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  One




  ‘FRED PHILLIPS IS running.’ Anne Cattrell’s remark burst upon the silence of that August afternoon like a fart at a

  vicar’s tea-party.




  Startled, her two companions looked up, Diana from her sketch-pad, Phoebe from her gardening book, their eyes watering at this abrupt transition from the printed page to brilliant sunlight. They

  had sat in contented stillness for an hour, grouped about a wrought-iron table on the terrace of their house where the wreckage of a lazy tea jostled with the flotsam of their professional lives: a

  pair of secateurs, an open paint-box, pages of manuscript, one with a circular tea stain where Anne had dumped a cup without thinking.




  Phoebe was perched on an upright chair at right angles to the table, crossed ankles tucked neatly beneath her, red hair corkscrewing in flaming whorls about her shoulders. Her position was

  hardly changed from half an hour previously when she had finished her tea and guiltily buried her nose in her book instead of returning to the greenhouse to finish off a bulk order for five hundred

  Ivyleaf Pelargonium cuttings. Diana, unashamedly glistening with Ambre Solaire, reclined on a sun-lounger, the pleated skirt of her printed cotton dress spilling over the sides and brushing the

  flagstones. One elegant hand toyed with the underbelly of the Labrador lying beside her, the other drew swirling doodles in the margin of her sketch-pad which should have been filled – but

  was not – with commissioned designs for a cottage interior in Fowey. Anne, who had been struggling between intermittent dozes to conjure up a thousand words on ‘Vaginal Orgasm –

  Fact or Fiction’ for an obscure magazine, was drawn up tight against the table, chin on hands, dark eyes staring down the long vista of landscaped garden in front of her.




  Phoebe glanced at her briefly then turned to follow her gaze, peering over her spectacles across the wide expanse of lawn. ‘Good lord!’ she exclaimed.




  Her gardener, a man of massive proportions, was pounding across the grass, naked to the waist, his huge belly lapping at his trousers like some monstrous tidal wave. The semi-nudity was

  surprising enough, for Fred held strong views about his position at Streech Grange. Among other things, this required Phoebe to whistle a warning of her approach in the garden so that he might

  clothe himself suitably for what he referred to as a parley-vous, even in the heat of summer.




  ‘Perhaps he’s won the pools,’ suggested Diana, but without conviction, as the three women watched his rapidly slowing advance.




  ‘Highly unlikely,’ countered Anne, pushing her chair away from the table. ‘Fred’s inertia would demand a more powerful stimulus than filthy lucre to prompt this bout of

  activity.’




  They watched the rest of Fred’s approach in silence. He was walking by the time he reached the terrace. He paused for a moment, leaning one hand heavily on the low wall bordering the

  flagstones, catching his breath. There was a tinge of grey to the weathered cheeks, a rasp in his throat. Concerned, Phoebe gestured to Diana to pull forward a vacant chair, then she stood up, took

  Fred’s arm and helped him into it.




  ‘Whatever’s happened?’ she asked anxiously.




  ‘Oh, madam, something awful.’ He was sweating profusely, unable to get the words out quickly. Perspiration ran in streams over his fat brown breasts, soft and round like a

  woman’s, and the smell was all-pervading, consuming the sweet scent of the roses which nodded in beds at the edge of the terrace. Aware of this and of his nakedness, he wrung his hands in

  embarrassment. ‘I’m so sorry, madam.’




  Diana swung her legs off the lounger and sat up, twitching a rug off the back of her chair and placing it neatly across his shoulders. ‘You should keep yourself warm after a run like that,

  Fred.’




  He wrapped the rug around him, nodding his appreciation. ‘What’s happened, Fred?’ Phoebe asked again.




  ‘I don’t rightly know how to say it’ – she thought she saw compassion in his eyes – ‘but it’s got to be told.’




  ‘Then tell me,’ she prompted gently. ‘I’m sure it can’t be that bad.’ She glanced at Benson, the yellow Labrador, still lying placidly by Diana’s chair.

  ‘Has Hedges been run over?’




  He reached out a rough, mud-caked hand from between the folds of the rug and with a familiarity that was quite out of character placed it on hers and squeezed gently. The gesture was as brief as

  it was unexpected. ‘There’s a body in the old ice house, madam.’




  There was a moment’s silence. ‘A body?’ echoed Phoebe. ‘What sort of body?’ Her voice was unemotional, steady.




  Anne flicked a glance in her direction. There were times, she thought, when her friend’s composure frightened her.




  ‘To tell you the truth, madam, I didn’t look too close. It was a shock, coming on it the way I did.’ He stared unhappily at his feet. ‘Stepped on it, like, before I saw

  it. There was a bit of a smell afterwards.’ They all looked in fascination at his gardening boots and he, regretting his impulsive statement, shuffled them awkwardly out of sight under the

  rug. ‘It’s all right, madam,’ he said, ‘wiped them on the grass soon as I could.’




  The cup and saucer in Phoebe’s hand rattled and she put them carefully on the table beside her secateurs. ‘Of course you did, Fred. How thoughtful of you. Would you like some tea? A

  cake perhaps?’ she asked him.




  ‘No, thank you, madam.’




  Diana turned away, suppressing an awful desire to laugh. Only Phoebe, she thought, of all the women she knew would offer cake in such circumstances. In its way it was admirable, for Phoebe, more

  than any of them, would be affected by Fred’s shocking revelation.




  Anne scrabbled among the pages of her manuscript in search of her cigarettes. With an abrupt movement she flicked the box open and offered it to Fred. He glanced at Phoebe for a permission he

  didn’t need and she nodded gravely. ‘Thank you kindly, Miss Cattrell. My nerves are that shook up.’




  Anne lit it for him, holding his hand steady with hers. ‘Let’s get this straight, Fred,’ she said, her dark eyes searching his. ‘It’s a person’s dead body. Is

  that right?’




  ‘That’s right, Miss Cattrell.’




  ‘Do you know who it is?’




  ‘I can’t say I do, miss.’ He spoke with reluctance. ‘I can’t say anyone will know who it is.’ He drew deeply on his cigarette, the sweat of suppressed nausea

  breaking out on his forehead. ‘The truth is, from the quick look I had, there’s not much of it left. It must have been there a while.’




