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To Isabel





Chapter 1

Seeing a body lying face down in the grass far from any road or track can only suggest one of two things: spontaneous death or murder. So coming across such an occurrence, what would anyone do?

One would most probably call the police, don’t you think? The problem with that was that the nearest town was around thirty miles away and the nearest road was about seven and there was no phone anywhere around that I knew of. I didn’t own a mobile and I still don’t. I’ve never wanted one. What would have been the point? Who would I call? I didn’t know anyone, and no one knew me. Besides, even if there was a public phone box, I doubt that I would have been able to figure out how to use it. So there you are, and that’s the truth of it all.

If I had walked the thirty miles or so to a police station, supposing that I knew where one might be found, it would have jeopardised my whole existence. It would have knocked me right off the course that I had chosen to follow. My desire had been to stay alone for as long as I could, to remain there in my place, my little wilderness which I had adopted as my home. I hadn’t wanted any contact with the world, but there I was, suddenly confronted by a dead person.

There was no way that I could just walk off and leave the body, was there? The crows were bound to peck away at it as they do with the other dead things that I’ve seen, and it’s so disgusting because they always start on the eyes. There were no trees nor hedges around there to speak of nor anywhere else close by where I could have secreted the body away from their sight. So, what could I have done?

It suddenly occurred to me—why was this person dead, and was it possible that I might be the next one to die having discovered this poor lifeless soul? Let’s face it. The killer might still be out there watching, maybe coming back to inspect the body and then seeing me, think that I had seen him kill this poor dead thing! And then what? Kill me with a gun or a knife, or just beat me to death? Then there would be two of us having our bits pecked by crows.

But I had to know first and foremost, I just had to find out why this person in front of me was dead. Truthfully, I didn’t really have a clue as to what I should have done next. I mean, think about it. Anyone confronted with that situation is going to need a few minutes to think things through.

It was difficult. I had been on my own since I was fifteen, and then out of the blue, there I was standing over another human being, a dead one at that. I’m telling you—it was a very curious and most unpleasant feeling. It was as if I feared contact with another person. But as I looked at her lying there, her long, black hair caked with dried mud, all I wanted to do was touch her, turn her over and look into her face. I guessed from her figure that she was at least twenty years younger than me, thirty-something or maybe a bit less. Her shoulders were slumped forward, and her left leg was turned inwards in an awkward position. God, how I wanted her to breathe just to stop the torment that was gradually building up inside my head!
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Dusk was forming across the moor. The waning sun had cast long shadows along the clumps of tall grasses and thistles, massed armies of feathered plumes. I loved that time of the day, the secret time when rabbits and hares darted out from their hiding places under the rocks and from the beds of dried-out nettles. Wisps of mist slowly slithered over the moor and whirled like phantoms rising into nothingness as the flutter of the night owls’ and harriers’ wings swept over the copses in search of some unsuspecting prey.

And then I did it. I touched her hair! The dew was already beginning to fall, and I could feel it cold and sharp on my fingers. I sat down beside her. Dare I turn her over? Dare I look into her face? That was the closest I had been to another human being for quite some time. It was exciting, I admit, exhilarating in a strange and scary sort of way. I took a deep breath and then carefully, slowly, I turned her over. I remember that she was surprisingly heavy to lift. I worried that I might have defiled her beautiful young skin with my grubby, calloused hands.

It took all of my strength to lift her just enough to roll her onto her back. I could feel the softness of her contours against me as I rolled her over, my left hand on her shoulder and my right against her hip. At last, I could see her.

When I think back on it, I still weep, just as I did then. I couldn’t stop. Never, not for years and years had I dared to look so closely into another human’s face. I sat there staring down at her until the cloaks of darkness fell and overshadowed our surroundings so that it was just her and me under the moon’s spotlight.

In retrospect, the night was not really that cold. Early September can often be like that, misleading, one night frosty and the next warm but with ghosts of deathly cold air causing one to shudder. I couldn’t leave her alone, not lying there like that on the bare damp ground. I gathered up a bundle of dry grass to make a pillow for her head, and I covered her body with my old, dingy blanket. Then I settled down beside her. I don’t know why, but I slipped my hand beneath the blanket to hold hers. She was cold, her fingers stiff. I felt sure that I could warm her, breathe some tiny flicker of life back into her corpse. But she didn’t move. She stayed cold and silent … and dead.

