well have named royalty as her mother for all the

    emotion she showed.




    ‘Then what you’re doing is illegal,’ she said calmly. ‘The rules on adopted children are very

    precise. A natural parent can publicize his or her willingness for contact, but the child isn’t obliged to respond. The fact that I didn’t answer your letters was the clearest

    indication I could give that I have no interest in meeting your client.’




    She spoke with the soft lilt of her Herefordshire parents, but her manner was as forceful as Mark’s and it put him at

    a disadvantage. He had hoped to switch tack and play on her sympathies but her lack of expression suggested she didn’t have any. He could hardly tell her the truth. It would only make her

    angrier to hear that he had done his damnedest to prevent this wild goose chase. No one knew where the child was or how she’d been brought up and Mark had advised strongly against laying

    the family open to worse problems by courting a common little gold-digger.




    (‘Could it be

    any worse?’ had been James’s dry response.)




    Nancy ratcheted up his discomfort by glancing pointedly at her watch. ‘I don’t have all day, Mr Ankerton. I

    return to my unit on Friday, and I’d like to make the most of the time I have left. As I have never registered an interest in meeting either of my biological parents, could you explain what

    you’re doing here?’




    ‘I wasn’t sure if you’d received my letters.’




    ‘Then you should have checked with the post office. They were all sent by registered delivery. Two of them even

    followed me out to Kosovo, courtesy of my mother who signed for them.’




    ‘I hoped you’d acknowledge receipt on the prepaid cards I enclosed. As you never did, I assumed they

    hadn’t found you.’




    She shook her head. Lying bastard! ‘If that’s as honest as you can be,

    then we might as well call a halt now. There’s no obligation on anyone to answer unsolicited mail. The fact that you registered delivery—’ she stared him down – ‘and

    I didn’t answer, was proof enough that I didn’t want a correspondence with you.’




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said again, ‘but the only details I had were the name and address that were recorded

    at the time of your adoption. For all I knew, you and your family had moved . . . perhaps the adoption hadn’t worked out . . . perhaps you’d changed your name. In any of those

    circumstances, my letters wouldn’t have reached you. Of course I could have sent a private detective to ask questions of your neighbours, but I felt that would be more intrusive than coming

    myself.’




    He was too glib with his excuses and reminded her of a boyfriend who stood her up twice and then got the elbow. It wasn’t his fault . . . he had a responsible job . . . things came up . . . But Nancy hadn’t cared enough to believe him. ‘What could be more

    intrusive than an unknown woman claiming title to me?’




    ‘It’s not a question of claiming title.’




    ‘Then why did you give me her surname? The implied presumption was that a common-or-garden Smith would fall over

    herself to acknowledge a connection with a Lockyer-Fox.’




    God! ‘If that’s the impression you received then you read more into my

    words than was there.’ He leaned forward earnestly. ‘Far from claiming title, my client is in the position of supplicant. You would be doing a great kindness if you agreed to a

    meeting.’




    Loathsome little toerag! ‘The issue is a legal one, Mr Ankerton.

    My position as an adopted child is protected by law. You had no business to give me information that I’ve never requested. Did it occur to you that I might not know I was

    adopted?’




    Mark took refuge in lawyer-speak. ‘There was no mention of adoption in any of my letters.’




    Any amusement Nancy had found in pricking his rehearsed defences was rapidly giving way to anger. If he in any way

    represented the views of her natural mother then she had no intention of ‘doing a kindness’. ‘Oh, please! What inference was I supposed to

    draw?’ It was a rhetorical question, and she looked towards the window to calm her irritation. ‘You had no right to give me the name of my biological family or tell me where they

    live. It’s information I’ve never requested or wanted. Must I avoid Dorset now in case I bump into a Lockyer-Fox? Must I worry every time I’m introduced to someone new,

    particularly women called Elizabeth?’




    ‘I was working to instruction,’ he said uneasily.




    ‘Of course you were.’ She turned back to him. ‘It’s your get-out-of-jail card. Truth is as alien to

    lawyers as it is to journalists and estate agents. You should try doing my job. You think about truth all the time when you hold the power of life and death in your hands.’




    ‘Aren’t you following instructions, just as I am?’




    ‘Hardly.’ She flicked her hand in a dismissive wave. ‘My orders safeguard freedom . . . yours merely reflect one individual’s attempts to get

    the better of another.’




