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ONE

Friday, 15th September, 17.30 hours – Sunday, 17th September, 15.37 hours.

in which two men in their middle years return, with the police, to a scene of their youth.

Cyrus Henry Middleton had first realized that he had entered adulthood when, one afternoon during an early spring day, he and three friends had sat at a wooden dining table, which stood by the rear window of a small terraced house, and they had partaken of tea and Dundee cake. Their conduct and their table manners had been impeccable, and their conversation had been polite, restrained and sensible. At the conclusion of the afternoon tea Cyrus Middleton had quietly made the observation that that was the first time in his life he had conducted himself with such faultless propriety without at least one of his parents’ generation being present, and then, following his observation, a very profound silence had fallen on the group as each of the three others realized that they too could say the same thing. The youngest member of the small group was but twenty years of age and the eldest was a venerable twenty-two years old. They had, they had realized, just entered adulthood.

It was in much the same way that Cyrus Middleton realized he had entered his middle years of adulthood when he and a childhood friend agreed to meet each other in central York for the first time in many years. In keeping with the arrangement, he and his friend, Tony Allerton, had rendezvoused early one evening at the Starre Inne on Stonegate (which, dating from the mid-seventeenth century, laid claim to be the city of York’s oldest licensed premises). On that first meeting their conversation had been about their children’s progress at school and university, their daughters’ apparent absence of taste and also absence of downright common sense when it had come to choosing their boyfriends. ‘He spends all day playing computer games now that he has lost his job and every evening he’s out with his mates drinking in the pub, so what on earth she sees in him confounds me,’ and then the conversation would turn to the purchase of their first Volvos and the merits of Volvos over Audis, and then of their pension plans. It was the talk of two men in their middle years. They had then settled into a routine of meeting once a month, on a Friday, at the Starre Inne.

At the conclusion of one such rendezvous, Middleton had turned to his friend and had said, ‘Well, Midland bound for Cricklewood?’ and Tony Allerton had smiled and replied, ‘Hartly Dells and Sale and Co.,’ to which Middleton had responded, ‘One more, then I’ll go.’ He had then levered himself with no little difficulty from the corner seat he and Allerton had occupied. The pub was beginning to swell with loud youth who were most eager to kick-start their weekend and he weaved his way to the bar to order two final pints of real ale. He paid for the beers and negotiated his way through the heavy press of youngsters, carrying the glasses back to the small round table at which Allerton sat, glancing at the framed prints of Old York. He placed the glasses gently down on the polished surface of the table.

‘That day,’ he said, when once again he was settled in the tight corner seat, and found he had to raise his voice somewhat so that it could still carry to Tony Allerton, ‘that long, long day.’

‘Yes, when we found a ruin covered with ivy, a green stump of a thing.’

‘Has anyone rescued it, do you know? Seems unlikely.’

Tony Allerton raised his glass in a gesture of thanks.

‘Yes, I doubt it too; it really was too far gone, wasn’t it? Just low walls remaining.’

Middleton raised his glass in response and then turned and glanced in annoyance at a young man who was standing close to where he and Tony Allerton were sitting and who was talking loudly on his mobile phone, apparently to a friend, and telling said friend about the problems he was having with the conveyancing of the house he was evidently hoping to buy.

‘Doubt it,’ Middleton replied, glancing with annoyance at the loud-mouthed youth and his mobile phone. ‘Even then, you could only just make out the lines of a building, all overgrown and covered in moss and ivy. I remember that there was an old stone gatepost there as well, in the middle of the wood. There must have been a road there, or a driveway or something, though it was all overgrown back then and it will be more so now. But . . .’

‘But?’ Allerton sipped his beer.

‘Well . . . you know, Tony, of late I have found myself thinking about it more and more frequently.’

‘Thinking of that day? There was nothing that was particularly special about it.’

‘Wasn’t there?’ Middleton held eye contact with Allerton. ‘I mean, I suppose you are right.’

Allerton put his glass of beer down on the table, just as the youth with the mobile phone terminated his call, and he said in a softer voice, ‘You know, I have thought about it too, probably not as often as you seem to have been thinking about it . . . but yes . . . supposing I was right?’

‘I now think it was a grave after all, probably still is.’

‘So do I.’ Allerton spoke softly, looking at his beer rather than at Cyrus Middleton. ‘We laughed at it and then ran away.’

‘It was a grave at the edge of the field, just beyond the wood.’

‘Yes.’ Allerton’s eye was caught by a slender blonde-haired girl who weaved gracefully and confidently through the patrons, and who held a drink in one hand whilst pressing a mobile phone to her ear with the other. She left a distinct yet delicate scent of perfume in her wake as she passed by their table. ‘Yes,’ he said again, ‘a grave . . . right size . . . just the right sort of place for one.’

‘Yes, you couldn’t dig a grave within the wood; you couldn’t get past the root system.’

‘Plate,’ Allerton replied softly, ‘it’s called the root plate.’

Cyrus Middleton glanced at Allerton and did so with an anger, which he found difficult to control. Middleton had once described concrete as ‘setting’ during a very sensitive conversation about some home improvement work his recently deceased father had undertaken, to which Tony Allerton had indelicately responded, ‘Concrete doesn’t “set”, concrete “cures”. That’s the correct term.’ It was similarly not the right time or place to correct someone on a wholly unimportant turn of phrase, but Middleton chose restraint and diplomacy and remained silent as Allerton continued. ‘You couldn’t get past the root plate, but a spade is all you would need to dig a hole in a field, especially an arable field, regularly ploughed and irrigated . . . and it was just this time of the year. The harvest had been gathered, only the stubble remained.’

‘Yes . . . yes . . . I remember. Stubble was being burned in the neighbouring fields because smoke wafted over towards us and for a brief period we couldn’t see or breathe.’ Middleton tapped his fingers on the tabletop. ‘I remember that because you commented that that had once caused a major car crash in which a relative of yours had been injured.’

‘My Uncle James.’ Allerton nodded. ‘He sustained head injuries. He recovered, others were not so lucky. Three fatalities in that pile-up due to smoke from burning stubble in a field at the side of the road wafting over the road causing sudden zero visibility. The wind had veered, apparently; but, yes, I remember telling you that as we coughed and floundered about in the dense smoke, then it cleared and that encouraged us to move away from the field.’