A fox barked in the distance and a fieldmouse squealed as it found itself victim to a weasel or stoat. As usual, I rested my body that night but not my senses.
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In the morning, I took time to examine my companion. Her complexion had paled and greyed and the skin on her face had slightly pulled back. There was no sign of blood, but I could see the dull bruises encircling her wrists and ankles. I turned her head, which lolled to the side as if detached, and I realised that her neck had been broken.

She had been wearing mascara when she was murdered. Black rivulets had trickled down and dried on either side of her nose. It was not right! Tagged upon a dead thistle, I could see some rabbit fur still wet with dew. It was enough to clean her face, and then I could really see her. She was beautiful, and I would have done anything to bring her back to life, to see her eyes see me, hear her voice ask me who I was or where she was or even hear her scream. But there was nothing I could do except to hold her close to me and stroke her hair and cheeks. She was dead. I knew it, but she was now in my care, for me to look after her and tend to her deathliness.

There was a cave so well hidden that no one else knew of it. I had discovered it while searching for mushrooms the previous year before the shooting started. When the weather was bad, I would sometimes spend days hidden away in there, but I was always careful to leave no tracks. It was my secret place, nobody else’s, and I thought she could stay there where no one would ever find her.

She wasn’t very heavy, probably between eight and nine stone, but being dead made her feel a lot heavier. It took me two whole nights to carry her across the rough ground to my hideaway. At my age, things never get easier. Once inside, I gathered a bouquet of wild mint for her which grew down by the riverside. I placed a sprig of heather in her hand, but of course, she couldn’t hold it and it fell to the ground just to remind me that she was actually, decidedly dead. She looked so radiant in the chink of light that beamed down onto her face from the early morning sun. I can see her now and feel a kind of anguish in remembering. Why did they have to do that to her … break her neck? Why?

It occurred to me that I was falling in love with her, a strange thing to say, I know, but for the first time in my life, I felt that I had a kind of relationship with another person, even though it was a dead one. It was the closest contact that I had experienced in an awfully long time except for my love of an old cat that had been my companion for a few years. I had called him Tom, but one night, he disappeared just as he had arrived, quite unexpectedly. I love cats, but he was really something special to me. I still miss not seeing him even after all this time. I suppose he must be dead by now. He probably got caught up in a snare or was poisoned, something like that. I’m sure he didn’t really want to go.

Nearly a week had passed since I found her, and the cave was beginning to take on a not-so-pleasant odour. Her perfume had faded, and her clothes had become dank from the dampness of my blanket and from the floor of the cave. Besides all that, corpses tend to leak quite seriously after a short while, and it was then that I realised the time had come for me to bury her body. I had seen the bodies of animals blow up with gas and knew the smell of her decaying body would eventually attract the attention of something or somebody if I didn’t get her below the earth soon. The idea of not seeing her again was a loss I would have to bear but it was something I had to do if only to stop others from interfering with her.

The cave was on the edge of what I thought of as my domain. It was on a low hillside hidden by rocks and brambles, and below it ran a fast-flowing but shallow river. I had often washed in the waters, cleaned my clothes on sunny days, and gathered fruit and nuts from the wild plum, apple and hazel trees, or mushrooms. I always got by until the first chilly days of October, and then I would find shelter in or near a more accommodating source of food. I never went hungry, not the kind of desperate hunger that some people have had to endure.

To the east along the riverbank was a farmhouse with a barn and a couple of smaller outhouses. I had always kept my distance. Not once had I seen any activity there and always assumed that it was derelict. I had been tempted to investigate the place, but I always withdrew at the last minute, mainly because it was none of my business prying into things that didn’t concern me. It was like keeping that other world away. Difficult to explain, really. It was a sort of mistrust of the other side of things. Now I had to do something, though not for myself but for my beautiful companion. Death had been claiming her in every conceivable way. I needed tools to bury her: a shovel, a gardening fork, and maybe something to carry her away in, just to make the job a little bit easier.