  The three women looked at him aghast. ‘But surely it’s got clothes on, Fred?’ Diana asked nervously. ‘At least you know if it’s a man or woman.’




  ‘No clothes that I could see, Mrs Goode.’




  ‘You’d better show me.’ Phoebe stood up with sudden decision and Fred rose awkwardly to his feet. ‘I’d rather not, madam. You shouldn’t see it. I don’t

  want to take you down there.’




  ‘Then I’ll go on my own.’ She smiled suddenly and laid a hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry but I have to see it. You do understand that, don’t you, Fred?’




  He stubbed out his cigarette and pulled the rug tighter about his shoulders. ‘If you’re that intent on going, I’ll come with you. It’s not something you should see

  alone.’




  ‘Thank you.’ She turned to Diana. ‘Will you phone the police for me?’




  ‘Of course.’




  Anne pushed her chair back. ‘I’ll come with you,’ she told Phoebe. Then she called after Diana as she followed the other two across the grass. ‘You might lay on some

  brandy, I’ll be needing some, even if no one else does.’




  They grouped themselves in a nervous huddle a few yards from the entrance to the ice house. It was an unusual structure, designed and built in the eighteenth century to

  resemble a small hillock. Its function as an ice-store had ceased years ago with the advent of the refrigerator, and Nature had reasserted her dominion over it so that ranks of nettles marched in

  their hundreds around the base, making a natural fusion between the man-made dome and the solid earth. The only entrance, a wide low doorway, was set into the ice-house wall at the end of an

  overgrown pathway. The doorway, too, had long since lost itself in a mass of tangled brambles which grew over it in a thorny curtain from above and below. It was revealed now only because Fred had

  hacked and trampled the curtain aside to reach it.




  A lighted torch lay abandoned on the ground at their feet. Phoebe picked it up.‘What made you go in there?’ she asked Fred. ‘We haven’t used it for years.’




  He pulled a face. ‘I wish I hadn’t, madam, God knows. What the eye doesn’t see, the heart doesn’t grieve over and that’s a fact. I’ve been repairing the

  kitchen garden wall, where it collapsed a week ago. Half the bricks are unusable – I understood, when I saw the state of them, why the wall collapsed. Handful of dust, some of them. Anyway, I

  thought of the bricks we stored in here some years back, the ones from the outhouse we demolished. You said: “Hang on to the good ones, Fred, you never know when we might need them for

  repairs.”’




  ‘I remember.’




  ‘So I wanted to use them for the wall.’




  ‘Of course. You had to cut the brambles away?’




  He nodded. ‘I couldn’t see the door, it was overgrown.’ He pointed to a scythe lying to one side of the ice house. ‘I used that and my boots to reach it.’




  ‘Come on,’ said Anne suddenly. ‘Let’s get it over with. Talking isn’t going to make it any easier.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Phoebe quietly. ‘Does the door open any wider, Fred?’




  ‘It does, madam. I had it full open before I stepped on what’s in there. Pulled it to as far as I could when I left in case anyone came by.’ He pursed his lips. ‘To tell

  you the truth, it’s wider now than when I left it.’




  He walked forward reluctantly and, with a sudden movement, kicked the door. It swung open on creaking hinges. Phoebe crouched and shone the torch into the interior, bathing the contents with

  warm golden light. It wasn’t so much the blackened and eyeless corpse that caused her to vomit, as the sight of Hedges rolling quietly and purposefully in the decomposing remains of the

  bowels. He came out with his tail between his legs and lay on the grass watching her, head between paws, as she heaved her tea on to the grass.




  

     

  




  Two




  SILVERBORNE POLICE STATION, a modern triumph of polished chrome features and sealed tinted windows, baked in the sun amid its more traditional

  neighbours. Inside, the air-conditioning had broken down again and as the hours passed and the atmosphere overheated so did the policemen. They grew sticky and squabbled amongst themselves like

  young children. Those who could, got out; those who couldn’t, jealously guarded their electric fans and prayed for a quick end to their shift. For Detective Chief Inspector Walsh, sweating

  profusely over some paperwork in his office, the order to take a team to Streech Grange came like a miraculous breath of air through the sealed windows. He whistled happily to himself as he made

  his way to the briefing room. But for Detective Sergeant McLoughlin, detailed to assist him, the knowledge that he was going to miss opening time and the cold lager he’d promised himself was

  the last straw.




  Diana heard the approaching cars before the others. She finished her brandy and put the glass on the sideboard. ‘Fingers out, girls. Here they come.’




  Phoebe walked over to the mantelpiece, her face abnormally white against the vivid red hair. She was a tall woman who was rarely seen out of checked shirts and old Levis. But on her return from

  the ice house she had taken the trouble to change into a long-sleeved, high-collared silk dress. There was no doubting she looked at home in the elegant room with its pastel shades and draped

  velvet curtains but, to Anne at least, she had the air of a stranger. She smiled distantly at her two friends. ‘I’m terribly sorry about this.’




  Anne, as usual, was chain-smoking. She blew a stream of grey into the air above her where she sat on the sofa, head resting against the back. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ she said

  bluntly. ‘No one’s going to hold you responsible because some idiot chooses to die on your property. There’ll be a simple explanation: a tramp took shelter and had a heart

  attack.’




  ‘My thoughts precisely,’ said Diana, walking to the sofa. ‘Give me a cigarette, there’s a dear. My nerves are like piano wires, waiting for a Rachmaninov concerto to hit

  them.’




  Anne chuckled and handed over the packet. ‘Do you want one, Pheeb?’




  She shook her head and started to polish her spectacles on her skirt hem, absent-mindedly lifting it to waist level and revealing her lack of knickers. Anne found the vagueness of the gesture

  reassuring.




  ‘There won’t be any glass left if you go on doing that,’ she pointed out gently.




  Phoebe sighed, dropped her skirt and put the spectacles back on. ‘Tramps don’t have heart attacks on other people’s property in the nude,’ she said.




  The doorbell rang. They heard Molly Phillips, Fred’s wife, walk to the front door and without a word, indeed quite by instinct, Anne and Diana positioned themselves on either side of the

  mantelpiece, flanking Phoebe. As the door opened it occurred to Diana that this might not have been a wise move. To the police mind, she feared, they would seem not so much to be supporting her

  – the intention – as guarding her.