‘That’s right, that’s why we left the scene, we didn’t want to get another lungful of smoke.’ Middleton sipped his beer. ‘But in all honesty you’d think the farmer or one of the farmhands would have noticed an area of disturbed soil. I mean to say, if we noticed it, two fifteen-year-old town boys, then surely the blokes who worked those fields would have noticed it . . . certainly so.’

‘You’d think so, but perhaps they had no reason to return to that field.’ Allerton shrugged. ‘I mean, when all was safely gathered in, the stubble could then have been set on fire at the far side of the field and left to burn across the ground to where the disturbed soil was. There would be no need to pay any more attention to it until it was time to plough before sowing the winter wheat and by which time the area of dug up soil wouldn’t be so obvious . . . not so obvious at all.’

‘Yes,’ Middleton murmured, ‘that would explain it; it would explain it quite neatly.’ He paused and held eye contact with Allerton. ‘So what do we do, Tony? Something or nothing?’

Allerton briefly looked to his left and then to his right, and then he looked back at Cyrus Middleton. ‘There’s only one thing we can do, one solitary and sole thing, and I think we both know that.’

‘How old were we?’ Middleton asked.

‘Fifteen . . . you just said so.’

‘So I did. Yes, it was the last few days of the summer holiday in the year we went to Scotland with the school.’ Middleton nodded with a smile.

‘Aviemore . . . tenting . . . yes, it was that summer, it was a very good holiday. We went with the advance party, two members of staff and the older boys, to put the tents up and prepare the field kitchens . . .’

‘And dig the latrines,’ Middleton added, ‘and we had to fill them in at the end, sloshed paraffin all over the stuff and then set it on fire . . . talking about fire and holes in fields . . . then filled them up again.’

‘Yes, that was the year all right. We returned; we had two or three weeks before the start of the final academic year at Hoytown.’

‘So.’ Middleton refocussed the conversation. ‘So, we go now? To the police, I mean?’

‘No . . . no.’ Allerton spoke softly but firmly. ‘If we go there now we’ll be with them all night. How about tomorrow? Are you free tomorrow in the forenoon?’

‘I can be.’ Middleton’s eye was caught by two svelte girls in ankle length skirts who swayed elegantly by on their way to the bar. ‘Susan and I go out shopping together on Saturday mornings, rain or shine . . . it’s become our routine, and she hates her routine, any routine, being derailed or interrupted in the slightest, but I reckon I could get a pass out . . . especially for this reason.’

‘I’m pretty much in the same boat with Adele; her routines lead to an efficient house, so I can’t complain, but I can also get out of it, especially for this, as you say, especially for this,’ Allerton replied. ‘So we’ll do that, agreed?’

‘Agreed.’ Middleton pursed his lips and nodded slightly. ‘Agreed.’

That particular Saturday, so Cyrus Middleton would later recall, dawned bright and sunny over the ancient city and its flat, green environs. A little rain had fallen at eight a.m. and it had continued to rain steadily for about an hour and a half, so that when Middleton and Allerton met shortly after ten a.m. in the narrow alley leading from Stonegate to the Starre Inne, as arranged, the sun was shining down from a clear blue sky with sufficient strength to cause the moisture on the pavement following the rainfall to evaporate in a light, misty haze.

‘So.’ Allerton raised his eyebrows. ‘Can we . . . shall we have a coffee first? I freely confess I very much feel the need of caffeine. I need something else in me other than the slice of toast I had for breakfast in order to go through with this.’

‘Likewise,’ Middleton replied softly, ‘even though it will probably turn out that a farm worker had buried his beloved Labrador. It will psyche us up; help us muster the courage to go through with this.’

‘It was too large an area for a dog,’ Allerton muttered. ‘Come on. Coffee.’

The two men wound their way in and out of the other foot passengers who were, as predicted, of plentiful number, until they reached the Paragon Hotel on Lendal, close to the post office and opposite the imposing Judge’s Residence Hotel where, upon Allerton’s recommendation, they both ordered a large latte. They sat in silence as they betook of the beverage, both admiring the slender form of the waitress who had, they both thought, the mannerisms of a university undergraduate who was working to help her pay her way to a good degree, and the doors that would then open for her.

‘Damn lucky, we were,’ Middleton commented drily. ‘We had grants.’

‘I know –’ Allerton glanced out of the window assessing the weather – ‘tuition fees paid and a grant to live on, money intended to pay rent and to buy food which all seemed to be spent on beer, strangely enough.’

The two men lapsed into a further silence which lasted until both had finished their coffee, upon which Allerton said, ‘All right. Let’s do it.’

Allerton and Middleton then stood and put on their identical green waterproof coats with tartan patterned lining and walked out of the coffee lounge of the hotel, and, dear reader, after, it may and must be said, leaving a more than generous tip for the young and most fey waitress, walked in single file out of the hotel entrance and on to Lendal. They turned and faced each other.

‘Well.’ Tony Allerton smiled and, affecting a comic rustic accent, said, ‘Well, boy, by Lendal Bridge be quicker it be but by Ouse Bridge be prettier . . .’

‘The quicker.’ Middleton smiled. ‘Let’s just get it done; let’s just get it over with.’

Cyrus Middleton and Tony Allerton walked side by side on to Museum Street and crossed Lendal Bridge with the wide, smooth, cold-looking water of the River Ouse sliding silently beneath it. Both being native to the city of York, and both having lived in the ancient city all their lives, they knew, as all locals knew, that by far the speediest way to cross the city is to walk the walls, which after years of neglect and dereliction, had been lovingly reconstituted by the City Fathers in Victorian times and so they thusly, without speaking, stepped on to said walls. They then followed the walls from Station Road to Micklegate Bar.

Middleton and Allerton stepped gingerly down the stone steps as they left the walls at Micklegate Bar, being acutely aware that the morning’s rain had left the walkway of the walls in a greasy condition in the areas where the stone lay in the shade. Once upon the pavement they turned right and obediently waited at the crossroads until the ‘green man’ traffic light glowed, thus giving priority to foot passengers. As they crossed the road Cyrus Middleton found himself suddenly pondering the folly of his youth, particularly the time when he and a number of his friends had attempted the ‘Micklegate crawl’, the challenge being to have a small glass of beer, just one half pint, in each pub on the street and still remain standing. No one had, or still has, so far as he knew, ever succeeded in the venture and it was, he thought, so very, very foolish of them to even have attempted it. But he, like those who attempt it today, was just eighteen years old and so very, very immature and so very, very foolish. Without any further words being exchanged, Middleton and Allerton, upon crossing Nunnery Lane, walked solemnly up the steps and through the narrow stone entrance of Micklegate Bar police station.

