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No nightingale singeth too sweetly not to grace a king’s table.

Anon. 16th Century


ONE

It was waiting. For us. But not, obviously, in any sense that it could do anything for us: to us perhaps, the discovery of bodies not being an everyday occurrence, even for members of the Serious Organized Crime Agency. And because of the circumstances I came to feel that the responsibility was ours, to help find out who had killed her.

If the above seems fanciful it is because words are my business: I am a writer by trade. Patrick, my husband, a very pragmatic soul, is sometimes exasperated by my flights of fancy, especially when I apply them to my other job as ‘consultant’ to his position of ‘adviser’ to SOCA. The inverted commas are deliberate as he usually goes to work armed to the teeth. My role is usually confined to that of being prepared to provide a sympathetic ear together with, hopefully, creative suggestions to help solve problems. But sometimes I slip into my bag the Smith and Wesson that he has never quite returned to MI5 when he left and we work closely together. Not that I hand over the gun should his ammo run out, I’m a pretty good shot.

To decide to holiday in Bath when you live not ten miles down the road might be regarded as eccentric but after Patrick was fairly seriously ill, the after-effects of having been drugged during our previous case, and I was getting over having a baby at a time of life that could not be described as ‘spring chicken’, we both badly needed a break. Long flights, protracted car journeys, the whole business of actually getting somewhere else did not appeal to either of us.

‘No, to hell with it,’ Patrick had said suddenly. ‘We’ve only just moved to this neck of the woods. I’ve another week left of my leave so let’s make like tourists and stay at the best hotel in Bath. Have you ever been to the Roman Baths?’

‘Years ago,’ I had replied. ‘When I was a child.’

Patrick had stretched back in his chair. ‘I quite fancy feasts and orgies, slave girls and that kind of thing.’

‘The theatre, museums, art galleries, meals out and shopping,’ I had amended.

‘Not one smallest orgy?’

‘Not a chance.’

He had chuckled and gone back to the book he was reading.

‘You could seduce me quite a lot instead.’

A dirty chuckle this time.

The weather could not have been better, a surprise after weeks of cold winds, sleet and snow. So, several days later we were on an open-top bus taking a tour of Bath, our guide with a strong American accent, those around us talking excitedly in Japanese, French and German, to name but three languages that I could recognize. With the hot sun beating down on us and the city’s famous flower displays in every direction it was exactly like being abroad.

‘You know, this is actually rather pleasant,’ Patrick commented, gazing in admiration at Royal Crescent. ‘We must walk the route afterwards to give us a good appetite for dinner.’

I took a deep breath of the scents of spring blossoms and said, ‘Have you told James what we’re doing? I haven’t.’

This was Detective Chief Inspector James Carrick of Bath CID, who is a friend of ours.

‘No, I thought it best not to. He always says that trouble follows us around and I should hate it if he lost any sleep over it. If we bump into him it can’t be helped.’

Over the following couple of days we went on a boat trip on the River Avon, visited several museums, had tea in the Pump Room, having toured the Roman Baths, sampled the spring waters and wandered around the Assembly Rooms. Tonight after we had eaten there was a concert in Parade Gardens and the following evening I was vaguely thinking we could go to the theatre.

It was obvious though that the man in my life was getting a little restless.

‘You’re bored?’ I enquired gently, realizing that Lady Windermere’s Fan might not be quite Patrick’s thing.

We were in Sally Lunn’s on the fourth day of our break, sharing one of the large brioche-style buns with morning coffee.

‘Not ex–act–ly,’ he said slowly. ‘I suppose it’s just that I’m used to doing – what Katie would call “stuff” most of the time.’

‘You mean you’d far rather be engaged in shoot-’em-up sessions at that SOCA training place in Hammersmith,’ I remarked, straight-faced.

He merely smiled. Ye gods, he would.

We had talked of taking our two eldest children out of school for part of the week to give them what would be an educational as well as a fun experience but had decided against it as they were both sitting exams soon and had been away for a few days in London with us at half term. Matthew and Katie are actually Patrick’s brother Larry’s children whom we adopted when he was killed a while ago. Justin, Victoria and baby Mark are ours and that is quite enough, thank you. I often marvel at our family: after serious injuries in his army days Patrick was told it was unlikely, nay almost impossible, that he would ever be able to father children. At that time we were actually divorced, oddly, one of the things we had profoundly disagreed upon having been my reluctance to start a family.

I daydreamed, thinking back to when he had returned to my life; maimed, mentally iffy because of it and desperate to make a new career for himself, to be useful, with a job offer from D12, a department of MI5. Still a serving army officer, a major in those days, he had been ordered to find a working partner, female, as socializing would be required and official opinion held that lone men, especially somewhat saturnine, if not downright dangerous-looking ones, were conspicuous. He had arrived on the doorstep of the only woman on the planet, or so he had thought, who would not want to go to bed with him, self-confidence in that direction not so much being low as having crashed. I supposed I had dreamed of this arrogant, self-satisfied, frankly insufferable, man my husband had become turning up, and briskly sending him away without a qualm, but suffering had stripped all that from him. I am one of those people who can never walk past a lost kitten, or a dog with a thorn in its paw, and rejecting him in the state he was in would have been unbearable. There was also the matter of my guilty conscience.

For some amazing reason the old magic had worked again and we had discovered that we both still loved and now also badly needed one another. Looking back with the benefit of hindsight I suppose that if we had had a period of separation we might never have divorced in the first place. After a short time we had remarried. I can still vividly remember that ceremony in a stiflingly hot registry office but not exactly where it was – just some god-awful part of London – the hapless plants on the window ledges bracing themselves for another day of suffocation from fumes from the gas fire and the Registrar’s pipe. Both witnesses had coughed so horribly I had wondered if they would survive to the end of the ceremony without oxygen.

‘Would you rather go home tomorrow then?’ I asked.

Patrick refilled our coffee cups. ‘No, not at all. Have you planned anything special?’

‘Not yet.’

‘We haven’t been to the Industrial Heritage Centre. That would be interesting.’ Here he shot me a mischievous look. ‘And in the evening the Roman Baths is holding something called a Roman Experience, togas provided. A feast, wine and a wallow in the waters. I asked and there are still tickets available.’

It transpired that there was a tour of the Roman Baths first, which we had already done, of course, but this was after normal opening hours with the promise of being able to look into nooks, crannies and crypts not usually seen by the public. Then we would decamp to the nearby modern spa complex where we would indulge in our wallowing and feasting. Later we would return to the ancient baths where we could lounge around in togas, if we wished, sampling Roman-style wine – which turned out to be Prosecco – and listening to the kind of music that might have been played at the time.

Not quite sure why I had a sense of despondency about the plan I nevertheless went along with it. I did not want to be a wet blanket, or rather towel. Hot baths and jacuzzis have never been my idea of fun and I could see the whole evening turning into some kind of alcohol-fuelled soggy riot because of the presence of teenagers who had wealthy parents – for this was by no means a cheap exercise – ruining it for everyone else.

