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PROLOGUE

May 1955

Brenda Paxman stopped her grey Morris Minor outside the chemist’s shop in the High Street, ignoring the nearby ‘No Parking’ sign. A few miles from Stow-on-the-Wold, Eastbury was a sleepy haven of peace, well off the main roads. No one was likely to object, as the small Gloucestershire town had no traffic problem – and even if it did, who was going to complain about the local District Nurse?

Short and dumpy in her navy-blue uniform, Nurse Paxman went into the shop clutching her large medical bag and advanced on the assistant with a list of items she needed replenishing.

‘Get these together for me, please, Molly.’ She brandished an order form at the skinny girl behind the counter, just visible in a gap between a pyramid of baby food and a pile of assorted cough medicines.

‘Can you have them ready first thing in the morning, dear? I can’t stop now, I’ve only just finished at the Parkers.’

At this, there was a rapid clicking of heels from the dispensary at the back of the shop and an older woman appeared alongside the girl. She had sharp features and a narrow mouth, with greying hair pulled back severely into a bun at the back of her head. A long white coat and a glass measuring-cylinder in her hand marked her out as the pharmacist. In fact, Sheila Lupin, MPS, owned the business, being the only chemist in the town.

‘How is she now, Brenda?’ she demanded abruptly.

The plump middle-aged nurse shook her head sadly.

‘Not much different from usual, Miss Lupin. She should be in hospital, just for nursing care, but she won’t hear of it.’

‘The other nurse will be in this afternoon, I hope?’ snapped the pharmacist.

Brenda nodded. ‘I’m doing mornings this week; Audrey will go in again about three o’clock.’ As she turned for the door, Sheila Lupin called after her. ‘Is he there now?’

‘Arrived back from a call just as I was leaving,’ she answered as she left the shop. The nurse walked to her car and sat in it for a moment, a frown on her face. It was such a pity that Sheila was so antagonistic to her brother-in-law Samuel. It was common knowledge that she had been dead against her sister Mary marrying the local veterinary surgeon fifteen years ago. Brenda, being in the same age group as the sisters, knew that they had not been all that attached to each other, each going away to different boarding schools at an early age. Sheila was always the plain one and Mary the prettier of the pair, which she felt was the root cause of Sheila’s antipathy to Samuel Parker. Never having married, the pharmacist seemed to have devoted her life to disliking the ‘vet’, and now that Mary was terminally ill she never missed an opportunity to disparage the long-suffering husband. With a sigh, the nurse started her car and drove off to visit her next patient.

A few minutes after the Morris left, Sheila Lupin hurried out of the shop. She had changed her white coat for a mackintosh, as a few spots of drizzle were falling. Walking rapidly, she crossed the road in front of the parish church and continued down the pavement for a few hundred yards until she turned into the drive of a substantial Victorian house set well back from the road. A wide expanse of gravel lay before it, on which was parked a maroon Lanchester car. The house had a central porch with bays each side and a red gabled roof surmounting a row of upstairs windows. Built on to the further side was a large extension, with a muddy Land Rover standing outside. This was Samuel Parker’s animal surgery and waiting room. It had its own entrance, but Sheila went straight to the front door, which she opened with a key.

Entering the rather gloomy hall, she took off her raincoat and hung it on the hallstand. She could faintly hear distant noises of pots and pans, but the kitchen was down a long corridor leading past the stairs, where the cook-housekeeper, Mrs Cropley, was no doubt making lunch.

The first door on the left, which had been the lounge, was now her sister’s sickroom, as for some months she had been incapable of climbing the stairs. In fact, for several weeks she had been unable to leave her bed, except to be helped on to a commode by the nurses or members of the family.

Sheila turned the knob and walked in, familiar with the dim light penetrating the partly closed blinds. A hospital bed was against one wall, with a locker on one side and the commode on the other. She walked across the room, her heels clicking on the parquet floor.