Reginald Webster was the duty CID officer on that Saturday morning. When the phone on his desk rang he let it warble three times before he slowly picked up the handset in a controlled and very leisurely manner. ‘CID,’ he answered, ‘DC Webster speaking.’

‘There are two gentlemen here at the enquiry desk, sir.’ The voice of the desk constable on the other end of the phone was equally calm and assured, and yet also clearly very deferential. ‘They say that they wish to report a possible murder.’

Webster smiled and glanced up from his August statistical returns. ‘You know, I thought it was too quiet to last.’

‘Yes, sir,’ the constable replied with a soft chuckle.

‘All right . . . all right.’ Webster reached for his notebook. ‘I’ll be there directly.’ He stood, uncomplaining, because in all honesty he would rather receive a report of a possible murder than spend his time placing figures in columns, and then submit the forms on time for onward conveyance to the Home Office where, he doubted, not much notice would be taken of them anyway.

‘Very good, sir,’ the desk officer replied and then added, ‘the two gentlemen say that there is no hurry. If there was a murder it happened a long time ago.’

‘Less than seventy though?’ Webster clarified.

‘Oh, yes, sir,’ the desk officer answered with evident good humour, ‘going by the appearance of these two gentlemen, well within seventy years.’

‘For a brief moment I knew hope,’ Webster continued, smiling, ‘but yes . . . right-oh . . . I’ll be down there directly.’ He replaced the handset of the phone.

‘Business?’ Thomson Ventnor glanced up curiously from his own August returns.

‘It does seem so.’ Webster reached out and picked up a ballpoint pen which lay at the far corner of his desk and put on his loud chequered sports jacket with a flourish. He grinned at Ventnor. ‘Murder no less. It happened a few years ago . . . if it happened at all, but murder is murder. Code Four-one takes priority over pretty much all else.’ He glanced out of the office window at the view of the skyline, being in that part of York a harsh blend of old and new buildings. ‘It is brightening up nicely,’ he commented. ‘So . . . let’s see what we see.’

Some twenty-five minutes later Webster reclined in the slightly upholstered low-slung chair in the interview suite and glanced over the notes he had taken when talking to Cyrus Middleton and Tony Allerton, both of whom now similarly reclined in identical chairs. ‘So this was thirty years ago, you say?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Middleton replied. ‘We are both forty-five years old now and the summer in question that we came across the disturbed soil made us fifteen years of age at the time. We can pin down the year in question with complete . . . total . . . one hundred per cent certainty.’

‘Fair enough.’ Webster spoke quietly.

‘We can be certain of which summer it was,’ Allerton insisted, ‘because we had, just a few weeks earlier, returned from a school holiday in Scotland and we had by then just a week or so left before we returned to school for the autumn term. So it was early September. Autumn term commenced in the second week of September; it still does, in fact.’

‘Fair enough,’ Webster repeated, ‘as I said that can, and in fact it probably will, be very useful.’ Webster looked at the notes he had taken. ‘Very useful indeed.’

Cyrus Middleton glanced quickly around the room in which he and Tony Allerton and DC Webster sat. He had been pleasantly surprised to find that, instead of the harsh, hard, uncomfortable, unnerving interrogation room he had expected, the interview suite where non-suspects were escorted to was gently decorated with varying shades of orange, a dark, hard-wearing carpet, lighter-coloured orange chairs and walls painted with a pastel shade of the same colour. A highly polished coffee table with black metal legs and a brown surface stood on the floor between the four chairs in the room. The room had no source of natural light but was illuminated by a single light bulb within an orange-coloured shade. Middleton detected the scent of air freshener which hung delicately in the room. It was, he thought, quite sensitive and clever of the police to bring witnesses or victims of crime into a room like this, so as to put them at ease; some very distressing information often had to be coaxed from such persons.

‘But we emphasize . . . again . . . we emphasize,’ Allerton continued, ‘that we saw nothing which in itself was untoward, we saw only the small area of disturbed soil, close to the corner of a field which had recently been harvested of its crop. It must have been a very hot summer come to think of it . . . last week in August or first in the September . . . that’s quite an early harvest. It was only in hindsight that it became to seem suspicious, but we both very clearly remember it. Definitely remember it.’

‘That I can fully understand,’ Webster reassured Allerton. ‘It is quite often just the way of it, sometimes it is only in hindsight that things become significant or events are remembered years after they have happened. You know, quite a few people have sat in this room because they have recovered a memory of some violent incident which their consciousness has kept buried. They often report that for a while, a short while – as in a few days – they wonder if they are remembering a dream then realize and come to accept that it is a memory of something that did actually happen, and then they do what you two gentlemen have done. They present at the enquiry desk and give information. It happens quite a lot, quite often. It is, as I said, just the way of it.’

Middleton sighed. ‘Well, I confess that makes me feel a little better. I was feeling guilty about the time lapse . . . thirty years . . . but I feel better in myself now.’

‘Me too.’ Allerton smiled gently. ‘Thank you for saying that, sir.’

‘Pleasure,’ Webster offered. ‘As I said, at least you came forward. It might yet be a dead dog down there but at least you came forward.’

‘I think we both did that,’ Cyrus Middleton continued, glancing to his left at Allerton who nodded in agreement. ‘I think we both buried it and moved on with our lives. It’s only recently that we have begun to meet up again for a beer. We were good friends at school but drifted apart and it was in February of this year as I was walking through York that I bumped into Tony here . . . after all these years . . . and we went into a pub and agreed to meet up on Friday evenings for a drink once a month.’

‘We each get a pass out,’ Tony Allerton joked. ‘We found out that we both had a lot in common in respect of the way our lives have evolved. For one thing, we both married strong-willed women and so the phrase “Getting a pass out” has a ring of truth to it. We’re allowed out one Friday evening a month, but that is all we need really.’

‘If we met more often we’d run out of conversation,’ Middleton explained.

‘I see.’ Webster was content to let the conversation wander, seeing it as an opportunity to further take the measure of Cyrus Middleton and Tony Allerton. He thought them probably genuine, but still only probably.

‘We both have daughters who have made a poor choice of boyfriend, in our opinion, and we both have sons who are doing well in life.’

‘Yes,’ Middleton said, ‘my daughter turned down a place at Cambridge University to go and live in a new town in Scotland with a man who once worked in a shoe shop and is now unemployed.’ He sighed and glanced up at the ceiling. ‘I mean, what can you do? What can you say? She’s an adult, and so all you can do is worry.’