If Patrick noticed my long face he had said nothing and I have to confess that I was pleasantly surprised when, after the tour and a very short walk, my head still stuffed full of details of hypocausts, the apodyterium, calderium and tepidarium, we found ourselves floating gently, amid gorgeous surroundings, in a circular pool filled with the famed hot waters and wearing the swimsuits we had brought with us. There were only just over a dozen people present and plenty of room for all. A live string quartet quietly played Mozart.

‘You’re staying with SOCA I take it?’ I enquired lightly after a short while had elapsed during which we had wallowed in silence, relaxing.

‘Do you want me to?’ he asked. ‘It’s your job, on and off, as well.’

‘But it’s not the same for me. It’s your decision and if you want to carry on then I’m there if you need me. I have my writing; SOCA’s not my number one thing.’

‘The last assignment was pretty bloody.’

‘In every way.’

‘You were hinting recently that I had lost my edge a bit, from the MI5 days.’

‘You weren’t well.’

‘Now you’re being kind. Please be honest.’

‘You weren’t well and I think what made me say it was that you were relying on me rather a lot. That’s probably my fault. But, on reflection you’re not the professionally hard man you once were. I don’t know if that’s good or bad now you’re with SOCA.’

‘It’s bad. Really bad. I know Mike’s got something fairly ordinary and desk-driven for me when I go back. He’s insisting I stick to something quiet and not too demanding for a bit. I probably need something with a bit more of a personal challenge.’

Commander Michael Greenway is Patrick’s boss.

‘And I can’t keep swapping jobs,’ Patrick went on. ‘Not with the sprogs to feed.’

‘Katie asked me if it would help if she got a weekend job and Matthew had a newspaper round,’ I said. ‘She wondered if it would save you from having to undertake such dangerous work.’

‘That’s amazingly thoughtful for someone of her age even though she’s far too young to have a job.’

‘When you’re hurt we can’t hide it from the family.’

‘And she and Matthew have both lost one Dad already.’

‘Exactly.’

‘We must discuss it again later.’

This pool was not designed for strenuous exercise being only five feet deep but Patrick is a good swimmer despite the lower part of his right leg now being of man-made construction. He doesn’t get it wet if he can help it though and jokes that if he wants to attain around fifteen knots he straps on the lid of the laundry basket instead. Not tonight, however. At thr time I had not noticed any odd looks from our companions when he had lowered himself into the water, no diving allowed. But now...

She had bright blue eyes like the beam from some kind of alien weapon in a sci-fi movie, the simile jumping into my mind with an alacrity that was startling given that she was looking at us from the other side of the pool. Or rather she was looking at Patrick. I had not noticed her on the tour of the Roman Baths so could only assume that she had been late.

She was now making her way over to us.

‘It’s not Patrick Gillard, is it?’ she called when still a little way off, her voice mellifluous, like that of an actress.

He turned and I saw the shock of recognition.

‘It is you,’ she trilled. ‘Darling, how are you after all this time?’

I felt she was avoiding making eye contact with me although her gaze had swept fleetingly in my direction on her approach.

The two came face to face and gazed at one another.

‘Such a long time,’ the woman said softly. ‘Well? You haven’t answered my question.’

‘I’m fine,’ Patrick told her.

‘But such ghastly injuries, darling. I never thought...’ She broke off and gave me her full attention. ‘You are with this lovely man here?’ And before either of us could speak, swept on with, ‘But there are always sweet souls in this world who have the time to cherish and nurture.’ A girlish giggle escaped her. ‘Unlike me – always dashing off somewhere or the other.’

‘This is my wife, Ingrid,’ Patrick said to her. ‘Ingrid, meet Alexandra Nightingale. We met up when I came back from being blown up in the South Atlantic.’

Did one shake her hand or merely dunk her perfect blonde hair, swept up into what I could only call Roman goddess style – which unlike mine she had kept dry – beneath the waves?

We shook hands and bared our teeth at one another.

‘Your parents lived in such a charming rectory in Somerset,’ Alexandra recalled, frowning in exaggerated fashion. ‘I shall always remember that weekend. The weather was boiling hot and your mother had made some wonderful ice cream. I’m not a country girl, you know,’ she said in an aside to me. ‘Hate all the bugs and creepy-crawlies. And the cow poo everywhere – you simply can’t wear anything nice.’

I was about to say that we now lived at the rectory with Patrick’s parents and sometimes managed to change out of dungarees and wellies when there was an announcement over the public address system that our feast – a buffet – would soon be served. It was time to dry off and get dressed.

‘Such a tragedy,’ Alexandra said in a loud whisper that Patrick probably heard as he sprang up to sit on the side of the pool, using his arms, as anyone might have done, to lift himself. ‘Oh, he did finally have to lose his leg below the knee then, poor man. How on earth does he manage?’

‘Well, as you can see,’ I snapped. ‘Perfectly.’

I left the pool and hurried away from her, hoping that she would leave us alone from now on.

Fat chance.

An excellent spread was laid out for us in a room with a bar off to the side of the pool and therapy rooms. Patrick had struck up a conversation with an elderly man whom he later told me was ex-Royal Engineers. This meant that when Alexandra appeared, wearing a floaty black and cream full-length dress and sparkly sandals, I had her all to myself.

‘On your own then?’ I asked, aware that my hair looked a real bird’s nest after a gale-force blow from one of the establishment’s dryers as I had forgotten to bring a hair brush.

She pulled a face, piling her plate high from the buffet. ‘As of last week, yes. The rat went and found someone else.’ She turned to me with wide-eyed interest. ‘Tell me, how long have you known Patrick?’

‘We were at school together.’

‘How romantic,’ she crooned. ‘And you’re married?’ She made it sound as though this had surmounted all the odds.

I was determined not to lose my cool. ‘Where did you meet him?’

‘He was with someone else, some girl or other who’d dragged him off to a fashion show I was in. He was convalescing then, on crutches. I spotted him straight away but not because of that. So good looking. I have to say he never mentioned you.’

‘We were divorced for a while. Round about then, obviously.’

Elspeth, Patrick’s mother, had told me when Patrick and I got back together again that there had been a few ‘girlfriends’ during the interregnum, as she had smilingly referred to our separation, a couple of whom he had brought to stay for the occasional weekend.

‘So I take it he was invalided out of the army and—’

I carved her up. ‘No, Patrick was promoted to Lieutenant-Colonel after working for MI5 for a while and then resigned his commission. He’s now with the Serious Organized Crime Agency as an adviser.’

‘So what does that make him?’ she wanted to know.

‘Mostly a policeman.’

‘Oh.’

I had chosen what I wanted from the buffet and now went over to a table near a window. She followed and seated herself with a satisfied sigh, her gaze going across to Patrick. I took a good look at her. She was older than I had first thought, perhaps mid-forties, and I had to admit was attractive – in a hard sort of way.

