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            CHAPTER ONE

         
 
         It had already been a spring laden with mortality. News reports were full of mutating killer viruses, terrorist bombings, earthquakes and floods. Both God and man, in equal measure, seemed intent on eradicating the human race. There had, too, been smaller tragedies at home: the family dog had died only a few weeks before, and a whole herd of prime beef animals had been wasted on the altar of BSE-phobia, despite the farmer’s confidence in his organic status.
 
         So it was with a strange momentary lack of surprise that Lilah found her father, early that morning, half-submerged face-down in the slurry pit. She looked at his back, at the familiar mustard-coloured milking coat which had in any case always been stained with splashes of cow muck, slowly sinking into the stuff. All around him the crust was broken, stirred up by what she supposed had been his frantic thrashings, his struggle to live. Fresh streaks of muck spattered the sides of the pit and dotted the concrete which led to the edge. In those first few clear seconds, she supposed he must have somehow skidded over the brink, on the side which had no protective fence – and landed with a great splash.
         
 
         Against her will, she visualised what must have come next. Everyone knew how treacherous slurry could be, with its sucking quicksand effect, and almost no hope of gaining a foothold. Full from a winter of mucking-out, and no chance yet to get out in the fields with the spreader, the pit was perhaps four and a half feet deep. A man on his knees could not have kept his head above the surface.
 
         An unbearable conflict gripped her. She should get him out – of course she should. But then she might drown in it too. The pit had always been so strictly forbidden, and Guy was so very obviously beyond all help, that she spent two or three long minutes simply hovering, helpless.
 
         At last she called Sam, her voice unnaturally shrill. She knew that, as always at this time, he would be across the yard in the outside lavatory, performing his essential morning defecation. But he was at her side in seconds, struggling with the orange bale string which held up his moleskins, his cheeks flushed with effort and embarrassment. Now that Lilah was twenty and no longer his little helper, he knew she was too old for such casual intimacies.
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ he said, and made as if to jump into the pit immediately. Then he stopped himself. ‘He’ll be dead, by the look of it.’ Lilah noticed how wrong it felt for Sam to be using ordinary English words to describe something so entirely cataclysmic. There ought to be a special language reserved for moments like this.
 
         ‘We’ll have to get him out of there,’ Sam added, swallowing something nasty in his throat, twisting his face in disgust. At the sudden vivid picture of what the farmer would look like when turned over, slurry in his mouth and nose, down inside his clothes, Lilah was abruptly sick, her morning cereal and toast slithering over the sloping edge of the pit to join her father.
 
         ‘Go and get your brother. And your Mum—’ he heaved a brief sigh of anguish before continuing ‘—and then phone 999.’
 
         By this time, they were both shaking with the shock; severe, uncontrollable shivering, as if they were out in a blizzard with no coats on. Lilah looked down at her own hands, dancing and jittering of their own accord, and clenched her fists hard. Jerkily, she turned and tried to run back to the house. It was like running in a dream.
         
 
         Dad was dead. Drowned in slurry – wet, brown, stinking, lethal slurry. How often had his children been warned of its dangers, told and told to keep away from the pit? How often had they joked about what an awful way it would be to die? Dad was dead. Like a cloud of attacking bees, the implications of this began to descend upon her. Tears ran down her face, fogging her vision when she tried to telephone.
         
 
         ‘Emergency. Which service do you require?’ said a ludicrously calm voice.
 
         ‘Police. Ambulance. My dad – he fell in the slurry – he’s dead.’ Her voice came in breathless gasps; she couldn’t believe she was saying the words. She wondered if she had said them correctly, or had she just gibbered? The woman asked for her address and phone number, and then requested a precise spelling of the farm’s name, twice. ‘Redstone, for God’s sake,’ screamed Lilah. ‘How many ways can you spell that?’
         
 
         ‘Please try to keep calm, madam,’ said the woman, and Lilah hated her with horrifying ferocity, as she was promised immediate co-operation. There were no policemen or ambulances nearer than ten miles. There would inevitably be a wait.
 
         She went up to Roddy’s room then, knowing she should hurry, but reluctant to involve him, to have to bring him such distress and deal with his shock.
         
 
         Roddy slept like an Egyptian mummy, wound tightly in his sheet. It had been a warm night, making the duvet superfluous. Lilah paused a moment, then laid a hand on his thick black hair, and he came instantly awake.
 
         ‘Something’s happened,’ she whispered. It wrung her with a bitter pain, having to force him outside to witness the horror, but if she didn’t do it, Sam would, and Sam was not always gentle with Roddy. ‘You’ve got to come and help Sam. I warn you, you’ll probably be sick. I was.’
 
         ‘Sick?’ He looked alarmed. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’
         
 
         ‘It’s Dad. He’s in the slurry. You’ll have to help fish him out.’ Roddy swallowed a small giggle, looking hopefully at his sister, wanting to be told she was playing some horrible joke on him. But her face convinced him otherwise. ‘You’re crying,’ he said, in real shock.
 
         She put a hand to her face, surprised. ‘He’s dead, you see,’ she explained. ‘Drowned in slurry.’ The last word broke up on the loud sob she could not prevent. ‘It’s awful, Rod. Terrible. Now get dressed. Wear something old. I’ll have to tell Mum.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Miranda Beardon was lying cosily in the big double bed, stretched diagonally across it, occupying all available space. A small transistor radio, tuned to the local station, whispered in her ear. She looked up at her daughter, displaying some resentment at the disturbance. Lilah expected that a mere glance at her would be enough to denote tragedy, but her mother just sighed.
         
 
         ‘What’s happened now? I could hear there was some kind of goings-on out there. Noisy lot. I suppose the cows are in the road again?’
 
         ‘No—’ The cows! They’d be waiting to be milked. The tanker would come at ten, and there’d be nothing ready. Dad’d be livid … Oh, God!
         
 
         ‘No, Mum. It’s much worse than that. Dad’s—’ She couldn’t say it. A great black cloth wrapped itself around her tongue, and she couldn’t say the word. More tears fell, and her mother finally grasped that this was much bigger trouble than she had bargained for. She sat up in the bed, naked, urgency suddenly gripping her.
 
         ‘What? Lilah, tell me. What’s happened?’
 
         ‘Dad’s drowned. In the slurry pit. Sam and Roddy are getting him out. The police will be here soon. And an ambulance, I suppose.’
 
         ‘No! He wouldn’t fall in the slurry. He wouldn’t be such a fool. Are you sure it’s him?’
 
         Lilah nodded, then turned to leave the room. Her mother’s nakedness offended her. This was no way to receive the news that you’d been widowed.
         
 
         ‘Lilah? What am I going to do?’
 
         ‘Put some clothes on, and come down. I’m going back to help Sam.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The policeman, when he arrived, was familiar to Lilah. His long smooth cheeks and sand-coloured hair hadn’t changed in seven years. She had last known him as Bus Prefect on the daily trip to and from school. He had been in the first-year sixth when she started at the comprehensive, and for two years they had wordlessly shared transport for over an hour each day.
 
         He knew exactly who she was, of course: the Beardons had farmed Redstone for the past fourteen years. Nevertheless, he had to do things properly.
 
         ‘Miss Beardon?’ he enquired, as she walked up to his car in the yard. She nodded, confused as to how to address him. The ‘Miss’ seemed strange, coming from him. It made her feel she was no longer herself.
 
         But then, she was no longer herself, of course. She was fatherless now. A half-orphan. It made sense that this status should acquire a new unfriendly title.
         
 
         Denholm Cooper, the policeman was called. Den, for short. She had always identified with him in having to explain his name. People thought Den was for Dennis just as they assumed Lilah was really Delilah, and she had felt a bond with him accordingly – enough of a bond, at twelve years old, for a brief but profound schoolgirl crush to blossom. Looking at him now, she remembered it all, and blushed.
         
 
         Human beings adjusted very rapidly to calamity, it seemed. Lilah had already assumed that she would have to make special efforts to put people at their ease, so that they wouldn’t shy away from her – tainted as she now was by the death of a loved one. She must not cry or vomit in front of anyone. She must act naturally, observe the normal rules of social intercourse. Den, however, already seemed unperturbed by what had happened. She had taken a step to one side, to allow him to leap eagerly from his car and run with urgency to the scene of the tragedy. Instead, he remained sitting where he was for a full minute, which hinted to Lilah of arrogance. What if Dad hadn’t quite drowned, but needed instant resuscitation? How strange that the woman on the telephone hadn’t questioned her more closely when she had said her father was dead.
 
         ‘Your Mum at home, is she?’ asked Den, calmly.
 
         Lilah waved towards the house. Then she looked across the yard to where Sam was clumping towards them. Slurry had splashed him extensively, and he held his hands out stiffly from his sides, as if unable to abide himself. Suddenly decisive, the policeman unfolded his legs from the car, standing over them, taller than anyone Lilah had ever before stood close to. Perhaps that was why he stayed so long in the vehicle, she thought; his height intimidates people. An hysterical urge to say ‘Goodness, you’ve grown,’ seized her, but she fought it down.
         