‘And my daughter gave up her place reading medicine at Manchester University to keep house for a male nurse, nice boy in himself, but with limited prospects compared to my daughter’s prospects had she continued her studies.’

‘We both entered the world of finance,’ Middleton explained. ‘I am in insurance . . . a claims investigator, and Tony is an accountant.’

‘Very good.’ Webster inclined his head; both were professional men with much to lose should they prove to be trifling with the police. Their credibility increased in his perception of them.

‘Quite modest really,’ Allerton explained. ‘I am only a certified accountant, not a chartered accountant . . . that would be something to be impressed with. It’s akin to a small town solicitor and a High Court judge. They can both be described as lawyers but the difference between them is huge.’

‘I take your point.’ Webster laid his notepad on the table. ‘But an accountant, with certified or chartered status is still deserving of respect.’

‘Our lives seem to have mirrored each other in many ways,’ Allerton continued, ‘but it was only once we started to meet for a beer that we talked about childhood days . . . what happened to mutual friends . . . not all of whom are still with us; misadventure, natural causes . . . that’s always worrying. We can cope with our old classmate Charlie Hopper getting killed in a car crash but hearing that Alex Ball, who was also in our form at Hoytown, had succumbed to cancer . . . well that made us stop talking for a few seconds.’

‘But it’s only latterly that we got to talk about that day.’ Middleton brought the conversation back on track. ‘It was myself who mentioned it initially but we both wanted to talk about it . . . and so we did . . . and then we both realized we had to report it, just in case it was what it appeared to be . . . even if we are thirty years late . . . and so here we are.’

‘And here you are,’ Webster echoed, ‘here you are, but thirty years later is still not too late and that is the main thing.’ He tapped his notepad with his ballpoint. ‘Can I ask you to wait here, please, just for a minute or two. I’ll have to go and talk to my senior officer about this.’

‘They are not a pair of game-playing fantasists, I hope?’ Hennessey replied after listening to what he thought was Webster’s succinct delivery. It had been, he thought, very clear, his facts were given in logical order and very precisely.

‘I don’t think so, sir.’ Webster sat in the chair in front of Hennessey’s desk. ‘I wondered if that might be the case, but they seem genuine. They are both professional men in their mid forties, both family men, so they claim, and in fact do have just that stamp about them, by their speech, their mannerisms and their dress. They really do seem to have too much to lose by playing silly games.’ Webster paused. ‘They’re the genuine article. I’m sure of it.’

‘Very well, I think you had better ask them to take you there. Take two constables.’ George Hennessey ran his liver-spotted fingers through his silver hair. ‘Yes . . . two should be sufficient.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Webster stood. ‘Two constables.’

‘And separately,’ Hennessey added as an afterthought as Webster was leaving his office.

‘Sir?’ Webster turned back to face Hennessey. ‘Separately?’

‘Yes,’ Hennessey confirmed. ‘I mean separate the two gentlemen once you are near the location, and have each of them take you there independently, that is to say take you there in the absence of the other. It will strengthen the credibility of their story if they identify the same location.’

‘Yes, sir, understood.’ Webster turned and walked out of Hennessey’s office.

Independently, and with what Webster thought to be notable precision, and clarity and confidence, both Cyrus Middleton and Tony Allerton each placed their fingertip on the same part of the Ordnance Survey Map and indicated a location which was close to the village of Catton Hill on the A19 York to Selby Road, some two miles south of the city. It was, thought Webster, just the sort of distance that two fifteen-year-old boys would wander from their homes in Fulford, that being the catchment area of Hoytown Comprehensive School, during their last summer of innocence. It would have been a walk across flat meadows by two lads who were both buoyed up by their friendship and the recent school holiday in Scotland. Following the pinpointing of the location where the disturbed soil was observed both Middleton and Allerton were driven by Webster to the village of Catton Hill. They were followed there by two constables in a marked car.

Reginald Webster lived close to Selby and had thus often driven through Catton Hill on his way to and from Micklegate Bar police station, but he had never spared it a second glance nor even turned off the A19 to explore the village and its side streets. It had always been for him a settlement to drive through on his way to and from home and his place of employment. Upon reaching the village, he turned left and on to the road which was signposted towards Wheldrake and parked the car at the side of the kerb. Webster, glancing about him, saw that Catton Hill was a compact village with the buildings on either side of the road being conjoined. One or two of the buildings, unusually for the north of England, he noticed, had thatched roofs. It seemed to Webster to have changed little over the years and had not fully encompassed the twenty-first century. The telephone box, for example, was of the traditional red Gilbert Scott design. The shops were small and seemed to be independently owned, rather than belonging to a supermarket chain. There were two pubs which Webster could see from where he had parked the car, both almost directly opposite each other, and both had names which spoke of their rural location: one was called The Black Bull, and across the road from it, slightly further towards Wheldrake, was The Three Horseshoes. Webster turned to Tony Allerton who sat in the rear seat of the car. ‘If you could kindly remain here, please, sir.’

‘Inside the car?’ Tony Allerton asked with a slight note of protest distinct in his voice. ‘The car is uncomfortably warm in this weather. I mean the inside is uncomfortably warm. May I stand on the pavement?’

‘Of course, sir.’ Webster opened the driver’s door and stepped out of the vehicle. ‘But if you would remain close to the car with one of the constables?’

‘Of course.’ Allerton stepped out of the car and breathed deeply. Middleton also stepped out of the car and stood close to Allerton.

‘So . . .’ Webster addressed Middleton, ‘if you could accompany me and one of the constables, or rather if you could show me and the constable where the area of recently dug soil was, as best you can recall?’

‘That’s a better way of putting it.’ Middleton grinned. ‘Because I rather think you’ll be accompanying me.’

‘Yes.’ Webster returned the grin. ‘I dare say that I have just become used to asking people to accompany me.’

‘It’s down here.’ Middleton pointed along the road, where the pavement was dotted with villagers, adults shopping, and children running or riding bicycles. The police presence attracted a few curious glances but not any hostility that Middleton could detect. ‘I’ll do my best to get us there. It won’t be a fool’s errand but the memory does play its tricks over time, and thirty years . . . that’s nearly half a lifetime.’

‘We’ll allow for that, sir.’ Webster felt the warm glow of the sun upon his head and face. ‘Summer is not giving in without a struggle.’

‘Suits me,’ Middleton growled. ‘I care not for winter . . . those early dark nights.’