  Molly ushered in two men. ‘Chief Inspector Walsh and Detective Sergeant McLoughlin, madam. There’s a whole lot more outside. Shall I ask Fred to keep an eye on them?’




  ‘No, that’s all right, Molly. I’m sure they’ll behave themselves.’




  ‘If you say so, madam. Me, I’m not so sure. They’ve already scuffed their great clumsy feet over the gravel where Fred raked it so careful this morning.’ She glared

  accusingly at the two men.




  ‘Thank you, Molly. Perhaps you could make tea for everyone. I’m sure it will be welcome.’




  ‘Right you are, madam.’ The housekeeper closed the door behind her and stomped off down the corridor towards the kitchen.




  George Walsh listened till her footsteps died away, then he came forward and held out his hand. He was a thin stooping man who had a bizarre habit of jerking his head from side to side, like a

  sufferer from Parkinson’s disease. It gave him an appearance of vulnerability that was deceptive.




  ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Maybury. We’ve met before, if you remember.’ He could recall her vividly as she had been that first time, standing where she was now. Ten years, he

  thought, and she had hardly changed, still the lady of the manor, remote and aloof in the security of her position. The dramas of those years might never have been. There was certainly no evidence

  in the calm, unlined face which smiled at him now. There was a quality of stillness about her that was unnatural. The village called her a witch, and he had always understood why.




  Phoebe shook his hand. ‘Yes, I do remember. It was your first big case.’ Her voice was low-pitched, attractive. ‘You had just been made Detective Inspector, I think. I

  don’t believe you’ve met my friends, Miss Cattrell and Mrs Goode.’ She gestured to Anne and Diana who shook hands solemnly in turn with the Chief Inspector. ‘They live here

  now.’




  Walsh studied the two women with interest. ‘Permanently?’ he asked.




  ‘Most of the time,’ said Diana, ‘when our work doesn’t take us away. We’re both self-employed. I’m an interior designer, Anne’s a freelance

  journalist.’




  Walsh nodded, but Anne could see that Diana had told him nothing he didn’t already know. ‘I envy you.’ He spoke the truth. He had coveted Streech Grange since the first time he

  had seen it.




  Phoebe put out her hand to the other man. ‘Good afternoon, Sergeant McLoughlin. May I introduce Mrs Goode and Miss Cattrell.’




  He was in his mid-thirties, of an age with the women, a dark, brooding man with cold eyes. In the twist of his lips, he had brought with him the irritability of the Police Station, concentrated,

  malignant. He regarded Phoebe and her friends with weary contempt and paid lip-service to etiquette by brushing their fingers with his in the briefest of exchanges. His dislike, uncalled-for,

  slapped against their unprotected cheeks.




  To the consternation of her friends, who could feel the vibrations of her anger, Anne rose recklessly to the challenge. ‘My, my, Sergeant, what have you been hearing about

  us?’ She lifted a sardonic eyebrow then deliberately wiped her fingers down her Levis. ‘You’re scarcely off your mother’s breast, so won’t have been around the last

  time the Grange was the centre of police attention. Let me guess now. Our reputation – ’ she indicated herself and the other two women – ‘has preceded us. Which of our

  widely talked-about activities upsets you the most, I wonder? Child abuse, witchcraft or lesbianism?’ She searched his face with scornful eyes. ‘Lesbianism,’ she murmured.

  ‘Yes, you would find that the most threatening but, then, it’s the only one that’s true, isn’t it?’




  McLoughlin’s temper, already fired by the heat of the day, nearly erupted. He breathed deeply. ‘I’ve nothing against dykes, Miss Cattrell,’ he said evenly. ‘I just

  wouldn’t stick my finger in one, that’s all.’




  Diana stubbed out her cigarette with rather more violence than was necessary. ‘Don’t tease the poor man, Anne,’ she said dryly. ‘He’s going to need all his wits to

  sort out the mess in the ice house.’




  Stiffly, Phoebe took the seat nearest her and gestured the others to sit down. Walsh sat in the chair opposite her, Anne and Diana on the sofa, leaving McLoughlin to perch on a delicate tapestry

  stool. His discomfort, as he folded his long legs awkwardly beneath him, was obvious to all.




  ‘Take care you don’t break that, Sergeant,’ snapped Walsh. ‘I don’t like clumsiness any more than the housekeeper does. Well now, Mrs Maybury, perhaps you’d

  like to tell us why you called us out.’




  ‘I thought Mrs Goode explained it on the telephone.’




  He fished a piece of paper from his pocket. ‘“Body in ice house, Streech Grange. Discovered at 4.35 p.m.” Not much of an explanation, is it? Tell me what happened.’




  ‘That’s it, really. Fred Phillips, my gardener, found the body about that time and came and told us. Diana phoned you while Fred took Anne and me to look at it.’




  ‘So you’ve seen it?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Who is it? Do you know?’




  ‘The body’s unrecognisable.’




  With an abrupt movement, Anne lit another cigarette. ‘It’s putrid, Inspector, black, disgusting. No one would know who it was.’ She spoke impatiently, her deep voice

  clipping the words short.




  Walsh nodded. ‘I see. Did your gardener suggest you look at the body?’




  Phoebe shook her head. ‘No, he suggested I shouldn’t. I insisted on going.’




  ‘Why?’




  She shrugged. ‘Natural curiosity, I suppose. Wouldn’t you have gone?’




  He was silent for a moment. ‘Is it your husband, Mrs Maybury?’




  ‘I’ve already told you the body is unrecognisable.’




  ‘Did you insist on going because you thought it might be your husband?’




  ‘Of course. But I’ve realised since it couldn’t possibly be.’




  ‘Why is that?’




  ‘It was something Fred said. He reminded me that we stored some bricks in the ice house about six years ago when we demolished an outhouse. David had been gone four years by that

  time.’




  ‘His body was never found. We never traced him,’ Walsh reminded her. ‘Perhaps he came back.’




  Diana laughed nervously. ‘He couldn’t come back, Inspector. He’s dead. Murdered.’




  ‘How do you know, Mrs Goode?’




  ‘Because he’d have been back long before this if he wasn’t. David always knew which side his bread was buttered.’