The door to the main barn at the farm was partially missing, so I knew I could come and go as I wished without making the slightest sound. It was afternoon, sunny, but with plenty of cover along the river edge for me to reach the property unseen. I waited for ten minutes before making my move. Confirming that there was no one around, I slipped in through the barn door. I could see what I needed despite the darkness except for some kind of transport, but I thought that could wait for the moment. I wouldn’t need it until her grave was finally dug.

I wanted to find a good place to bury my beloved, somewhere where the earth would neither flood nor be too stony. Somewhere dry with a view of the sky and the river. Somewhere she could hear the birds sing during the day or hear the owls hooting at night. A place where she could smell the scent of the wild mint cast up by the river whenever a fox brushed against its leaves. It needed to be somewhere as close to paradise as it could possibly be. Somewhere as beautiful as she.

After some time, I found the very place beneath a cluster of old coppiced ash trees, sheltered from the weather but in full view of the sky and of all the beauties of the riverside. I checked the soil. It was perfect but it would take me a few days to dig a grave large enough and fitting enough for my lovely dead companion.

I hurried back to the cave to rest until nightfall and to explain to my dearest what I was about to do for her. She remained silent, as she would, but in my mind, it was easy for me to imagine that she was really listening and knew that I cared.

Her odour was becoming overpowering. That night, I decided to sleep with my head at the entrance to the cave where the air still retained some of its fragrance. Even the mosquitoes stayed away, but that was to be expected, wasn’t it?





Chapter 2

Being alone is one thing, but thinking that one is alone when there is someone else out there is a different matter altogether.

It took me the best part of four nights to dig the grave. Each night before dawn, I returned to the barn with the shovel and gardening fork that I had borrowed, replacing them just as they were when I had found them. But it was on the fourth night, just as I was leaving, that my escape was interrupted.

She stood there in the half-light with her pitchfork pressed against my chest. I hadn’t even heard her arrive or seen her until I walked straight into its prongs.

‘Care to tell me what you’re doing here?’

I was at a loss as to what to say. I gripped my cap so hard that I felt my fingernails digging into the palms of my hands, right through the canvas. ‘I don’t want any trouble, ma’am. I didn’t know anyone was here. All I wanted was to borrow some tools so I could do some digging … vegetable plot, you know.’

‘Come on, nobody digs a vegetable garden in the middle of the night, not unless they’re mental.’ She paused for an explanation that never came. ‘So, what’s your name? Who are you?’

I tried to remember some of the names that were used when I was a child before my parents were killed or what I was called by the staff at the orphanage. It came to me none too soon. ‘Edward Dew,’ I stuttered. ‘That’s the name I remember being called when I was a kid. But not so long ago, I used to be called Tom by most people. That’s when I had my old tomcat and after I ran away, but I suppose it would be best if it were Eddie. I’m used to being called that, you see.’

She lowered the implement but still held on to it. ‘Okay, Eddie it is. Now, what have you been up to, Eddie? I’ve been watching you through my telescope for a long time, and it’s clear you’ve been up to something. I can tell you’re about to do some burying. That’s what it looks like to me.’

It was an odd declaration, for sure. I’d been in that part of the moor since the late spring that year. In past years, when winter was approaching, I’d take myself off to one of the hostels for the homeless and then leave again when the weather perked up. But ever since I’d been up on the moors from spring through autumn for the past five or six years, I had chosen to be alone, finding some derelict cabin or a haystack in which to pass the nights until it got really cold and food became scarce. It was much easier on my mind to be alone, unbothered with questions that I didn’t really want to answer. Now there I was, caught by a woman who seemed strangely calm and didn’t chase me off on the end of her pitchfork.

Of course, I said nothing. She continued, ‘From watching you, I’ve got a feeling that whatever it is you’re doing, you’re getting yourself into very serious trouble.’

I was stunned that I had been discovered so easily. For forty years, from fifteen to middle age, what I prefer to call midden age, I had lived without any company to speak of, without ever having been caught like that. If I had been a bit younger, I might have run for it, but this woman posed no threat to me and seemed to know more about me than I thought she should have done. If she had been watching me that closely, had she seen me having a wee or bathing, for example? When you’re alone and you think no one’s about, then you do these things without thinking or the least embarrassment. Now I wondered just how much she had seen.