Webster beckoned one of the constables to join him and Middleton. ‘You really did do the right thing in coming to us,’ he said as he waited for the constable to join them. ‘As I said in the police station, thirty years is not too late.’ Webster’s eye was then caught by a horse-drawn trap being driven along the road by a ruddy-faced young man with a cheery smile and large, farm-worker’s hands, who doffed his flat cap as he and the chestnut pony passed, the hooves making a measured clop, clop, clop sound which echoed in the narrow funnel of the buildings on either side of the road. It could, thought Webster, have been an image from the nineteenth or even eighteenth century.

‘We didn’t do it lightly.’ Middleton was also drawn to the image and sound of the horse and trap as it passed. ‘I’ll certainly show you the best I can, but I am now very pleased that we came forward, even if it does turn out that a farmer buried his dog, though if it was a dog it would have to be one of those horrible Japanese hunting dogs, the sort of dog that’s as big as a donkey.’

‘Well,’ Webster replied, ‘it’s always as well to be safe rather than sorry, and you and Mr Allerton are clearly very well intentioned. We won’t be prosecuting you for wasting police time even if your suspicions prove to be unfounded. Shall we go?’

‘Yes, of course.’ Middleton walked along the pavement with Webster at his side and with the younger of the two constables walking a respectable distance behind them. Middleton and Webster, followed by the constable, walked on in silence until they came to the outskirts of the village and began to enter open country. Soon after leaving the village, Middleton stopped walking and pointed to a pathway which led off the north side of the road at ninety degrees. ‘Down there,’ he said. The track, Webster noted, was still muddy in places from that morning’s rain, but was, he saw, mainly dry. The two officers walked behind Middleton as he and they sidestepped the occasional pool of muddy water. Cyrus Middleton followed the path until he entered a small wood and found a second pathway within the trees.

‘Confess I don’t remember this path,’ Cyrus Middleton commented over the bird song, ‘but it’s the right place. Yes . . . this is the wood we found . . . there is the stone gatepost.’ Middleton pointed to what could forgivably be taken for a tree stump covered in ivy had it not been for its complete uniformity of width, flat top and square shape and the two rusted hinges protruding from one side. ‘There clearly was a road or a driveway here at some point in time. I can’t remember seeing any sign of a derelict house at all, but this is the wood all right.’ He pressed forward, and still following the path, he eventually emerged into a field from which the crop had recently been harvested. There he stopped as Webster and the constable joined him. ‘It’s like going back in time –’ Cyrus Middleton brushed a fly from his face – ‘same field and the same time of year. Astounding.’

‘Good.’ Webster glanced to and fro across the field. It was, he saw, a wholly rural setting with another field adjoining the field in which they stood, although the steady and relentless hum of traffic on the A19 could be distinctly heard. ‘So where was the patch of soil, if you can remember?’

‘Over there.’ Middleton pointed to his left. He turned and walked in that direction and stopped when he was about ten feet from the corner of the field. ‘About here . . . yes, yes . . . it was about here. Me and Tony came out of the wood about here.’ He pointed to a dense stand of shrubs at the edge of the wood. ‘The path we followed just now wasn’t there when we came here that day, but I remember we left the wood about here, just where the patch of soil was and I said, “Look, someone’s been buried” and we both laughed, and then smoke from the stubble being burned in that field –’ he pointed to his right – ‘came over here and we began to choke and then we moved hurriedly in that direction –’ he pointed to his left – ‘looking for breathable air . . . but it was here . . . just about here. I’m sorry I can’t be more accurate.’

‘No matter.’ Webster looked at the ground though it told him nothing. He saw only stubble protruding from the rich brown soil. ‘In fact, too precise a location would suggest to us that you and Mr Allerton had contrived something.’

A blue tractor pulled an empty trailer along a hidden sunken lane to their right, the driver looking with undisguised curiosity at the three men in the field, one of whom being a police constable. Their presence in the field would doubtless, thought Webster, be the talk of The Black Bull and The Three Horseshoes that evening and throughout the weekend. He looked skywards and saw a silver jetliner crossing the blue and, by then, cloudless sky, leaving four vapour trails behind it. ‘Well,’ he said, lowering his head and turning to Middleton, ‘if you and the constable would care to return to the car, I will remain here. The second constable can escort Mr Allerton and we’ll see what part of the field he points at.’

It was Saturday, 12.35 hours.

Sunday

George Hennessey focussed his mind on the situation in hand: the field near the village of Catton Hill, the constables in white shirts and serge trousers, Detective Constables Ventnor and Webster, Detective Sergeant Yellich, the ominous white inflatable tent that had been erected close to the corner of the field, from which two SOCOs were emerging looking grim-faced and carrying photographic equipment. The senior Scene of Crime Officer walked slowly up to where Hennessey and Yellich stood and said solemnly, ‘All finished, sir, both colour and black-and-white photographs have been taken.’

‘Thank you.’ George Hennessey slowly nodded in appreciation. He then noticed a police constable emerge from the wooded area at the side of the field carrying a highly polished Gladstone bag and who was closely followed by Dr Louise D’Acre. Dr D’Acre was a slender woman, tall, and with a well-developed muscle tone which Hennessey knew was the result of her lifelong passion for horse riding. She wore her hair closely cropped and her only make-up was a trace of lightly shaded lipstick. Hennessey’s heart leapt as he saw her and at the same moment his chest swelled with pride. Dr D’Acre turned upon emerging from the wood and walked across the stubble towards Hennessey with the constable still carrying her bag, but by then walking reverentially behind her.

‘Good afternoon, Chief Inspector.’ Dr D’Acre had a soft speaking voice with an accent of received pronunciation. Her manner was polite but always professional; when working, the job, and only the job, mattered.

‘Good afternoon, ma’am.’ George Hennessey doffed his Panama as he replied.

‘Thank you for the advance notice.’ Dr D’Acre glanced at the tent. ‘It meant I was able to acquire an early lunch. I am always exhorting my two girls to eat and so I like it when I can set an example.’

‘Of course, ma’am.’

‘So,’ Dr D’Acre said, ‘a mass burial I am told?’

‘Well.’ Hennessey cleared his throat. ‘Hardly mass, ma’am, that is a bit of an overstatement. I’ll tell you the story of how we came to be notified of it but the upshot is that we had to wait until this morning before we could get the G.P.R. down here.’

‘G.P.R.?’ Dr D’Acre asked.

‘Ground Penetrating Radar.’