 
         ‘Got him out, did you?’ said Den. ‘I’d better come and have a look, then.’ They walked the thirty yards to the pit and stood motionless for a moment. ‘You shouldn’t really have done that.’
 
         Sam looked mutinous. ‘Couldn’t leave him in there,’ he stated flatly. ‘How would you like it?’
 
         The farmer was covered with a sheet of black plastic, lying near the spot where Lilah assumed he had first slipped. The splashes of muck were no longer visible, and she gave them no further thought. ‘I washed him off a bit,’ said Sam, as he pulled the sheet back. No one tried to keep Lilah away. She stared down at the face, splotched in nostrils and eye sockets with the khaki-coloured manure. The mouth, too, was open and muck had got into it. That was the worst. She had been kissed by that mouth, every night and every morning of her life.
 
         Then Roddy and her mother were standing beside her. Mum gave a strangled cry, but no words came from her. This is the language of catastrophe, Lilah thought. This is how we ought to be communicating – in sobs and groans and muffled shrieks. Roddy’s face was bilious, his lips drawn back in a terrible grimace. Den nodded to Sam in a silent instruction to re-cover the body. His own face was a poor colour, and he put a hand to his mouth.
         
 
         ‘Right,’ he said, very quietly. ‘Right. Well …’ Like a man looking for escape, he strode back to his car and reached in for the phone. They heard him, across the silent yard, saying, ‘Send the duty doctor out, will you? ASAP. Then ask the undertaker’s men to fetch him. No need for an ambulance. Yes, a p.m., definitely. It’s not nice, Jim. Not nice at all.’
 
         Time passed in a whole new way. Another two policemen arrived, and with Den they fastened white tape around two sides of the pit, looking helplessly at each other when the roll ran out. ‘Nobody is to come past this point,’ they ordered the huddled family.
 
         A middle-aged doctor with a loud voice turned up and made a mysterious sequence of examinations, glancing disapprovingly at Lilah and Miranda, clearly wishing someone would remove them. Not long afterwards, two black-coated men arrived in a big estate car and took the body away, making surreptitious and somehow comical attempts to avoid touching any of the muck. Lilah noticed a large moist dollop fall onto one man’s shoe; he kicked his foot frantically, trying to get it off.
 
         Den explained about the coroner and the delay in getting a death certificate. He produced a notepad and asked who had found the body, what time, how long since anyone last saw him alive, whether there had been any odd circumstances. Lilah tried to tell him the whole story; how she’d searched for him, wondering why he wasn’t in the milking parlour; how she had eventually gone to the slurry pit and glanced in, never for a second expecting to find what she did. Den wrote carefully on his pad, repeating details in unfeeling interruptions of her tale.
         
 
         When he had finished, he cast an eye around the yard. ‘Must have been an accident,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think?’
 
         She couldn’t answer. Following his glance, she scanned the unfenced edge of the pit as if searching for an action replay of what had happened to her father. There was an uncoiled hosepipe lying close by, which Sam had used to clean away some of the muck, and a stack of rotting timber which had once been a derelict shed, recently demolished. The concrete close to the pit was slippery and sloped downwards.
 
         ‘He could have skidded on a wet patch,’ continued Den. ‘Or is there a dog, perhaps, that might have accidentally pushed him in?’
 
         ‘The dog’s dead,’ said Roddy, harshly.
 
         Den didn’t react. He told them there would be a further police visit, questions, more formalities. Then he drove away.
         
 
         Lilah looked after him, wondering at the vivid memories he had aroused in her. It seemed almost shameful that she could think about a childish passion at a time like this. His face stayed in her mind – she had known those flat stretches from his cheekbone to his jaw in intimate detail after so many journeys spent watching him in the bus driver’s mirror. His seat had been at the back, of course, and she was down near the front. The random coincidence of images in the mirror had seemed to her to prove that Fate had intended them for each other. But, when he left school, she had forgotten all about him.
 
         
             

         
 
         Sam attended to the cows, with distracted help from Lilah and Roddy. The widow, Miranda Beardon, forty-five and now the head of the house, telephoned her mother, and wept down the line for a long time. Two policemen came back, with a long tape measure and a camera, but their examinations were brief. Lilah heard one say ‘Weird way to top yourself,’ and for the first time the possibility of suicide hit her, only to be brushed impatiently away again. No one who had known her dad could imagine such a thing.
 
         Through the rest of that day Lilah struggled to make sense of what had happened. Dad has drowned in the slurry. He’s dead. He fell into the pit. And finally, as if it had been waiting quietly to pounce, came the most obvious question: How? How in the world had a fit man, not yet sixty, in the bright summer morning light, managed to succumb to such a stupid accident? She tried to imagine how it would be to fall in. The stuff was slippery, of course, and it might prove difficult to get any sort of purchase. But surely, a person could lift his face out, enough to avoid drowning? The pit was deep – the whole winter’s worth of muck, waiting to be spread on the fields this very week. Too deep to be able to get up on hands and knees and hold your face clear. You’d have to stand up, and that may well be impossible. It was even conceivable that the sheer horror and panic of being in such a thoroughly grim situation would kill you before you actually drowned. Very deliberately, Lilah forced herself to think it all through. If she didn’t do it now, while already immersed unavoidably in the facts of the situation, she doubted if she could ever persuade herself to come back to it again.
         
 
         There was some small nub of self-satisfaction in the process, too. See, she told herself, how much tougher and braver you are than your mother! All she can do is cry and moan. She never was any good in a crisis. You, however, have risen to the occasion splendidly. After this, life is going to be pretty smooth sailing. Nothing as bad as this can ever befall you again.
         
 
         But she cried bitterly into her pillow that night. After supper she’d gone for a short walk with Roddy, needing to talk to him, and to find out how he was enduring. At sixteen, her brother was a handsome adolescent, his dark skin free of blemish, his preoccupations transparently wholesome. Lilah had always liked him and admired his straightforward nature. From toddlerhood, they had both been closely involved in the farmwork, and took turns in less demanding aspects of the work.
         
 
         They walked up the slope behind the farm buildings, where the fields rapidly became steep and less fertile. The hill rose to thick woodland, belonging to the neighbouring farm – a large estate owned by Jonathan Mabberley. Though only a mile from the centre of the village, Redstone felt isolated in its folds of hills crossed by crooked narrow lanes. Farmhouses seemed to rise at random from the ground, some on hillsides, some hidden deep in natural hollows. Redstone was one of the latter, its buildings and yard fitted snugly into the bottom of a shallow bowl, with all the land around it sloping uphill. It was an ancient land, barely scratched by humankind: the nearest major road was six miles away, and the sound of traffic was no more that an occasional swoosh as a single vehicle used one of the lanes. Lilah had not yet even tried to escape from this rural life into a faster, more exciting, more urban setting. One day, she told herself, she might give it a try. But the necessary courage was a long time coming.
         
 
         As he strode unseeingly in a straight line up the hillside, Roddy fought his tears, choosing rage over grief. He smacked one fist into his palm, over and over, emitting tight phrases of fury. ‘It’s stupid, Lilah. A stupid way to die. Why wasn’t he more careful? What are we supposed to do now? Everything’s ruined. What a mess. Oh sod it. Fucking sod the stupid fool.’ A few hot tears shook themselves free, but he viciously swept them away without acknowledgement. He hardly seemed the same boy who had slept so safely in the embrace of his sheet that morning.
         
 
         Lilah was shocked by his anger. Somehow, it seemed almost wicked, and entirely inappropriate. Then she remembered Tamsin, the half-breed collie they’d had when she was younger. She had been prone to chasing cars, and finally one had come too close and run over her leg. Lilah had witnessed the whole incident. As the tyre had cracked Tamsin’s bone, the dog had bitten and snarled furiously at it, fighting the enemy that was hurting her. Bravely she had tried to take on the thing that was so much bigger and stronger than herself. Roddy seemed to Lilah like Tamsin, now – snarling at Death, shaking his fist defiantly at the most powerful adversary of them all. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         
 
         Father Edmund Larkin was hot in his black clothes. He hated summer funerals for making him stand out in the sun with too much on. He hated this funeral more than most.
 
         ‘In sure and certain hope of the Resurrection to come’ were hollow words when spoken on behalf of a man like Guy Beardon. If anyone deserved to lie rotting and forgotten forever, it was him. The vicar had disliked Guy almost from their very first meeting, six years earlier. Burying a person you disliked might naturally be expected to bring a small twinge of satisfaction – but when you were God’s spokesman and a minister of the Church you were forbidden such pleasures. Common human antipathies were out of order: you were supposed to pray for their extermination from your sinful breast.
         