  Walsh crossed his legs and smiled. ‘The case is still open. We’ve never been able to prove he was murdered.’




  Diana’s face was suddenly grim. ‘Because you concentrated all your energies on trying to pin the murder on Phoebe. You gave up when you couldn’t prove it. You never made any

  attempt to ask me for a list of suspects. I could have given you a hundred likely names; Anne could have given you another hundred. David Maybury was the most out-and-out bastard who ever lived. He

  deserved to die.’ She wondered if she had overdone it and glanced briefly at Phoebe. ‘Sorry, love, but if more people had said it ten years ago, things might have been less hard for

  you.’




  Anne nodded agreement. ‘You’ll waste a lot of time if you think that thing out there is David Maybury.’ She stood up and walked over to sit on the arm of Phoebe’s chair.

  ‘For the record, Inspector, both Diana and I helped clear years of accumulated rubbish out the ice house before Fred stacked the bricks in it. There were no corpses in there six years ago.

  Isn’t that right, Di?’




  Diana looked amused and inclined her head. ‘It wouldn’t have been the place to look for him, anyway. He’s at the bottom of the sea somewhere, food for crabs and

  lobsters.’ She looked at McLoughlin. ‘Are you partial to crabs, Sergeant?’




  Walsh intervened before McLoughlin could say anything. ‘We followed up every known contact or associate Mr Maybury had. There was no evidence to connect any of them with his

  disappearance.’




  Anne tossed her cigarette into the fireplace. ‘Balls!’ she exclaimed amiably. ‘I’ll tell you something, you never questioned me either and in my list of a hundred

  possible suspects I should have featured in the top ten.’




  ‘You’re quite mistaken, Miss Cattrell.’ Inspector Walsh was unruffled. ‘We went into your background very thoroughly. At the time of Mr Maybury’s disappearance, in

  fact throughout most of our investigation, you were camped with your lady friends on Greenham Common under the eyes not only of the guards at the American Airforce base but also of the Newbury

  police and assorted television cameras. It was quite an alibi.’




  ‘You’re right. I’d forgotten. Touché, Inspector.’ She chuckled. ‘I was researching a feature for one of the colour supplements.’ Out of the corner of

  her eye, she saw McLoughlin’s lips thin to a disapproving line. ‘But, hell, it was fun,’ she went on in a dreamy voice. ‘That camp is the best thing that’s ever

  happened to me.’




  Frowning, Phoebe laid a restraining hand on her arm and stood up. ‘This is all irrelevant. Until you’ve examined the body, it seems to me quite pointless to speculate on whether or

  not it’s David’s. If you care to come with me, gentlemen, I will show you where it is.’




  ‘Let Fred do it,’ Diana protested.




  ‘No. He’s had enough shocks for one day. I’m all right. Could you make sure Molly’s organising the tea?’




  She opened the French windows and led the way on to the terrace. Benson and Hedges roused themselves from the warm flagstones and pushed their noses into her hand. Hedges’s fur was still

  fluffy from his bath. She paused to stroke his head gently and pull his ears. ‘There’s one thing I really ought to tell you, Inspector,’ she said.




  Anne, watching from inside the drawing-room, gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘Phoebe’s confessing to Hedges’s little peccadillo and the Sergeant’s turned green around the

  gills.’




  Diana pushed herself out of the sofa and walked towards her. ‘Don’t underestimate him, Anne,’ she said. ‘You’re such a fool sometimes. Why do you always have to

  antagonise people?’




  ‘I don’t. I simply refuse to kowtow to their small-minded conventions. If they feel antagonised that’s their problem. Principles should never be compromised. The minute they

  are, they cease to be principles.’




  ‘Maybe, but you don’t have to shove them down reluctant throats. A little common sense wouldn’t come amiss at the moment. We do have a dead body on the premises. Or had you

  forgotten?’ Her voice was more anxious than ironic.




  Anne turned away from the window. ‘You’re probably right,’ she agreed meekly.




  ‘So you’ll be careful?’




  ‘I’ll be careful.’




  Diana frowned. ‘I do wish I understood you. I never have, you know.’




  Affection surged in Anne as she studied her friend’s worried face. Poor old Di, she thought, how she hated all this. She should never have come to Streech. Her natural environment was an

  ivory tower where visitors were vetted and unpleasantness unheard of. ‘You have no problem understanding me,’ she pointed out lightly, ‘you have a problem agreeing with me.

  My petty anarchies offend your sensibilities. I often wonder why you go along with them.’




  Diana walked to the door. ‘Which reminds me, next time you want me to lie for you, warn me first, will you? I’m not as good at controlling my facial muscles as you are.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ said Anne, dropping into an armchair. ‘You’re the most accomplished liar I know.’




  Diana paused with her hand on the doorknob. ‘Why do you say that?’ she asked sharply.




  ‘Because,’ Anne teased her rigid back, ‘I was there when you told Lady Weevil that her choice of colours for her drawing-room was sophisticated. Anyone who could do that with a

  straight face must have unlimited muscle control.’




  ‘Lady Keevil,’ corrected Diana, looking round with a smile. ‘I should never have let you come with me. That contract was worth a fortune.’




  Anne was unrepentant. ‘I needed the lift and you can hardly blame me if I got her name wrong. Everything she said sounded as if it had been squeezed through a wet flannel. Anyway, I did

  you a favour. Cherry-red carpets and lime-green curtains, for God’s sake! Think of your reputation.’




  ‘You know her father was a fruit wholesaler.’




  ‘You do surprise me,’ said Anne dryly.




  

     

  




  Three




  INSIDE THE ICE house Chief Inspector Walsh firmly suppressed a slight movement in his bowels. Sergeant McLoughlin showed less control. He ran out of the

  building and was sick in the nettles alongside it. Unaware that she would have sympathised, he was thankful that Phoebe Maybury had returned to the Grange and was not there to see him.




  ‘Not very nice, is it?’ remarked Walsh when the Sergeant came back. ‘Careful where you’re stepping. There are bits all over the place. Must have been where the dog

  disturbed it.’




