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PROLOGUE

The old brick farmhouse stood silent, its outline dark against the moonlit sky, smoke drifting from one of the tall chimney stacks, the only light a dull glow behind one of the downstairs windows.

A small bright triangle appeared as the curtain was lifted at one corner then dropped a moment later.

The woman moved away from the window, two parallel lines of worry between her brows. Flopping down into the closest armchair, she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear, picked up a farming magazine and began to turn the pages desultorily, blue eyes scanning the print, mind elsewhere.

Moments later, she had tossed it away and was on her feet again, drawn inexorably back to the window. Standing to one side, she peered out as she’d done dozens of times already that night.

The yard was still and deserted. Near at hand the moon gleamed on the cream roof of the Land Rover, and, further away, she could make out the outlines of the barn, the stables and the four parked lorries beyond.

All of a sudden, the security light came on, flooding the yard with brilliance, and she caught her breath.

It was a false alarm. Halfway across the open space a black and white cat froze, looking towards the house, then turned and ambled on its way.

Sighing, she let the curtain fall and began to pace the room.

He’d never stayed out so late before without telling her. Why hadn’t he at least phoned?

The heavy ticking of the grandfather clock seemed to accentuate the silence.

She could have been alone in the world.

She’d had the radio on for a while, but not for long – it was too intrusive, too noisy. She was afraid of missing something.

Afraid of missing what? she asked herself impatiently. He’d gone out to investigate some lights he’d seen across the fields, that was all. More than likely he’d dropped down into the village for a quick dram at The Fox and Duck and got talking to his cronies. Typical of him not to think that she might be worrying. Or not to care, a voice in her head added.

On the rug in front of the fire, the dog stirred, stretched and looked up, perhaps sensing her anxiety. She wished he’d taken the dog, but he’d said it might get in the way, and, anyway, it would look after her and the kids while he was out.

She glanced doubtfully at the black Lab. He was top gundog material, but a guard? She wasn’t so sure.

And, besides, why should she need guarding? Her imagination was running riot and that wasn’t like her.

He’d left her with a spring in his step, eyes bright with the prospect of some action, even if it was nothing more than giving old Woodsmoke, the poacher, a warning off. She had an uneasy suspicion he’d been feeling bored lately. Running the business didn’t tax him unduly and, although he denied it, she wondered if he was finding rural life a little tame.

Thinking of Woodsmoke, she hoped he wouldn’t be too hard on the old man. The poacher was a local character who’d been around since her mother was a little girl and had never done anyone any harm, unless you happened to be a rabbit. As far as she was concerned, he was welcome to as many rabbits as he could carry.

A glance at the clock told her it was well past one o’clock. The pub would be long closed and its patrons dispersed to their respective homes.

So where was he?

The inactivity was driving her mad and, crossing to the door beside the fireplace, she went through and up the curving flight of stairs to the children’s rooms.

Pausing in the doorway, she looked into the soft darkness of the first bedroom, hearing the whisper of her daughters’ breathing. Two beds, two precious humps under the quilts.

All well.

She moved on to the second room, her anxiety levels falling a notch or two. Here, a young boy lay sprawled atop the bedclothes, one arm outflung, the thumb of the other hand tucked characteristically into his mouth. With a shake of her head, his mother crossed to the bedside and gently removed it before dropping a kiss on his brow and turning away.

Downstairs, the living room waited, empty save for the Labrador. Outside, nothing had changed. The woman made herself a mug of tea, found a biscuit for the dog and settled back into the chair, drawing her feet up under her as she often told her eldest daughter not to do.

Moments later, in spite of her worry, she was asleep, tea cooling on the table at her elbow.

The whining of the dog brought her awake.

The room was filled with the soft grey light of dawn and the fire was out.

The woman uncurled her legs and sat up, cautiously flexing her stiff neck. The unwelcome reality of the situation came flooding back.

The Labrador lifted a paw and scratched at the paintwork of the doorpost, repeating the plaintive whine.

‘All right, Monty, I’m coming.’

As she opened the door, the incoming air was icy cold and she saw that the clear night had left a late frost on the grass and a shimmer of ice on the Land Rover. The valley was filled with a thin, milky mist, turning the familiar vista into one of mystery. She shivered, rubbing her upper arms.

The Labrador pushed past her legs, making not for the rough grass of the home paddock as he normally did, but for the open gateway and the long gravel drive beyond. He set off at a run, ignoring her call.

On the kitchen table, her mobile began to trill, and after one last puzzled glance at the dog’s fast disappearing form, she turned back and picked it up.

‘Jenny? It’s Sue.’ The voice sounded agitated and upset. ‘I’m at the top of the drive – you’d better come quickly. It’s Gavin.’

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Jenny had started trembling violently.

‘I don’t know. But it’s bad. He’s in a bad way. I’ve called an ambulance.’

Jenny dropped the phone, snatched up her keys and ran out into the chill of the morning.


ONE

They came out of nowhere, engines revving noisily and horns blaring.

Daniel Whelan glanced in his rear-view mirror and saw two vehicles crowding the tailgate of his ageing silver Mercedes estate, the foremost one swerving from side to side on the narrow country road to convey an obvious message: the driver wanted to get past, and quick.

He’d seen the blue pick-up with the banks of roof-mounted spotlights and oversized wheels before. Five minutes ago, to be exact, parked to one side of the petrol station in the village where he’d refuelled his car. As an ex-copper, he couldn’t quite kick the habit of making a mental note of such things.

Daniel held the crown of the road. Whatever their problem, it wasn’t safe to pass and the pick-up could wait until he was good and ready to pull over.

The blue truck accelerated to within inches of his rear bumper. Its radiator grill was heavily barred, and for a moment he thought he was going to be rammed, but the driver contented himself with leaning long and hard on the horn once again.

In the back of Daniel’s car, his German shepherd dog, Taz, began to bark furiously at the vehicle following, hackles up and muzzle pressed against the metal grid of the tailgate dog-guard.

Rounding a corner, Daniel spotted a pull-in on the left, one of several makeshift passing places that had naturally evolved on what was not much more than a single-track road. He pulled over and slowed to a halt.

With a roar, the pick-up accelerated past, but instead of disappearing at top speed as Daniel had expected, it swung left in front of the Mercedes and screeched to a halt, tyres smoking. A glance in his mirror showed him that the second vehicle, a pimped-up 1970s Ford Escort, had done the same behind him.