‘Ma’am, I swear I mean no harm. I try to stay away from people and not cause any trouble for anybody. I hadn’t seen anyone ’round here, so I thought this place was abandoned. I’m really sorry I trespassed on your property, missus. Can I go now?’

I must’ve looked harmless to her, maybe even pathetic. ‘I tell you what,’ she said as she leaned her pitchfork against the remnant of the barn door. ‘You must be hungry seeing as you’ve been out there digging since dusk yesterday. Come with me. I’ll get you something to eat.’

I followed her into the farmhouse, through the kitchen door, into a dimly lit, sparsely furnished room. ‘Have a seat,’ she muttered as she heated a tea kettle and gathered some crockery and cutlery. ‘Don’t say a lot, do you?’

‘Sorry, missus, but I got a lot on my mind.’

She placed a couple of plates, two mugs and a teapot hiding under a cosy on the table. ‘Got some bread, cheese and tomatoes you can have with your tea. By the way, my name’s Ada, so you can stop calling me missus. Now tell me, what’re you doing out here? If you’re going to drink my tea and eat my tomatoes, you’ll have to give me something more than your name, unless you want me to think of you as a bagman, but I prefer not to insult you in that way.’

I thought for a moment, dismayed that my status could actually be reduced to bagman. I struggled with an answer to her question. What she was really asking me was, did I want to give up the secret of my cave, but then having been found out, I realised that there was no way I could keep the secret and admit at the same time to the existence of the young woman. I decided to trust Ada. She seemed sincere enough.

‘Well, it’s that I found a body up there on the moor, right in the middle of my patch, you know, the part where I roam about, and I don’t know how she got there. She was murdered, that’s for sure, and I’ve been looking after her in my cave for the last week, but she’s not looking so good nor smelling quite as she did when I found her. So, I figured that I needed to bury her.’

‘Eddie, what on earth were you thinking? If she’s been murdered, then the police should hear about it. She’s probably got a family out there desperately waiting for news of her. What if she’s got children or a family who depend on her? It must be reported at once.’

‘But how do I explain that she’s in my cave? They’ll think that I killed her and that I tried to hide her. Then they’ll take her away, and I won’t know where she is anymore.’

Ada looked quite troubled by that and not a little perplexed. ‘Why is that so important to you, Eddie? Do you know who she is?’

‘No, I’ve never seen her before.’

‘So, why will it trouble you if you don’t know where the police will take her?’

‘Because she’s mine. I found her and we sit together, like company. Just her and me.’

‘But you were going to bury her, weren’t you? You wouldn’t see her again anyway.’

‘No, no! That’s different, you see. I could still talk to her, know where she is, visit her, bring her flowers.’

‘Eddie, for heaven’s sakes, she’s dead! You must let her go!’

We both sat in silence as I thought about Ada’s advice. Deep down, I knew she was right, but I needed time to think it through. After a long pause, she continued. ‘Eddie, you’ve spent far too much time outdoors alone, and it seems to me that you’ve lost your senses.’

‘Maybe you’re right, Miss Ada. She’s the first human being I’ve ever gotten close to, even if she is dead. She’s alone, like me, and somebody needs to care for her, even if it’s just to remember her and bring her flowers. She’s so young and someone hated her enough to kill her and throw her away like she was rubbish. I need a little time to think about it.

‘Thank you, Miss Ada, for the tea and sandwich. Very kind of you but I must be going. I’m sure you’ve got things to do.’ I rose to leave.

 ‘You know, Eddie, I’ve been watching you ever since you arrived up there in the spring. It pains me to see a human being scavenging about the bushes looking for food. Why don’t you stop by for lunch while you’re around. I don’t know how you can tell the time without a watch, but any time between noon and two o’clock would be fine.’

‘That’s very nice of you to offer, missus. I haven’t had a proper meal in months since I left the homeless shelter. Is it okay if I stop by tomorrow?’

‘Of course you can, Eddie. And while you’re out there, think about doing the right thing with the dead girl.’

‘I will, Miss Ada. Thank you again.’