  McLoughlin held a handkerchief to his mouth and retched violently. There was a strong smell of beer about him, and the Inspector eyed him with disfavour. A man of moods himself, he found

  inconsistency in others unendurable. He knew McLoughlin as well as any of the men he worked with, thought of him as a conscientious type, honest, intelligent, dependable. He even liked the man

  – he was one of the few who could cope with the notorious pendulum-swings of Walsh’s temperament – but to see McLoughlin’s weaknesses, disclosed like guilty secrets,

  irritated Walsh. ‘What the hell’s the matter with you?’ he demanded. ‘Five minutes ago you couldn’t even be civil, now you’re puking like a bloody

  baby.’




  ‘Nothing, sir.’




  ‘Nothing, sir,’ mimicked Walsh savagely. He would have said more but there was an anger about the younger man that stilled his waspish tongue. With a sigh he took McLoughlin’s

  arm and pushed him outside. ‘Get me a photographer and some decent lights – it’s impossible to see properly. And tell Dr Webster to get down here as fast as he can. I left a

  message for him so he should be at the Station by now.’ He patted the Sergeant’s arm clumsily, remembering perhaps that McLoughlin was more often his supporter than his detractor.

  ‘If it’s any consolation, Andy, I’ve never seen anything as nasty as this.’




  As McLoughlin returned thankfully to the house, Inspector Walsh took a pipe from his pocket, filled it and lit it thoughtfully, then began a careful examination of the ground and the brambles

  around the door and pathway. The ground itself told him little. The summer had been an exceptional one and the last four weeks of almost perpetual sunshine had baked it hard. The only visible

  tracks were where feet, probably Fred’s, had trampled the weeds and grass in front of the brambles. Previous tracks, if any, had long since been obliterated. The brambles might prove more

  interesting. It was evident, if there were no other entrance to the ice house, that the body had at some point traversed this thorny barrier, either alive on its own two legs or dead on the back of

  someone else’s. The big question was, how long ago? How long had that nightmare been in there?




  He walked slowly round the hillock. It would, of course, have been easier to satisfy himself that the door was the only entrance from inside the structure. He excused his reluctance to do this

  on the basis of not wishing to disturb the evidence more than was necessary but, being honest, he knew it was an excuse. The grisly tomb held no attractions for a man alone, even for a policeman

  intent on discovering the truth.




  He spent some time investigating round the base of an untamed laurel which grew at the back of the ice house, using a discarded bamboo stake to stir up the leaf mould which had collected there.

  His efforts uncovered only solid brickwork, which looked strong enough to withstand another two hundred years of probing roots. In those days, he thought, they built to last.




  He sat back on his heels for a moment, puffing on his pipe, then resumed his search, poking his stick at intervals into the nettles at the base of the ice-house roof but finding no other obvious

  points of weakness. He returned to the door and a closer examination of the brambles.




  He was no gardener, he relied on his wife to tend their small patio garden where everything grew neatly in tubs, but even to his uneducated eye the brambles had a look of permanence. He spent

  some moments peering thoughtfully at the clods of earth and grass above the doorway, where roots had been torn free in handfuls, then, careful to avoid the grass which had been trodden on, he

  squatted beside the area of brambles which had been scythed and trampled flat. The broken stems were green with sap, most of the fruit was still unripe but the odd blackberry, more mature than its

  fellows, showed black and juicy amidst the ruins of its parent. With the end of the bamboo he carefully lifted the flattened mass of vegetation nearest to him and peered beneath it.




  ‘Found anything, sir?’ McLoughlin had returned.




  ‘Look under here, Andy, and tell me what you see.’




  McLoughlin knelt obligingly beside his superior and stared where Walsh was pointing. ‘What am I looking for?’




  ‘Stems with old breaks in them. We are safe in assuming our body didn’t pole vault over this little lot.’




  McLoughlin shook his head. ‘We’d have to take the brambles apart for that, bit by bit, and I doubt we’d have much joy even then. Whoever flattened them did a thorough

  job.’




  Walsh lowered the vegetation and removed the bamboo. ‘The gardener, according to Mrs Maybury.’




  ‘Looks as if he’s put a steam-roller over it.’




  ‘It’s interesting, isn’t it?’ Walsh stood up. ‘Did you get hold of Webster?’




  ‘He’s on his way, should be here in ten minutes. I’ve told the others to wait for him. Nick Robinson’s already laid on the lights and the camera, so the gardener’s

  showing them all down here once Webster arrives. Except young Williams. I’ve left him in the house to take background statements and keep his eyes open. He’s a sharp lad. If

  there’s anything to see, he’ll see it.’




  ‘Good. The mortuary van?’




  ‘On stand-by at the station.’




  Walsh moved a few yards away and sat down on the grass. ‘We’ll wait. There’s nothing to be done until the photographs have been taken.’ He blew a cloud of smoke out of

  the side of his mouth and squinted through it at McLoughlin. ‘What is a nude corpse doing in Mrs Maybury’s ice house, Sergeant? And what or, perhaps, who, has been eating it?’




  With a groan, McLoughlin reached for his handkerchief.




  PC Williams had taken statements from Mrs Maybury, Mrs Goode and Miss Cattrell and was now with Molly Phillips in the kitchen. For some reason that he couldn’t

  understand, she was being deliberately obstructive and he thought with irritation that his colleagues had a knack of landing themselves the decent jobs. With ill-disguised satisfaction they had set

  off down the garden with Fred Phillips and the new arrivals and their assorted paraphernalia. Williams, who had seen Andy McLoughlin’s face when he came up from the ice house, was consumed

  with curiosity as to what was down there. McLoughlin’s nerves were sprung with Scottish steel, and he had looked as sick as a dog.




  Reluctantly Constable Williams returned to the job in hand. ‘So the first you knew about this body was when Mrs Goode came in to telephone?’




  ‘What if it was?’




  He looked at her in exasperation. ‘Do you always answer questions with questions?’




  ‘Maybe, maybe not. That’s my business.’




  He was only a lad, the sort that people looked at and said: Policemen are getting younger. He tried a wheedling approach that had worked for him on a couple of occasions in the past.

  ‘Listen, Ma – ’




  ‘Don’t you “Ma” me,’ she spat at him viciously. ‘You’re no son of mine. I don’t have kids.’ She turned her back on him and busied herself

  slicing carrots into a saucepan. ‘You should be ashamed of yourself. What would your mother say? She’s the only one you’ve a right to call Ma like that.’