Pulse rate rising a notch or two, Daniel pressed the button for central locking and awaited developments.

As soon as the pick-up stopped moving, a young man erupted from the far side, wearing oversized oily blue overalls, a baseball cap, wrap-around sunglasses and a truculent expression. He came round the back of the vehicle with a jaunty, swaggering step, carrying a monkey wrench. Daniel put him in his late teens or early twenties and identified him without surprise as the one who’d served him with fuel at the filling station in the village.

‘How do I get to Maidstone Farm from here?’ Daniel had asked as the diesel gurgled into the car’s tank and the numbers on the out-of-date pump’s display ticked over in maddening slow motion. The youth’s manner had been confrontational, even then.

‘Who wants to know?’

‘I do.’

‘You the new driver?’

‘Why? Are you Jenny Summers?’

The young man sneered.

‘Duh! Do I look like Jenny Summers?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never met her,’ Daniel had said reasonably. He wasn’t spoiling for a fight but neither was he going to discuss his business with any Tom, Dick or Harry in the village.

The youth had given him a look of unmistakable dislike, replaced the pump nozzle in the machine and said rudely, ‘Find it yourself,’ before spoiling the gesture somewhat with the necessity of completing the fuel transaction.

Daniel paid him in cash and started the engine.

‘Now, if you’d wanted to be really unhelpful,’ he said, ‘you could have given me the wrong directions.’ And with a click of his tongue and a wink, he’d left the young man glowering as he drove away.

Now, freed of the constraints of his place of work, the youth came to a halt beside Daniel’s car and rapped sharply on the window.

Daniel obliged by opening it three or four inches.

Having the whole of the back of the car to roam in, Taz had moved forward to just behind the front seats and was barking enthusiastically in his ear, nose pressed against the glass of the side window. Daniel had to raise his voice to be heard.

‘Is there a problem?’ he asked.

He could silence the dog with one sharp command, but just at the moment it suited him for Taz to make his presence known.

‘Yeah, you’re the problem, mister fucking smart arse!’ Up close, Daniel could see a shaving rash and the remains of a nasty acne attack on the youth’s chin and neck.

‘And why’s that? Is it a crime to ask the way around here?’

‘Just shut up, OK?’

A movement on the periphery of Daniel’s vision heralded the arrival of the driver of the Escort, a man perhaps a year or two older, thickset and with a somewhat bovine countenance. He came to a halt irresolutely in the region of the Merc’s left wing mirror, regarding the dog warily, and looked to the spotty youth for guidance.

Heaven help us! Daniel thought.

‘You,’ Spotty reclaimed his attention, stabbing a dirt-grimed forefinger towards the window opening, ‘need to turn round and go home. You’re not needed here and you’re not wanted. Got it?’

‘Yeah. Got it?’ came an echo from the other side.

Daniel didn’t even waste a glance.

‘That’s enough, Taz. Quiet!’ he said, and the German shepherd’s barking became instead rapid, hoarse panting punctuated by the odd protesting whine. ‘OK. What’s this all about?’

‘It’s about you turning round and going back to wherever you come from.’

‘But why the hell should I?’

Spotty hacked, spat and leaned closer, perhaps encouraged by Taz’s quietness. He had an eyebrow stud and a small earring, Daniel noticed.

‘You don’t need to know why. Just do it!’

‘Yeah. Just do it!’ the echo said.

It was like a scene from a bad gangster movie. Daniel looked at the unhealthy skin and the thin-lipped, small mouth, vigorously chewing gum, and lost patience with the whole affair. When he’d been policing Bristol city centre on a typical Friday night, loud-mouthed troublemakers like Spotty and his friend had been two a penny.

‘If you don’t get back in that truck and move it in the next ten seconds, I’ll open the door and let the dog out,’ he told the youth.

Spotty took a step back, glancing nervously at Taz who, sensing his fear, began to rumble under his breath.

‘I ain’t scared of no dog.’

‘Well, that’s all right, then,’ Daniel observed. ‘You just stay there.’

‘You wouldn’t  . . .’

‘Watch me.’

Spotty wavered, clearly unwilling to back down but just as clearly wishing he was back in the safety of his pick-up.

‘Five  . . . Four  . . .’

The man on the left turned and bolted for his car.

‘Three  . . . Two  . . .’ Daniel moved his hand towards the button.

‘All right! All right!’ Spotty backed away so rapidly he stumbled and almost fell. When he reached the open driver’s door, he raised his voice to shout, ‘You’re fucking dead, man!’ before prudently slipping inside and pulling the door shut.

Moments later, both vehicles had gone back the way they had come, tyres squealing dramatically, and Daniel found himself alone in the lane.

With a small sigh and a shake of his head, he put the car in gear and continued on his way.

He’d known Jenny Summers was having some trouble – after all, that was why he’d come – but he hadn’t expected his arrival to provoke such an immediate and violent response. For all anyone knew, he was just another driver turning up for a job. All at once, the proposition he’d accepted primarily as a favour for a friend began to assume a more interesting slant.

‘I’ve known Jenny Summers – or Jenny Maidstone as she was then – since she was just a kid,’ Daniel’s employer, Fred Bowden, had told him over after-dinner coffee, just under a week ago. ‘She’s a lovely girl. Though saying that, she must be nearly forty now – it’s hard to believe. She’s had some bad luck in her life – more than her fair share, you know how some people do?’ He stopped short, a little discomfited. ‘Well, Christ – yes, of course you do.’

Daniel had shrugged. It was history, now.

‘Anyway, Jenny married a local lad and they took over the family farm when her father retired, but six or seven years ago Colin rolled his tractor on a steep slope and killed himself. So, there was Jenny with upwards of six hundred acres to farm and two young kids to look after.’

‘That must have been tough.’

Fred nodded. ‘She really loves that farm and she gave it her best shot, but, as you know, these are hard times for farmers, and eventually things got the better of her. She sold off most of her stock and laid off all but a couple of workers. It was beginning to look like she was going to have to sell up after all, but then along comes this new guy, Gavin Summers, and within a month or two they’re married and he’s moved in. He’s not a farmer – in fact, he’s in haulage, like me, and he uses the farm as a base. Anyway, it’s allowed Jenny to start up her own business renting out grazing and taking horses in for livery and training, so she’s happy.’ He paused, taking a sip of coffee. ‘At least, she was until Gavin went out after poachers one night a couple of months ago and ended up in hospital.’