 
         The vicar knew with near certainty that Guy was damned – if such old-fashioned notions could still apply. Selfish, rude and domineering were the words he mentally used about him, when preparing his oration for the funeral. Intolerant, secretive and hypocritical also came to mind. Something of an amateur psychologist, Father Edmund believed that Guy had a lot to hide. He had seen it in the farmer’s shadowed eyes.
 
         He had a host of excellent reasons for his intense dislike of the man. The open personal slights which Guy had directed at him had been infuriating; the contempt for the particular brand of Anglicanism Father Edmund practised had been uncomfortable; moreover the admiration Guy attracted from the majority of the villagers had incensed the vicar, who was only too well aware of his own fading popularity. And there were other reasons; reasons he didn’t even want to acknowledge.
 
         Guy’s end had, of course, rocked the village. Not since near-blind Joe Thrussle had fallen head-first into his butterwell, long before Father Edmund had come here, had there been such drama. Speculation ran rife. Had Guy been drinking? Did a cow or dog nudge him in? Some even sniggeringly suggested that ol’ Sam might have done it, to get himself a bit of peace. Everyone had heard the way Guy had mocked Sam, day in and day out for decades now. Everyone had also heard – though none could say where – that Sam had many an illicit encounter with Miranda, while Guy was safely ploughing the farthest fields, or spending a day at Newton Abbot races. The rumours seemed self-generated; no one had any concrete evidence for them. Perhaps, thought Father Edmund sourly, it just stood to reason that any man and woman in a house together would make the most natural use of the opportunity.
         
 
         The vicar himself tried subtly to propound the theory that Guy’s death was suicide. He had his own good reasons for this, though even without them, his innate sense of mischief might have led him to the same course. Suicide was a subject Father Edmund knew a good deal about. Hadn’t he once found himself poised on the edge of just such a slurry pit, looking down at the deep dark stuff, thinking blackly of immersing himself in it? A devilish kind of baptism that would be, he’d said to himself. And much of the devil’s best work had an insidious appeal for this particular man of the church. In the quietest stretches of the night, when the owl or the fox in his garden woke him with their predatory howls, he could not prevent his thoughts from turning to practices that were agreed by any community to be beyond the pale. Practices which were forever barred to him. Dirty practices, which would horrify any decent-minded person. Activities which he knew would bring the most intense of pleasures and the deepest of shame.
         
 
         Perhaps, he surmised, Guy had been free in his indulgences. Living on a farm, he had opportunities in abundance for many of the shocking imaginings of that lonely vicarage bedroom. Father Edmund had slowly convinced himself that Guy Beardon lived a life of debauchery, for which he ought to be severely punished. Wasn’t it obvious from his uncouth language? Wouldn’t any amateur psychologist come to the same conclusion? A man whose expletives were all ‘shit’ and ‘bugger’ and ‘sod’ had to have a tendency in a certain familiar and forbidden direction.
 
         And now the man was dead. The vicar had had considerable difficulty in constructing his funeral peroration without explicitly mentioning how he had died. His main motive was to avoid, if possible, inducing tears in the women of the family. Crying women were yet another repellant aspect of his work. More than once, when a weeping parishioner had come to pour out her troubles, he had needed to fix his hands rigidly around the seat of his chair in order to prevent himself from rushing from the room. He had learnt, from long experience, that there were certain phrases at a funeral which could almost guarantee that the waterworks would start. ‘Sadly missed’ was one. Almost anything nice about the dead person’s character was taboo, too. The trick was to be very subtly annoying; to get small details wrong, to hint that this person may be better off dead, and best of all, to try and work in some just-perceptible element of farce. His favourite was to get the coffin positioned too close to the lectern, so that he had to squeeze his generous girth painfully between the two, before he could say his piece. This almost always set any young mourners giggling, which forced the adults to shush them, and thus took their minds off their grief for a blessed minute or two.
         
 
         But this funeral did not readily lend itself to any of these gambits. He scanned the full pews in the small church, noting with some irritation that people who had openly loathed the man had nonetheless shown up for his funeral. There were his neighbours – the Mabberleys and the Grimsdales – with whom Guy had scarcely exchanged a civil word; and there were Tim and Sarah Rickworth, the affluent young incomers, who could surely have little reason to regret Guy’s passing. Father Edmund presumed that they thought it was village etiquette to come to all the funerals held at the church. Not that there were many – this was only the second one since Christmas.
 
         Carefully, the vicar launched into his well-prepared address. ‘We are here today to perform a melancholy necessity. Farmer Guy Beardon has been taken from us by the most tragic accident. The whole community has been deeply shocked by the sudden and unkind way in which he lost his life, and our profound sympathies go out to his family. Guy was a well-known figure in the village, having farmed here for sixteen years …’ (The one deliberate error he permitted himself. He noted with satisfaction that Miranda and Lilah simultaneously looked up with a new attention.) ‘He took an active part in all our local proceedings. An involved member of the Parish Council and other organisations, there will be many areas where his shoes will be hard to fill …’ (Why can’t he just say, ‘He’ll be sadly missed’? wondered Lilah). ‘Very often the quality of a life will compensate for an untimely end, and this may be some small consolation. Guy Beardon had a loving family around him, he made a success of Redstone Farm – some say against serious odds; he led a healthy outdoor life. His devotion to the ideal of organic farming was beyond doubt, and forced him to be outspoken on the subject on many occasions. There are those who might envy him, despite his shocking end. Now, let us sing the hymn chosen by his family, “Abide With Me”.’
         
 
         The deep soulful eyes of the lovely Lilah had been fixed intently on him since the mistake about the time they’d been at the farm. He had acted up accordingly, giving the best performance he could manage. Like a Madonna, the girl was, Father Edmund thought sadly. An intelligent modern Madonna, remote and serene. A woman to dream about, if you were the type to dream about women. No need to worry about her breaking down. It was the widow, Miranda, who bothered Father Edmund more. Throughout the service, the woman had kept up a constant irritating sniff, dabbing endlessly at her nose with a man’s large white hanky. She held onto her daughter’s arm like a drowning person, virtually ignoring the wretched young Roddy on her other side.
         
 
         Father Edmund could identify only too well with Roddy. Grimly, the boy had set his jaw against any unseemly weaknesses. He sat as if alone in the world, suffering in that hidden, brave British way which makes some unworthy souls yearn to keep jabbing until the pain becomes apparent.
 
         Finally they got to the graveside. The late May sun blazed down, the air was filled with smells of newly cut grass, honeysuckle, privet flowers. Not so much as a hint of the malodorous slurry which still filled everyone’s mental nostrils, and remained clinging to the walls of Guy Beardon’s bronchial passages. The four black-suited bearers – one of them, Lilah noted, the very man whose shoe had been splashed with slurry when Guy was taken away – sweated masochistically, preparing to lower the stout coffin deep into the ground. Nobody bothered to scatter soil or flowers on the lid, as Father Edmund intoned the final words. Miranda had never been to a funeral before, and presumably knew nothing of the procedure. With a small shrug, the vicar let it go. What did it signify anyway?
         
 
         Lilah couldn’t watch at the last moment, when the coffin was lowered ceremoniously into the hole lined with violently coloured artificial grass. She turned her head away and was immediately distracted by the sight of a young woman watching from beyond the hedge bordering the churchyard. The woman was standing completely still, her gaze fixed intently on the proceedings. Almost everyone who had been in the church was now hovering awkwardly between the church door and the lychgate, but this observer was not just another villager, come to join the party. This was Elvira, who lived in the old stone cottage opposite the churchyard with Phoebe, her mother. Elvira had been born damaged in some way, so that she stared at everything with the same unrelenting hunger. Her stare was legendary; few could meet her gaze for long. She must have seen funerals before, living as she did so close to the church; Lilah could imagine that they made a welcome diversion for her, as would the weddings and the carol services. All the same, it was unsettling to see her there, and Lilah turned her attention quickly back to the coffin, out of sight now unless you leant over the edge, and this was something she had no desire to do.
         
 
         The Beardons were forced to run the gauntlet as they walked away from the grave, passing a line of villagers, each keen to convey condolences and make their presence felt. It was, after all, something of an effort to attend a funeral and they did not intend that their generous gesture should go unmarked. One by one, people took Miranda by the hand. Mrs Axford from the shop; the gentlemanly and forbearing Wing Commander Stradling; Martha Cattermole – ‘Oh, I didn’t see you in the church,’ said Lilah in surprise. ‘How nice of you to come.’
 
         Martha was another familiar face from school, but unlike Den Cooper, she had been on the staff and Lilah a favourite pupil of hers. They had kept in touch after Lilah left. Martha and her sisters were so well born that they almost qualified as aristocracy; they lived in a huge and beautiful house outside a larger village, four or five miles away. Today Martha wore a long cotton skirt and an embroidered waistcoat, her frizzy hair – the colour of apricots in the bright sunshine – tied back, showing the sharp definition of her jaw. She stood out in the line of so-called mourners like a Siamese cat in a row of tabbies.
         