    Mark was stung to mild protest. ‘Do individuals not count in your philosophy? If numbers bestowed legitimacy, then a

    handful of suffragettes could never have won the right for women to vote . . . and you would not be in the army now, Captain Smith.’




    She looked amused. ‘I doubt that citing the rights of women is the best analogy you could have drawn in the present

    circumstances. Who has precedence in this case? The woman you represent or the daughter she gave up?’




    ‘You, of course.’




    ‘Thank you.’ Nancy pushed herself forward in her chair. ‘You can tell your client I’m fit and happy,

    that I have no regrets about my adoption and that the Smiths are the only parents I recognize or wish to have. If that sounds uncharitable, then I’m sorry, but at least it’s

    honest.’




    Mark moved to the edge of his seat to keep her sitting down. ‘It’s not Elizabeth who’s instructing me,

    Captain Smith. It’s your grandfather, Colonel James Lockyer-Fox. He assumed you’d be more inclined to respond if you thought your mother was looking for you—’ he paused

    – ‘though I gather from what you’ve just said that his assumption was wrong.’




    It was a second or two before she answered. Like James, her expression was difficult to read and it was only when she spoke

    that her contempt was obvious. ‘My God! You really are a piece of work, Mr Ankerton. Supposing I had replied . . . supposing I’d been desperate to find my biological mother . . . when were you planning to tell me that the best I could hope

    for was a meeting with a geriatric Colonel?’




    ‘The idea was always to introduce you to your mother.’




    Her voice was heavy with sarcasm. ‘Did you bother to inform Elizabeth of this?’




    Mark knew he was handling this badly, but he couldn’t see how to retrieve the situation without digging bigger holes

    for himself. He deflected attention back to her grandfather. ‘James may be eighty but he’s very fit,’ he said, ‘and I believe you and he would get on well together. He

    looks people in the eye when he speaks to them and he doesn’t suffer fools gladly . . . rather like yourself. I apologize unreservedly if my approaches have been—’ he sought a

    word – ‘clumsy – but James wasn’t confident that a grandfather would appeal over a mother.’




    ‘He was right.’




    It might have been the Colonel speaking. A quick, scornful bark that left the other person floundering. Mark began to wish

    that the gold-digger of his imagination was the reality. Demands for money he could have dealt with. A complete disdain for the Lockyer-Fox connection fazed him. Any minute now she would ask him

    why her grandfather was looking for her, and that was a question he wasn’t at liberty to answer. ‘Yours is a very old family, Captain. There have been Lockyer-Foxes in Dorset for five

    generations.’




    ‘Smiths have been in Herefordshire for two centuries,’ she snapped back. ‘We’ve farmed this land

    without interruption since 1799. When my father retires, it’ll be my turn. So, yes, you’re right, I do come from a very old family.’




    ‘Most of the Lockyer-Fox land is rented out to tenant farmers. There’s a lot of it.’




    She fixed him with a furious gaze. ‘My great-grandfather owned Lower Croft and

    his brother owned Coomb. My grandfather inherited both farms and incorporated them into one. My father has been

    farming the entire valley for the last thirty years. If I marry and have kids, then my father’s grandchildren will own the two thousand acres after

    me. As I fully intend to do both, and add Smith to my children’s surname, then there’s a good chance these fields will be farmed by Smiths for

    another two centuries. Is there anything more I can say that will make my position clear to you?’




    He gave a resigned sigh. ‘Have you no curiosity?’




    ‘Absolutely none.’




    ‘Can I ask why not?’




    ‘Why fix something that isn’t broken?’ She waited for him to respond, and when he didn’t: ‘I

    may be wrong, Mr Ankerton, but by the sound of it it’s your client whose life needs fixing . . . and off the top of my head I can’t think of a single reason why that burden should

    fall on me.’




    He wondered what he’d said that had led her to so accurate a conclusion. Perhaps his persistence had suggested

    desperation. ‘He just wants to meet you. Before she died his wife asked him several times to try to find out what had happened to you. I think he feels it’s his duty to honour her

    wishes. Can you respect that?’




    ‘Were they party to my adoption?’




    He nodded.




    ‘Then please reassure your client that it was completely successful and he has nothing to feel guilty

    about.’




    He gave a baffled shake of his head. Phrases like ‘unresolved anger’ and ‘fear of rejection’ hovered

    on the tip of his tongue, but he had the sense not to say them. Even if it were true that her adoption had left her with a lingering resentment – which he doubted – psychobabble would

    only irritate her more. ‘What if I were to repeat that you’d be doing a great kindness if you agreed to meet the Colonel? Would that persuade you?’