  Frustrated old cow, he thought. He looked at the thin, drooping shoulders and reckoned her problem was that her old man had never given her a proper working over. ‘I don’t even know

  who she is.’




  She was still for a moment, knife poised in mid-air, then went on with her slicing. She said nothing.




  Williams tried another tack. ‘All I’m doing, Mrs Phillips, is getting some background details on the discovery of the body. Mrs Goode has told me she came into the house to make the

  telephone call to us. She said you were in the hall when she made it and that afterwards she went down to the cellar to get some brandy because there was none left on the sideboard. Is that

  right?’




  ‘If Mrs Goode says it is, that’s enough for you. There’s no need to come sneaking round here behind her back trying to find out if she’s telling lies.’




  He looked at her sharply. ‘Is she telling lies?’




  ‘No, she’s not. The very idea.’




  ‘Then what’s all the mystery?’ he asked her angry back. ‘What are you being so secretive about?’




  She rounded on him. ‘Don’t you take that tone with me. I know your sort. None better. You’ll not browbeat me.’ She whisked the teacup from under his nose where he sat at

  the table and dumped it unceremoniously in her washing-up bowl. He could have sworn there were tears in her eyes.




  The police photographer picked his way gingerly out of the doorway and lifted the camera strap over his neck. ‘Finished, sir,’ he told Walsh.




  The Chief Inspector placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Good man. Back to the Station with you then and get that film developed.’ He turned to the pathologist. ‘Shall we go in,

  Webster?’




  Dr Webster smiled grimly. ‘Do I have a choice?’




  ‘After you,’ said Walsh maliciously.




  The scene was lit now with battery-run arc-lights, every detail showing with stark clarity, no shadows to soften the shocking impact. Walsh gazed dispassionately on the body. It was true, he

  thought, that exposure to violence desensitised a man. He could barely recall his earlier repugnance, though perhaps the lights had something to do with this. As a child the dark had held terrors

  for him, with nightmare creations of his imagining lurking in the corners of his bedroom. His father, in other respects a kind man but fearing the embarrassment of an effeminate son, was

  unsympathetic and had closed his ears to the muffled weeping inside a bedroom from which all the light bulbs had been removed.




  ‘Good God,’ said Webster, surveying the ice-house floor with marked distaste. He picked his way carefully towards the centre of it, avoiding tattered pieces of hardened entrail which

  lay on the flagstones. He looked at the head. ‘Good God,’ he said again.




  The head, still tethered to the upper torso by blackened sinew, was wedged in a gap in the top row of a neat stack of bricks. Dull grey hair, long enough to be a woman’s, spilled out of

  the gap. Eyeless sockets, showing bone underneath, and exposed upper and lower jaw bones gleamed white against the blackened musculature of the face. The chest area, anchored by the head against

  the vertical face of bricks, looked as if it had been skilfully filleted. The lower half of the body lay unnaturally askew of its top half in a position that no living person, however supple, could

  have achieved. The abdominal region had all but disappeared though shreds of it lay about as mute witnesses that it had once existed. There were no genitals. The lower half of the left arm, propped

  on a smaller pile of bricks, was some four feet from the body, much of the flesh stripped away, but some sinews remaining to show it had been wrenched from its elbow. The right arm, pressed against

  the torso, had the same blackened quality as the head with patches of white bone showing through. Of the legs, only the calves and feet were immediately recognisable, but at a distance from each

  other in a grotesque parody of the splits and twisted upside down so that soles pointed at the ice-house roof. Of the thighs, only splintered bones remained.




  ‘Well?’ said Walsh after some minutes during which the pathologist took temperature readings and made a rough sketch of the lie of the body.




  ‘What do you want to know?’




  ‘Man or woman?’




  Webster pointed to the feet. ‘From the size, I’d guess a man. We can’t be sure until we’ve done some measurements, of course, but it looks like it. If it’s not a

  man, it was a big woman and a mannish one.’




  ‘The hair’s on the long side for a man. Unless it grew significantly after death.’




  ‘Where have you been living, George? Even if it were down to the waist, it wouldn’t tell you anything about the sex. And hair growth after death is minimal. No,’ continued

  Webster, ‘all things considered, I’d say we’re dealing with a man, subject to confirmation, of course.’




  ‘Any idea of age?’




  ‘None, except that he’s probably over twenty-one and even that’s not certain. Some people go grey in their teens. I’ll have to X-ray the skull for fusion between the

  plates.’




  ‘How long has he been dead?’




  Webster pursed his lips. ‘That’s going to be a bugger to decide. Old Fred out there said there was a bit of a stink when he stepped on it which would indicate a comparatively recent

  demise.’ He sucked his teeth thoughtfully for some minutes, then shook his head and examined the floor carefully, using a spatula to loosen some dark material near the door. He sniffed the

  spatula. ‘Excreta,’ he announced, ‘fairly recent, probably animal. You’d better take a cast of that to see if it’s got Fred’s boot prints. How long’s he

  been dead?’ He shivered suddenly. ‘This is an ice house and several degrees cooler than it is outside. No obvious maggot infestation which implies the blowflies weren’t attracted.

  If they had been, there’d be even less of it left. Frankly, George, your guess is as good as mine how long dead flesh would keep in this temperature. There is also the small matter of

  decomposition being hastened by consumption. We could be talking weeks, we could be talking months. I just don’t know. I’ll need to consult on this one.’




  ‘Years?’




  ‘No,’ Webster said firmly. ‘You’d be looking at a skeleton.’




  ‘Supposing he was frozen when he came in. Would that make a difference?’




  The pathologist snorted. ‘You mean frozen as in fish fingers?’ Walsh nodded. ‘That’s really too fantastic, George. You’d need a commercial freezer to freeze a man

  this size, and how would you transport him here? And why freeze him in the first place?’ Webster frowned. ‘It wouldn’t make much difference as far as your investigation goes

  either. An ice house only keeps things frozen when it’s full of ice. A frozen man would defrost in here just like a turkey in a larder. No, that’s got to be out of the

  question.’




  Walsh was staring thoughtfully at the severed arm. ‘Has it? Odder things have happened. Perhaps he’s been in cold storage for ten years and was left here recently for someone to

  find.’