 
         ‘I was so sorry when I heard,’ she said. ‘It must have been such a shock. And I liked your father. He was an original.’
 
         Lilah couldn’t reply. This was the first time anybody had paid tribute to Guy as if they really meant it. It highlighted the deficiency of regret amongst Guy’s acquaintances and Lilah had to blink hard for a moment. ‘Yes,’ she said.
 
         She and Martha had talked before about the similarities between their families. Although from different social classes, they were both misfits in the rooted community. The Cattermoles were bohemian, with exotic, well-connected friends. Martha had adopted teaching as a profession out of a passionate sense of commitment. ‘And the money comes in useful,’ she said, more than once. ‘We’re nothing like as rich as we look.’ She was in her mid-thirties and her friendship with Lilah was yet another topic for local gossip.
 
         The line continued. Miss Trott and Miss Singleton, who lived in adjacent cottages in the main street and felt they somehow represented the village as a whole by virtue of the geography of their homes: they shook hands with all three Beardons, and nodded solemnly in acknowledgement of Miranda’s mumbled thanks. Next came Mr Spencer, the family’s solicitor. He bent forward and murmured to Miranda, ‘If I might make an appointment to see you within the next few days?’
         
 
         She widened her eyes. ‘You’d better phone me,’ she said. ‘I can’t think about it now.’ Next came Amos and Isaac Grimsdale, brothers and close neighbours to the Beardons. ‘You must come back to the house with us,’ said Miranda. ‘You’ve known us such a long time, you’re almost family.’ Lilah gasped inwardly at the gross exaggeration. But it was beginning to look as if the funeral gathering would be uncomfortably sparse if some reinforcements weren’t found, and the Grimsdales did have some claim to be included.
 
         Finally there was Den Cooper. Lilah had seen him as she followed the coffin out of the church, and had hoped he would wait long enough for her to speak to him. But now she had the chance, she couldn’t think what to say.
 
         ‘I hope you didn’t mind me coming?’ he said to Miranda, who had automatically shaken his hand. She looked at him in some confusion; he was not in uniform.
 
         ‘It’s Den, Mum. The policeman who came—’
 
         ‘I know who he is,’ lied Miranda. ‘I just wondered why—’
 
         ‘Mum!’ Lilah felt a clenching embarrassment. Would her mother never learn to guard her tongue – or would she herself never learn to mind what was said? She turned to Den. ‘It was very kind of you to come,’ she said firmly.
         
 
         Den cleared his throat. ‘Well, it’s not so much kind,’ he demurred.
         
 
         ‘You mean it’s all part of the job?’ Miranda asked. ‘I wouldn’t have thought it necessary for you to turn up at the funeral of every accidental death you come across.’
 
         ‘Well—’ He looked to Lilah for rescue.
 
         ‘Mum, you’re being very rude. Go and talk to the vicar.’ She looked into Den’s eyes, remembered again, with a rush of vivid images, how friendly they had always seemed when she’d met his reflection in that bus mirror.
 
         ‘It wasn’t just duty,’ he started to explain. ‘I felt – well, connected. Having been there so soon after it happened.’
         
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter why you’re here. It’s just nice to see you,’ she said. ‘It’s interesting, who’s here and who’s not. Mum’s best friend is away on holiday. Both lots of neighbours showed up …’ She indicated Amos and Isaac with a little tilt of her head. ‘… but the Mabberleys seem to have rushed off already.’
 
         ‘Interesting,’ he agreed blandly. ‘Now you should go. I’ll be seeing you.’
 
         Now for Father Edmund. As they straggled back to the cars waiting outside the church gate, Lilah laid a hand on his arm. ‘Thank you, Mr Larkin,’ she said. ‘You did it very nicely.’
         
 
         Two emotions fought within the vicar. Gratitude that she had acknowledged him wrestled with annoyance at the ‘Mr Larkin’. Nobody ever called him that. The influence of the heathenish Guy was at work here, he realised. The man had been obsessed with removing people’s formal titles, like some crackpot Quaker, and ‘Mr’ was as far as he would ever go. The chief victim in the village had been Wing Commander Stradling. Guy made an elaborate ritual of always addressing him as ‘Mr Stradling’. He would call to him in a loud voice across the hall at the Parish Council meetings, or refer to him in ringing tones within the man’s hearing. The fact that Father Edmund himself had some sympathy with the principle only made it more maddening. He knew he would never have had Guy’s courage when face-to-face with the long-retired airman.
         
 
         He smiled thinly at Lilah, automatically switching into his occupational demeanour. He bowed his head slightly, and patted her upper arm with a limp hand. ‘I’m glad to be of service to you at such a difficult time,’ he whispered. ‘Look after your poor mother, won’t you. Come and see me, if there’s anything at all I can do.’ The words flowed spontaneously, without conscious thought. Once in a while, he almost caught himself adopting an Irish inflection. True priestliness was somehow done best by the Irish, he believed. It was perhaps bad luck that he’d been so firmly entrenched in Anglicanism from his earliest days. Much of the passion and the acceptance, the hypocrisy and the good cheer of the Romans appealed to him in his more whimsical moments.
         
 
         Beyond the church gates, villagers were gathered in knots. This was in effect the last real chance to have a serious gossip about the event; now that Guy was buried, ten days after his death, the thing was over and there’d be little more to be said. An inquest had been opened and adjourned to some future date, but the Beardons had already been told by a laconic man who announced himself as the Coroner’s Officer that it would probably be brief and undramatic. He mentioned that there was always an excess of formality in the case of an accident with no witnesses, but since the post-mortem examination had found sufficient matter in the lungs to drown Mr Beardon, it would take very little to convince the Coroner that the circumstances were unsuspicious. Nobody would be churlish enough to take matters any further than ‘death by misadventure’. Nobody was unduly keen to dwell on the details of what happens when slurry enters the lungs, either. It was already virtually a foregone conclusion as to what the final verdict would be.
 
         Guy had died by accident, the official judgement would ordain. He had slipped on the edge of the pit, and fallen in, possibly knocking his head in the process, and blacking out. The stuff in his mouth and throat was more than enough to suffocate him. Gruesome, by general consent, and reason enough to give rise to a knee-jerk demand for special security measures for such pits.
         
 
         With the verdict already taken for granted, the villagers felt justified, however, in extensive idle speculations. A stranger passing through might have observed a series of pantomimes, as people enacted their own pet theory of how Guy might have met his death. Lengths of hose lay about the yard – he could have caught his foot. There had been light rain during the night – perhaps enough to make the ground unusually slippery for rubber boots. Or he might have been muzzy with sleep, and just stepped off the edge thinking he was somewhere else.
 
         The slurry pit was fairly new to Redstone, and Guy had typically not bothered to apply for permission from the Council to build it. Pleased with his own cleverness, he had positioned it at the foot of a natural slope, thirty yards from the big back door of the shippon. At the same time he had reconstructed the floor of the cowshed and the yard outside with channels for the muck, so that it could be sluiced out and straight down into the pit. Strong fencing protected it on three sides, but the fourth was open. In Guy’s usual fashion, safety had been assured by a total ban on any of his family going within six feet of the edge on that side. Everyone obeyed Guy’s edicts, including this one. So compliant was Lilah that she had felt distinctly disobedient when she finally went to the edge of the pit in her search for Guy that dreadful morning.
         
 
         Father Edmund watched his parishioners with some cynicism. It seemed that few of his quiet hints as to the probability of suicide had taken root. This was a shame, but at the same time, almost nobody seemed to have seriously considered foul play. How foolish, how naive of them, thought the minister. Did they think such wickedness impossible in their peaceful, forgotten little corner of the world?
 
         With his customary fixed smile, Father Edmund scanned their faces. Sam Carter, the Beardons’ worker, was driving the family home. Stiff in his dark suit, the man seemed pathetic. His brief exposure to public attention had clearly been uncomfortable to him. Sam had intrigued the vicar for a long time, yet they’d rarely exchanged more than a morning nod in six years. Sam was said to be a professed atheist – the very fact that he had once expressed such a definite position on the matter made him interesting. One day, thought Father Edmund, one day, I shall really get to know that man.
         
 
         The group of Beardon family mourners and close friends climbed into an assortment of cars and drove away. Guy’s two brothers and Miranda’s parents swelled the numbers. Father Edmund went back to the vicarage, having politely declined Miranda’s murmured invitation to accompany the family to the farmhouse for some sandwiches. Guy Beardon was really dead, then, he repeated to himself. Who in this small community could ever have guessed it would come to this? No one else, he believed, knew what he knew about the dead farmer. And, knowing what he did, he was entitled to a small complacent smirk when the villagers spoke of accidents.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER THREE

         
 
         The funeral wake was typically noisy. Martin, Guy’s elder brother, was a large oafish man in his sixties, who hadn’t been near Redstone for five years or more. He seemed to have taken it upon himself to lift Miranda’s spirits, and he hung around her, a lumpen hand on her arm, telling stories of Guy as a child, always getting into trouble. ‘Stubborn wasn’t the word,’ he chuckled. ‘That boy – sometimes we thought he must be a gypsy child, swapped for our real brother in the pram. Always into something, breaking the rules, getting himself hurt. He’s probably told you about most of it himself.’
 