‘Ah . . .’

‘Well,’ he continued, ‘when it arrived . . . it had to be brought down from our headquarters at Northallerton . . .’

‘I see.’

‘We had good information and we were able to concentrate on a small search area, and pretty well as soon as the operators turned the thing on they picked up an image of something down there, but exactly what, they couldn’t say.’

‘I see,’ Dr D’Acre said again.

‘So we brought in a mechanical digger, now returned, to get down as close as we could without damaging whatever it was that the G.P.R. had seen. We had to assume that they were human remains until we knew otherwise.’

‘Of course.’ Dr D’Acre brushed a persistent fly from her face and reflected how fortunate it was that the recent rain had kept the insect activity to a minimum.

‘For the last foot or so,’ Hennessey continued, ‘we used manpower, good old mark one manpower, just one constable with a spade scraping the soil away, keeping the bottom of the pit as near horizontal as he could. He did a very good job of it.’

‘Yes, I see the spoil.’ Dr D’Acre glanced at the mound of soil beside the tent. ‘It is very rich-looking soil.’

‘It seems so,’ Hennessey agreed. ‘It’s very wet and heavy; it was hard work for the mechanical digger and it was especially hard for the constable who dug the last few inches, and it will still all have to be thoroughly sieved and sifted, for any vital evidence it might contain.’

‘I can imagine how hard it must have been,’ Dr D’Acre murmured. ‘I do a little gardening. It looks to be very heavy, as you say.’

‘And they have to put it all back.’ Hennessey laughed softly. ‘I haven’t told the boys yet, but they will have to put it all back with spades, the digger having been returned as I said. I couldn’t justify the expense of keeping it here.’

‘So . . .’ Louise D’Acre said, ‘what is down there?’

‘At the moment, just two skeletons, ma’am,’ Hennessey replied. ‘They appear to be human and radar images indicated something, possibly more skeletons, beneath them, as if they were buried on top of each other.’

‘Layered?’

‘Yes.’ Hennessey held brief eye contact with Dr D’Acre. ‘That’s a better way of putting it, ma’am. So once we had exposed two skeletons we stopped digging and requested the attendance of a forensic pathologist.’

‘And you got me for your sins.’ Louise D’Acre inclined her head. ‘So hard luck you.’

‘I would hardly say that, ma’am,’ Hennessey replied diplomatically.

‘Well, it was Hobson’s choice in fact. Tom Pembroke is at an arson incident in Driffield and Clarissa Pugh is engrossed in a post-mortem. I was writing a report, so this incident fell to me.’ Louise D’Acre paused, and being out of earshot of any other police officer, she lowered her voice and added, ‘Look, George, I have to tell you that Clarissa’s p.m. is looking like a case of Sudden Death Syndrome.’

‘Oh . . .’ Hennessey felt as if he had sustained a blow to his stomach.

‘I am sorry, but I thought that I had better warn you, better coming from me than for you to read about it in the Yorkshire Post.’

‘Yes.’ Hennessey held another very brief period of eye contact with Louise D’Acre. ‘Thank you . . . I appreciate it. It’s very sensitive of you.’

‘Well.’ Louise D’Acre glanced around her, the vast blue sky, the flat, rich green landscape. ‘It’s just one of those conditions, one of those medical conditions that will remain a mystery until medical knowledge advances sufficiently to explain just what it is that causes a young person in perfect health to suddenly fall down dead in mid stride, as if the life force within them has been suddenly extracted by some unseen power.’

‘Yes,’ he sighed, ‘I have puzzled that many, many times.’

‘I am sure you have and I am sorry we do not have an answer for you, and from what I know, Clarissa’s case appears typical. Just twenty years old, and just too good to be true, non-smoker, non-drinker, active in his local scout group, churchgoing, bank employee with a promising future, and yesterday he was taking a stroll along the banks of the river after attending Holy Communion and he just collapsed. He was Condition Purple upon his arrival at York District Hospital. And his family . . . they’re still numb with shock.’

‘I attended Sunday School when I was a nipper,’ Hennessey said. ‘we had the most formidable teacher who told us that “Even if we are perfect, the Almighty can still and will punish us in some way. It is just the way of the world”. I know what he meant now.’

‘Yes . . . just the way of it,’ Louise D’Acre echoed. ‘It’s an unidentified medical condition, so it will remain a syndrome, until . . .’

‘Until . . .’ Hennessey repeated, ‘until . . .’

‘But anyway,’ Louise D’Acre said with finality, ‘we have our own job to do.’

‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘you’re right; come on, I’ll show you.’

Inside the inflatable tent both Hennessey and Dr D’Acre found the air very difficult to breathe and both gave thanks that it was the slightly cooler month of September and that they were there after a morning’s rainfall. They both knew that if it was earlier in the year, in the high summer, the air in the tent would be nearly unbreathable. Dr D’Acre stood on the lip of the neatly excavated hole and peered into it. She saw, perhaps four feet below the surface of the field, two skeletons, human, adult, both lying on their side as if gently facing each other. Even their arms seemed to be interlinked.

‘Adult human,’ Dr D’Acre observed, ‘one male and one female. They are highly likely to be white European, although there is a possibility that they could be Asian. They are definitely not Afro-Caribbean. It’s quite a deep grave. Unlawful disposals are usually in much shallower pits, in my experience anyway.’

‘And in mine,’ Hennessey growled. ‘Somebody had time to dig this hole.’

‘I can’t tell at a glance how long they have been buried,’ Dr D’Acre continued, ‘but I see no flesh or internal organs, so quite some time, and no bits of non-degradable items of clothing either, such as zip fasteners or wooden toggles. So they may have been naked when buried.’

‘We think they were buried thirty years ago.’

‘You can be as sure as that?’ Louise D’Acre glanced at Hennessey.

‘Yes, we can,’ Hennessey replied, and he then related the tale told by Cyrus Middleton and Tony Allerton.

‘That’s an interesting story.’ Louise D’Acre glanced at the skeletons. ‘It definitely marks the time of burial . . . thirty years ago this month. A story to dine out on and taking thirty years to come forward . . . but having said that I can understand the way memories are buried by the mind and only surface much later, often only when the person concerned is able to deal with it.’ She paused. ‘You know I once read an account of an incident in the United States, wherein a young girl, when aged about five years old, witnessed her father murder her friend and bury the body. She blocked the whole incident from her conscious mind, but some twenty years later the memory surfaced and she clearly felt that she owed more to her friend and her friend’s family than she did to her father, and she was able to take the police to the precise location where the little girl had been buried.’