‘How are you today, dear?’ she asked gently, but was not surprised to get no reply from the still shape in the bed. Mary was now on twice-daily doses of morphine to alleviate the pain in her bones from secondary tumours, and much of the time she was either asleep or in a state of near stupor from the drug.

When she reached the side of the bed, Sheila stood looking down at her sister. Though not a woman given to emotion or dispensing much of the milk of human kindness, her eyes blurred with sadness and compassion, for this was her sister. Though they had never been all that close, mainly due to Sheila’s rather flinty nature, Mary was all the family she had left, and to see her fading away in this pathetic fashion wrenched even her lukewarm heart.

She whispered her name again, not wanting to wake her if she was sound asleep, but again there was no response. Sheila gently laid her fingers on Mary’s hand, which was lying palm up on the coverlet. It was then that she noticed that there was a bead of blood in the crook of her elbow. Both arms had a number of needle marks, as painkillers had been given frequently for the past few weeks, but this one looked very recent. There was a kidney dish on the locker containing some lint swabs, and the fastidious pharmacist took one and gently wiped away the dribble of blood.

‘That’s better, Mary,’ she said softly, but then looked more closely at her sister’s face as she lay on the pillow. Her eyes were half open but they were fixed and sightless. Sheila was not a nurse or a doctor, but she had worked in the dispensary of a London hospital during the wartime Blitz and knew death when she saw it.

At first almost rigid with shock, she rapidly recovered and felt for a pulse in the wrist and then the neck to confirm that life had ebbed away. Though she was quite sure that her sister was dead, she realized that a doctor should be called immediately and hurried out of the room. Back in the hall, she brushed away a haze of tears with the back of her hand and turned down a passage that went across to an internal door into the veterinary annexe. As soon as she went through it, she was in the waiting room, lined with a collection of hard chairs, now empty as the next surgery was not until the late afternoon. Another door led into Samuel Parker’s examination room, and as she burst in she urgently called out his name. He was not there, but she could hear the sounds of a dog barking and water running. Yet another doorway led to several more rooms containing animal cages, an operating table and all the paraphernalia of a vet’s practice.

‘Samuel, quickly!’ she cried out urgently. ‘Where are you?’

‘Coming, just washing my hands. What is it?’

He appeared in the doorway, rubbing his hands on a towel. A tall, stooping man, Samuel Parker was in his late forties, his dark hair forming a prominent widow’s peak on his forehead.

‘Mary! It’s Mary. I’ve just been in there and I think she’s dead!’

His long face, normally ruddy from working outdoors, instantly blanched. Without a word to her, he rushed from the room, the doors crashing open as he ran towards his wife’s bedroom. Sheila suddenly felt dizzy, overpowered by the suddenness of events, and she leaned on the zinc-topped examination table where clients presented their cats and dogs. In spite of the urgency of the situation, as the room stopped spinning her eyes focused on some objects near her supporting hand. There was a used syringe, an open box of glass vials and a bottle half full of a colourless liquid.

An experienced pharmacist, she automatically glanced at the labels and a moment later was tottering after her brother-in-law, screaming at the top of her voice.

‘Samuel, you bastard! What have you done, damn you?’


ONE

Breconshire, September 1955

The burly youth pedalled his way along the lane, its high hedges still green, with just a few signs of approaching autumn. The Raleigh was old and clumsy and he made heavy weather of the slope up towards the barn. The bike was his father’s cast-off and, though Shane had tried to modernize it with a pair of drop handlebars, it still remained an old bone-shaker. If his employers weren’t so tight-fisted, he grumbled to himself, he could have got in a bit of overtime to afford the down payment on a new machine.

It was just seven o’clock when he dismounted at the gate and leaned his cycle against a post. Hauling a pair of keys from the pocket of his stained dungarees, he undid the padlock and pushed the metal gate wide open with a squeal of protest from the rusty hinges. He was always first here in the mornings, as Jeff and Aubrey were milking down at the main buildings, almost a quarter of a mile away. That lazy bugger Tom Littleman never got here before eight – or even later if he’d been hitting the beer the previous night.