         Miranda had to bring herself back from the hazy unreality in which she had spent the days since Guy’s death. She looked up at the strange man who had attached himself to her. What had he asked her? Something about Guy as a little boy … ‘He said his father was always chasing after him with a stick. It sounded a violent sort of upbringing. He never raised a hand to Roddy, to my knowledge.’
         
 
         ‘Aye, Dad didn’t stand any nonsense. Never did much good in Guy’s case, though. He always skipped out of range. He must have mellowed in his ways if he’s never thrashed your Roddy. He was still pretty wild in his twenties – and later. I can remember, oh, must have been thirty years ago now—’
 
         ‘Mum,’ Lilah interrupted without apology, ‘Grampa says he’s got to go in a minute. Something about missing the traffic.’
 
         Miranda cast a vague look around the crowded living room, hoping to find her friend Sylvia. People stood about with cups of tea and plates full of the food which had been prepared by women of the village. Most of them were dressed in black or dark blue, but with smiles on their faces. Roland, Guy’s other brother, was sitting in an armchair, his thighs spread wide and his shoulders pressed well back, as if the chair was too small for him and he was trying to stretch it. Roddy stood beside him, looking down resentfully at the unfamiliar uncle and proffering a plate of small cakes as Roland chatted volubly to Sam, who perched uneasily on the edge of the sofa close by.
         
 
         Miranda’s father, a small, elderly man in an expensive dark suit with worry writ large across his features, stood by the door, obviously hoping for a rapid escape. Hetty Taplow from the village skittered back and forth with trays, acting the part of maid with enthusiasm. She had arrived unasked, as she did at most funerals, knowing she would not be rejected, and knowing too that the stories gleaned would keep her in friendship for months to come. Everyone, including Hetty, considered the Beardons to be remote, almost mysterious, with the mismatched parents and self-sufficient children. Hetty cleaned three mornings a week for the Cattermoles in the big Georgian house in a nearby village, as well as serving behind the bar at the pub on Saturdays. There was very little local gossip that passed her by.
 
         ‘Where’s Sylvia?’ Miranda asked her daughter. ‘How am I supposed to manage all this without Sylvia? And will you look at the Grimms. What are they doing here?’
 
         Lilah followed her gaze. Standing together, in crumpled grey suits dating back no less than thirty years, were the Grimsdale brothers, Isaac and Amos – close neighbours in rural terms, their house a little over a quarter of a mile away, on a facing hillside. Miranda had given them their nickname in an attempt to convince Lilah and Roddy that they were nothing to be frightened of. ‘Like the Brothers Grimm,’ she’d explained. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if these two write the odd fairy story, as well.’ But when Lilah told Guy this suggestion, he laughed dismissively.
         
 
         ‘Neither one of them can write at all,’ he’d said. ‘Signing their names is just about the best they can manage.’
 
         Guy had bought the Grimsdale farm, piecemeal, over the years, leaving the brothers in an island of weedy meadow, their stone house slowly disintegrating about their ears. For Roddy and Lilah they had been bogeymen, crazily irascible, always on the edge of their awareness, only two fields away from their own house. But now Lilah would not be distracted.
 
         ‘You invited them yourself,’ she sighed. ‘And Sylvia’s away. You know she is. You were supposed to be feeding her animals – remember?’
 
         ‘Oh, God! They’ll have starved by now!’
 
         ‘No they won’t. It’s all taken care of. Pull yourself together. Say something to Grampa.’
 
         But it was Miranda’s mother who next grabbed the widow’s attention. She wore a good dark suit to match her husband’s, and now stared disapprovingly at Lilah’s short skirt and cotton top. ‘Hasn’t she got a proper suit?’
 
         ‘Of course she hasn’t,’ snapped Miranda. ‘What would a girl like her want with a suit?’
         
 
         ‘You must let Grampa buy her one, dear. It’s an awful embarrassment to be caught at a time like this with nothing suitable to wear.’
 
         ‘Really, Mum, I don’t think people bother about clothes so much these days. It would be a wicked waste of money.’
 
         Her mother sighed. ‘This is all so terrible, I don’t think it’s sunk in properly yet. I mean, Guy. He was always so full of life. Too full of life, some might say.’
         
 
         Miranda just nodded. Her mother was of no help to her; her father was even worse – dithering, talking nonsense a lot of the time. Lilah had been saying for months that she thought he was developing Alzheimer’s, and Miranda could see this afternoon that it might be true. He hadn’t once mentioned Guy, but talked earnestly about the forty-mile drive they’d endured to get here and how he didn’t know how he’d ever get them home again, with so many holiday-makers on the roads, and the car making a very odd knocking sound. Mother didn’t drive, but sat stoically beside him, offering navigational help and soothing reassurance.
 
         ‘I’ve a good mind to ask Grampa to stay and help with the milking,’ said Lilah, crossly.
 
         ‘Well don’t,’ said Miranda, with a small giggle. ‘He’d only spoil that suit. Why don’t you ask the Grimms instead?’ Her giggle took on an hysterical note.
         
 
         ‘You’ll have to come and see Granny and Grampa off,’ Lilah insisted, firmly. Miranda turned belatedly back to Martin, still with his mouth open, poised to continue his interrupted story. With a little shrug and a smile, she left him, letting Lilah take her place.
 
         ‘I was just telling your mother about Guy, when he was a youngster,’ Martin began again.
 
         ‘How much older were you?’ she asked, to be polite.
 
         ‘I was eight when he was born, and Roland was six. Quite threw us sideways it did, for a bit. Ma was ill having him, which meant half the work didn’t get done, and he yowled all the time. We hated that baby, but he never seemed to mind. Once he could walk and get about outside, he was always as happy as a cricket.’
 
         Lilah tried to see the images as her uncle was seeing them. The isolated family, on a farm deep in the Devonshire countryside, the little latecomer, upsetting the harmony, going his own wilful way despite all reproaches. She felt a pang of affection for the difficult child her father had been. Martin went on, ‘Left home when he was sixteen, you know. Didn’t see him for years after that. We thought he’d gone into the army, lying about his age, but Roland always said he’d never do that. Too much of a rebel for that. Prison was more like it, he said. Lucky for Guy that National Service finished just as he reached eighteen. We just sort of forgot about him after a while. Ma never got over it, though. He came back two days before she died, as if he’d known. Weird business.’
         
 
         Martin shook his head wonderingly, helpless in the face of telepathic magic. Lilah felt a tension between wanting to hear more and knowing it wasn’t the right moment. ‘Uncle Martin,’ she said, ‘I wish you came to see us more often. We should talk. Dad never told us anything about his early life.’
 
         ‘Well, that doesn’t surprise me,’ said her uncle. ‘There’d be quite a bit he’d rather keep quiet about. But it’s been good to see you again, though it’s a sad occasion. Makes you think, this kind of thing. Makes you see things different. I never thought our Guy would pitch himself into the slurry. What a way to go!’ He pulled the same disgusted face that Lilah had been seeing on practically everyone since the fateful morning.
 
         ‘I’ll have to go and circulate,’ she excused herself. ‘It was good of you to come.’
 
         ‘It was worth it to see you so grown up,’ he responded gallantly. ‘Quite a change from the last time.’
 
         She smiled and turned to go. She wanted to find Roddy, check that he was all right – he must be feeling lonely amongst all these adults. Apart from her, there was nobody else under thirty. She found him in the kitchen, helping Hetty. Her musical Devon voice flowed constantly. ‘Y’ere, my lover, do you take the plates through,’ she ordered him, giving him two big plates of sandwiches to carry. Lilah waited for him, and took one of the plates.
         
 
         ‘How’re you doing?’ she asked.
 
         ‘’Tis fair mazed I be,’ he quipped. Conversing in pseudo-Devon dialect was a game they had always played. Neither of them could manage the real thing; Guy had worked hard to eradicate it from his own voice and had successfully prevented his children from adopting it. Or so he had believed. The fact that their mother had grown up in a middle-class family in Surrey was overlooked as a formative factor.
 
         ‘Pity Jonathan isn’t here,’ Lilah said.
 
         ‘You’re joking. He wouldn’t dare. Dad loathed him.’
 
         ‘Lots of people didn’t bother coming, when you think about it. Tim and Sarah, the Cattermoles, half the Parish Council—’
 
         ‘They didn’t like him, Li. They’re just being honest. You have to admire them for not being hypocrites. Most of the people here only came because of Mum. Like the Grimms.’
         