Daniel’s attention sharpened.

‘What happened? Someone take a shot at him?’

‘No. Nobody knows, really. He turned up next morning, lying on the farm track with a fractured skull.’

‘And he doesn’t remember anything?’

‘No. He’s in a coma. He hasn’t spoken at all. They can’t say whether he’ll ever wake up. It’s awful for Jenny and the kids, not knowing, and if that wasn’t stressful enough, she’s got all kinds of problems with the business. She rang me the other night, in tears.’

‘And you’re telling me because  . . . ?’ Daniel was pretty sure he knew the answer.

‘Well, obviously I can’t just drop everything and head off to Wiltshire, but then I thought of you. I mean, it’s right up your street. You can’t tell me you’re not bored silly driving a delivery round for me after being a copper for ten years.’

Daniel didn’t try to deny it. He had been feeling a bit restless of late.

‘But I’m not a businessman,’ he pointed out.

‘You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, and, anyway, I didn’t get the impression that it was the bookkeeping side of things she was having problems with. What d’you say? Will you give it a go?’

Daniel remembered the conversation now with suspicion. How much more had Fred known that he wasn’t telling?

To all outward appearances, Great Ditton was a quiet Wiltshire village, much like many others Daniel had passed on his way. If there had ever been anything great about it, it had clearly been way back in its history. Now it was a straggling collection of warm brick houses and pretty cottages, interspersed with square 1960s bungalows, wearing their tiny plots like straitjackets. In addition to these, the village boasted a squat-towered stone church with a clipped yew hedge, two pubs hung with bright baskets of flowers, a bakery, an estate agent, the garage where he’d first made Spotty’s acquaintance, and that modern rarity, a village post office and stores.

Now that he’d left the village centre behind, the road began to climb quite steeply, the houses becoming fewer and further between. It was clearly prime farming country, and he passed the gateways to two such properties and the hexagonal roadside lodge to Great Ditton Manor before coming at last to an open five-bar gate that bore the name he’d been looking for: Maidstone Farm.

Glad that journey’s end was in sight, Daniel swung the Merc into a tarmac driveway that climbed gently but steadily upward between dark banks of mixed woodland. After a couple of hundred yards, the way split, but a sign guided him to the right for the farm. A glance to the left revealed a narrow lane winding away out of sight through the woods, with a glimpse of a brick cottage off to one side.

After another hundred yards or so, the farm drive levelled out and burst from the gloom of the trees into the sunshine as it ran on between acres of grassland divided by overgrown hedgerows. Ahead of him, in a slight dip, lay the farmhouse and an untidy sprawl of barns and outbuildings including stables and a ménage.

Daniel slowed up and stopped, taking in the layout of the property. It seemed the fields of Maidstone Farm had escaped the modern trend of grubbing out hedges to create endless tracts of featureless but easily farmed land. The field on his left was grazed by a slow-moving herd of reddish-brown cattle, and, dredging the knowledge collected during his own rural upbringing, he decided they were probably Herefords. In line with what he’d learned about Jenny Summers’ livery business, the fields nearer the farm buildings were smaller and supported a mixed selection of horses and ponies.

Beyond the pastureland to his left, the dark bank of woods he’d just passed through swept round in a curve that formed the horizon, effectively concealing any further Maidstone Farm land that might lie that way. On his right, the land dipped to where a willow-lined river wound its way across the flat valley bottom, beyond which a large Elizabethan house stood, partially clad in scaffolding, on a slightly raised plateau, its diamond-paned windows glinting in the sunlight.

Taking a pair of binoculars from the glove compartment, Daniel took a closer look. Evidence of building work abounded. Two new wings appeared to have been added to what was clearly a substantial house to begin with, and outside the formal gardens that surrounded the property, it looked as though extensive landscaping was underway to turn open fields into parkland, à la Capability Brown.

Daniel lowered the binoculars. It was reasonable to assume the house he was looking at was Great Ditton Manor and whoever lived there certainly had some grand ideas.

Driving on, the Merc swooped down into the valley, the lane bordered by straggling, bramble-infested blackthorn hedges before running at length between the horse paddocks and into the farmyard itself.

His arrival interrupted what appeared to be a slightly heated exchange between a well-built man in a navy-blue polo shirt and a fairly stocky woman with thick reddish-gold hair tied back off her face. They both paused to glance in Daniel’s direction as he parked in front of the house next to a red and cream Land Rover and a navy blue Transit van with mirror-glass windows. He thought the woman looked stressed and unhappy.

‘Hi. Daniel Whelan,’ he said, getting out of the car and approaching the two of them.

For a moment, the woman looked puzzled, but then the penny dropped.

‘Daniel, of course.’ She mustered a smile. ‘I’m Jenny. You’re earlier than I expected.’ She shook his hand, then gestured towards the other man. ‘This is Taylor Boyd. You’ll be working together. Taylor – our new driver, Daniel.’

Daniel shook hands with a man of about thirty, with an earring and dark hair made spiky with gel. His eyes were concealed behind mirrored sunglasses that hadn’t come from any pound shop, and both his handclasp and expression were cool and unwelcoming. The blue shirt carried a gold logo spelling the words ‘Summer Haulage’.

‘Taylor, I’ll speak to you later,’ Jenny told him. ‘But don’t do anything until I’ve had time to think about it.’

The man accepted his dismissal with a perfunctory nod, but muttered, ‘Don’t take too long, then,’ before turning away.

‘Trouble?’ Daniel asked quietly as the man moved out of range.

Jenny sighed and shook her head.

‘Not really. It’s OK.’

Daniel raised an eyebrow.

‘Did Fred tell you why I was coming?’

She looked at him, pale blue eyes large in a freckle-dusted but rather plain face.

‘Of course. I’m sorry, I was forgetting – it’s just  . . .’

‘I know. You don’t know me from Adam.’

She nodded, relieved that he understood.

‘You know, I could murder a cup of tea,’ Daniel said.


TWO

The kitchen at Maidstone Farm was a genuine farmhouse kitchen. Not the designers’ country kitchen of the glossy magazines but the sort that had evolved over several generations of use into a comfortable and practical space.