‘Is he going to stand talking to that old bore all night or join us?’ she said. ‘He trapped me earlier as we were waiting to go into the Roman Baths, telling me how his wife had recently died. I was forced to abandon – I simply can’t stand other people’s hard-luck stories.’

Fortunately, or not, Patrick ended his chat and, after helping himself to something to eat, came over. He then went away again to fetch a couple of glasses of wine from the bar – he had not yet been cleared by his specialist to drink alcohol after being drugged. Watching him carefully I noted that he was not exactly devastated by the arrival of Alexandra, giving her a broad smile.

‘It’s lovely to see you again,’ she said, turning in her chair so as to slightly have her back to me. ‘You haven’t aged at all really, just a few grey hairs. Men who have a good head of hair always look distinguished when it starts to go grey.’

The man in my life happily soaked this up, smiling at her again before saying, ‘You haven’t changed either. I seem to remember we met in a pub in Plymouth.’

‘No, that must have been someone else, darling. Perhaps it was that little brunette you were with. No, I found you at the Savoy. There was a charity fashion show – royalty and all – and there you were.’

‘That’s right. I remember now.’

He didn’t.

There was a little silence and then Alexandra said, ‘Is your brother – Harry, is it? – well?’

‘Larry. No, he’s dead.’

‘Oh, I’m terribly sorry.’

‘He was killed a while back. We adopted his two children, Matthew and Katherine, Katie.’

She nodded understandingly. ‘Yes, of course.’

‘And we’ve three of our own,’ I said brightly before the bloody woman could say anything that might embarrass him.

Elspeth, having mentioned the ‘girlfriends’ had also said that there had been no creaking floorboards after lights out. Clergy family or no she had not fixed the sleeping arrangements so they shared a room having thought that the divorce was mostly Patrick’s fault, actually not true. She had nevertheless been hoping and praying that we would get back together again. But she had been concerned for him too having been informed by the army medics that his injuries included the genital region. So the no creaking floorboards situation had probably not eased her mind at all. The catalyst had been the arrival on the scene of the patient’s ex-wife, the magic boosted by the spell-maker preparing a camp-bed for him in a cobweb-loaded box room with no heating, the spare bedroom unaccountably being ‘not in use’, while I was given his. And no, I had not run in to him with twigs in my beak, the man had finally cracked, carted me off into the warm and practically raped me.

All he had needed was practice.

‘Are you still working as a PA?’ Patrick asked.

‘I was never a PA, darling. You’re mixing me up with someone else again. I was a model – that’s how we met at the fashion show – but not now. God, no, I’d had more than enough of the catwalk. I run an agency now which I’m transferring down here. London’s a truly ghastly place these days.’ She was drinking her wine rather quickly.

‘A modelling agency?’ I said, thinking perhaps I ought to take a bit more interest.

She rounded on me. ‘No, haven’t I just said I was sick of that life?’ She did not quite add, ‘stupid’.

‘So you’re living in Bath now?’ Patrick said quickly.

‘Not yet, I’m house-hunting, right here in the city,’ Alexandra replied. ‘I’ve just decided that’s where you come in, darling. Someone to tell me about the pitfalls, what to look out for. I mean, I’ve always rented before and wouldn’t have the first idea what dry rot looks like but you must have had lots of experience with your parents living round here.’

‘You can get dry rot everywhere,’ Patrick pointed out. ‘In cities and the countryside. I take it you want an old house then?’

‘Ancient and with masses of character,’ she cried triumphantly, causing a few heads to turn.

Rising damp, I thought gleefully, wet as well as dry rot, woodworm, death-watch beetle, bats, spiders, woodlice, rats, mice...

‘D’you remember that old place that was for sale in the village wherever the rectory was that we went and had a look at? Like that.’

I willed him not to tell her.

‘Hinton Littlemoor. We’re living there as well now,’ Patrick said. ‘It was the old mill cottage and well on the way to falling down if I remember rightly. You wouldn’t recognize it now – they had to spend a fortune to get it right.’

‘Oh, I’ve got money. That’s no problem. I just need a guiding hand.’ Here the woman simpered at him in little-girl fashion that caused my hands to clench into tight fists.

‘I’m afraid I work in London. This is just a week’s break Ingrid and I are having.’

‘I’ve arranged to see several places tomorrow. Or have you made other plans?’

Patrick looked across at me and I remained as inscrutable as a herd of sphinxes.

‘Yes, it would be interesting,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Would you rather go shopping while we do that, Ingrid?’

‘No, I love looking round houses,’ I replied, quite truthfully as it happened. But was I going to leave him alone with this harpy? No.

Alexandra pouted but made no comment. Then she said, ‘D’you remember on that weekend when we went to Bath races and that enormously fat woman sat down in a plastic café chair and it collapsed and she went hurtling backwards into a flower bed? I don’t think I’ve laughed so much in my life, although you got annoyed with me and said we ought to try not to let her see us.’

Patrick grinned reflectively and then uttered a hoot of amusement. ‘No, what really made us laugh was the owner of the café rushing out, demanding they pay for it and the woman’s husband punching him on the nose so he ended up in the flower bed too.’

The pair howled with laughter.

We had not brought our car with us – with Bath’s traffic it made no sense to do so – but Alexandra had hired one and we arranged that she would pick us up outside our hotel at nine thirty the next morning. She apparently ‘didn’t do mornings’ but her first property appointment was at ten, a flat somewhere on Lansdown Hill. I was hoping she would be fit to drive by then as the wine had flowed freely at the Roman Baths afterwards and she had taken full advantage of it.

I was still doing my sphinx thing.

‘Fancy seeing her again after all this time,’ Patrick said musingly as we went up to our hotel room.

‘Yes, fancy,’ I heard myself respond, graven image-like.

I felt, rather than saw, the sideways look he gave me.

‘Surely you don’t blame me for having girlfriends while we were apart.’

I looked him right in the eye. ‘No, of course not. I just don’t like women who call a man darling in public when they haven’t seen him in years and he’s obviously with someone else. It’s just plain bad manners.’ Even uttering the words made me feel an old fogey.

‘Alex is like that,’ Patrick said with a reflective smile.

‘As well as being a binge drinker?’

‘That’s not like you, and cruel,’ he shot back at me.

‘No, actually this is me being your consultant,’ I countered. ‘You know, the one on the other end of the phone when things go a bit tits-up for you? Dispassionately, and I might add soberly, I’m telling you that that woman will make trouble for you.’

‘Look, I’m only going to look round some houses with her.’

‘She’s well on the way to ending up a booze-soaked old buzzard.’

‘Now you’re being ridiculous.’

‘Did you sleep with her?’

‘Yes.’

I was being ridiculous and I knew he was lying, a shock in itself, and it came to me a little later that we had not had an exchange of words like this since just before we were divorced.