 
         ‘She misses Sylvia. You’d think a person’s best friend would cut short a holiday for something like this.’
         
 
         ‘Does she know about it?’
 
         ‘Good question. Maybe she doesn’t. She went off the morning we found Dad. She was probably at the airport before the news got out.’
 
         ‘Sandwich?’ Roddy proffered his plate to Sam, who had drifted aimlessly into the kitchen, instinctively seeking the two people he knew best. He put up a resistant hand and shook his head. He pulled a pained expression at the youngsters, indicating both discomfort and sorrow.
 
         ‘Don’t worry, they’ll soon go,’ Lilah assured him. ‘Then we can get back to work.’
 
         The sandwiches proved unwanted by almost everybody when Roddy did a dutiful circuit of the living room, so he took them back to the kitchen virtually untouched.
 
         ‘Silly sods,’ said Hetty. ‘Food for free, this be.’ Alongside her role as information exchange between a small network of villages, Hetty also acted as the focal point for a complex bartering system, so that nothing was ever wasted. Outgrown clothes, surplus plants or animals, second-hand tools and equipment – Hetty always knew someone who was looking for the very thing. She eyed the plates as if trying to remember just who had asked her to watch out for the cheese and tomato in granary, or ham and cucumber without crusts.
 
         ‘Phoebe!’ she said suddenly. ‘Her’s been poorly and missed work for nearly a month.’ She looked hard at Lilah, and then back at the sandwiches.
         
 
         ‘Oh yes, take them,’ said the girl. ‘I didn’t know Phoebe wasn’t well. I haven’t seen her for ages.’
 
         Back in the living room, Lilah realised that more people were on the verge of leaving. Once the momentum got going there was a barely dignified scramble for the door and within minutes, there were just Sam, Roddy, Miranda and Hetty left.
 
         ‘Mum, I told Hetty she could take some leftovers for Phoebe Winnicombe. She’s poorly, apparently, and if she doesn’t work she doesn’t get any money. That’s all right, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Fine,’ said Miranda vaguely. Lilah wasn’t even sure she’d registered who she was talking about. She smiled at Hetty and was rewarded by seeing her tip almost every morsel of uneaten food on to a tray, to be covered in cling film. Lucky Phoebe, she thought grimly.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Uncle Martin’s nice,’ she commented later, to her mother and brother. ‘Did you know that Dad left home at sixteen, and didn’t go back for years and years?’
 
         ‘That was a long time ago. He was thirty-six when I met him. It was ancient history by then.’
 
         ‘Funny how you never think much about people’s pasts when they’re alive, and then as soon as they die, you wish you’d known all sorts of things about them.’
         
 
         ‘It makes sense, if you think about it,’ said Miranda. ‘It’s easier to hold onto the memory of them if you know as much as you can. It makes them more real.’ Lilah was impressed, but she tried not to show it.
 
         ‘Well I’m off to help Sam and Roddy. See you later.’
 
         Miranda sighed. ‘Busy, busy,’ she commented. ‘I can’t wait until we sell this bloody place.’
 
         Lilah stood rigid, turned to stone by her mother’s words. ‘What?’ she whispered. ‘What did you say?’
 
         ‘Well, we can’t keep it up without Guy, can we? Surely you realise that. It was almost the first thing I thought, when you told me he was dead. Now I can get away from this wretched shitty hole, and live somewhere civilised. I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but it happens to be true.’
 
         Lilah realised her mother had been drinking, but that wasn’t enough to negate her words. Possessed with rage, she could hardly speak.
 
         ‘We are never never going to sell the farm,’ she shouted. ‘It’s my inheritance, and Roddy’s. It’s our home.’ Without waiting for a reply, she swung out of the door and crossed the yard erratically, shaking almost as much as on the morning that Guy died. She knew she was on the verge of war with her mother, and was determined to battle to keep Redstone going, whatever might happen.
         
 
         Nothing more was said on the subject that day. They all went to bed very early, drained by the emotion of the day and knowing the business of the farm had to be tackled first thing next morning, and every morning while they remained at Redstone. Lilah thought of the naughty little boy she’d been told about and wondered bleakly for a moment about the passage of time and death and whether any of it meant anything.
 
         
             

         
 
         They woke next morning to a steady drizzle, which cast a sullen gloom over everything from the first moment they opened their eyes. Sam, in his self-contained room which opened directly onto the yard, struggled with his clothes in the semi-darkness, forcing his thoughts away from the terrible morning, only a week and a half ago, when Lilah had shouted for him. The ghastly business of retrieving Guy from the slurry haunted his dreams, and he feared it would do so for the rest of his life.
 
         As he went out into the yard, a sack held over his head and shoulders against the rain, he cast his eyes up the rising slope to where the roof of the Grimsdales’ house could be seen. It was something he did every morning, without knowing why. The sun rose over that roof; perhaps that was it. In winter months, the first pale suggestion of dawn came to that stretch of sky first. There was also the telltale plume of smoke, rising from the chimney, indicating the wind direction. However early Sam and Guy might have risen for the morning milking, Amos and Isaac were always earlier. Once or twice Guy had joked that he thought they must be vampires or zombies, living a nocturnal existence. Sam had disapproved of such remarks – weren’t the youngsters scared enough of the brothers already?
         
 
         The fact that there was no smoke on this particular morning did not strike Sam as odd; the drizzle would have obscured it anyway. He could barely even see the house. Glumly, he trudged to the field gate, halfway down the lane, and called the usual ‘Ho! Ho!’ at the cows, to bring them trooping submissively into the milking yard. He had convinced Lilah and Roddy that he could manage on his own. The cows behaved much better for him than they ever had for Guy, and if they pushed into the stalls in the wrong sequence, what did it matter? They all got dealt with, one way or another, and the milk yield was just as good as it had ever been.
 
         Lilah’s alarm clock was set to coincide with the final minutes of the milking, so that she could play a part in returning the cows to their field, while Sam sluiced down the equipment and tidied up. As she emerged into the persistent rain, she too glanced up towards the Grimms’ house. What she saw did not give her any indication of the day’s weather. Running clumsily, a hand held to the side of his head, which was splashed grotesquely with deep red, was Amos Grimsdale. As he came closer, she could see how sunken his eyes were, his mouth a dark circle of suffering and horror. He was trying to speak.
         
 
         Hesitantly, she moved towards him, remembering all the times she had run away and hidden from him, creating a bogeyman with which to frighten herself. Now, she had no choice but to behave responsibly. A few moments later she could hear his words: ‘Isaac! Help me! Isaac – he’s dead.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

         
 
         Sam and Lilah both followed Amos back to his house, trying to soothe his babbling, numbly prepared for whatever horror they might encounter. Lilah had run back to her own house first, yelling at Miranda to wake up, phone the police, send them to the Grimms’ house. She wasn’t sure that anything would be done as she’d ordered.
 
         ‘He won’t really be dead,’ said Sam, repeating it like a mantra, trying to convince Amos or perhaps himself. But when Lilah looked at the vicious lesion on the side of the old man’s head, she was not reassured. When they found Isaac, lying in his jumbled bed, not bleeding, but staring with sightless eyes at the ceiling, they had to agree with Amos. A ghastly cavity beside Isaac’s right eye showed where a savage blow had been struck, forceful enough to kill him. The clear assumption was that the same attempt had been made on Amos, but with less skill or effectiveness. Together they turned to him.
         
 
         ‘Who was it?’ asked Sam. ‘What bloody bugger did this, eh?’
 
         Amos sat down heavily in a chair beside the bedroom door, ignoring the pile of clothes draped over the seat and back. He looked dazed, vacant. At first Lilah thought he was groping for a description of the murderer, remembering the face and trying to put a name to it. But then he began to slide sideways, like a badly propped-up doll, and she realised they were not going to get any answers from him.
 
         ‘Sam!’ she cried. ‘Catch him!’ Carefully they laid him on the floor, and then scrambled around and over each other, putting a pillow under his head, covering him with a grimy blanket.
 
         ‘He’s still breathing,’ Lilah whispered, after a few moments. ‘What about his pulse?’
 
         Sam shrugged. ‘No good at first aid. Never mind all that, so long as he’s breathing. Let’s just hope your Mum makes that phone call.’
 
         ‘Poor old chap. Doesn’t he look pathetic.’ She stared curiously at the man she’d been afraid of for years. A ragged beard covered his lower face; his hair, which had been brushed for the funeral, was reverting to its normal scarecrow style. His skin was like the bark of a tree, so weathered and ravaged and unwashed was it. At least his wound seemed to have stopped bleeding. ‘Just a poor old man, who’s minded his own business all his life.’
         
 
         ‘Not sure about that,’ grunted Sam. ‘Blessed tinkers, these Grimms are. Not so old, either. What a way to live. Look at it!’ He glanced around the room, one of two bedrooms; at the filthy window, the unsavoury pile of old clothes in one corner, the heavily cobwebbed ceiling.
 