    ‘No.’ She watched him for a moment, then raised a hand in apology. ‘Look, I’m sorry, I’ve

    obviously disappointed you. You might understand my refusal better if I take you outside and introduce you to Tom Figgis. He’s a nice old boy, and he’s worked for Dad for

    years.’




    ‘How will that help?’




    She shrugged. ‘Tom knows more about the history of Coomb Valley than anyone. It’s an amazing heritage. You and

    your client might like to learn a little of it.’




    He noticed that every time she said ‘client’ she lent a slight emphasis to it, as if to distance herself from

    the Lockyer-Foxes. ‘It’s not necessary, Captain Smith. You’ve already convinced me that you feel a strong connection to this place.’




    She went on as if she hadn’t heard him. ‘There was a Roman settlement here two thousand years ago. Tom’s

    the expert on it. He rambles a bit but he’s always willing to pass on his knowledge.’




    He declined politely. ‘Thank you, but it’s a long drive back to London and I’ve a stack of paperwork in

    the office.’




    She flashed him a sympathetic glance. ‘You’re a busy man . . . no time to stand and stare. Tom will be

    disappointed. He loves chewing the cud, particularly with Londoners who have no idea of Herefordshire’s ancient traditions. Round here we take them seriously. It’s our link to our

    past.’




    He sighed to himself. Did she think he hadn’t got the message already?

    ‘Yes, well, with the best will in the world, Captain Smith, talking to a total stranger about a place I’m not acquainted with isn’t a top priority for me at the

    moment.’




    ‘No,’ she agreed coolly, standing up, ‘nor for me. We both have better things to do with our time than

    listen to elderly strangers reminisce about people and places that have no relevance to us. If you explain my refusal to your client in those terms, then I’m sure he’ll understand

    that what he’s suggesting is a wearisome imposition that I could do without.’




    He’d walked into that with his eyes wide open, thought Mark ruefully as he, too, rose to his feet. ‘Just for the

    record,’ he asked, ‘would it have made any difference if I’d said from the start that it was your grandfather who was looking for you?’




    Nancy shook her head. ‘No.’




    ‘That’s a relief. I haven’t made a complete dog’s breakfast of it, then.’




    She relaxed enough to give him a smile of genuine warmth. ‘I’m not unusual, you know. There are as many adopted

    children who are perfectly content with their lot as there are who need to go looking for the lost pieces in their jigsaws. Perhaps it has something to do with expectation. If you’re

    satisfied with what you have, then why court trouble?’




    It wouldn’t do for Mark, but then he didn’t share her confidence in herself. ‘I probably shouldn’t

    say this,’ he told her, reaching for his briefcase, ‘but you owe the Smiths a lot. You’d be a very different person if you’d grown up a Lockyer-Fox.’




    She looked amused. ‘Should I take that as a compliment?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘It’ll make my mother’s day.’ She led him to the front door and held out her hand. ‘Goodbye,

    Mr Ankerton. If you have any sense you’ll tell the Colonel he’s got off lightly. That should kill his interest.’




    ‘I can try,’ he said, taking her hand, ‘but he won’t believe me . . . not if I describe you

    accurately.’




    She pulled out of his grip and stepped back inside the doorway. ‘I was talking about legal action, Mr Ankerton.

    I’ll certainly sue if you or he ever approach me again. Will you make that clear to him, please?’




    ‘Yes,’ he said.




    She gave a brief nod and closed the door, and Mark was left to pick his way through the mud, less concerned with failure

    than with regret for an opportunity missed.




    

       

    




    

      

        BBC News Online – 18 December 2001, 07:20 GMT




        Fox hunters and saboteurs resume

        hostilities




        Boxing Day will see a return to fox hunting after foot-and-mouth restrictions were lifted yesterday.

        The sport was voluntarily suspended in February after hunts nationwide agreed to support the ban on animal movements during the epidemic. It has been the most peaceful 10 months since the

        crusade against fox hunting began 30 years ago, but the Boxing Day meets will rekindle the antagonism between the pro- and anti-hunting groups which has been on a back burner for most of

        2001.




        ‘We expect a huge turnout,’ said a spokesman for the Countryside Alliance Campaign for

        Hunting. ‘Many thousands of ordinary people recognize that hunting is a necessary part of rural life. Fox numbers have doubled in the 10-month layoff, and sheep farmers are worried

        about the number of lambs they are losing.’