The room was dominated by a vast range cooker that sat in an even more vast arched brick fireplace. A big flat-bottomed kettle rested on one of the hotplates and a black cat on another. Free-standing cupboards and a huge pine dresser stood against the cream painted walls, and the floor was composed of uneven flagstones. Over the family-sized stripped-pine table, a vintage clothes airer suspended from the central beam was draped with tea-towels and hung with strings of onions and bunches of herbs. Children’s pictures were pinned to the American-style fridge with magnets, and a small pair of red sandals lay where they had been kicked off, next to one of the chairs.

At the opposite end of the room stood a grandfather clock and the biggest sideboard Daniel had ever seen. In front of a smaller fireplace, on a rather threadbare square of carpet, stood three mismatched armchairs, a sofa and a coffee table weighed down with magazines.

Two windows looked out over the yard, one at the carpeted end of the room and the other over the old sink with its wooden draining board. The curtains were blue and white check, the china on display also blue and white, and the whole effect was effortlessly authentic.

Jenny filled an electric kettle and switched it on, taking two mugs from a shelf and a teapot from the dresser. Taz padded round sniffing interestedly, before lying down with a sigh on the cool flags under the table.

‘So, this Taylor character. What does he do, exactly?’ Daniel asked.

‘He’s one of the drivers.’ She paused. ‘Well, actually, having said that, he’s kind of taken charge since Gavin’s been in hospital.’

‘And do you always let him speak to you like that?’

Jenny flushed slightly.

‘I know it’s feeble, but sometimes it’s just easier to pretend I haven’t heard. He’s basically keeping the business going. I wish I could do it myself, but what with the livery yard, and the kids, and visiting Gavin, I just haven’t got the time. I put up with his attitude because I don’t think I could manage without him.’

‘Do you really think he’d leave if you stood up to him?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. You think I’m being weak, but, to be honest, it’s only lately he’s got so bad. I wonder if he thinks  . . . well, that Gavin  . . .’

‘That he’s not coming home?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘I assume he didn’t behave like that with your husband?’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’ Jenny poured hot water into the pot and began to stir it with a long-handled spoon. ‘But it was Gavin’s business, so I don’t really know. Taylor’s only been working for us for about eight months. He’s from a local family that have lived round here for ever – as long as my family. His father owns the scrapyard next door to the garage. They’ve got a bit of a reputation. I tried to warn Gavin but he said Taylor was OK. Gavin isn’t from round here,’ she added, as if to excuse his misjudgement.

‘How is your husband now? I mean, any change?’

Jenny bowed her head and turned away, busying herself with rummaging in a cupboard.

‘No. No change. The hospital can’t tell me if he’ll ever regain consciousness. We just have to wait.’

‘That’s tough.’ Daniel hesitated to question her any further but he was intrigued. ‘So, are the police any further forward with what happened? Fred didn’t seem to think they’d got much to go on.’

‘No.’ Jenny poured tea and then milk into the mugs. ‘It’s been over two months now, and they say they’re still working on it, but if they’ve made any progress, they certainly haven’t told me.’

Daniel accepted his tea gratefully. His last stop for refreshment was a distant memory.

‘I know it must be hard for you, but can you bear to tell me what happened?’ he asked, sitting at the big table and reaching for the packet of biscuits.

Jenny took a chair opposite him.

‘Freddy Bowden says you used to be a policeman.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Why did you stop?’

‘I trod on some high-ranking toes over an internal matter and it all got a bit messy. Basically, they made it impossible for me to stay.’

‘Do you mind? I mean, still?’ Jenny was watching him closely.

He shook his head.

‘It’s history now. You either move on or waste your life being bitter.’ He felt a bit of a fraud making it sound so easy. God knows, it hadn’t been – still wasn’t, to be honest. But they weren’t here to discuss his problems. ‘So, your husband  . . . Fred said something about poachers.’

‘Yes, well, we don’t know it was anything to do with poachers. Gavin just said he’d seen some lights across the fields when he was checking on the lorries, and he was going out to investigate. I didn’t think much of it at first. I mean, he was always going off in the evenings. Sometimes he’d take a gun and shoot rabbits, sometimes he’d go looking for poachers. He had a bit of a thing about them. My Dad never bothered that much when he was here. “So what if they take a few rabbits or fish,” he used to say. “There’s plenty to go around.”

‘There’s one old guy the locals call Woodsmoke – you’ll know why if you ever get downwind of him. Anyway, he’s been around since I was a kid and he’s never done any harm, but Gavin couldn’t stand him. He was determined to keep him off the farm, though how he thought he’d do it I can’t imagine. Woodsmoke could run rings round him in the woods if he felt like it. I think, deep down, Gavin knew that and it made him even madder.’

‘Did Gavin take the gun the night he was attacked?’

‘No. He said he was just going for a look round. Like I said, I didn’t think twice about it, until it started to get late. He’d sometimes go down to the village for a pint before closing and get chatting to his mates, but when it got to past midnight, I did start to worry a bit. We’re early risers – have to be – and we normally go to bed quite early, too.’

‘Who were his mates, particularly?’

Jenny looked a little discomfited.

‘I don’t really know.’

‘Did you never go to the pub with him?’

‘Well, when we first met, of course, but it was never easy for us both to go out, with the kids. Then when Izzy came along  . . . Isobel, my youngest,’ she explained. ‘When she was born, it became even more difficult. I don’t mind, really. I’m usually tired by the end of the day, and I’m not really a pub sort of person.’

With a decade of experience behind him when it came to hearing what people weren’t actually saying, Daniel drew from her words and body language an attempt to hide the hurt of a marriage gone a little stale.

When he didn’t respond immediately, Jenny tried again.

‘I could have gone with him, if I’d wanted to, but, like I said, I wasn’t really bothered. And, anyway, men need their “man time”, don’t they? They don’t always want their wives and kids hanging around.’

Daniel had his own views on that but he reverted to her original tale.

‘So, when it got late, what happened then? What did you do?’

‘I didn’t know what to do. I’d tried calling him on his mobile, but the reception is very variable round here. There’s lots of places on the farm where you can’t get a signal at all, so I wasn’t surprised that I couldn’t get him. All I could do was wait. It’s daft, but I kept wishing he’d taken the dog with him, though what Monty could have done I don’t know. He wasn’t exactly a guarding breed, just a soft old Labrador, but you never know – if someone threatened Gavin, he might have reacted. But that night he left him behind.’