         Lilah looked, and couldn’t restrain a little laugh. ‘Makes Redstone look like Buckingham Palace,’ she commented. ‘Funny – I’ve never been in here before, and I’ve lived next door for most of my life.’
 
         Sam grunted again, and turned to look at the inert Isaac. ‘Two dead bodies in two weeks is going it a bit,’ he muttered. ‘Don’t like to think what the police’ll say.’
 
         Lilah’s mind slowly absorbed what Sam had said. She stared at him. ‘But this is nothing to do with Daddy,’ she told him, earnestly. ‘How could it be? Daddy fell in the slurry.’
 
         Sam nodded at her. ‘He did, lovey. He did indeed.’ And then came the slamming of a car door and the familiar tones of the young policeman. Despite the awfulness of the situation, Lilah felt a stab of pleasure as she recognised the voice. Meeting Den again so soon was at least a crumb of consolation.
         
 
         A moment later, an ambulance siren was audible, and all was bustle amidst uniformed men and gentle questions. Amos was rushed away in the ambulance, which did little to reduce the sense of a very crowded little farmhouse. Sam and Lilah were banished from the bedroom while Isaac was examined in the greatest detail, as well as photographed. Then another carload of police arrived. All was suddenly serious. Den took Sam and Lilah out into the yard, and they explained what had happened.
 
         ‘Two sudden deaths, only ten days apart,’ Den said to himself. ‘That’s likely to change our view about how Mr Beardon died.’
 
         ‘Told you it would,’ said Sam to Lilah. ‘No such thing as coincidence – I’ve always said that.’
 
         ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she snapped back at him. ‘Of course there’s such a thing. It makes no sense at all to try to connect the Grimms with Daddy.’
         
 
         Sam raised his eyebrows and clamped his lips together, a picture of stubborn patience. But then his eyes narrowed and he decided to speak. ‘It’s time you woke up to a few things about your precious father,’ he said. ‘You’re old enough now to give up some of your rosy ideas about him.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ She tried to keep the little-girl vulnerability out of her voice, knowing she often exploited her position when with Sam, just as she had with her father. Adopting adult behaviour when acting as a very junior farmhand had been impossible, and there had been a collective game – almost a conspiracy – to prevent her from growing up. To have Sam tell her now to act her age was an unkind shock, particularly in the present circumstances.
         
 
         Den picked up Sam’s remark in a different way. ‘Are you saying there are things about Mr Beardon that the police should know?’ he enquired. ‘Things you haven’t told us?’
 
         Sam rubbed one boot against a cobble set into the yard. ‘Bound to be,’ he mumbled. ‘You never asked me about him, did you? Him as a person. Just about finding him in the muck.’
 
         Den drew a sharp breath and glanced at the group of police officers emerging from the house. Lilah was immediately aware of how different things were this time. This was a crime, deliberately violent. Nothing could be touched, not even the body, until a full examination of the scene had been made. It was horrible – and oddly exciting, she realised with a twinge of shame.
 
         ‘Perhaps you two could come with us,’ an older man said to Lilah and Sam, with a nod at Den. ‘Thanks, Cooper. We’ll go through your findings when we’ve finished here.’ Lilah cast a desperate glance at Den, seeking explanations, reassurance. But although he met her eyes, he gave nothing away.
         
 
         In an untidy procession, half the party left the house and crammed into one of the police cars. As they drove cautiously down the rutted, twisting lane, they met the undertaker’s men, in the same Renault Espace which had collected Guy’s body. Lilah felt a lurch of agony as she recognised it. The two vehicles could not pass in the narrow lane, and hesitated, nose to nose, before the Espace began to reverse. When they finally came alongside, the two drivers wound down their windows to speak.
 
         ‘Take him straight to Pathology, will you?’ said the policeman.
 
         ‘Right you are,’ agreed the undertaker’s man, neutrally.
 
         ‘Can we go round to Redstone and tell my mother what’s happening, please?’ Lilah asked, in a flat tone. ‘We’re not in any great hurry, are we?’
 
         The man driving the car glanced at the policewoman next to him. She gave no perceptible response, but he seemed satisfied.
 
         ‘That’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘If you’re quick.’
 
         They were eventually taken to a police station ten miles away and questioned separately. It took a long time for Lilah to explain about the Grimms, and how they were virtual strangers to her, despite their close proximity. She knew nothing about any relatives they might have. No, she had no idea who might want to kill them. Her father had said they were tinkers, gypsies, but only as an expression of scorn – they weren’t really. She thought they’d been born in that house. Perhaps they had shady acquaintances. They were poachers, probably. She threw out random suggestions, hoping to strike the right answer, as much for her own sake as for the requirements of the law.
         
 
         ‘Am I right in thinking they’ve been your close neighbours for – what? Fourteen years, did you say?’
 
         Lilah nodded.
 
         ‘And you don’t know anything more than you’ve told me about them?’
 
         ‘No. Sam might, or Mum. But I really know nothing about them. They live on the money Dad gave them for the sale of their fields, I think. I have absolutely no idea who might want to kill them.’
 
         At last, the interview ended, and they gave her a cup of tepid coffee. The atmosphere relaxed, and Den Cooper came into the room, clearly sent to look after her.
 
         ‘Oh, God,’ she sighed. ‘I think I must be in a nightmare. This is all so weird. Is there any news about Amos?’
 
         ‘They think he’ll live. He came round for a minute, apparently, but he’s badly shaken up.’
         
 
         ‘Aren’t we all,’ said Lilah grimly. ‘Why on earth did this have to happen, just when we were trying to get back to normal?’
 
         ‘You poor thing,’ he sympathised. ‘It must have been like a rerun of last time.’
 
         She thought about it, staring up at the small window, and the tree pressing close against it outside. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It isn’t anything like last time.’
 
         ‘Well, we think it is.’ He fell silent, and started to fiddle self-consciously with the notepad still lying on the table. ‘We think we should probably have opened a murder inquiry on Guy Beardon, from the start.’
 
         Lilah was dumb at first. Then: ‘But why? It doesn’t make sense. You haven’t got any reason to think that. There’s no evidence—’
         
 
         ‘That’s a problem, yes. There might have been some, but your Sam washed it all away. Not his fault. But we can’t just let it go. Not now. There’ll be a file opened and more interviews. They’ll probably let me do some of it.’
 
         ‘So we’ve got to live like that, have we? As an open file which could at any moment turn into a prosecution for murder?’
 
         ‘Until there’s evidence one way or the other, yes. But for now it’s Isaac’s killer we’ll be concentrating on. Poor old chap. What a way to go.’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         They took her and Sam home again. The rain had stopped, and they could see Roddy in the barn, cutting a sack of calf nuts open with a penknife. Sam made a click of annoyance, and Lilah knew without his saying anything that Roddy should have opened it by pulling the string at the top. She remembered her father ripping ferociously at the obstructive fastening, which would only ever yield to a gentle touch. The harder a person pulled, the more impossible it became to unravel the string. ‘Lateral thinking,’ she said. ‘Roddy’s a lateral thinker. And he likes to use that knife whenever he can.’
         
 
         The four of them gathered in the kitchen, which still had the remnants of the funeral foods – the scraps that Hetty had left behind – scattered on the worktops. Lilah spoke explosively, feeling the words echo inside her head, after she’d uttered them. ‘They think Daddy was murdered. They think the same person killed Isaac and possibly Amos as well, if he doesn’t get better. They’ll be coming to empty the slurry pit as soon as they can, to look for anything suspicious.’
 
         Miranda’s face was white. ‘What exactly are they going to do?’
 
         ‘They’re sending round a forensics team, later on this morning. If they can’t find anything, they’ll have to let it go, I suppose. Have the inquest, and accept whatever the verdict says.’
         
 
         ‘It’s just a horrible coincidence,’ said Roddy, on the verge of tears. ‘It must be. Or if there has to be a connection, it could just be that somebody’s read about Dad in the papers and came snooping round, and—’ he tailed off.
 
         ‘And decided to try and murder two old men. Why would they do that, Rod? I can only think of one reason – to shut them up, because they’d seen or heard something about what happened to Daddy. And Sam says there’s no such thing as coincidence – don’t you, Sam?’
 
         ‘That’s what I think,’ Sam confirmed quietly. ‘And I told the police as much. The Grimms aren’t just two innocent old men. They’ve had their share of trouble. I told the police – ask around the village. Ask Hetty Taplow, for one. It was she that told me, years ago now.’
 
         ‘Told you what?’ Lilah and Miranda asked together.
 
         ‘I’d best not say.’ He ducked his head, defiant. ‘If Amos gets better, he can tell them himself. Anyway there’s work to be done. If those forensics chaps are coming, we’d best be ready for them.’ He clumped out into the yard, glancing automatically up the hill to the Grimms’ roof, and then he turned away with a grimace. Roddy followed him.
 