TWO

The morning brought a murky sky with darker, thunder-grey clouds on the horizon. Later, as we stood on the pavement outside the hotel I heard the first rumbles and, cursed with flippancy even in bad moments, it occurred to me that this could be the backdrop for a scene in a rather tacky movie. Even our surroundings, one of the finer terraces in Bath, would have had a locations manager bouncing up and down with joy.

And here stood the hero and heroine, I thought glumly, still not at ease with one another, he thinking she was silent on account of the presence of an old flame, or damp squib, whichever way you looked at it, she desperately wondering how to break the stalemate.

We were still standing there fifteen minutes later, getting restless, the storm coming closer, when Patrick’s mobile rang. It soon became obvious that it was Commander Michael Greenway, his boss. Nothing too exciting by the sound of it, just making contact. The call ended.

‘Good of him to ring,’ I commented.

‘Yes.’

‘Did he say anything about any job he might have for you?’

‘No.’

‘How long do you think we ought to wait here?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘She’s probably still asleep.’

A grunt.

We lapsed into silence again.

At seven minutes past ten, large spots of rain beginning to thunk on to the pavement, I was just about to give up when a Ford estate car roared up to us and screeched to a halt.

‘Morning!’ Alexandra shrieked out of the driver’s window, following this with ‘Shit!’ as she stalled the engine.

I was directed to the back seat, ‘So Patrick can show me the way,’ and duly shifted various items to make space for myself; a thin leather document case, open and stuffed full with papers that were spilling out everywhere, road maps, two umbrellas and a large make-up bag. The car jerked away before I had settled, throwing me into the seat. I mulled over how I would be safest; with my seat belt fastened or not, and then discovered that they all appeared to be trapped behind the upholstery where the seats had been folded down to make room for carrying a bigger load in the rear.

‘You need a left here,’ Patrick was saying, having to raise his voice above a downpour as the storm arrived.

A horn blared and the car slewed to a standstill. I had just prevented myself from being thrown forward when Alexandra delivered, full volume, an amazing string of obscenities at someone through her hastily opened window. She then swore again as she got wet.

‘But you do have to give way,’ Patrick added, and then laughed.

Never having been a very good traveller I fought down nausea.

We rolled back a little, someone behind us leaned on their horn in panic and then we rocketed off again.

‘This is a horrible little car!’ Alexandra raved. ‘I have a Porsche at home, you know.’

‘Did I hear you say you were being given the keys to one of the houses?’ Patrick asked.

‘The second place we’re looking at. I called in for them on the way over to pick you up. Where to now?’

‘Just bear left and follow the main road. What’s the address?’

‘God knows but it’s on the particulars. They’re in the left hand pocket of my jacket. Have a rummage.’

The female then commenced to wriggle, uttering little giggles, as he put a hand in her pocket and truly, if she had not been driving I would have battered her over the head with anything heavy that was to hand.

He found the folded sheet of paper.

‘Nineteen, King’s Court,’ he read out.

‘That’s just along from where James Carrick used to live,’ I said. ‘Up here, on the left.’

Lightning zipped and thunder cracked and we had to pull over for a couple of minutes as it was impossible to see clearly for the rain even with the wipers going flat out. Finally, when it was easing off, we found the place, actually a large mansion that had been converted into flats. Someone from the estate agent’s was waiting to show us around, the owners being abroad.

The flat was on the ground floor, spacious but in need of decoration. Alexandra studiously ignored my presence, asking Patrick about paint, wallpaper, plumbing, heating; subjects about which he has never had time to acquaint himself having been content to leave all that kind of thing to his wife. I could have answered most of her questions but neither of them bothered to consult me so I am afraid Patrick had to flounder. As it was I thought the flat a fair price and with quite a lot to recommend it being quiet, very private and with rooms that had lovely proportions.

‘Even if you tore the whole place apart there’d still be a bad feel to it,’ Alexandra was saying in ringing tones when I returned from a quick tour of my own, the estate agent, also finding himself superfluous, waiting patiently for us in the hall. ‘I mean, their taste is execrable. I’d never be able to get things like those bloody awful curtains out of my mind. No, this isn’t the home for me.’

We left.

The next property was empty and because of this we were going to be permitted to look at it on our own, the other appointments Alexandra had during the afternoon. It turned out to be a small terraced Georgian house of some charm, clematis coming into bud around the front door, a narrow front garden overgrown and neglected. The building had been on the market for a long time, over a year, and was in a dire state; peeling paint, cracked glass in some of the rotten sash windows, slipping slates. It would cost a fair bit to restore but I reckoned that if it was done properly one would end up with a real gem.

‘I’d concrete over all this and park the car off the road,’ said Alexandra as we walked up the path, waving one elegant hand in the direction of the dripping garden.

‘You wouldn’t be allowed to,’ I told her. ‘These old properties are almost all Grade One or Two listed.’

‘Oh, I’d soon see to that. Money talks, you know.’

The old-fashioned keys grated in the locks of the front door and we went in. It was gloomy inside and smelt of damp. Alexandra grabbed Patrick by the hand and towed him off towards the rear of the house leaving me to wander into the gloomy living room to the left of the narrow hallway.

It was obvious that no one had lived here for a long time either. The lack of light was due to plants having grown across the windows, which were thick with dirt. I gazed around, trying to work out how much this room alone would cost to restore. I thought not a huge sum even though the floorboards appeared to be rotten along one side and there was a crack in the wall over the fireplace, suggesting a one-time chimney fire. On the positive side there was a very attractive fireplace, which no doubt Alexandra would have removed, and what looked like the original cornices and central ceiling rose. A long and narrow cupboard to one side of the hearth was locked but there were several small keys on the ring still in the lock of the front door, one of which, I quickly discovered, fitted.

There were only two shelves, towards the top, which held dust and dead spiders, plus one large and very alive one which, upon seeing daylight for the first time since heaven alone knew when, raced out of confinement at my nose height startling me before tumbling down on to the floor and rattling off into the grate. It had probably survived by sucking the life out of the others and then become too fat to get through the crack in the door. I’m not a fan of big spiders, nor anything on this planet, come to think of it, with attitude and that number of legs.

I could hear Patrick telling Alexandra about dry rot and so forth and all at once felt depressed and even more superfluous, just as she had intended. To join them and start throwing my weight about seemed juvenile in the extreme, to stay where I was might be construed as sulking. I left that room, crossed the hall and went into the front room on the other side. This was virtually a mirror image of the first but with window seats in the bay and no cupboard.

‘Don’t you want to see the back?’ Alexandra called, appearing and sounding offended.

‘In a minute,’ I answered.

‘There is dry rot in the kitchen,’ Patrick reported, his voice sounding muffled as though he was half inside a cupboard under the sink. ‘Probably mushrooms of it under the floorboards.’