‘Did he usually take him?’

Jenny shrugged. ‘Sometimes. Not always.’

Daniel glanced round the kitchen, but there was no dog’s bed, no bowl or toys.

‘So, where’s the dog now?’

‘We lost him. He, um  . . . wandered off.’

‘When?’

‘A couple of weeks ago.’

‘And  . . . ?’ Daniel waited.

‘He, um  . . .’ Jenny looked at the ceiling and bit her lip to stop it quivering. ‘I haven’t told the kids this, but they found his body a couple of days later. It looked like he’d been in a fight. They didn’t want me to see, but I insisted because I couldn’t believe it was really him, and it was horrible!’ Tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks, and she dragged a handkerchief from the pocket of her jeans.

‘You said “they”. Who found him?’

She mopped at her eyes and sniffed.

‘Actually, it was Liam Sellyoak’s groundsman that found him. Liam lives next door, at the manor, though he’s not often there.’

‘Liam Sellyoak the footballer?’

‘That’s right. Then Taylor went round to identify Monty before telling me. He brought the body home.’ Her voice cracked and she covered her eyes with her hand. ‘I still don’t understand why it happened. I mean, he never normally strayed far and he wasn’t a fighter. He was done – you know, neutered – so it wasn’t as though he was out after a bitch on heat, or something. Anyway, I couldn’t tell the kids. Not after Gavin and everything. It was just too much. I didn’t want them having nightmares. I told them he’d been knocked down by a car. They were devastated. They still are.’

‘They’ll get over it, given time. Kids are tougher than you think.’

‘I know. The trouble is they keep asking when we’re going to have another dog – Harry, especially. He keeps on and on about getting a puppy, but I’m scared in case something happens to that, too. I feel like nothing’s safe any more. I worry about the kids all the time, too.’

‘That’s only natural, considering what’s happened, but it will get better. Trust me.’

‘You’re probably right.’ She sniffed and wiped her eyes. ‘Sorry. Have you got kids?’

‘Just one. Drew. He’s nine. He lives with his mother most of the time.’

‘Do you see much of him?’

‘Not as much as I’d like. Amanda and I are getting a divorce, and things are difficult at the moment.’ Once again, Daniel steered the conversation back to the story of her husband’s attack, and, with a tenuous control on her tears, Jenny recounted the manner in which his body had been found lying on the driveway.

‘Sue – she’s my stable manager – found him on her way in to work and called me. I thought he was dead. There was blood coming from his nose and one ear, and he was so cold. There was a frost on the ground, but the doctors say that although he was suffering from hypothermia, the cold might actually have saved his life, stopped him bleeding to death.’

‘And the police haven’t any idea what happened?’

‘Not really. He still had his mobile phone and wallet, so it wasn’t a mugging. He had head injuries, but there was no sign that he’d been hit by a car or anything. They did say they thought he’d been moved – something to do with the grit found in the wound – but who would do that?’

‘It’s certainly odd. And he hasn’t said anything at all since it happened?’

She shook her head. ‘He’s been unconscious the whole time. It’s awful. He just lies there so still, and I talk to him, about the kids and the business and such, but I don’t know if he can even hear me.’ She fell silent, staring at the tabletop, a crease between her brows. ‘I feel so guilty.’

‘What have you got to feel guilty about?’

She shrugged again.

‘Nothing. Everything. Things I said, things I didn’t say. That sounds stupid, but things could have been better, you know? We had a few problems, a few rows, and now I might not get the chance to try and put it right.’

‘You know, it’s normal to feel like that,’ Daniel said. ‘But you have to let it go. Nobody’s life or relationship is perfect all the time.’

‘I suppose so.’ She sighed. ‘And now I don’t know what to do about Taylor.’

‘What were you arguing about?’

‘Oh, he wants me to get rid of one of the other drivers – says he’s not pulling his weight and makes mistakes.’

‘And you don’t agree.’

‘I don’t know. It’s true he has made a couple of mistakes lately, but he’s worked for us for ages. He used to work on the farm with Colin. The trouble is, he’s sixty-two, and Taylor says he’s not up to the job and it’s time he retired.’

‘And what do you think?’

Jenny frowned.

‘I think he’s probably slowed down a bit lately, but he’s a good steady worker and I trust him. He’s the only one of the original crew left.’ She looked across at Daniel. ‘I’ve answered my own question, haven’t I?’

‘Sounds like it. I think you have to do what’s right for you. Follow your instincts.’

‘I know you’re right, but sometimes it’s really hard. Things have been going wrong lately. I’m losing stock and the figures aren’t adding up properly.’ She hesitated. ‘I suppose you wouldn’t  . . . ? I mean, Fred said you’d help me out. Will you take over as manager for me?’

Daniel shook his head.

‘No, I don’t think that would be a good idea. Not yet, anyway. I’ll just drive for you and get the lie of the land. Then if anything’s going on, maybe I’ll be able to see what it is.’

The grandfather clock across the room whirred and chimed the hour, prompting Jenny to look at her watch and jump to her feet.

‘Oh my God! I’m supposed to be at the hospital because I’ve got to pick the kids up from Mum’s by six, and I haven’t shown you the cottage yet.’

‘Well, if you give me directions, I’m sure I can find the cottage,’ Daniel told her. ‘In fact, I might even have seen it on my way here.’

‘You could have. You can see it from the fork. It’s been empty since George and Marian left, but I opened it all up yesterday and gave it a quick once-over with a duster,’ Jenny said, gathering up mugs and biscuits. ‘And there’s milk and bread and bacon and stuff in the fridge  . . .’

‘It’ll be fine,’ he assured her. ‘You go.’

Seen at closer quarters, the cottage Daniel was to stay in while he worked at Maidstone Farm was a typical Victorian red-brick worker’s cottage, a fact borne out by the name ‘Forester’s Cottage’, carved into a cement square above the green painted front door.

From the outside it looked a little grim, with dingy, pale green curtains at the windows and a border of lavender and weeds between the picket fence and the building. The narrow lane carried on past it, over a cattle grid and away into the trees.