Shane wheeled his bike into the large yard, the ground sticky with yesterday’s rain mixed with years of old oil from the vehicles scattered around like an elephant’s graveyard. Land Rovers, tractors, a couple of small trucks, muck spreaders, reapers and even an ancient threshing machine littered the area, laced with old tyres and unidentifiable pieces of rusty metal. Some of the debris had been there so long that grass, nettles and even briars were growing through it.

The young labourer propped the Raleigh against the wall of the barn, a huge structure with a corrugated-iron roof. The walls were of concrete block up to head height, from which rose vertical slatted timbers. A large corrugated-iron door gave access for vehicles, but the youth went to a small door alongside it and again unlocked another large padlock.

Whistling tunelessly between his teeth, he went into the gloom within the barn and pulled back the two metal bars that locked the main door and, with a heave, pushed it open. He kept walking until the door was flat against the outside wall, where he secured it by a rusty chain to a staple. In high winds, it was a beast to push open, but today the air was warm and still.

With the full light streaming into the barn, he could now see the usual collection of farm machinery under repair, a couple of tractors with their radiators and fuel tanks removed and a Land Rover minus its engine.

It was a moment before his eyes, used to the familiar scene, realized that something was not right. He was looking directly at the soles of a pair of boots which were projecting towards him from under a large blue tractor. They were attached to a pair of legs and, as he slowly moved forward, his uncomprehending mind was forced to accept that not only was the top end of the body directly under the huge back wheel of the Fordson but that the dark stain that had spread beneath it was certainly not motor oil.

After gaping at the body for long enough to recognize the clothing as that of their mechanic, Tom Littleman, the apprentice grabbed his bicycle and pedalled like fury back along the road to Ty Croes Farm, four fields away.

In the countryside, dealing with a death can be a slow process.

It was forty minutes before the first policeman arrived on his little Velocette ‘Noddybike’ from the police house in Sennybridge and almost another hour before the coroner’s officer appeared from Brecon.

The constable had been phoned by the owner of the farm, Aubrey Evans, who had left the milking shed as soon as Shane Williams had arrived to gabble his news. He had immediately raced back to the barn in his old Bedford pickup truck, the boy bouncing up and down on the seat beside him.

When they reached the yard, the farmer had jumped out and run to the threshold of the big door. After a single glance, Aubrey had dropped to one knee alongside the still form and grabbed the nearest outstretched hand. A dour, practical man, he felt the deathly cold of the skin and knew that his mechanic was beyond any help.

‘Bloody fool!’ he muttered uncharitably to Shane as he looked at the massive treads of the tyre crushing the victim’s neck. The pile of large wooden blocks that had been propping up the back axle of the Fordson were scattered under the vehicle. ‘I told him to get this job finished, but not when he was half pissed!’

With a muttered command to his shaken apprentice to get the big door closed again and to stand guard, he jumped back into the pickup and clattered off to use their only phone, which was back in the farmhouse.

By nine o’clock the group outside the barn door had grown appreciably and soon the arrival of a black Wolseley 6/90 brought two more, a detective inspector and a plain-clothes sergeant.

The DI was a tall, thin man of an age approaching retirement. He wore a long fawn raincoat and a permanently miserable expression, perhaps because of his name. After almost thirty years in the police, Arthur Crippen had heard every variation of the joke and it had long been worn thin. He advanced on the group and fixed his mournful eyes on the coroner’s officer, PC William Brown.

‘Right, Billy, what’s going on and who are these people?’ he demanded.

Brown was a thickset fellow with a pronounced limp, caused by a shell splinter in the Italian campaign. His Monte Cassino disability had gained him the job of coroner’s officer when he returned to the police force.

‘Like I said on the phone, sir, we’ve got an apparent accidental death from a chap squashed by a tractor.’ He jerked a thumb back at the barn, where the main door was open again and the body covered with a tattered canvas sheet. ‘But it’s a bit unusual, so I thought it better to be on the safe side and ask you to have a look before we move him.’

Crippen’s eyes peered out from under the wide brim of his brown trilby, scanning the other men standing around him.