  Webster whistled. ‘David Maybury?’




  ‘It’s a possibility.’ He squatted down and gestured to the distorted and tattered hand. ‘What do you make of this? Looks to me as if the last two fingers are

  missing.’




  Webster joined him. ‘It’s difficult to say,’ he said doubtfully. ‘Something’s had a damn good go at it.’ He glanced about the floor. ‘You’ll have

  to sweep up very thoroughly, make sure you don’t miss anything. It’s certainly odd. Could be coincidence, I suppose.’




  Walsh stood up. ‘I don’t believe in coincidences. Any idea what he died of?’




  ‘A first guess, George. Massive bleeding from a wound or wounds in his abdomen.’




  Walsh glanced at him in surprise. ‘You’re very positive.’




  ‘A guess, I said. You’ll have to find his clothes to be sure. But look at him. The area from the abdomen down has been completely devoured, except for the lower halves of the legs.

  Imagine him sitting up, legs out in front of him, with blood pouring out of his belly. It would be seeping over precisely those parts which have been eaten.’




  Inspector Walsh felt suddenly faint. ‘Are you saying whatever it was ate him while he was still alive?’




  ‘Well, don’t have nightmares about it, old chap. If he was alive, he’d have been in a coma and wouldn’t have known anything about it, otherwise he’d have scared the

  scavengers off. Stands to reason. Of course,’ he continued thoughtfully, ‘if he was defrosting slowly, the blood and water would liquefy to achieve the same result.’




  Walsh performed the laborious ritual of lighting his pipe again, billowing clouds of blue smoke from the side of his mouth. Webster’s mention of smell had made him aware of an underlying

  odour which he hadn’t previously noticed. For some minutes he watched the doctor making a close examination of the head and chest, at one point taking some measurements. ‘What sort of

  scavengers are we talking about? Foxes, rats?’




  ‘Difficult to say.’ He peered closely at one of the eye sockets, before indicating the fractured thigh bones. ‘Something with strong jaws, I would guess. One thing’s for

  certain, two of them have had a fight over him. Look at the way the legs are lying and that arm, pulled apart at the elbow. I’d say there’s been a tug-of-war here.’ He pursed his

  lips again. ‘Badgers possibly. More likely dogs.’




  Walsh thought of the yellow Labradors lying on the warm flagstones, remembered how one of them had nuzzled the palm of his hand. With an abrupt movement, he wiped the hand down his trouser leg.

  He puffed smoke relentlessly into the atmosphere. ‘I follow your reasoning about why the animals should have gone for the abdomen and thighs, but they seem to have done a pretty good job on

  the top half as well. Why is that? Is it normal?’




  Webster stood up and wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt. ‘God knows, George. About the only thing I’m sure of is that this whole thing is abnormal. I’ll hazard a

  guess that the poor sod pressed his left hand to his belly to try to stop the blood running out or hold his guts in, whichever you prefer, then did what I just did – wiped the sweat off his

  face and smeared himself with blood. That would have attracted rats or whatever to his left hand and arm and the upper half of his body.’




  ‘You said he’d have been in a coma.’ Walsh’s tone was accusing.




  ‘Maybe he was, maybe he wasn’t. How the hell should I know? Anyway, people move in comas.’




  Walsh took his pipe out of his mouth and used its stem to point at the chest. ‘Shall I tell you what that looks like to me?’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘The bones on a breast of lamb after my wife’s skinned the meat off it with a sharp knife.’




  Webster looked tired. ‘I know. I’m hoping it’s deceptive. If it’s not – well, you don’t need me to spell out what it means.’




  ‘The villagers say the women here are witches.’




  Webster peeled off his gloves. ‘Let’s get out of here – unless there’s anything else you think I can tell you. My own view is I’ll find out more when I’ve got

  him on the slab.’




  ‘Just one thing. Do you reckon he got his abdominal wound here or somewhere else?’




  Webster picked up his case and led the way out. ‘Don’t ask me, George. The only thing I’m sure of is that he was alive when he got here. Whether he was already bleeding,

  I wouldn’t know.’ He paused in the doorway. ‘Unless there’s anything in this freezer theory, of course. Then he’d have been good and dead.’




  

     

  




  Four




  THREE HOURS LATER, after the remains had been painstakingly removed under the direction of Dr Webster, and a laborious investigation of the ice-house

  interior had revealed little of note beyond a pile of dead bracken in one corner, the door was sealed and Walsh and McLoughlin returned to Streech Grange. Phoebe offered them the library to work in

  and, with a remarkable lack of curiosity, left them to their deliberations.




  A team of policemen remained behind to comb the area in expanding circles round the ice house. Privately, Walsh thought this a wasted exercise – if too much time had elapsed between the

  body’s arrival and its discovery, the surrounding area would tell them nothing. However, routine work had produced unlikely evidence before, and now various samples from the ice house were

  awaiting dispatch to the forensic labs. These included brick dust, tufts of fur, some discoloured mud off the floor and what Dr Webster asserted were the splintered remains of a lamb bone which

  McLoughlin had found amongst the brambles outside the door. Young Constable Williams, still ignorant of exactly what had been in the ice house, was summoned to the library.




  He found Walsh and McLoughlin sitting side by side behind a mahogany desk of heroic proportions, the photographic evidence, developed at speed, spread fan-like in front of them. An ancient

  Anglepoise lamp with a green shade was the only lighting in the rapidly darkening room and, as Williams entered, Walsh bent the light away to soften the brightness of its glare. For the young PC,

  viewing the pictures upside down and in semi-darkness, it was a tantalising glimpse of the horrors he had so far only imagined. He read his small collection of statements with half an eye on

  McLoughlin’s face, where black hollows were etched deep by the shadowy light. Jesus, but the bastard looked ill. He wondered if the whispers he’d heard were true.




  ‘Their statements about the finding of the body are all consistent, sir. Nothing untoward in that direction.’ He looked suddenly smug. ‘But I reckon I’ve got a lead in

  another direction.’




  ‘You do, do you?’