Daniel regarded the cottage with equanimity. If anything, it was a stage more welcoming than the bedsit he’d called home for the past few months.

With Taz at his heels, he let himself in with what was probably the original key. No Yale locks here.

Inside, he was faced with a tiled narrow hallway and a steep flight of stairs, carpeted in a busy pattern of brown and amber, but the thing that immediately forced itself upon his senses was an almost overpowering reek of creosote. Two doors led off immediately to his left and right, and, wrinkling his nose, he turned left into what was the cottage’s sitting room. At this point, however, his complacency suffered a check.

Inside the room, the stench of wood preservative was choking and he didn’t have to look far for the reason. The sage-green three-piece suite, which had doubtless served its previous owners for many years, was now upended and piled in the centre of the carpet, along with the shattered remains of what had probably been a coffee table and the broken stand of a standard lamp, its fringed shade crowning the whole like a cherry on a cupcake.

A bookcase, whose previous position was outlined in a brighter patch of the yellowing wallpaper, had been tipped over and lay atop its erstwhile contents against the Hessian-covered underside of the sofa, and everything appeared to have been liberally doused in the pungent brown liquid. The accumulated fumes, in the closed room, made the air unbreathable.

Beside him, Taz sneezed, and he pushed the dog back into the hall and shut the door. Holding his breath, he opened the window as wide as it would go, although the situation would plainly improve little until the contaminated furniture was removed. He knew from experience how the smell of creosote lingered. Unless the floorboards were replaced, it would be many weeks, if not months, before the room was inhabitable once more.

Eyes watering, he returned to the hall where Taz greeted him as if he’d been gone for a week. Ruffling the dog’s fur, he went through into the room on the opposite side of the hall. This proved to be a tiny dining room, with the remains of its table and chairs piled in the centre of the faded floral carpet like a ready-to-light bonfire. These, too, were soaked in wood preservative, and it occurred to Daniel to wonder why the vandals hadn’t put a match to their handiwork. After all, with the creosote it would all have gone up like a torch, and the cottage, too. The dining room contained no other furniture apart from a dark oak dresser, which had, inevitably, been tipped over, depositing a quantity of leaf-patterned china on the floor.

As in the first room, Daniel opened the windows wide and shut the door on the stench, before going along the hallway to the kitchen, mentally bracing himself for what he might find.

It wasn’t as bad as he feared. Someone had emptied the contents of all the cupboards and drawers on to the floor, where crockery and glass lay shattered on the stone flags, scattered with sliced bread, liberally dusted with flour, coffee powder and sugar, and swimming in pools of milk.

Cutlery was thrown down like some weird game of culinary jackstraws on top of the mess, and something that was probably ketchup had been thrown against one brightly papered wall, but the creosote, thankfully, was absent. Also, for some reason, the electrical appliances appeared to have been left largely undamaged. This, Daniel felt, must have some significance. Surely, amid such wholesale vandalism, it could not be by accident that the inviting glass doors and fragile electrical innards had been overlooked.

He filed this piece of information away for consideration later, his attention caught by the realization that the tomato sauce on the wall had been used to write a few crudely fashioned words. He stepped closer, his shoes crunching on the carnage underfoot, and read:

Fuck off home yore not wanted here.

‘You don’t say,’ he muttered under his breath.


THREE

‘I don’t believe it! I was only here yesterday.’ Jenny stood in the hallway of the cottage, a handkerchief held over her nose and mouth, staring at the mess that was the sitting room. Her children, recently collected from their grandmother, waited outside in the Land Rover, where they peered through the side windows, no doubt yearning to see what was going on in the cottage.

‘It probably only took them a few minutes,’ Daniel said. ‘It could’ve been done any time.’

‘But who would do something like this? And why? Was it kids, do you think?’

‘I don’t think so. Come and have a look at this.’ Daniel led the way into the kitchen, where he’d cleared up the worst of the mess on the floor, shovelling everything into black bin bags and then using a mop to deal with the residue of the milk and foodstuffs, the smaller shards of glass and the china. He had, however, left the ketchup message scrawled across the wall.

‘Oh, my God!’ she said.

‘Who knew I was coming?’

Jenny frowned.

‘Well, I told Taylor, of course, and Mum. No one else. But having said that, I expect half the village knows by now. You know how word gets round. But I don’t understand why anyone would do this. It doesn’t make sense. Why should anyone care about you coming here? You’re not the first new driver we’ve taken on lately. I mean, Derek has only been with us a few months.’

‘Actually, something else happened earlier this afternoon.’ Daniel hadn’t mentioned his run-in with the two troublemakers from the village, but now he outlined what had happened.

Jenny looked concerned.

‘A blue pick-up?’

‘Yes. With wide wheels and enough spotlights to light Wembley Stadium. Do you know him?’

‘Ricky Boyd. Taylor’s younger brother. He’s a waste of space.’

‘I wouldn’t disagree with you there. And the other one?’

‘I don’t know. It might have been Scott Selby. He’s a mechanic at the garage. Crazy about cars but not too bright in the other departments.’

‘Mm. That sounds like our boy. Can you think of any reason they wouldn’t want me here?’

She shook her head. ‘No. Although, come to think of it, Ricky did ask me if I’d got any driving work for him, a few days ago, when I stopped for petrol. I didn’t take him seriously. I mean, he hasn’t got an HGV licence or anything. If it was him, he probably doesn’t need a reason. He’s got a real attitude problem. You only have to look at him the wrong way and there’s trouble. Do you think we should call the police?’

‘It’s up to you, but don’t do it on my account,’ Daniel told her. ‘It’ll probably be more trouble than it’s worth, even if they have a good idea who did it, and I should imagine you could do without more stress. There’s nothing here that can’t be sorted.’

Jenny looked round at the mess and ran a hand through her fringe. She had dark circles under her eyes and looked worn out. Daniel was sorry to have added to her worries, but it had been unavoidable.

‘I suppose they’ve been upstairs, too?’ she said after a moment.

‘Yeah, ’fraid so. No creosote, but the bedding needs washing and the mattresses have been slashed.’ No need to tell her that the filthy sods had emptied their bladders over everything.

‘Well, you can’t stay here tonight,’ she said decisively. ‘The creosote fumes would make you ill. I don’t know where they got their hands on it, but I’ve got a horrible feeling there might have been some stored in the shed from ages ago. I mean, we always used to use it for everything before it was banned. No one knew any better.’