        Hunt saboteurs have pledged to be out in force. ‘People feel strongly about this,’ said

        one activist from west London. ‘All saboteurs are united in their desire to protect foxes from people who want to kill them for fun. There is no place for this kind of savage blood

        sport in the 21st century. It’s a lie to say fox numbers have doubled. The summer has always been a closed season to hunting, so how could extending the layoff by three months result in

        a “plague”? Such claims are pure propaganda.’




        According to a recent Mori survey, 83% of people polled found hunting with dogs either cruel,

        unnecessary, unacceptable or outdated. But even if the Prime Minister makes good his recent pledge to ban fox hunting before the next election, the debate will continue.




        The pro-lobby argues that the fox is vermin and will need to be controlled whether hunting is banned

        or not. ‘No government can legislate against the fox’s predatory instincts. Once inside the wire, he will kill every chicken in the run, not because he’s hungry but because

        he enjoys killing. Currently 250,000 foxes are culled annually to keep the numbers at an acceptable level. Without hunting, the fox population will grow out of control and people’s

        attitudes will change.’




        The anti-lobby disagrees. ‘Like any other animal, the fox adapts to its environment. If a

        farmer fails to protect his stock then he can expect it to be preyed upon. That’s Nature. Cats kill for enjoyment but no one’s suggesting we set a pack of hounds on the family

        moggy. Where’s the sense in blaming the fox when the debate should be about animal husbandry?’




        The pro-lobby: ‘Hounds dispatch cleanly and quickly while snares, traps and shooting are

        unreliable methods of control, often leading to severe injury with no guarantee that the fox is the animal captured. Injured animals die slowly and painfully, and the public mood will shift

        when this becomes apparent.’




        The anti-lobby: ‘If the fox is as dangerous as hunts claim, why do they use artificial earths

        to encourage their numbers? A gamekeeper recently admitted that for 30 years he’s been producing foxes and pheasants for the hunt. If you’re a keeper in hunting country,

        it’s obligatory to provide an animal for the kill, otherwise you’re out of a job.’




        The accusations and recriminations are bitter. The Countryside Alliance’s pretence that

        it’s a rural v urban issue is as absurd as the League Against Cruel Sports’ claim that no jobs will be lost if fox hunters make a ‘wholesome switch to drag hunting’.

        Dislike of killing a native animal for sport is as strongly felt in rural areas as it is in the town, and the Woodland Trust, for one, refuses to allow hunts across its land. By contrast,

        drag hunting will only secure jobs if huntsmen, many of whom are farmers, can be persuaded that signing up to a group activity which offers no useful benefit to the community is worth their

        time and money.




        Each side would like to paint the other as destroyers – of a way of life or of a vulnerable

        animal – but the verdict on whether or not hunting should be banned will rest on the public perception of the fox. It’s not good news for the hunting lobby. Another recent opinion

        poll posed this choice: Place the following in order of the damage they do to the countryside: 1) Foxes; 2) Tourists; 3) New Age travellers. 98% of the respondents put Travellers at the top.

        2% (presumably huntsmen suspecting a trap) put Foxes; 100% found Tourists the least damaging because of the money they bring into rural economies.




        Brer Fox in his red coat and white slippers appeals to us. A man on the dole in an unlicensed

        vehicle does not. The government should take note. Vulpes vulgaris is not an endangered species, yet he is busy acquiring protection status through the

        many campaigns to preserve him. It is the Traveller who now enjoys the status of vermin. Such is the might of public opinion.




        But since when was might right?




        Anne Cattrell


      


    


  


 

      
 

      Four
 

      Shenstead – 21 December 2001


      BOB DAWSON LEANED on his spade and watched his wife

        pick her way across the frost-covered vegetable garden to the back door of Shenstead Manor, her mouth turned down in bitter resentment against a world that had defeated her. Small and bent, her old face creased with wrinkles, she muttered to herself

        continuously. Bob could predict exactly what she was saying because she repeated it over and over again, day after day, in an unending stream that made him want to kill her.


      It wasn’t right for a woman of her age to be working still . . . She’d been a skivvy and a slave all her life . . . A seventy-year-old

        should be allowed her rest . . . What did Bob ever do except sit on a lawnmower in the summer . . .? How dare he keep ordering her up to the Manor . . . It wasn’t safe to be in the house with the Colonel . . . Everyone knew that . . . Did Bob care

        . . .? Of course not . . . ‘You keep your mouth shut,’ he’d say, ‘or you’ll feel the back of my hand . . . Do you want us to lose the roof over our heads . . .?’