‘We could always have them on toast for lunch,’ I murmured and went up the stairs.

It was much brighter and lighter here, the two bedrooms and tiny box room charming with faded flowery wallpaper. There was a distant view of hills. I began to fall in love with the place. My imagination blossomed and created a staggeringly wonderful idea. This was a perfect writer’s retreat, a winter snug or summer garden cottage where I would not be constantly having to share my workspace with up to nine other people. The box room was just about large enough for a corner shower, hand basin and toilet, one of the living rooms on the ground floor could be made into a study and a simple but modern kitchen installed at the rear.

I went off into a world of my own for a while, gazing out of a window that overlooked the small overgrown back garden, redesigning it in my mind’s-eye and for some reason feeling really happy for the first time in ages. Finding my mobile phone I decided to take a photo of it but just as I pressed the button Alexandra walked into shot. She did not see me and I withdrew a little and waited until she went back indoors before taking another. Then I heard footsteps behind me.

‘We wondered where you’d got to,’ Patrick said.

‘This is a lovely little house.’

‘Alex is thinking of buying it. But I’ve told her she’ll have a full-scale war with the planners on her hands over what she wants to do with it.’

‘She can’t have it,’ I heard myself say.

‘Why not?’ Patrick asked blankly.

I turned to face him. ‘Because I’m buying it.’

‘Eh?’

‘So I can escape when I want to, to write. I’ve lost my writing room since we moved and have to make do with my desk in the dining room. I’ve discovered that I can’t work like that.’

‘But...’ Words didn’t often fail him. He tried again. ‘Look, I know you—’

A deep resentment that I thought I had emotionally dealt with surfaced. ‘All the time I was site-managing the building work being done on the rectory just before and after I’d had Mark I knew that there would be nowhere for me to write. Frankly, no one seemed to care despite the fact that the cottage we’d just sold in Devon had been mine. And if you’re thinking that I’d use the money we’re putting aside for the children’s university education that’s not the case at all. Besides which, this place’ll be worth a lot when it’s been done up and is a good investment. Even in this financial climate an historic house in Bath, albeit a very small one, is never going to lose its value.’

Patrick nodded briskly. ‘I already knew there might be a problem with the present writing arrangements and I’m sure we can find a way round it.’

I had already racked my brains but could think of no way round it. I was hanged if I was going to have one of those studio sheds in the garden either. There was nowhere to hide away anything like that and I would have a constant stream of little visitors who would think it was a playhouse just for them and would then raise hell when I tried to explain that it was not.

‘I wasn’t thinking about money,’ Patrick went on. ‘Although you ought to know that even in this condition it’s on the market for just over three hundred thousand pounds.’

The man had not the first clue about Bath property prices. This place was a gift. I said, ‘As I told you the other day, Berkley’s just sold the TV rights for ten of my novels. That will pay for it.’

Berkley Morton is my agent.

Patrick did not appear to hear. I had not thought he had really hoisted in my good news at the first telling. ‘But, Ingrid, the rectory at Hinton Littlemoor is your home.’

‘Of course it is. I shall only be here sometimes. Probably mostly when you’re in London.’

‘So you’re no longer going to—’

‘There’s no question that I won’t be there for you if you want my help.’

With a set look on his face Patrick said, ‘So how many pieces are you going to try to cut yourself into?’

‘Sufficient,’ I replied. Then added, ‘Look, it’ll be no different to the way I used to go to my writing room at Lydtor and shut the door. Everyone used to be quite happy about that.’

‘Do as you please,’ he said and went away.

The phone number of the estate agent was on the board outside, which I could see from the front bedroom window. I rang, explained I was with Ms Nightingale but acting independently and put in an offer twenty thousand pounds below the asking price. They said they would contact the vendor and ring me back.

I went back downstairs, pausing on the way to note that there was a built-in cupboard in the passageway by the box room door. I knew that what I was doing looked very bad but consoled myself with the knowledge that I did not want this house just because she did. The pair of them were in the room to the left of the front door and I estimated that I turned up the very second that Alexandra realized something was going on.

‘Have you two had words?’ she asked, failing to hide her smile.

‘Not really,’ Patrick said. ‘But I think Ingrid’s fallen in love with it too.’

‘What, this house?’ she cried. ‘But it’s mine!’

‘Not yet,’ I pointed out.

‘That’s what you think!’ Alexandra stamped out and up the stairs while I drifted off to have a look at the kitchen and downstairs bathroom.

The former was larger than I had expected with a scullery leading off to the rear from which the damp, mouldy smell seemed to be emanating. One would have to knock the whole thing through into one and hope to be allowed to create another window. I went down the step into the scullery, opened the cupboard beneath the Belfast sink and there indeed were some very rotten floorboards and strange white fungus-looking growths with tendrils going up the wall. There did not seem to be any sign of it elsewhere. The tiny bathroom was hardly worthy of the name, with rusting and stained fittings: this room could also be incorporated into a new kitchen. It appeared the lavatory was an outside one.

As I made my way over to the door to the garden my phone rang and it was the woman from the estate agency.

I had myself a house.

Imparting the news had two immediate effects. The first was Alexandra raging off yelling, ‘You weren’t brought along to bugger things up for me!’ and then, to Patrick, ‘Well, are you going to stand there and abandon me now she’s got what she wants?’ The second being that he didn’t. Coolly telling me that he’d see me later, Patrick followed her to her car.

‘The harridan gave him no choice,’ I said aloud. ‘But he could have arranged to meet her after lunch and we could have walked back into the city.’

Actually a little shocked by his reaction, I wandered, bemused, into the back of the house and stared around the kitchen. There were horrible, cheap DIY store cupboards and worktops here, all seemingly holding one another up, but the old scullery beyond had what looked like an original walk-in larder. I went over to it and turned the knob on the door but it appeared to be locked. One of the keys on the ring fitted and turned but it still would not open.

‘Stuck,’ I muttered. ‘Oh, well.’

Forcing myself to concentrate I rang the agents and made an appointment that afternoon to sort out the details of my purchase. Then I went back upstairs, still, frankly, in a bit of a daze. I could not understand why Patrick still felt obliged to help her. Surely it was obvious, even to someone other than this wildly biased observer, that she was ghastly.

Perhaps they had had a worthwhile relationship all that time ago, perhaps he had loved her and was blinded by the kind of person, possibly a better one, she had been. Perhaps there had been some terrible tragedy in her past that he knew about and felt sorry for her.

The cupboard in the upstairs passageway was locked, or stuck, as well.

So whose fault was this mess? I inwardly raged.

It might just be mine, was my miserable conclusion. Why did I feel so insecure about Alexandra? Why should I regard her as a threat to my relationship with Patrick? I could only put it down to what my father had called my ‘cat’s’ whiskers, the intuition that has helped solve quite a few of Patrick’s, and, come to think of it, James Carrick’s cases for them.