‘We’re lucky it’s only in these two downstairs rooms,’ Daniel said. ‘I had a look while I was waiting for you. It looks as though those boards have been laid on chipboard, and there’s a stone floor underneath that, so I might be able to lift the lot and just throw them away; burn them – whatever. It would be the quickest way to get rid of the smell, if you don’t mind.’

‘No, I don’t mind. I remember now. George put those floorboards down himself, must be about fifteen years ago. He was our general handyman around the farm until he retired a couple of years ago. Marian was always complaining that the stone floor was cold and uneven.’

‘Was that when they left? When he retired?’

‘No. They were here until just after Christmas. I was really surprised when they said they were going. I always thought they’d be carried out in a box – or at least George would. He loved this place. But maybe Marian put pressure on him. It is very isolated here, and they weren’t getting any younger. They’ve gone to live a couple of miles away, in Lower Ditton, in a modern bungalow. I visited them once, but it’s really depressing. I should think George hates it. He didn’t seem very happy.’

‘And the cottage has been empty since then? What were you going to do with it?’

Jenny shrugged. ‘Gavin had some sort of plan for it, but I’m not sure exactly what.’

‘OK. Well, I’m happy to have a go at the floor tomorrow, if you can manage one more day with a driver short,’ Daniel suggested.

‘Yes, that’s no problem, but are you sure? I mean, it’s very kind of you, but it seems a bit much to ask  . . .’

‘You didn’t. I offered. Now is there somewhere in the village I can get a bed for the night. A pub or somewhere?’

‘There is, but you can stay at the farmhouse. We’ve got heaps of space.’

‘Better not. Preferential treatment and all that.’

‘Does that matter? It’s not exactly anyone’s fault, and you are a friend of Freddy Bowden’s.’

‘Mm. Better keep that to ourselves, if you don’t mind. Might put Taylor’s back up, from what I hear, and I’ll learn more if I’m just one of the crew.’

Jenny looked a little bit crestfallen. ‘Oh, yes, I see. Well, you’ll come to supper, anyway. It’d be nice to have a bit of adult company for a change, and no one need know.’

In the event, after a pleasant evening spent with Jenny and her young family, Daniel opted to drive back to the cottage, park up and sleep in the back of his car. To avoid argument, he didn’t tell Jenny, but it was no great hardship. He’d done it many a time before and kept a pillow and sleeping bag in the vehicle in case of just such an eventuality.

Letting himself into the cottage, Daniel made a mug of black tea with one of a few teabags that he’d been able to salvage from the chaos in the kitchen. Even with all the windows open, the overpowering stench of the creosote wasn’t noticeably better and his eyes smarted. Using a pair of rubber gloves, he gathered up the damp bedding from the upstairs rooms, stuffed it into the surprisingly modern washing machine, added powder he’d begged from Jenny and set it going, before taking his brew and returning to the car, where Taz waited.

Nothing disturbed the peace of the woodland night except the odd fox call when Daniel took Taz for a nocturnal ramble before taking to his sleeping bag. Once there, he lay awake for a while, listening to a conversation between two owls in neighbouring trees and pondering the possible implications of the day’s events.

The state of the cottage still puzzled him; not so much what had been done as what hadn’t. He’d seen many places trashed in his police career, and the damage was often far more extreme than had been inflicted at Forester’s. To have gone to the lengths they had and yet not smashed the windows or the electrical goods argued that, rather than being random, the vandalism had been carried out to a plan.

Surely the most effective way to dissuade him from staying would have been to burn the cottage down, and it would have been quicker and easier, too.

It was as though the fabric of the house had been intentionally left untouched. Did someone want it for themselves? He’d asked Jenny, but she said no one had approached her about it. And if that was the case, then the vandals had been a bit short-sighted when they started sloshing creosote around.

With sleep elusive, his thoughts turned to Jenny’s family.

The older children, twelve-year-old Lucy and eight-year-old Harry, had the same colouring as their mother, Lucy having a blue-eyed, round-faced prettiness that might or might not mature into good looks, and Harry an expression of solemn and wide-eyed innocence that Daniel soon began to suspect was wholly misleading. It was sad to think that although Harry was just a year younger than his own son, Drew, both of them already bore the scars of life.

The youngest of the family, three-year-old Isobel, who was known as Izzy, was dark-haired and dark-eyed, apparently taking after her absent father, a fact that Jenny confirmed when she came downstairs after putting the children to bed.

‘She’s going to be like Gavin: adventurous and independent. She’s quite a little madam already. Far more confident than Lucy was at that age. Into everything.’

‘Is Gavin a sportsman?’

‘He was when he was younger. Used to race motorbikes – speedway, down at Poole – and tried his hand at microlight flying and paragliding.’

‘A bit of a thrill seeker,’ Daniel observed.

‘Before I met him. He had to give it up, though. Back trouble. His chiropractor told him if he didn’t slow down, he’d end up crippled.’

‘That must have been frustrating for him.’

‘It was.’

‘So how did he amuse himself round here? Apart from chasing poachers, I mean.’

‘Well, like I said, he used to take the gun out after rabbits, or go dog racing with his mates, but I think he does get bored sometimes,’ Jenny said, starting to clear the table. ‘He says he isn’t, but I’m not sure. He can be very short-tempered at times.’

‘The kids miss him, don’t they?’ Daniel had picked that up clearly. He stood up and began to help gather up the dirty dishes.

‘Yes. He’s a good father – to all of them, not just Izzy. It’s really hard on Harry and Lucy having this happen again. After Colin, I mean. It’s made them very clingy. And I keep thinking  . . .’ She paused, her voice breaking. ‘The thing is, the doctors have warned me that when Gavin comes round, if he does, he mightn’t be the same. They don’t know what damage may have been done.’ She fished in her pocket for a handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘That’s the worst part – the waiting and the not knowing.’

Daniel turned over with difficulty in his sleeping bag and, with his foot, nudged Taz, who was snoring. The dog stretched and sighed before settling back against Daniel’s legs once again. Moments later, the heavy breathing had resumed.

Rising early the next morning, Daniel took Taz for his morning constitutional and then drove to a farm shop café he’d noticed the day before, on the main road that ran through the neighbouring village of Lower Ditton. Tucking into a full English breakfast with a large latte at his elbow, he was able to contemplate his day’s labours with fortitude, if not enthusiasm.