      Insight had faded a long time ago, leaving Vera’s head full of martyred resentment. She had no understanding that she and Bob paid nothing for

        their house because Mrs Lockyer-Fox had promised it to them for life. All she understood was that the Colonel paid her wages in return for cleaning, and her aim in life was to keep those wages from her husband. Bob was a bully and tyrant, and she

        squirrelled away her earnings in forgotten hiding places. She liked secrets, always had done, and Shenstead Manor had more than most. She had cleaned for the Lockyer-Foxes for forty years, and for forty years they had taken advantage of her, with the

        help of her husband.


      A clinical psychologist would have said that dementia had released the frustrated personality she had repressed since she married at twenty to

        improve herself and chose the wrong man. Bob’s ambition had been satisfied by a rent-free tied cottage in return for lowly paid gardening and cleaning duties at Shenstead Manor. Vera’s ambitions had been to own a house, raise a family and

        select her customers herself.


      The few close neighbours they’d had had long since moved away, and the new ones avoided her, unable to cope with her obsessional loops. Bob

        might be a taciturn man who eschewed company, but at least he still had his marbles and patiently tolerated her attacks on him in public. What he did in private was his own concern, but the way Vera smacked him whenever

        he contradicted her suggested they were no strangers to physical conflict. Nevertheless, sympathy tended to be with Bob. No one blamed him for pushing her out of the house to work up at the Manor. A man would go mad with Vera for company all day.


      Bob watched her feet drag as she looked towards the south-west corner of the Manor. Sometimes she talked about seeing Mrs Lockyer-Fox’s body on

        the terrace . . . shut out in the cold night and left to freeze to death with next-to-nothing on. Vera knew about cold. She was cold all the time, and she was ten years younger than Mrs Lockyer-Fox.


      Bob threatened her with the back of his hand if she repeated in public the stuff about the door being locked, but it didn’t stop the muttering.

        Her affection for the dead woman had grown exponentially since Ailsa’s death, all recriminations forgotten in sentimental remembrance of the many kindnesses Ailsa had shown her. She wouldn’t have

        insisted on a poor old woman working beyond her time. She would have said the time had come for Vera to rest.


      The police had paid her no attention, of course – not after Bob had screwed his finger into his forehead and told them she was gaga. They

        smiled politely and said the Colonel had been cleared of any involvement in his wife’s death. Never mind that he’d been alone in the house . . . and the French windows onto the terrace could only be locked and

        bolted from the inside. Vera’s sense of injustice remained strong but Bob cursed her roundly if she expressed it.


      It was a can of worms that shouldn’t be opened. Did she think the Colonel would take her accusations lying down? Did she think he

        wouldn’t mention her thieving or how angry he’d been to find his mother’s rings gone? You don’t bite the hand that feeds you, he warned her, even if the same hand had been raised in anger when the Colonel found her rifling through

        his desk drawers.


      Occasionally, when she looked at him out of the corner of her eye, Bob wondered if she was more lucid than she pretended. It worried him. It meant

        there were thoughts inside her head that he couldn’t control . . .


       

        Vera opened the gate into Mrs Lockyer-Fox’s Italian courtyard and scurried past the withered plants in the huge terracotta

          pots. She fished in her pocket for the key to the scullery door, and smiled to herself when she saw the fox’s brush pinned to the jamb beside the lock. It was an old one – probably from the summer – and she plucked it down and stroked

          the fur against her cheek before concealing it in her coat pocket. In this matter, at least, there had never been any confusion. The brush was a calling card that she never failed to remember or recognize.


        Out of sight of her husband the muttering had taken a different direction. Bloody old bugger . . . she’d show him . . . he wasn’t a

          real man and never had been . . . a real man would have given her babies . . .


      



  

    

  




  Five




  Shenstead – 25 December 2001




  VEHICLES MOVED ONTO the tract of unregistered woodland to the west

  of Shenstead Village at eight o’clock on Christmas evening. None of the inhabitants heard their stealthy approach, or if they did there was no linkage of ideas between engine sound and New

  Age invasion. It was four months since the events at Barton Edge, and memories had dimmed. For all the hot air expended over the pages of the local rag, the ‘rave’ had inspired a Nimby

  Schadenfreude in Shenstead, rather than fear that the same thing might happen there. Dorset was too small a county for lightning to strike twice.