I got annoyed about the door, wondering if the cupboard would be worth retaining, marched downstairs and raided the kitchen drawers. Amongst rubbish, old newspapers, string, rusting cutlery, and other sundry items I found some old fire tongs and what looked like half an iron poker. It was still quite long, around fourteen inches and I discovered when I hauled it out, everything shedding mouse droppings, that someone had flattened the end a bit like a screwdriver. (I found out at a later date that it was one of the tools for a Victorian kitchen range.)

Absolutely perfect.

The cupboard door was only stuck seemingly in a couple of places, at the top and towards the bottom on the side of the lock. But the wood was not in good condition and there were ominous crunching noises when, crouching down, I had inserted my weapon into the gap – the door did not fit very well – and applied a little leverage. I did not want to do any damage to something that was not yet mine so proceeded gently. At last, the door yielded, leaving a thick layer of paint on the inside of the door frame. No, not paint, I saw when I looked more closely, the deposit was what appeared to be glue.

I stood up, opened the door wide and found myself eyeball to partially empty sockets with someone’s head.

My back slammed into the wall behind me and there was a bang as the tool I had been using landed on the floor. I suppose I must have stopped breathing for a moment from shock for I then heard myself gasp for air, inhaling the stink of putrefaction. The head on its shelf just grinned back at me.

It was not a joke one made of some kind of resin that smelt horrible, I ascertained, making myself go closer again. This was real. It was only halfway to being a skull as the shrivelled lips were still there and thick black hair tumbled down from what remained of the scalp. Those eyes...

Feeling sick, I walked away for a short distance, surprised to find that I was a little unsteady on my feet.

Then I rang the police.


THREE

‘You’ve found a heid?’ James Carrick exclaimed, his Scottish accent more pronounced then usual.

‘In a house I’m hoping to buy,’ I elaborated.

There was a pause and then he said, ‘I’m not sure which is the more surprising statement. Are you sure?’

‘I’m looking at it now,’ I said. ‘It’s on the top shelf of an upstairs cupboard. The cupboard had been glued shut and there’s another one similarly sealed in the scullery. Perhaps that’s where the rest is.’

‘Is Patrick with you?’

‘No, he’s gone house-hunting with some blonde trollop.’

‘Bloody hell,’ he responded morosely. ‘Give me the address and I’ll be with you as quickly as I can.’

Cautious as ever, Carrick, fair-haired, in his late thirties, a Scot to the core, and once described by a friend of mine as wall-to-wall crumpet, arrived on his own, had a look for himself and then called out the troops.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

We were standing in the scullery, waiting for his team to arrive, gazing, warily, at the larder door.

‘Yes, I’m OK,’ I replied, actually wishing Patrick was here too.

‘You’re not going to want to live here now, surely,’ he said, giving me a sober look.

‘I don’t know,’ I replied. ‘I think it would... depend.’ At least Alexandra would be unlikely to want it now.

‘You could sweep the cupboards away when you modernize the place,’ he suggested. ‘Had I told you Joanna’s pregnant?’

‘No! Congratulations!’

‘Well, as you know, she’s had two miscarriages. She’s taking things very easy.’ Awkwardly, he went on, ‘Look— er – excuse me for asking but what did you mean when you said Patrick had gone house-hunting with some – er – woman?’

‘Trollop,’ I corrected before explaining.

His brow cleared. ‘You had me worried for a minute. I thought—’

‘I’m worried,’ I interrupted. ‘She might have some kind of hold over him.’

‘Who – Patrick? Surely not!’

‘Not the sort of hold you might be thinking of. She might represent... you know... his youth, fun times before he had any responsibilities and was still an army officer in a regiment that hadn’t been amalgamated with others. Oh, I don’t know, James. You’re a bloke. You ought to be able to explain it to me. I mean, she used some really filthy language and he laughed! Now if there’s one thing he hates it’s me swearing.’

‘But he cares about you, doesn’t he? She might have been just a one-night stand – history.’

‘And if you met a bloke with whom Joanna had had a one-night stand and he started chatting her up and calling her darling how would you react?’

‘I’d kill him,’ James responded grimly. ‘Oh – right, I see what you mean.’

All discussion on the matter then had to cease as Carrick’s team, led by his assistant, DS Lynn Outhwaite, arrived in a blare of sirens and other police designed-to-intimidate sound-effects. Carrick immediately sent the scenes of crime people upstairs to examine the head, directed a photographer to take pictures of the scullery and its larder door, in painstaking detail and close-up, before he too went upstairs and then, personally, set about opening it using the thing I had found in the drawer. This door was more firmly stuck but after about ten minutes of careful diligence on the DCI’s part it yielded.

‘My prints are already on it, I’m afraid,’ I said as he grasped the door knob with a gloved hand.

‘No point it having mine as well,’ he muttered.

The glue’s sealing effect had kept in the stench. Everyone – there was quite an audience by this time – involuntarily jumped back as it hit us. This was just as well because the thing that toppled out and hit the floor with a sickening squelching thud landed on the spot where the toes of Carrick’s shoes had been a second earlier. The next few moments were only memorable for the reason that one of those watching from the back ran into the kitchen and threw up noisily into the sink.

‘Oh, God,’ Carrick said thickly as dark-coloured fluids began to trickle across the ancient lino in our direction.

The body, presumably headless, was wrapped in what appeared to be bedding; sheets and perhaps some kind of thin bedspread but the material was so stained it was almost impossible to tell exactly what it was. The feet stuck out from the bottom of the revolting parcel and were bare, bones and sinews visible through grey, oozing flesh. There were flakes of red polish still on the toe nails.

I was absolutely sure about one thing: I did not want to be around when this nightmare was unwrapped.

‘You needn’t stay,’ Carrick turned to me to say as though reading my thoughts. ‘I can catch up with you at home later.’

‘We’re on holiday,’ I told him, forced to smile. ‘Come round to the hotel.’ I gave him the name of it and left, aware of his baffled gaze on me.

House-buying now being on hold I walked back into the city centre, called in to the estate agents to tell them that that particular property was now a crime scene but I would proceed as soon as was possible. I then bought myself a sandwich and a small carton of fruit juice. Sitting in Queen’s Square to have my lunch I did a bit of thinking.

I had to admit that my behaviour as far as Patrick was concerned had been a bit over the top. It was perfectly possible that because of recently having Mark my hormones were still all to hell. Did I have a horror of being no longer attractive, more like a milch cow than anything else? Of losing my figure and turning into ‘’er indoors’, a wife who was a fetter for, as that wretched woman had said, ‘a good-looking man’?

‘Yes,’ I muttered. ‘That’s about the truth of it. I behaved like a cast iron fetter. A jealous and—’

Patrick has never been to a fashion show in his life. This fact sort of clattered into my brain as I sat there, in truth everything in my mind overlaid with those images of putrescent flesh, bared teeth in rotting gums, the stinking remains in the two cupboards. Was it my imagination or had the stench got into my clothes and hair? I tried to repress the memories and concentrate on what had suddenly occurred to me but this somehow seemed wrong as the horror had once been a living human being.