Out in the car, Taz gazed soulfully at the door through which Daniel had disappeared into the shop, unhappy at being excluded even though he had already been fed, and towards the end of his meal, Daniel folded half a bread roll and a rasher of bacon into a paper napkin and slid it into the pocket of his jacket to appease the dog.

Half an hour later, Daniel was back at Forester’s and hard at work. An early morning foray into the shed behind the cottage had turned up a selection of tools and the discovery that someone had been there before him. The thin panels of the door had been newly splintered and the padlock that had secured it hung drunkenly on its hasp, the whole set-up entirely inadequate to keep any but the most ineffectual thief at bay.

What, if anything, they had taken, it was impossible to say, but perfectly useful tools had been left behind, so it seemed probable that someone had broken in just to see what was stored behind the locked door.

What Daniel did find, somewhat surprisingly, were two or three black bin bags absolutely bulging with empty beer bottles and cans. Had the previous occupants been heavy drinkers? From Jenny’s description of them it seemed unlikely. Daniel closed the door on them and took his tools into the cottage to start work.

At around eleven o’clock, with a muzzy headache and feeling slightly sick from the creosote fumes, he made himself a cup of coffee and took it into the front garden to get some fresh air.

Taz, who had been sitting for the most part in the open back of the car, fawned round him and begged for a biscuit from a packet Daniel had bought in the village shop.

Sitting on a bench seat next to the porch, Daniel leaned against the brickwork and half closed his eyes, enjoying the warmth of the sun, which, near its zenith, found its way through the trees along the path forged by the road.

His relaxed state was rudely interrupted by Taz who suddenly scrambled to his feet and set up a furious barking, his hackles rising in a tide over his shoulders and along his back. His attention was fixed firmly on the woods on the other side of the lane.

Daniel sat up, putting a hand in Taz’s collar to keep him close, and stared intently at the tree line.

Nothing. No movement and nothing that appeared out of place. A word quietened the dog to a low, continuous growl, but his gaze remained focused on the woodland and he strained against his collar. Daniel wondered if Taz could see or hear something that his own limited senses failed to, and considered letting him go to investigate.

He decided against it. After all, he had no real reason to believe that whoever was there was up to no good, and to be cornered by a large German shepherd was a terrifying experience.

The woodland was a mixture of deciduous and conifer trees, and there were probably large quantities of deer, foxes and badgers in its depths, but Daniel discounted these. He knew Taz, and the dog wouldn’t have reacted in that way just for wildlife.

Putting his mug down on the doorstep, and still with a firm hold on Taz’s collar, he walked down the garden path, through the open picket gateway and across the narrow tarmac lane to the edge of the wood. Here, a brief search turned up nothing to see, but Taz was quite clearly excited by what he could smell, concentrating his interest on the area beside a large oak, where closer inspection found a slight indentation in the leaf mould and a dark stain where dry leaves had been disturbed to reveal the damper layer beneath.

So someone had been there, but they were doubtless well on their way now. Had it been the vandals from yesterday, returning to see whether they had achieved their object?

If so, they would have been disappointed, Daniel reflected with grim satisfaction.

‘Good lad,’ he said, ruffling the dog’s fur. He’d never have found the place without Taz. He took a soft furry toy from his pocket and tossed it to the shepherd. The squeak had long gone, but Taz enjoyed the sensation of mouthing it and it was his reward for a job well done.

Ripping out the floor in the old cottage took far longer than Daniel had anticipated, and by the time he’d piled all the contaminated floorboards and chipboard outside, along with the smashed furniture, the afternoon was well advanced.

Although it was tempting simply to put a match to the whole pile where it sat, the dry conditions and the proximity of the woodland made that course of action nothing short of stupid. The creosote-soaked material was highly flammable and he lit only a small fire, painstakingly adding a little at a time and keeping a close eye on it until he’d burned it all.

By the end of the afternoon, he was bone-weary and his eyes were smarting and red-rimmed from a combination of fumes and smoke. However, the cottage was clean, and as long as he left the windows open for a few days, he felt it was safe to move in. There was hot water aplenty, courtesy of a fairly modern boiler, and Daniel ran a bath and sank into it with the intention of soaking for half an hour or so.

This pleasant plan was foiled after a scant ten minutes when the sound of a vehicle pulling to a halt outside heralded the arrival of Jenny’s Land Rover, pulling a trailer piled high with an assortment of items which included, amongst other things, a small leather armchair, a mattress and a coffee table. Daniel greeted her from an upstairs window with a towel wrapped round his waist, the irritation at having his bath interrupted instantly banished by gratitude.

Dressing hastily in a clean pair of jeans and a T-shirt, he helped her unload the trailer, but she turned down his offer of coffee or tea, saying she was due at the hospital again.

‘Come over for supper again?’ she suggested.

‘But I’ve got food in now.’

‘You can’t feel much like cooking after doing all this,’ she said, looking round at the lounge with its one chair sitting incongruously on the newly exposed flagstones. ‘You must be exhausted.’

Daniel couldn’t deny that he was tired. He merely shrugged and pursed his lips.

‘Well, anyway. The offer’s there. It’s only shepherd’s pie, but there’s plenty of it, and I thought you might like to look round the stables afterwards. Come and meet the horses.’

Daniel smiled.

‘I would. Shall I come about seven?’

‘Fine.’ Jenny went back out to the Land Rover. Settling in the driving seat, she looked at him through the open window. ‘Are you going to be all right here? I mean, it’s awfully isolated. I’d hate it on my own.’

‘I’m not on my own, I’ve got Taz,’ he pointed out. ‘But it wouldn’t bother me, anyway. I’m used to it.’

‘Don’t you have any family? Brothers and sisters, I mean. And what about your parents? Where do they live?’

‘Two brothers and a sister. Simon and Mark work in London. Penny lives just down the road from Mum in Dorset, and I haven’t seen my father since I was eight.’

‘Sorry. Am I being nosy?’

‘It’s all right.’

‘No, it isn’t. I’m dreadful. I’ll see you later. Bye.’ She turned the Land Rover and trailer in front of the cottage with the ease of long practice and, with a wave to Daniel, disappeared down the lane on her way to visit her husband.
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