         ‘Somebody better start thinking about what’ll happen when I have to go back to school and take my exams,’ he grumbled, as he went. ‘I’m only on study leave, in case you’ve forgotten.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         That day seemed like a whole week of turmoil and confusion. Lilah took the forensics people all around the slurry pit, trying to describe how she’d found Guy, what exactly she and Sam had done, what she had heard and seen. Then they questioned Sam, Roddy and Miranda, in turn. It was obvious that nothing any of them said suggested a deliberate killing. Then the police widened their examinations by going into the milking parlour, Guy’s office, and finally the house.
 
         ‘I’ve read about this sort of thing,’ Roddy murmured to his sister, as the men went meticulously through the drawers of Guy’s office desk, picking up letters and bank statements and putting them carefully into plastic bags. ‘Though I thought they’d be much rougher than this.’
 
         ‘It’s not a drugs raid,’ she replied indignantly. ‘They’ve no reason to suspect us of anything.’
 
         The police instructed Sam to empty the pit as quickly as he could, listening with some impatience to his explanations of the procedure and how long it would take. They would have to hire in a tanker, not having one of their own, and the muck would have to be spread on the fields.
 
         ‘Now, hang on a minute,’ said a senior policeman. ‘We can’t wait while you do all that.’
         
 
         ‘So where should we put it?’ demanded Lilah. ‘It’s a health hazard if we just let it run across the yard and it might get into the stream if we’re not careful.’
 
         The men looked around the yard, exchanged glances, and finally nodded reluctant agreement. ‘Take it onto the fields, then,’ they said.
 
         A wide-diameter flexible hosepipe was lowered into the pit, and the tanker’s pump set going. Gradually, with a prodigious stirring-up of the slurry smell, the level fell. Soon the tanker was full and Sam drove off to a designated field to spread the muck. The job would take all day, at least, and Lilah’s help was only sporadically required. Aimlessly, she drifted away, unsure of what needed her attentions most. Roddy, true to form, had vanished to his room to revise for his GCSEs. Miranda was chopping brambles away from the garden gate. Lilah watched her for a moment.
 
         ‘Pity to cut them now,’ she called. ‘We’d have got some good blackberries from them later on.’
 
         ‘Not these bits,’ Miranda corrected. ‘They’re new growth. I swear they make a good three inches’ progress a day at this time of year. Another week and they’d be right across the gate. We couldn’t get in or out without being scratched.’
 
         ‘Mmmm,’ murmured Lilah, losing interest. An uncharacteristic apathy had gripped her, and she remained unmoving in the yard, with a few hens scratching close by and a large airliner rumbling overhead. The bustle of the forensics people had abated; most of them had already departed with mysterious plastic bags containing tiny scraps of who knew what.
         
 
         Sam’s return with the noisy tractor and malodorous tanker came as quite a relief. It would take a dozen or more fill-ups to empty the pit, and then the distasteful job would be over until the coming winter. By then, we probably won’t be here anyway, thought Lilah, with a sharp sense of grief.
         
 
         The bottom of the pit was not smooth and obvious, as the bottom of a swimming pool might have been. The straw content of the slurry sank to the bottom, creating hillocks and valleys; a miniature landscape. Once all the semi-liquid matter was gone, there was still a lot of work shovelling the dense slabs of residue into a pile in one corner, and then left to dry out further, for use on the garden. Various objects then came to light.
 
         The three attending policemen lined up with Lilah and Roddy, watching Sam fish the objects out. A brick; a horrible shapeless lump which turned out to be a dead hen on closer examination; several chunks of wood, apparently fallen from a dying oak tree growing above one end of the pit; and a shoe.
         
 
         The last created real excitement as Sam presented it on the end of his shovel, and Roddy fetched a bucket of water to wash it in. He and Lilah stood back and let the officials get their hands dirty. Before long they held it up. A training shoe, complete with laces, its original colour blue or grey.
 
         ‘I’d say a size six, or thereabouts,’ said one of the men.
 
         Lilah wished passionately that she could say it was hers, lost months ago after some silly game with Roddy. Or that it was from an old pair, no longer used, and given to the puppy to play with. There was a boxful of outgrown footwear in the house, she told the policemen. They were welcome to sift through and see whether this shoe’s partner was in there. Even if it wasn’t it might still be possible that someone – Miranda was the most likely – had impulsively removed their shoe to throw at an errant cow or cat, and it had landed in the slurry. Nobody was going to bother to get it out again, if that happened. Easier to go into town and get another pair from the stall in the weekly market.
 
         They all looked at each other and again at the shoe. ‘It’s quite a new one, I’d say,’ said the man holding it. They carefully sifted through the shoebox in the house, without finding what they sought.
         
 
         ‘Seems as if this trainer belongs to someone from off the farm,’ concluded the man, and bagged it up with impressive ceremony. The police left then, wrinkling their noses at the stench of slurry.
 
         Restless and suspicious, Lilah began to walk down the lane to bring the cows in for milking. The lack of a dog still felt strange at moments like this; normally Lydwina would have come wagging up to her, knowing it was time for her to assist, running around the stragglers and chivvying them gently along. Guy had never permitted more than one dog on the farm at a time, but had insisted on that one receiving all the attention and affection it needed. He had taken dogs more seriously than other animals, training each one in turn to respond to words and whistles which made it more useful than any human assistant could have been. If Lydwina hadn’t died, nobody could have got away with murdering Daddy, Lilah thought. The dog’s untimely death made her feel that the hand of fate was over them, victimising them however much they tried to resist.
         
 
         The image of Guy face down in the slurry remained with her, more vivid than it had been at the time. Although today she had been scrupulous in calmly describing what she had seen, she knew her answers conveyed only part of the whole event. There were facets which evaded description. Guy’s character; the normal reliable routine; something intangible in the air when she finally found him – she had mentioned none of these things, but as the men drove away Lilah was slowly beginning to entertain the idea that her father had been murdered, however much she tried to cling to her insistence that it was an accident. She desperately wanted it to have been accidental. If it was murder, then he had been killed by somebody who hated him with profound passion. The sheer cruelty of the act was almost beyond imagining.
         
 
         But even Lilah, devoted daughter, with nothing to reproach him for in his role as her father, knew that quite a substantial number of people had hated Guy Beardon.
 
         
             

         
 
         The afternoon had turned dry and warm, and that evening, after milking, Sam sent Lilah to the bottom field to have a look at the grass. ‘See if it’s ready to turn the cows back in there tomorrow,’ he said. ‘It’s had over a week now – should be enough.’
 
         She hadn’t known how much she would welcome the chance of a spell alone until she was clear of the farm buildings and into the soothing rhythm of a brisk walk. And inevitably she thought about her father, remembering him as he had been with her, trying to blot out the manner of his dying. All her life she would carry memories of their relationship. Her mind swarmed with them: the summer evening when she was seven and had just been given her first pet rabbit. Dad had walked her around the orchard, and the many weedy paths between the outbuildings, showing her which plants the animal could safely eat. Plantains, dandelions, chickweed, dock (in small quantities), groundsel as well as clover and plain grass. ‘But never give them buttercups, pet. Buttercups are poisonous to rabbits. If they do get poorly, or off their food, parsley is the best medicine.’ Lilah had remembered every word with crystal clarity. Even now, when the rabbits had all gone, she couldn’t pass a lush patch of plantains or clovers without itching to gather them.
         
 
         Dad had been patient in that way. Patient and kind and magically understanding. He seemed to know what she was thinking and feeling. He knew, for instance, she was really, genuinely, frightened of spiders, and so he would deftly remove them from her room, or the bath or wherever one threatened her. Mum, in contrast, mocked the fear as nonsense, accusing her of hysteria and attention-seeking.
 
         When she had been poorly, it was always Dad who nursed her. He took her temperature twice a day, sponged her hot head with a cold flannel, cut wafer-thin slices of white bread and spread softened butter on them. And he listened gravely and knowingly when she described the terrible feverish nightmares she suffered. When she babbled about ladies who got fat and then thin again, he seemed to know what she meant, whereas Mum simply backed away, almost as frightened as Lilah had been. Both the children had learnt very early that when someone reliable was required, it was Dad, not Mum, they must call on. Endless small proofs of the wonderful success Guy had made of fatherhood filled Lilah’s memory.
         
 
         But had he been a wonderful man? She had been aware that most of the villagers did not like him. Over the years she had overheard too many references to his bad temper, his arrogance, his disregard for the usual rules of behaviour, to be able to convince herself that he had been popular. She had noticed only too acutely all the things the vicar had not said about him at the funeral. Successful, high-profile in the village, yes – but not a word about his character. Had he been good or charitable or courageous? An effective farmer – but what about his showing as a husband, a friend? What was it he had done to justify being killed, as she now felt certain he had been? And who was it who had been so afraid of capture that he had murdered poor old Isaac for good measure?
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