‘As our two witnesses did.’

‘Indeed,’ Louise D’Acre continued, ‘and he spent his retirement as a permanent guest of the state. Well, I’ll collect my tool kit and start to earn my crust.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And there’s more beneath those two, you say?’ Dr D’Acre snapped on a pair of latex gloves.

‘So we believe, ma’am,’ Hennessey replied. ‘The G.P.R. “looks” into the ground at a forty-five degree angle and thus provides a three-dimensional image, and there does indeed seem to be something else beneath the upper two skeletons.’

‘Well . . .’ Dr D’Acre prepared to gently lower herself into the grave. ‘Let’s see what we find.’

‘I’ll leave Webster and Ventnor here with you, plus the constables. I’ll ask them to avail themselves to you, ma’am.’ Hennessey made to leave the tent.

‘That would be appreciated. Thank you, Chief Inspector.’ Dr D’Acre lowered herself into the hole, taking care not to put any weight on to any part of either skeleton.

‘I have a notion to pay a visit,’ Hennessey added.

‘Oh?’ Louise D’Acre looked up at him from the grave.

‘Yes . . . I have.’ Hennessey smiled. ‘Just a notion that I and Sergeant Yellich should pay a courtesy call to the landowner. I mean, I wouldn’t want the police to dig up my back lawn without paying a call on me.’

‘Well a field is hardly a back lawn.’ Dr D’Acre knelt and began to scrape away soil from the head of one of the skeletons. ‘But I know what you mean.’

‘It’s just a courtesy call really,’ George Hennessey explained in a soft, calm and what he hoped was a reassuring tone of voice to the man who answered the door to himself and Yellich. ‘I am Detective Chief Inspector Hennessey and this gentleman –’ Hennessey indicated to Yellich – ‘is Detective Sergeant Yellich. We are from Micklegate Bar police station in York.’

The man remained silent.

‘We understand from the land registry that you own the field near here?’

‘Which field near here? There’s plenty of fields round here, so which one in particular? No shortage of fields round here.’ The man was in his middle years, Hennessey assessed, probably mid to late fifties. He was tall, and perhaps could be said to be of aristocratic bearing, his near-perfect physique being marred only by a large pink birthmark on the back of his left hand. He wore casual but expensive-looking clothes and an equally expensive-looking watch. His attitude was, Hennessey found, far from aristocratic. He was, in fact, openly hostile to the police. His attitude was more akin to that of a career criminal, Hennessey found, than it was akin to the attitude of the establishment.

‘You are Thomas Farrent?’ Hennessey asked, coping very easily with the man’s hostility, though he was grateful for Yellich’s supportive presence.

‘Yes, I am,’ Farrent sneered. ‘That is I.’

‘Good, good.’ Hennessey smiled. ‘We just have to be certain that we are talking to the right man. The field in question is the one by the wood close to the village of Catton Hill.’

‘Yes, that will be mine. I own all the land round here.’ Farrent’s voice was cold, suspicious, guarded.

‘All of it?’

‘Yes, all the land round Catton Hill. You can walk from York to Selby without stepping off land I own. Sometimes it’s a narrow path, and the route is not direct, but it can be done.’ The man looked a little smug, Hennessey thought. ‘So yes, I will own the field you mention, and the wood, and the leases on the properties in Catton Hill village.’ Despite the brief show of smugness Farrent continued to seem wary and was very defensive of his house. He stood solidly in the doorway in a manner which stated very clearly that he had not the slightest intention of allowing Hennessey and Yellich to enter, keeping, as he did, the door half closed behind him. Nobody, Hennessey realized, was going to get into that house without a fight or a warrant, and most probably both. Farrent’s height of in excess of six feet, plus the elevated step upon which he stood made it possible for him to look down upon his unexpected callers and he did so with the steely eyes of a hungry predator. Farrent, Hennessey sensed, was looking upon him and Yellich as if looking upon fair game, and when he did take his eyes off the officers it was to look beyond them from left to right, carefully scanning the shrubs beyond the driveway of his house as if he was searching for any lurking prey or adversaries.

‘This really is just a courtesy call,’ Hennessey explained. ‘There is no need to be worried.’

Farrent seemed to relax, though only slightly. Hennessey still sensed, with the intuition of a very experienced police officer, that Farrent was a man with something to hide and, or, something to fear. ‘We got the precise directions to your house from a farm worker,’ Hennessey explained.

‘Oh? Which one?’

‘We never asked his name.’

‘Where was he working?’ Farrent snapped the question.

‘We feel most disinclined to tell you,’ Hennessey replied calmly.

‘I see,’ Farrent growled, ‘but yes, the house is difficult to find, that’s how my father liked it. You’d have to know this area very well in order to know the house existed. It occupies a natural hollow in the landscape.’

‘Long driveway,’ Hennessey commented.

‘Half a mile long,’ Farrent advised, ‘narrow gateposts, thick shrubs and trees between the house and the road; my father planned it like that. He valued his privacy and, quite frankly, so do I.’

‘Well, we won’t take up too much of your time,’ Hennessey reassured Farrent. ‘The situation is, you see, that there has been a development, quite a significant development in fact.’

‘What sort of development?’ Farrent’s eyes narrowed.

‘A development as in the form of a discovery.’

‘Like someone with a metal detector? A hoard of coins has been found?’

‘No . . . nothing as lucrative, I am afraid. It is the discovery of human remains.’

Thomas Farrent’s neatly chiselled jaw dropped. Blood drained from his face. His brow furrowed. ‘A body? Not ancient, otherwise the police would not be involved.’

‘No, two bodies in fact, at least two, and yes, recent enough for the police to be interested.’

‘In my field?’

‘Yes . . . though you don’t seem to be like a farmer . . .’

‘I am not. I own the land. I rent it to tenant farmers. They do all the work. I get paid the rent.’

‘Seems like a nice, comfortable way to make a living,’ Hennessey observed drily.

‘Possibly it is. But that’s how it should be.’

‘It is?’ Hennessey queried.

‘Yes . . . it is,’ Farrent sneered. ‘In this case it is. The land has been owned by our family, the Farrents, since the English Civil War. It used to be in the possession of a Royalist family, but after the war the deed of ownership was acquired by my ancestor who was a Parliamentarian. The deed was bestowed upon him by Oliver Cromwell, no less.’

‘No less,’ Hennessey echoed. ‘can’t do much better than that.’