Billy Brown pointed them out, one at a time.

‘This is Aubrey Evans. He runs the farm down the road in partnership with his cousin here, Jeff Morton.’

The two men nodded in acknowledgement. Aubrey Evans was a typical Mid-Wales farmer, impassive in nature but with shrewd eyes beneath the flat cap that he wore at a rakish angle. About forty years old, his big muscular body was clad in a brown warehouse coat, held closed by a length of binder twine tied around his waist.

Jeffrey Morton had a family resemblance to his slightly older cousin, but he was slightly shorter, though still sturdy. He had a fuller, more open face, marred by a large purple birthmark on his left temple. Like Aubrey, he wore a crumpled tweed cap, but it was perched on the back of his head, revealing slightly gingerish hair. Being as much involved in their mechanical repair business as working the farm, he wore faded blue dungarees, oil-stained at the front.

‘And this gentleman?’ demanded Crippen, staring at an older man standing behind the two cousins.

‘I’m Mostyn Evans, owner of the farm,’ came a deep voice as he stepped forward. ‘At least I own the land and used to work it until I passed the business on to these two here. Aubrey’s my son and Jeff is my nephew.’

He was in his seventies, the DI estimated, but still a strong man both in physique and temperament. Wiry grey hair covered a big head, his craggy face lined with a lifetime’s exposure to the elements. A baggy brown suit, with an old-fashioned waistcoat, covered a collarless flannel shirt fastened at the neck with a brass stud.

‘What about this young fellow?’ growled Crippen, staring at the youth, who lurked at the edge of the group.

‘That’s Shane Williams,’ said the coroner’s officer. ‘Sort of an apprentice mechanic. He was the first to find the body.’

The lad shuffled uneasily. ‘I’m not a proper apprentice,’ he mumbled. ‘Just working here, while I’m waiting to be called up for National Service.’

For the next five minutes the detective inspector dragged what little information he could from the four men about their scanty knowledge of ‘the occurrence’, before going towards the barn to look at the scene. Billy Brown and his sergeant walked each side of him as they went up to the big Fordson, where the coroner’s officer carefully removed the tarpaulin and put it to one side.

‘They shouldn’t really have put this on,’ he said. ‘But I suppose they didn’t want to leave him exposed until we came.’

Arthur Crippen stood for a long moment looking at the scene.

The tractor was on an almost even keel, its offside back wheel resting squarely on the neck of the corpse, the head hidden by the massive tyre. A few spanners lay scattered around, amid the rough wooden blocks, which appeared to be sections sawn from a railway sleeper.

‘Why shouldn’t it be an obvious accident, guv?’ murmured Sergeant Nichols.

‘Bloody daft thing to do if you’re a proper mechanic, putting your head under a jacked-up wheel!’ objected Billy Brown, who felt obliged to justify his calling out the CID.

Crippen continued to stare at the inert body lying on the stained concrete floor. He slowly rubbed his face, pushing his sallow cheeks into even deeper wrinkles as he tried to make up his mind.

‘Shall I get the tractor jacked up again, so that we can get the poor sod out?’ asked John Nichols. The sergeant was quite young, a slim, fair man with a narrow Clark Gable moustache.

Crippen came to a decision and slowly shook his head from side to side. ‘I don’t think we will, John,’ he grunted. ‘Like Billy here, I feel we need to be cautious about this one.’

Aubrey Evans broke away from the group still standing in the yard and came up to the policemen. ‘Are you going to leave him there much longer? It doesn’t seem very respectful.’

The senior detective didn’t answer him directly but countered with another question. ‘What was he doing, to be under there like that?’

‘I’m not sure. It’s Jeff who mostly looks after the repair side – I do the farming.’ He turned and called across to his cousin, who ambled over to join them.

‘What was Tom doing with this Major?’ he demanded.

‘Fitting new brake shoes,’ replied Jeff Morton. ‘He should have finished them yesterday morning, but the idle bugger didn’t turn up until midday.’