For the next few days, I stopped by for lunch with Ada. She was kind-hearted but also seemed to be strong-willed and independent and the type of person who kept her cards close to her chest. Ada looked to be in her mid-fifties, robust, of medium height and build with drawn-back greying hair and stern green eyes. A bit odd, she liked to wear a hat indoors as well as out. When she was indoors, she kept her gloves under her hat so that she wouldn’t forget where they were. At least, that’s what she told me.

We had long, interesting conversations over lunch and got to know a bit more about each other. Ada told me that she was a widow and her husband, George, had died unexpectedly, but she didn’t say how and I didn’t pry. She and her husband apparently had strong opinions about the government and politicians. I just listened whenever she brought it up as I didn’t know enough to hold a conversation or have my own opinions about that sort of thing. But I kept getting the feeling that she wasn’t telling me everything and I thought it best not to meddle.

I told Ada about my parents having been killed in a car accident and how devastated I was when my brother and I were separated. I never saw my brother again and didn’t have a clue how to find him. I told her about how people’s cruelty had led me to a life of solitude and my attachment to innocent animals. They, too, know the struggle to live in an unkind world. She seemed to appreciate that and though we came from different lives, we seemed to have a few things in common.

One day over lunch, Ada said to me in a serious tone, ‘Eddie, I have a proposition for you which I hope you’ll consider. Neither you nor I are getting any younger and I thought maybe we could help each other out. I could really use some help around the farm: chopping wood for the fire, gathering vegetables, doing repairs around the house, that sort of thing. I could also use some company, and you and I seem to get along alright. Would you like to live here with me and help out in exchange for room and board? I have an extra bedroom in the back you can have with a nice fireplace. What do you think?’

A comfy bed with a mattress, home-cooked meals, warm nights sleeping in front of a fire, Ada’s companionship. I moved in the next day.

I decided to boldly ask her, ‘Missus, can I have a cat to live here with us as well?’

She looked at me sternly. ‘We shall see … and for Christ’s sakes, stop calling me missus!’
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She made me take a bath, cut my long, knotted hair, which I can tell you took her an awfully long time, and shaved off my beard. That took a long time, too. Despite the towel, I felt almost naked. I saw what remained of my trousers sticking out of her waste bin. When she saw that I had noticed them there, she laughed. ‘I suppose I should really compost those, shouldn’t I?’

I kept quiet, fearing the worst, wondering if she was going to deprive me of clothes, you know, be a prisoner, a naked slave. I’d been told about that sort of thing when I was a kid just to frighten us at the home. I was so relieved when she pushed a box of men’s clothes towards me. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, ‘they’re perfectly clean. They belonged to my late husband, George.’

The clothes fit fine for the moment, though the trousers were a bit short. The shoes were at least one size too small but in better shape than the old plimsol and my cut-down wellington boot. I had to cut it down because it made my leg sweat something terrible, and then my leg would start to itch and scratching made it even worse. I wore George’s shoes when I had to but otherwise went around the house in my socks. I couldn’t recall the last time that I’d had the luxury of a pair of underpants or a proper vest, so it didn’t bother me that there weren’t any to be had for now.
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The morning had passed without me hardly noticing as she showed me around her land and the outhouses. Eventually, she went back into the kitchen and called out that she was going to prepare some lunch for us.

‘Let’s see what’s on the news and find out if the weather is going to hold up a bit longer,’ she called out as she fiddled with her old wireless.

‘…will take place at Canterbury Cathedral on the 23rd. In other news, it has just been reported that the police will soon call off the search for the thirty-two-year-old female courier who went missing from her home in Portsmouth on August 15. Friends and employers of Marina Penrith are anxious to hear from her and hope that she is safe and well. Any information as to her whereabouts or sightings of her would be welcomed by Portsmouth Constabulary.’

 Ada suddenly turned off the radio. ‘Eddie, how do you know that the young lady you found was murdered?’

‘There were bruises on her wrists and ankles and her neck was broken. Can we go up to check on her after we’ve eaten, make sure she’s still there?’

‘Yes, Eddie, but then we need to go to town. You did hear the man on the wireless, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, but Portsmouth is miles from here. Funny that it’s near to where I come from. It’s just along the coast to Southampton. How on earth would we ever get there?’