  A bright moon allowed the slow-moving convoy to negotiate the narrow lane across the valley without headlights. As the six

  buses neared the entrance to the Copse, they drew into the side of the road and killed their engines, waiting for one of their party to explore the access track for pitfalls. The ground was frozen

  to a depth of two feet from the bitter east wind that had been blowing for days, with another hard frost promised for the morning. There was absolute silence as a torch beam flickered from side to

  side, showing the width of the track and the crescent-shaped clearing at the entrance to the wood that was large enough to accommodate vehicles.




  On another, warmer, night the ramshackle convoy would have become bogged down in the soft, damp clay of the track before it

  reached the relative safety of the root-toughened woodland floor. But not on this night. With careful marshalling, as precisely dictated as aircraft movements on a carrier, the six vehicles

  followed the gesturing torch beam and parked in a rough semicircle under the skeletal branches of the outer trees. The torch bearer had a few minutes’ conversation with each driver before

  windows were obscured with cardboard and the occupants retired for the night.




  Although unaware of it, Shenstead Village had had its resident population more than doubled in under an hour. Its disadvantage

  was its situation in a remote valley which cut through the Dorset Ridgeway to the sea. Of its fifteen houses, eleven were holiday homes, owned by either rental businesses or distant city dwellers,

  while the four that remained in full-time occupation contained just ten people, three of whom were children. Estate agents continued to describe it as an ‘unspoilt gem’ whenever the

  holiday homes came up for sale at exorbitant prices, but the truth was very different. Once a thriving community of fisher folk and workers of the land, it was now the casual resting place of

  strangers who had no interest in fighting a turf war.




  And what could the full-time residents have done if they had realized their way of life was about to be threatened? Called the

  police and admit the land had no owner?




  Dick Weldon, half a mile to the west of the village, had made a half-hearted attempt to enclose the acre strip of woodland

  three years earlier when he bought Shenstead Farm, but his fence had never remained intact for more than a week. At the time he had blamed the Lockyer-Foxes and their tenants for the broken rails

  as theirs was the only other property with a competing claim, but it soon became apparent that no one in Shenstead was ready to let a Johnny-come-lately increase the value of his property for the

  cost of some cheap wooden posts.




  It was well known that it took twelve years of uninterrupted usage to claim a piece of wasteland in law, and even the

  weekenders had no intention of surrendering their dog-walking territory so tamely. With planning permission for a house the site would be worth a small fortune, and there was little doubt in

  anyone’s mind, despite Dick’s protests to the contrary, that that was his goal. What other use was woodland to an arable farmer unless he felled the trees and ploughed the land? Either

  way, the Copse would fall to the axe.




  Weldon had argued that it must have belonged to Shenstead Farm at some point because it cut a U-shaped loop into his curtilage

  with only a meagre hundred yards bordering the Lockyer-Foxes at the Manor. Privately most people agreed with him, but without the documents to prove it – almost certainly a careless oversight

  by a solicitor in the past – and with no guarantee of success, there seemed little point in arguing the case in court. The legal costs could amount to more than the land was worth, even with

  planning permission, and Weldon was too much of a realist to risk it. As ever in Shenstead, the issue died through apathy, and the ‘common land’ status of the wood was restored. At

  least in the minds of the villagers.




  The pity was that no one had troubled to record it as such under the 1965 Commons Registration Act which would have given it

  status in law. Instead, unclaimed and unowned, it remained tantalizingly available to the first squatter who took up residence on it and was prepared to defend his right to stay.




  

    Contrary to the instructions he had given his convoy to stay put, Fox stole down the lane and prowled from

    house to house. Apart from the Manor, the only property of any size was Shenstead House, home to Julian and Eleanor Bartlett. It was set back from the road down a short gravel driveway, and Fox

    picked his way along the grass verge to deaden his footsteps. He stood for several minutes beside the drawing-room window, watching through a gap in the curtains as Eleanor made serious inroads

    into her husband’s cellar.




    She was a good sixty, but HRT, Botox injections and regular home aerobics were doing their bit to keep her skin firm. From a

    distance, she looked younger, but not tonight. She lay on the sofa, eyes glued to the television screen in the corner where EastEnders was playing, her

    ferrety face puffed and blotchy from the bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon on the floor. Unaware of a peeping Tom, she kept delving her hand into her bra to scratch her breasts, making her blouse gape

    and showing the tell-tale sags and wrinkles around her neck and cleavage.