Crippen ignored the lack of respect for the dead but filed the comment away for later enquiry. ‘So he had to have the tractor jacked up for that?’ he asked.

‘Yes, one side at a time. Get the wheels off, then open the drums to change the shoes.’

‘But the wheels are on now?’ objected Crippen.

‘Yes, but the shoe clearance would have to be set by using a spanner on the adjusters behind the drums. Each side would have to be jacked up again for that.’

‘Is putting a pile of wooden blocks under the axle a safe way of doing that?’ demanded the sergeant.

Morton shrugged. ‘We’ve always done it – and so does every other farm repairer. Never had trouble before.’

‘Can’t you use a proper trolley jack?’ asked the coroner’s officer.

‘We do, to get it off the ground. Then we stick the blocks underneath and take the jack away. It’s always being needed for other jobs.’ He swept his hand around the barn, where half a dozen other vehicles were in various states of disorder, some up on their own blocks.

Crippen returned to staring at the man lying dead at his feet.

‘Would any sensible mechanic trust his head underneath more than a ton of tractor?’ he asked.

‘Tom Littleman wasn’t what you’d call sensible, officer,’ said a deeper voice, as Mostyn Evans had walked up to stand behind them. ‘He was a lousy mechanic, if the truth be told. I told the lads that when they employed him – and I was dead against them taking him into partnership with the repair business.’

‘What was wrong with him?’

‘He was far too fond of the booze, for one thing,’ growled the older man. ‘Lost a lot of working time, and when he was here he was often half-cut. I’m not all that surprised that the stupid sod ended up like this.’

Aubrey murmured something to his father in Welsh, but Mostyn Evans shook his head. ‘No, it’s got to be said, son! Tom was a liability and a disaster waiting to happen. Now it has happened.’

The detective inspector seemed to have made up his mind. He turned to Billy Brown. ‘Has a doctor been here to look at him?’ he asked.

The coroner’s officer shook his head. ‘I left a message with Dr Prosser, the local police surgeon. He was out on his rounds, but I left a message for him to come here as soon as he gets back for his morning surgery. I doubt he’ll do more than certify death,’ he added rather caustically.

Crippen did some more face-rubbing, which seemed to aid his decision-making. ‘I want a pathologist to have a look at this, before we write it off. Any chance of getting one up here this side of Christmas? I suppose we’ll have to go through the forensic lab in Cardiff.’

His sergeant shook his head. ‘There was a circular from headquarters last week. The Cardiff man is away, so a new Home Office chap from the Wye Valley is standing in for him.’

Crippen shrugged. ‘I don’t care if he’s from Timbuktu as long as he clears this up for us. Get hold of him, then shut that barn door and leave the PC here on watch.’

He loped back to the waiting police car and ordered the driver to take him back to Brecon. ‘I’ll come back when the pathologist is due,’ he called through the window.


TWO

When the call came through, Dr Richard Glanville Pryor was drinking a mug of Nescafé in the staffroom of Garth House. This was an Edwardian villa perched above the road that meandered through the Wye Valley, one of Wales’s prime beauty spots along the border with England. ‘Staffroom’ was rather a pretentious title, as there were only three other people in the house and the room was his late uncle’s old study, situated between the kitchen at the back and his partner’s office at the front.

He sat in an armchair with sagging springs, part of the furniture left in his aunt’s house when he had inherited it almost a year earlier. Opposite, his secretary-cum-cook, Moira Davison, shared a more modern settee with Siân Lloyd, a lively little blonde who was their laboratory technician. On his right, Dr Angela Bray, his partner – solely in the professional sense – occupied a new Parker-Knoll easy chair, as she had declared that if she had to spend most of her life perched on a laboratory stool, at least she intended to be comfortable at other times.

When the phone rang in the corridor outside, they were talking about the news on the wireless that the first independent television channel was to open later that week, but as they had no television set the discussion was rather academic.

‘I’ll get it, I’ve got to go to the kitchen anyway,’ offered Moira, taking her empty cup and saucer with her. A moment later she put her head around the door and beckoned to her boss.