‘There’s a Constable Coggins who lives just this side of Castleton. He’ll know what to do. But let me do the talking. Otherwise, you might find yourself in prison. You know, what you’ve done with that poor girl was very considerate but might appear to the authorities as if you were an accessory to her murder. God, what have I gotten myself into! Can you ride a bike, Eddie?’
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I never realised how fast one could travel on a tandem bicycle until that day. Some years ago, I had found an old bike with no tyres in a hedge near Manchester, and though it made my backside a bit sore. I had learned to ride quite well and only fell over four or five times. I thought that was quite good, but one night, a van passed me, knocked me over, and ran over the bicycle, so that was that. I should have had some lights, I suppose, but such luxuries were out of my range.

Ada was so full of energy and did most of the work, especially on the hilly parts. My problem was the shoes. Pushing on the pedals was a bit painful, but eventually my feet went numb though I was still able to do some of my share. It took us an hour and a half to reach the constable’s cottage.

He was asleep in a chair outside the front door when we arrived. It was only the click of the garden gate that brought him out of his slumber.

‘What can I do for you?’ he grumbled as he sat up straight in his chair.

‘My friend here found a woman’s body on the moors while he was camping in this fine weather. He didn’t want to leave her where she was in case she was preyed upon by the crows and wild things, so he carried her down to a cave. He thinks that she’s been murdered.’

There was a pause as our astounding revelation sunk in. ‘Murdered, you say? How do you know? Where did he find the body? And damn it, can’t he speak for himself? You turn up here out of the blue, not so much as a phone call, and tell me that you’ve got a body! It’s bloody Thursday afternoon, nearly teatime, and you say there’s been a murder. I’m going to be up all night over this! Can’t you come back tomorrow morning or better still … Oh, for God’s sakes, just give me the details. Names?’

‘Ada Gampe with an e on the end, and he’s Edward Dew.’

‘Right, so he found a body. Where exactly on the moor?’

‘He can show you.’

With the tandem sticking out of the back of the police Range Rover, the three of us eventually arrived at the moor just as dusk was falling and the autumn mist was starting to rise.

‘There’s not a lot here, is there? Not much to go on, don’t you know? So, where’s the body?’

It was quite dark when we eventually reached the cave, and even with the torchlight, the policeman was unable to reach any conclusions.

Back at the house, Ada made a pot of tea, and by 8.30 pm, Constable Coggins was back on the road to Castleton, probably quite happy to be on his way home.





Chapter 3

Not long after sunrise, there was a sharp knock at the door. Ada opened it and in spilled four men—two in uniform, one in a suit and another without any kind of dress sense whatsoever.

‘Constable Coggins tells us that you have a female murder victim stashed away in a cave. Is that correct?’ demanded the latter in an aggressive manner.

‘Yes,’ replied Ada.

‘Do you know whose body it is?’ he continued in the same tone of voice.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘She’s mine!’

The four policemen looked at each other cynically. Ada gave me an irritated glare and slowly shook her head. ‘What he means is that he found her on the moor and carried her to a cave to prevent wild things from feasting on her.’

The shabby detective became even more hostile. ‘Well, that was thoughtful, wasn’t it? Probably destroyed all the evidence. In fact, it sounds a bit fishy to me as if he was trying to hide her, which makes you two prime suspects. So, who are you? I’m going to have to caution you that the constable here will take your statements. First, let’s take a look at the body and get her transferred to the mortuary, and then we’ll see where he claims to have found her.’

I led the way to the cave where Detective Decrepit, that’s what I called him, peered through the opening at the body of the young victim. ‘God help us,’ he gasped as he quickly turned away in disgust. ‘The stench alone is sickening!’

The second detective took a deep breath and carefully crawled in through the entrance to the cave, shining his torch right onto the decomposed face. He’d hardly been in there a minute before he started to gag. ‘It’s her, the young woman from Portsmouth. Help me out of here, will you!’

Afterwards, I took them up onto the moor, to the spot where I had found her. ‘How do you know that it was here?’ asked Decrepit, looking at me suspiciously.

‘Because he knows what he’s doing,’ Ada snapped. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with you, but you seem to have a nasty chip on your shoulder. Why don’t you treat him with some respect? After all, he’s trying to help you.’