  ‘Yes, sir. I’m betting Mr and Mrs Phillips were inside before they came to work here.’ He consulted his neat and tiny script. ‘Mrs Phillips was very peculiar,

  wouldn’t answer any of my questions, kept accusing me of browbeating her, which I wasn’t, and saying: “That’s for me to know and you to find out.” When I told her

  I’d have to take it up with Mrs Maybury, she damn near bit my head off. “Don’t you go worrying madam,” she said, “Fred and me’s kept our noses clean since

  we’ve been out and that’s all you need to know.”’ He looked up triumphantly.




  Walsh made a note on a piece of paper. ‘All right, Constable, we’ll look into it.’




  McLoughlin saw the boy’s disappointment and stirred himself. ‘Good work, Williams,’ he murmured. ‘I think we should lay on sandwiches, sir. No one’s had anything to

  eat since midday.’ He thought of the liquid lunch he’d lost into the brambles. He’d have given his right arm for a beer. ‘There’s a pub at the bottom of the hill.

  Could Gavin get something made up for the lads?’




  Testily, Walsh fished two tenners out of his jacket pocket. ‘Sandwiches,’ he ordered. ‘Nothing too expensive. Leave some with us and take the rest to the ice house. You can

  stay and help the search down there.’ He glanced behind him out of the window. ‘They’ve got the arc-lights. Tell them to keep going as long as they can. We’ll be down later.

  And don’t forget my change.’




  ‘Sir.’ Williams left in a hurry before the Inspector could change his mind.




  ‘He wouldn’t be so bloody keen if he’d seen what was there,’ remarked Walsh acidly, poking the photographs with a skinny finger. ‘I wonder if he’s right about

  the Phillips couple. Does the name ring a bell with you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Nor with me. Let’s run through what we’ve got.’ He took out his pipe and stuffed tobacco absent-mindedly into the bowl. Aloud, he sifted fussily through what facts they

  had, picking at them like chicken bones.




  McLoughlin listened but didn’t hear. His head hurt where a blood vessel, engorged and fat, was threatening to burst. Its roaring deafened him.




  He picked a pencil off the desk and balanced it between his fingers. The ends trembled violently and he let it fall with a clatter. He forced himself to concentrate.




  ‘So where do we start, Andy?’




  ‘The ice house and who knew it was there. It has to be the key.’ He isolated an exterior shot from the photographs on the desk and held it to the lamplight with shaking fingers.

  ‘It looks like a hill,’ he muttered. ‘How would a stranger know it was hollow?’




  Walsh clamped the pipe between his teeth and lit it. He didn’t answer but took the photograph and studied it intently, smoking for a minute or two in silence.




  Unemotionally, McLoughlin gazed on the pictures of the body. ‘Is it Maybury?’




  ‘Too early to say. Webster’s gone back to check the dental and medical records. The bugger is we can’t compare fingerprints. We weren’t able to lift any from the house at

  the time of his disappearance. Not that we’d get a match. Both hands out there were in ribbons.’ He tamped the burning tobacco with the end of his thumb. ‘David Maybury had a very

  distinctive characteristic,’ he continued after a moment. ‘The last two fingers of his left hand were missing. He lost them in a shooting accident.’




  McLoughlin felt the first flutterings of awakening interest. ‘So it is him.’




  ‘Could be.’




  ‘That body hasn’t been there ten years, sir. Dr Webster was talking in terms of months.’




  ‘Maybe, maybe. I’ll reserve judgement till I’ve seen the post-mortem report.’




  ‘What was he like? Mrs Goode called him an out-and-out bastard.’




  ‘I’d say that’s a fair assessment. You can read up about him. It’s all on file. I had a psychologist go through the evidence we took from the people who knew him. His

  unofficial verdict, bearing in mind he never met the man, was that Maybury showed marked psychopathic tendencies, particularly when drunk. He had a habit of beating people up, women as well as

  men.’ Walsh puffed a spurt of smoke from the side of his mouth and eyed his subordinate. ‘He put himself about a bit. We turned up at least three little tarts who kept warm beds for him

  in London.’




  ‘Did she know?’ He nodded towards the hall.




  Walsh shrugged. ‘Claimed she didn’t.’




  ‘Did he beat her up?’




  ‘Undoubtedly, I should think, except she denied it. She had a bruise the size of a football on her face when she reported him missing and we found out she was twice admitted to hospital

  when he was alive, once with a fractured wrist and once with cracked ribs and a broken collar-bone. She told doctors she was accident-prone.’ He gave a harsh laugh. ‘They didn’t

  believe her any more than I did. He used her as his personal punch bag whenever he was drunk.’




  ‘So why didn’t she leave? Or perhaps she enjoyed the attention?’




  Walsh considered him thoughtfully for a moment. He started to say something, then thought better of it. ‘Streech Grange has been in her family for years. He lived here on sufferance and

  used her capital to run a small wine business from the house. Presumably most of the stock’s still here if she hasn’t drunk or sold it. No, she wouldn’t leave. In fact I

  can’t imagine any circumstances at all, not even fire, which would make her abandon her precious Streech Grange. She’s a very tough lady.’




  ‘And, I suppose, as he was in clover, he wouldn’t go either.’




  ‘That’s about the size of it.’




  ‘So she got rid of him.’




  Walsh nodded.




  ‘But you couldn’t prove it.’




  ‘No.’




  McLoughlin’s bleak face cracked into a semblance of a grin. ‘She must have come up with one hell of a story.’




  ‘Matter of fact, it was bloody awful. She told us he walked out one night and never returned.’ Walsh wiped a dribble of tar and saliva off the end of his pipe with his sleeve.

  ‘It was three days before she reported him missing, and she only did that because people had started to ask where he was. In that time she packed up all his clothes and sent them off to some

  charity whose name she couldn’t remember, she burnt all his photos and went through this house with a vacuum cleaner and a cloth soaked with bleach to remove every last trace of him. In other

  words she behaved exactly like someone who had just murdered her husband and was trying to get rid of the evidence. We salvaged some hair that she’d missed in a brush, a current passport and

  photo that she’d overlooked at the back of a desk drawer, and an old blood donor card. And that was it. We turned this house and garden upside down, called in forensic to do a microscopic

  search and it was a waste of time. We scoured the countryside for him, showed his photo at all the ports and airports in case he’d somehow got through without a passport, alerted Interpol to

  look for him on the Continent, dredged lakes and rivers, released his photo to the national newspapers. Nothing. He simply vanished into thin air.’
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