    It was the human side of a nouveau riche snob and it would have amused Fox if he had any liking for her. Instead, it

    increased his contempt. He moved around the side of the house to see if he could locate her husband. As usual, Julian was in his study, his face, too,

    flushed with alcohol from the bottle of Glenfiddich on the desk in front of him. He was talking on the telephone and his hearty laugh rattled against the pane. Snippets of the conversation

    drifted through the glass. ‘. . . don’t be so paranoid . . . she’s watching telly in the sitting room . . . of course not . . . she’s far too self-centred . . . yes, yes,

    I should be there by nine thirty at the latest . . . Geoff tells me the hounds are out of practice and saboteurs are expected in droves . . .’




    Like his wife he didn’t look his age, but he kept a secret stash of Grecian 2000 in his dressing room which Eleanor

    didn’t know about. Fox had found it on a stealthy tour of the house one afternoon in September when Julian had gone out and left the back door unlocked. The hair dye wasn’t the only

    thing that Eleanor didn’t know about, and Fox toyed with the razor in his pocket as he thought of his satisfaction when she found out. The husband couldn’t control his appetites, but

    the wife had a vicious streak that made her fair game to a hunter like Fox.




    He abandoned Shenstead House to stalk the weekender cottages, looking for life. Most were boarded up for the winter, but in

    one he found a foursome. The overweight twin sons of the London banker who owned it were with a couple of giggly girls who clung to the men’s necks and shrieked hysterically every time they

    spoke. The fastidious side of Fox’s nature found the spectacle distasteful: Tweedledum and Tweedledee, with the sweat of overindulgence staining their shirts and glistening on their brows,

    looking to score over Christmas with a couple of willing scrubbers.




    The twins’ only attraction for women was their father’s wealth – which they vaunted – and the

    fervour with which the drunken girls were throwing themselves into the party spirit suggested a determination to be part of it. If they had any intention of emerging before their libidos wore

    out, Fox thought, they wouldn’t be interested in the encampment at the Copse.




    Two of the commercial rents had staid-looking families in them, but otherwise there were only the Woodgates at Paddock View

    – the husband-and-wife-team who looked after the commercial properties, and their three young children – and Bob and Vera Dawson at Manor Lodge. Fox couldn’t predict how Stephen

    Woodgate would react to travellers on his doorstep. The man was deeply lazy, so Fox’s best guess was that he would leave it to James Lockyer-Fox and Dick Weldon to sort out. If nothing

    happened by the beginning of January, Woodgate might make a phone call to his employers, but there’d be no urgency until the letting season got under way in spring.




    By contrast, Fox could predict exactly how the Dawsons would react. They would bury their heads in the sand as they always

    did. It wasn’t their place to ask questions. They lived in their cottage courtesy of James Lockyer-Fox and, as long as the Colonel honoured his wife’s promise to keep them there, they

    would pay lip service to supporting him. In a bizarre echo of the Bartletts, Vera was glued to EastEnders and Bob was closeted in the

    kitchen, listening to the radio. If they spoke at all that night, it would be to have a row, because whatever love they had once shared was long since dead.




    He lingered for a moment to watch the old woman mutter to herself. In her way she was as vicious as Eleanor Bartlett but

    hers was the viciousness of a wasted life and a diseased brain, and her target was invariably her husband. Fox had as much contempt for her as he had for Eleanor. In the end, they had both chosen

    the lives they led.




    He returned to the Copse and picked his way through the wood to his vantage point beside the Manor. It was all good, he

    thought, catching sight of Mark Ankerton sitting hunched over the old man’s desk in the library. Even the solicitor was on hand. It wouldn’t suit everyone, but it suited Fox.




    He held them all to blame for the man he had become.


  




  

    The first person to see the encampment was Julian Bartlett, who drove past at eight o’clock on

    Boxing Day morning on his way to the West Dorset meet at Compton Newton. He slowed as he spotted a rope across the frontage with a painted notice saying ‘keep out’ hanging from its

    centre, and his gaze was drawn to the vehicles amongst the trees.




    Dressed for the hunt, in yellow shirt, white tie and buff breeches, and towing a horsebox behind his Range Rover, he had no

    intention of becoming involved and speeded up again. Once out of the valley, he drew into the side of the road and phoned Dick Weldon, whose farm the land abutted.
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