The detective turned on her as if he wanted to hit her and probably would have done if the other one had not stood in his way. The second detective calmly asked me, ‘How exactly was she lying? Can you show us?’

I got down on my hands and knees and flopped face down onto the turf. I tried to twist my leg into the contorted position I had seen her in, but to no avail. ‘I can’t do the awkward bit,’ I said. ‘My leg’s too stiff.’

They all looked at me for some time, lying there pretending to be dead before Ada demanded, ‘Can he get up now? Give him a hand!’ The mean detective backed off and left his assistant and one of the constables to get me up on my feet again.

‘She was lying right here, just as I showed you, but with her leg in a funny position. You can see where the grass is still flat as it hasn’t rained since I moved her.’

‘You know a lot about all this stuff, don’t you?’ the mean one muttered under his breath. I thought to myself, there’s something funny about this man. He didn’t seem to be a very happy person. Ada put her arm round me and assured me that I was doing all right.

The younger detective and one of the two uniformed men studied the ground, carefully walking in ever-larger circles until the constable called out, ‘Looks like some oil here and some marks from a vehicle of some kind, wheels close together. Quadbike, I should think.’

Decrepit shouted back, ‘Leave the thinking to us, Constable. It’s not your job to think!’

‘Sorry, Sergeant Wragge. I was just trying to be helpful.’

Now that was a coincidence. Some years have passed since my last visit to a police station. I was picked up one night on a charge of vagrancy, then showered off, given some clean clothes, and held until I saw the magistrate the following morning. While I was in the police cell, I heard some of the policemen laughing about how a Sergeant Wragge had run off with a fellow officer’s wife and that he was suspected of wrecking a drug bust case by leaking to the pusher’s family details of an imminent arrest. When the pusher was finally caught, Sergeant Wragge pretended to have a bad back for a year, and the case was thrown out for lack of a witness. I wondered whether this was the same man. He didn’t have a north country accent, not like the others. I whispered to Ada, ‘Ask him where he comes from.’

She looked at me with a smile. Directing herself to Sergeant Wragge, she asked, ‘Where are you from? Listening to your accent, you’re not from around here, are you?’

‘None of your bloody business!’ came the terse reply.

The second constable sidled up beside her and cautiously whispered, ‘He’s up from Sussex. Hastings, I think. He’s a bit rough around the edges, so don’t take it personally.’

Wragge shot a glance at Ada and flicked his cigarette butt. ‘Book them for aiding and abetting!’ he commanded his assistant.

‘Can’t do that, Sergeant. There’s no evidence of them having committed a crime. The sooner we pass this over to the Hampshire CID, the better. All we can do is send them the information that we’ve gathered here today and let them handle it.’

[image: image]

It was lunchtime when we all got back to the farmhouse. An ambulance and two forensics officers were waiting. The two constables led the way back to the cave, leaving Wragge and his assistant at the farmhouse. Ada invited them in for a cup of tea in the kitchen. Wragge took out a cigarette from behind his right ear and proceeded to light it.

‘Sorry, Sergeant Wragge, but I don’t allow smoking in my house.’ Indignantly, he stomped to the kitchen sink and threw the cigarette into the washing up bowl.

‘My God, have you no respect for people’s property? Heaven help anybody who’s banged up with you!’

If looks could kill, Wragge would have been six feet under. He stormed out of the kitchen only to return within a second, grabbed a cup of tea from the table and marched off once more, spilling it down his scruffy outfit. Finally, plonking the cup down on a box in the yard, he hurried off to catch up with the forensics team, leaving the other detective to drink his tea in peace.

‘My name is Detective Constable Richards. I think you’ve made an enemy of my sergeant and he’s not a man to be gainsaid. He will do his best to get you into court as accessories to murder. I think your best chance is to tell me all that you know so if worst comes to worst, I can help you in your defence.’ He sat down at the kitchen table, produced a notebook and pen, and started to write. ‘Who found the body, when, and what time of day was it?’

I told him it was me and that little more than a week had passed since I found her. He was a bit shocked at that.

‘Why didn’t you report it earlier?’

‘I couldn’t. I had no means of transport and no phone. It was only by chance that Ada caught me in her barn and she took me to see Constable Coggins. We got to his place on her tandem.’