‘It’s the police in Brecon, doctor. Sounds as if they’re calling you out.’

‘Your fame is spreading quickly, Richard!’ chaffed Angela.

It was only a few weeks since Pryor had been put on the Home Office list of forensic pathologists, primarily to stand in for other areas when the designated doctor was not available.

He uncoiled his lean body from the deep chair and went out into the passage, which ran from the front hall to the kitchen at the back. Though Post Office Telephones had recently installed extensions in their office opposite, as well as in Richard’s room, the original instrument was still on a small table in the passage, an old Bakelite model with a tarnished dial.

Moira had vanished into the kitchen with her cup and saucer and left the receiver on the table. Picking it up, he soon found that a detective sergeant from Brecon was asking him to turn out to visit a scene.

‘Probably an accident, doctor, or possibly even a suicide. But my DI wants to make sure that there’s nothing fishy about the death.’

Something in Nichols’ tone suggested to Richard Pryor that he felt that there might well be something fishy, but he did not want to pursue it on the telephone. Taking directions to Ty Croes Farm, which was between Brecon and Sennybridge in the next county, he promised to be there within a couple of hours.

As he put the phone down, Angela Bray and Siân came out of the staffroom.

‘Do you want a trip out into the jungle, Angela?’ he asked flippantly. ‘There’s a body lying under a tractor about forty miles away.’

‘Doesn’t sound very forensic to me,’ said Siân in a disappointed tone. She marched off to the laboratory, where she had several alcohol analyses waiting. Angela grinned at Richard.

‘She wants every call to be a serial murder, poor girl!’ she said. ‘Do you really want me to come with you?’

‘I thought it might be a change for you. You’ve been stuck here for days with those paternity tests. And you never know, the keen eye of a forensic scientist might be vital!’

The handsome biologist smiled at him. ‘It would be nice to have a ride in the country on such a nice day. You’re off straight away, I suppose?’

She went off to her room at the front of the house to get a coat and the ‘murder bag’, a leather case which contained their tools of the trade. Ten minutes later they were rolling down the steep drive in his black Humber Hawk, turning left on to the main road and setting off up the valley towards Monmouth. As she had said, it was a nice autumn day, with the dense woods on the steep sides of the gorge beginning to glow with a spectrum of colours, from green through gold to orange. The River Wye meandered down below them, its meadows bright green on either side.

‘We’re lucky to work in such a lovely place,’ said Angela. ‘This beats Scotland Yard, even if I could just see the Thames if I leaned out of the window!’

Five months ago Angela, a scientist with a PhD in genetics, had given up her job in London’s Metropolitan Police Laboratory and joined Richard Pryor in this risky venture in South Wales.

Though the Met Lab was a prestigious place, she had become disenchanted with a repetitive workload and the poor chance of further promotion. That, together with a traumatic broken engagement, had persuaded her to join Richard when he proposed setting up a private consultancy after returning from years in the Far East. He had been given a generous ‘golden handshake’ from his university appointment in Singapore, where he had been Professor of Forensic Medicine. This coincided with his aunt’s bequest of Garth House, and he had decided to take the plunge and go private, persuading Angela to become his partner. He had met her months earlier at a forensic congress and they had hatched this plot to go it alone.

As they drove, he related what little the sergeant had told him about the death they were attending. Angela wondered what could be so odd that the CID wanted a Home Office pathologist at the scene of what sounded like an industrial accident.

‘Ours not to wonder why, just prepared to do or die!’ sang Richard. Angela smiled to herself at his happy mood, brought on by this first call in his new role for the police. He was a nice chap, she thought to herself, never snappy or unpleasant. He had these moods of elation but was sometimes anxious at the gamble they had taken at giving up salaried jobs for the uncertain nature of private practice. After months of living in the same house, their relationship was still strictly professional, but she liked him a lot.