‘No, not much better,’ Farrent continued. ‘That was in 1651, and it was a fair and just reward for my ancestor for being a loyal lieutenant of the leader of the Parliamentary cause. He was a man by the name of William Farrent. The lands have been in this family, owned by this family, from that day to this.’

‘Lands?’ Hennessey questioned.

‘Well, once an area of land becomes large enough it can be referred to in the plural, and at one point our land or lands stretched from the west of York to the coast, all one huge parcel. Over time some have been lost, sold to pay debts, or compulsorily purchased to build airfields during the Second World War or to allow motorways to be built. But once it was possible for a man to walk from York to the coast and not have to step off land owned by the Farrents . . .’

‘But now you can only walk from York to Selby on Farrent-owned land?’ Hennessey said with a smile.

Thomas Farrent glared at Hennessey and then continued, ‘Now it’s fragmented into a series of small parcels . . . and only about ten thousand acres remain all told, but once . . .’ Farrent sighed at the thought of losing so much land, ‘but once . . . ponder a rectangle of land, prime agricultural land, some fifty miles long from east to west and ten miles wide. That was the extent of the land conferred upon William Farrent in 1651. Say about one hundred and fifty thousand acres. So the present acreage of ten thousand is nothing to crow about. The tenant farmers pay a low rent, so the income is just sufficient to maintain this house and to provide a comfortable level of living, modest but comfortable.’

‘Well, as they say,’ Hennessey replied, ‘one man’s floor is another man’s ceiling.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning it’s all relative,’ Hennessey explained. ‘There are folk who could not even dream about living in a lovely house like this.’ He glanced at Farrent’s bungalow which seemed expansive, both wide and deep.

‘I see what you mean,’ Farrent growled. ‘The original house was a manor house; it was about twenty miles from here, but my father had it demolished . . . it was crumbling. I remember it; I was five years old when it was demolished. We saved what we could . . . old swords, paintings . . . they’re in storage, and moved into this house . . . a bungalow, a bit of a come down from a seventeenth-century manor house. So, skeletons in my field?’

‘Yes,’ Hennessey replied. ‘I am afraid so.’

‘Who?’

‘We don’t know yet, hence our calling on you,’ Hennessey explained, ‘to let you, the landowner, know what we are doing. But so far we have observed two skeletons.’

‘So far?’ Again Farrent’s voice became menacing.

‘Yes, we are still digging. Our ground penetrating radar indicates something beneath the topmost skeletons.’

‘I see.’

‘So we’ll keep . . .’ Hennessey stopped speaking as a small red car, a BMW, drove up the drive towards the bungalow crunching the gravel. Both he and Yellich turned to their right and watched it approach.

‘Mrs Farrent,’ Thomas Farrent announced in the manner Hennessey and Yellich had often encountered of men referring to their wives. The woman, who appeared to be of the same age group as Thomas Farrent, drove past the door of the bungalow glancing curiously at Hennessey and Yellich as she did so.

‘Best burglar deterrent there is,’ Farrent said as the red BMW drove by. ‘A cat can’t even walk on gravel without making a sound. You have to be close to hear it but it’s true – not even a cat.’

‘Oh I wholly agree,’ Hennessey replied. ‘I do so wholly agree.’

The officers watched as Mrs Farrent drove the BMW into the open garage and continued to watch as moments later she reappeared carrying her shopping in two eco-friendly straw bags. She wore a blue cardigan over a blue blouse, and a darker blue three-quarter length skirt, and wore blue sports shoes.

‘Mrs Farrent’s colour is blue,’ Thomas Farrent explained with an unexpected tone of apology in his voice. ‘It’s her blue eyes, you see.’

‘Ah.’ Hennessey nodded.

‘These two gentlemen are from the police,’ Thomas Farrent announced as Mrs Farrent approached. As she drew nearer Hennessey saw how powerfully she was holding on to her youth. She said nothing but both Hennessey and Yellich noticed a look of fear in her eyes and both thought her smile was disingenuous. They both sensed an insecure and timid woman. ‘About something in a field,’ Farrent explained. ‘nothing to fret about.’

‘Can you tell us who rents that field?’ Hennessey asked, turning once again to Farrent.

‘Bowler rents it. Francis Bowler.’

‘Where do we find him?’

‘The white-painted farmhouse. A small house. Left out of our gate, then go about a mile and a half. There will most likely be an ancient VW in the drive . . . if he’s not at the pub. It’s all that wretched mendicant can afford, an ancient VW . . . it’s red underneath all the dirt. His farm is called Blue Jay Farm.’

Mrs Farrent slid past the two police officers and entered the bungalow as Thomas Farrent opened the door a little to allow her to enter. Without saying a word Farrent turned and followed his wife, shutting the door on Hennessey and Yellich.

‘Well, thank you anyway,’ Hennessey addressed the solid-looking door of the bungalow. ‘We appreciate your help in this matter.’ He and Yellich turned and walked to where Hennessey had parked their car.

The police constable looked up at Dr D’Acre and Webster who stood at the edge of the grave. Both thought that he looked weary, and well he might. Removing skeletons from deep holes is a task which will reach even the strongest constitutions, emotionally, as well as physically. ‘This is definitely compact soil now, sir . . . ma’am.’ The constable wiped his brow. ‘I am certain to be the first human being to get down this far.’

‘Very good.’ Webster nodded. ‘Thank you. As you say, no point in digging any deeper. If we do need to go deeper for some reason, then we can always return. The hole isn’t going anywhere. Even it it’s filled in, it’s still not going anywhere.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The constable put the spade on the side of the hole, levered himself out and brushed the soil from his overalls.

Louise D’Acre and Webster walked slowly and solemnly back to where the skeletons had been laid out, one beside the other, in a row, behind the screen.

‘It’s a family,’ Dr D’Acre announced, as she and Reginald Webster stood side by side looking at the skeletons, as a grim-faced SOCO took photographs. ‘I think we’ll find that it is a family.’

‘A family, ma’am?’ Webster queried.

‘I think so,’ Dr D’Acre replied softly. ‘I will be able to determine that for certain once we examine the DNA results . . . but we have five adults, as you see, two with fully knitted skulls, one male and one female, the remaining three are all female with partially knitted skulls. So, father, mother and their three teenage daughters . . . skulls do not fully knit until about the age of twenty-five years. They were a short family in terms of stature, save one who, as you see, was noticeably taller than her sisters and parents.’

It was Sunday, 15.37 hours.
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