I could not. Suddenly I did not want anything to eat either.

‘Boo,’ said a well-remembered voice, its owner seating himself at my side.

‘How on earth did you know I was here?’ I asked.

‘I’ve a thermal-imaging wife-seeking device on my mobile,’ Patrick said, jokey but still cool. ‘And I thought you were likely to be in a quarter of a mile radius of the estate agents.’ He eyed the sandwiches. ‘Have you put those in the sun deliberately?’

I just looked at him and he looked at me, the temperature going down a few more degrees. Then he gave me one of his stock-in-trade penetrating stares. ‘Ingrid, what’s wrong?’

‘A body’s been found at the house,’ I whispered.

‘A person, you mean?’

‘A woman. The head was in a cupboard upstairs and the rest in the scullery. It was ghastly. Do you want the sandwiches? I’m not hungry.’

Virtually shockproof after his service days, he pounced on them but presented me with the carton of juice. ‘Don’t get dehydrated – you’ve had a nasty experience. Would you like something stronger? I know of a nice little pub nearby.’

‘No, I’m all right, thank you.’

‘Is James on the case?’

‘Yes. He’s going to call round at our hotel later. Where’s Alexandra?’

The chilly barrier between us reappeared. ‘Gone off with a headache. She asked me to tell the estate agent that she wouldn’t look at any more houses today.’ A pause. ‘She’s really mad with you.’

‘It’s irrelevant – she won’t want the place now.’

‘Do you?’

‘James asked me that. I don’t know.’

‘It seems to me you’ll do anything to stop Alex having it.’

‘No, it’s not like that at all. And frankly, you ought to know me better than that after all this time. I fell in love with it. But you might be partly right – perhaps I don’t want it to fall into the hands of someone I know will tear it to pieces.’

I thought he would carry on with that subject of conversation but he tackled the sandwiches instead, staring into space, munching with a slight frown.

I drank the juice, not knowing what to say, and for a while there was silence.

‘I’m almost sure I met Alex in a pub in Plymouth,’ Patrick said, finally.

‘And I’m quite sure you’ve never been to a fashion show,’ I responded, speaking more curtly than I had intended.

‘Your very good health,’ James Carrick said, raising the tot of single malt that Patrick had just given him. And then, exasperated, ‘Out of all the houses for sale in the world you could have looked at you had to choose that one.’

‘Just think of it from the point of view that someone else who found it might be in hospital right now having suffered a heart attack brought on by the shock,’ I said, again finding myself speaking more sharply than the occasion demanded.

Patrick said. ‘Do you have an identity for the body yet?’

Carrick shook his head. ‘No. It was naked under the wrappings – no personal effects. I’m bracing myself to attend the PM tomorrow afternoon. First thoughts are that she was bludgeoned to death. But then to...’ He broke off.

‘It might have been meant for a specific person to find,’ I suggested. ‘Some kind of horrible revenge.’

‘That’s a possible explanation. The house belongs to an old lady who’s now in a nursing home, away with the birds. Apparently it had been rented to a nephew, who may or may not be her next of kin – we don’t yet know. Lynn’s been at the home for most of the afternoon trying to get some answers, but without success. But at least we have the address of a firm of solicitors who are acting for the owner from the estate agent so we’re working from there.’

‘Do you want me to come to the nick and make a statement?’ I asked.

‘If you could call in for a wee while tomorrow morning...’

‘It wouldn’t appear that she was killed at the property,’ Patrick said. ‘Otherwise, surely, we would have noticed bloodstains.’

‘Aye,’ Carrick said on a gusty sigh. ‘But who knows what went on in the garden? It’s pretty secluded because of the trees. Scenes-of-crime are going to rig up lights and work through the night on the entire property.’

‘There’s a blackbird’s nest in the white lilac,’ I told him.

‘I doubt they’ll need to actually fell anything,’ he pointed out.

‘I wouldn’t mind having another look round when they’ve finished,’ Patrick said.

‘I expect that could be arranged,’ James said, albeit guardedly. ‘But—’

Patrick spread his hands, palms out. ‘Peace, Oh, son of the North. I have no intention of interfering with your case. Just professional interest.’ He gave the other a sunny smile.

James did not appear to be reassured.

‘But I’ve never stuck my nose into his investigations – unless invited to,’ Patrick said later that night.

‘It’s just his natural caution,’ I said. The atmosphere was still strained. I knew that Alexandra had phoned him earlier but he had not disclosed anything about their conversation.

The story of the body’s discovery had been all over the evening papers with a photograph of Carrick, looking stern, making a statement to the media outside the house. Seemingly unaware that the property would be out of bounds to everyone but the police for at least a week someone at the estate agency, obviously with a bad case of jitters, had rung me to ask if I wanted to carry on with the purchase. I had told them I would let them know the next morning.

Did I really want to go ahead?

I could not sleep, seeing those rotting eyes, smelling death and decay that still seemed to linger around me even though I had showered and washed my hair. And that other thing; Patrick saying that he had slept with Alexandra, almost certainly not true after what he had related to me when we got back together again. Even if it was not there was no point in my getting upset about it as we had been divorced at the time.

But I was.

For several restless hours my thoughts went uselessly round and round. When I did at last sleep it was to dream that several Alexandras with empty eye sockets were chasing me around the house waving large knives. They all cornered me in the scullery and the blades were raised, glittering.

‘God, you gave me a shock!’ Patrick exclaimed in the pale light of early dawn.

I had woken with a start, sweating, wrapped tightly, like the corpse, in the duvet. ‘What?’ I muttered.

‘You screamed.’

‘I had a nightmare.’

‘And you have all the bedclothes.’

This matter was grimly dealt with and he promptly went back to sleep.

I surveyed him, his body as lean and sinewy as the day I had fallen in love with him on that summer’s day on Dartmoor. We had been as children then in those more innocent times, he eighteen, I fifteen, when my parents had not been concerned that their daughter was walking in wild places with the clergyman’s son. Why should they have been? Patrick’s interests were well known to be singing in the church choir and going fishing in the River Tamar. So that afternoon when we had eaten our picnic and Patrick had made us laugh until we cried – he is still a brilliant mimic – hugging one another in the hot sunshine and I felt the way his body moved under the thin material of his shirt...

Children one moment and as close as human beings can become the next. A crash course in adulthood. I had decided, there and then, that here was the man I wanted, for ever and ever.

And now?

Patrick announced at breakfast that he was fulfilling the rest of his promise to accompany Alexandra on her house-hunting. I could not remember his making any promises but was reluctant to start an argument in the hotel restaurant so told him to carry on. There seemed to be no point in remaining at the hotel so I went back to our room, packed and left, leaving him either to stay for the rest of the time we had booked, another night, or check out. Then I took a taxi to Bath’s Manvers Street police station.