He turned to Ada. ‘Is this true? You only just met him?’

‘Yes, that’s right. He’d been living rough in the moor and looks out for the animals there. If he finds a lost sheep, he’ll take it back to its fold and I’ve seen him climb a tree to return a fallen nestling to its nest. I’d been watching him, but only from a distance.’

I hadn’t realised that she knew so much about me. But she was right, though. I did what I could. I hate to see any animal in distress, and there were quite a lot of them up there, I can tell you. It’s incredible the lengths that some people go to in the name of countryside preservation. It seems to me that they would be happier if there was no countryside to preserve at all.

‘Eddie lives at my farmhouse now.’ Ada continued. ‘He’s helping me with odd jobs in exchange for a warm place to stay, especially now with winter on its way.’

Richards wrote it all down. ‘Look, you’ll get a visit within a day or two from some other police officers. Tell them all this and anything else you can think of that might be of significance. Did you hear any kind of vehicle at any time? That would give us a better idea as to how long she might have been there.’

‘Oh, she hadn’t been there hardly any time at all,’ Eddie said. ‘She was still loose. You know, the stiffness wasn’t there. I saw that she had been tied hand and foot and that her neck was broken. Who could do that to her? She was so lovely. I turned her over to see if there was any life in her, but she was dead. But I didn’t hear anything. There’d been a hard wind across the moor that day and sometimes it blows the sound away.’ I thought that might help to explain why I didn’t hear anything. And I was right.

‘Good, now that is useful. Which day was it and about what time?’

‘Well, what day is it today?’ I asked.

‘Thursday,’ Ada volunteered.

‘Then today, four days, three days … that’s eight add one, that’s nine. Nine days ago at about six, no, seven o’clock because dusk fell not long after I found her. Goodness, that’s quite a long time, isn’t it?’

‘So, you’ve had her up in the cave all this time? No wonder there’s a bit of an odour, to put it mildly.’

‘Well, it’s better than having the animals take her apart. Have you ever seen how quickly foxes and badgers can dispose of a corpse? And as for wild boar … well, I’ve seen deer and goats stripped down to nothing in just two to three days, not that I’ve seen any boar around here. There’d be nothing left but a couple of snags of skin. It takes absolutely no time at all. That must be why they, whoever killed her, left her up here. She is the woman from Portsmouth, isn’t she? We heard it on the radio this morning. Has she got any family?’

He seemed pleased with what I had said.

‘I’ll pass this on to the other policemen who will visit you soon. I can’t tell you much about the family, only that she was a divorcee for three years and her married name was Penrith, Marina Penrith.’

‘What was her surname before that?’ I asked.

‘It’s probably a coincidence, but it was Dew, same as you. Originally, she came from Southampton after having arrived with her father from Australia. She then moved to Portsmouth when she was about twenty-five.’

‘I come from Southampton, too! I ran away from my orphanage when I was in my early teens and have tried to keep my head down ever since. I was separated from my twin brother after some years. That was towards the end of the fifties. He was sent off to Australia while I was kept at the home. That’s why I’m always trying to keep out of sight, and now here I am up to my neck in a murder enquiry. I’m sorry, Ada. I think you must have found me on the wrong day.’

Richards finished writing and stood up. ‘I’d better go now. Look, I’m going to try to find out more about her family. If I find any connection between you, I’ll let you know. But this really does need to be your secret for the time being. Don’t mention it to anybody else under any circumstances. Wragge would most likely use it against you. Just watch out for him. He’s a particularly nasty piece of work.’

With that, Richards left us to join his colleagues. The scene was eventually cleared. Only a ribbon surrounding the cave remained, and after checking that Marina Penrith was no longer there, we returned to the farmhouse.

We sat in silence for a while, deep in thought, until Ada stood and announced that she was going to bed. She gave me a hug and said, ‘Don’t worry. It’ll be all right in the end.’

There was a lot for me to think about that evening. It struck me as a little odd that the young woman and I had the same name. Is that why I felt so attached to her and didn’t want to let her go? Was she the daughter of my twin brother, and if so, where was he? All these thoughts kept tumbling into my head until I could see the dim silhouettes of the trees heralding the beginning of another day. It was only then that I finally fell asleep.
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