At least, that was what I had intended to do. But, for a reason that I was not too sure about until I actually arrived, I changed my mind.

‘SOCA,’ I said to the constable on guard outside the property now cordoned off with incident tape, showing him my ID card. I had asked the taxi driver to wait and had already spotted Carrick’s car.

‘The DCI’s in the back garden,’ he told me, perhaps not daring to enquire what the hell the case had to do with that particular crime fighting agency.

The front and back doors were wide open, which was wonderful, given the lingering smell. I paused in the downstairs doorways but knew better than to enter, a solitary scenes of crime officer, in a white anti-contamination suit, still working in the living room to the right of the front door. Some of the floor boards had been taken up but otherwise it did not seem that forensics had burrowed too deeply into the fabric of the house. My house.

Part of the back garden had been forked or raked over, which I knew was necessary – I told myself it would take care of a lot of the weeds – and the blackbird was having a ball hauling out a large worm from the disturbed earth to feed to its young. It paid no heed to the man standing quietly surveying a medium-sized hole in the ground that I only noticed as I got closer.

‘We found her clothes and bag but not anything that might have been used to decapitate the body,’ Carrick said after a quick glance in my direction and not appearing to find my presence surprising or out of order.

‘The murderer buried them?’ I mused aloud. ‘I wonder why?’

‘God knows when all he had to do was burn them or chuck them in the river. A small bush of some kind had obviously been dug out and then stamped back in any which way – that’s where they started digging.’

‘Oh, the dead forsythia. I noticed that.’ I eyed the sad bundle of twigs with just a few tiny green shoots that had been put on one side. ‘That was done last year – it’s still struggling to grow.’

‘Aye, the pathologist thinks she’s been dead a good twelve months.’

‘So who was she?’

‘The bag was plastic, thank God, so hadn’t rotted. The driving licence inside is in the name of Imelda Burnside. The address on it is here in Bath, in the London Road but it turns out she wasn’t living there then as she’d been evicted for not paying the rent. There was no money but her credit cards were still in the purse. The interesting thing is that there’s a set of car keys, plus a couple more that fit the doors to this house.’

‘She must have been living here then.’

‘Looks like it. Lynn’s talking to the neighbours and checking up on things like council tax and with the DVLA. If her killer had another set of car keys he might have sold it or used it for his getaway.’

‘I was on my way to the nick when I thought I’d come here to ask myself if I still wanted to buy the place.’

‘Did you come by taxi?’

I nodded.

‘I can give you a lift. I’m going back shortly.’

As I went back through the house to pay off the taxi my phone rang. It was the estate agent, in panic mode. We had a short conversation.

‘I’ve just received an amazing offer if I carry on with the sale,’ I said to James when I returned to the garden. ‘Although a price of twenty thousand pounds below what had originally been asked was agreed yesterday I’ve just been told I can have the place for fifty thousand below if I don’t now pull out because of what’s happened. I’m only human and I’ve jumped at it as it’s a wonderful investment even if I don’t ever live here. But, being suspicious, I’m wondering if the owners’ solicitors really have their client’s interest at heart or someone else has their finger on the pulse and wants to get shot of the place, fast.’

‘The nephew,’ Carrick murmured. ‘That’s my priority already, to find and talk to him.’

‘Any other leads?’

‘Not yet.’

We bought the rectory at Hinton Littlemoor when the diocese planned to put it on the market having rehoused Patrick’s parents, John and Elspeth, in a rabbit hutch of a bungalow on a cheap little development where the railway station and goods yard had once been. Neither Patrick nor I had found this at all acceptable. A lot of alterations to what was already quite a large house later they have their own private annex where an old stable and garage used to be and the new rooms above are for our and our family’s use. John still has his study, sacrosanct, in the main house and they are welcome to use the living rooms there too if they wish. It is a very nice arrangement – but for the lack of an author’s workstation – with everyone respecting others’ privacy although I do have to rake the children out of their grandparents’ accommodation occasionally when I feel they are practically living there.

Elspeth, still slim and elegant, was in her own kitchen, preparing her and John’s lunch.

‘Do you remember anyone by the name of Alexandra Nightingale?’ I asked.

‘You’re back early,’ she commented, as usual getting right to the heart of any situation. ‘Is everything all right?’

‘I think so. It’s just that this woman’s popped out of the woodwork and Patrick’s helping her look at houses for sale.’

‘Really?’

‘Umm.’

‘I take it this would be someone he knew when he came home badly injured.’

‘That’s right.’

Elspeth paused in grating cheese. ‘What does she look like?’

‘Around five feet six inches tall, blonde hair – although it might not be natural – bright blue eyes.’

‘Really piercing blue eyes?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, I can remember a girl like that but I think she had dark hair. Let me think a minute... That’s right. He brought her here one weekend. I didn’t like her at all, mainly because she was rude and patronizing. She put John’s back up straight away by saying that only people like country yokels still went to church. And now she’s turned up, you say?’

‘Moving some kind of agency down here from London and buying a house. Apparently she used to be a model.’

‘I’d be surprised if she was, unless I’m thinking of a different girl. She didn’t have the deportment of any kind of model.’

‘Patrick thinks he met her in a pub in Plymouth.’

‘That sounds more like it.’ Elspeth went back to grating. ‘What do you think of her?’

‘Not much. She’s all over him.’

‘And flattering him silly, I suppose.’

‘Yes, but – Elspeth, please don’t say anything to him.’

After taking a glance at an opened recipe book she shot me a look over her reading glasses. ‘No, of course not. Not unless he mentions it to me.’

‘And you mustn’t think it’s anything to do with it but I’m buying a small house.’

She did not turn a hair. ‘You don’t have anywhere quiet to work now, do you?’

‘No.’

‘Someone found a head and some poor woman’s body in a house in Bath yesterday.’

‘That’s the one.’

A little later James Carrick rang. ‘Beaten around the head with some kind of blunt instrument and knocked about generally,’ he reported tersely. ‘We’ve checked the neighbours at the address on the driving licence but no one can remember a woman by the name of Imelda Burnside. It’s hardly surprising with such a fluid population. The nephew’s address is in this area, at Claverton. He’s abroad, New Zealand according to his neighbours, but due back at any time. He’ll find me, camping on his doorstep.’

I thanked James, who had no requirement to update me like this, and went into the hall just as Patrick came through the front door.

‘Any luck?’ I asked when, as usual, he dumped everything he was carrying either on to the hall table or the floor.

‘No, Alex didn’t like any of them. She still wants the one you’ve set your heart on and is going to put in a higher offer.’

‘What, even though a corpse was found there?’

‘She doesn’t seem to care about that.’ Patrick gave me a humourless smile and went in the direction of the stairs, saying over his shoulder, ‘May the best woman win.’
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