The black Humber, which he had bought second-hand on returning to Britain, was a spacious, comfortable car, and the forty miles through Abergavenny and Brecon passed quickly. Richard had a set of Ordnance Survey maps for all the counties along the Welsh Marches, and with Angela as pilot they easily found the secondary road off the A40 that led to Cwmcamlais, the nearest hamlet to the farm that the detective sergeant had described.

Beyond the empty rolling farmland, the profile of the Brecon Beacons lay on the skyline, and to the west the high ridges of Carmarthen Van and the Black Mountain could be seen from the higher points of the road. A little further on, a police constable was waiting at a small junction and, after the pathologist had identified himself, the officer climbed into the back of the car and directed them down the side lane.

‘Past the farmhouse, sir, then on for a bit and you’ll see the yard and buildings on your left.’

A few moments later the Humber pulled in to the cluttered yard, where a police Wolseley, a blue Vauxhall and a small white Morris van were parked. A small group of men were standing smoking near the van but came across as soon as they arrived. Introductions were made all around before Arthur Crippen launched into an account of the incident.

‘Behind that big door, doctor, there’s a fellow lying dead with his neck under the back wheel of a tractor.’ He jabbed a finger towards the barn. ‘No doubt about who he is – it’s the mechanic who does most of the repair work. In fact, he’s a partner of the other two men.’

‘This is not just a farm, then?’ asked Richard Pryor.

The DI shook his head. ‘They’ve got this business repairing agricultural machinery and implements. I suspect it’s paying better than actual farming these days, though they’ve got a fair-sized dairy herd.’

He returned to his main story. ‘This chap, Thomas Littleman, was a bit of a boozer, it seems. Not the best of workers and, from what I gather, the other two from the farm, who are cousins, were not too keen on continuing the partnership. Anyway, last evening Aubrey Evans had a bit of a barney with him, as he was well behind in finishing a job on a tractor that had been promised for yesterday.’

‘Who exactly is Aubrey Evans?’ asked Angela.

‘He’s the senior partner; lives in the house and does most of the farm work,’ explained the sergeant. ‘The other one is his cousin, Jeff Morton, who lives in a cottage at Ty Croes and does some of the mechanical work as well.’

Crippen picked up the thread of his tale once again.

‘Aubrey told Littleman that he had to finish the job last evening and that’s the last anyone saw him alive. They have a young chap as a sort of apprentice, who opens up the barn every morning. That’s him over there, name of Shane Williams.’ He jerked a head towards the youth, who was sitting on the tailboard of a Land Rover at the other side of the yard, aimlessly swinging his legs.

‘He opened up at seven today and found the body under the tractor. He raced up to the farm and raised the alarm. Bit of a shock for him, no doubt.’ Crippen’s long face looked even more mournful, and Richard sensed that he was sorry for the boy.

They began walking across to the big corrugated door, which a constable began to push wide open for them.

‘Why are you concerned that it might be anything other than an accident?’ asked Richard Pryor.

The detective shrugged. ‘Just covering all the options, doctor. It’s bloody odd that an experienced mechanic would stick his head under a jacked-up vehicle, unless it’s a weird sort of suicide.’

With the door wide open and hooked back against the barn wall, full daylight now illuminated the scene. Richard and Angela stood a few yards away and looked at the inert body sticking out from under the big blue tractor.

‘We’ve taken photos, but if there are any others you want, just tell Jim.’ Crippen indicated one of the detective constables from the van, who had a large camera slung from his neck.

Angela stood back, holding their case-bag while Richard Pryor crouched down alongside the corpse.

‘It’s safe enough. The tractor can’t drop any further,’ said DS Nichols, reassuringly.

‘When you’re ready, we’ll jack it up and get him out,’ added Crippen as the pathologist began feeling the dead man’s arms and legs for warmth and rigor mortis.

‘Has the police surgeon been?’ asked Richard.

‘Yes, he certified death. Said he was stiff then, so he must have died some time ago.’

Pryor examined the hands, then pushed up one of the loose trouser legs of the mechanic’s stained dungarees to look at his shin. This seemed to interest him, and he did the same on the other leg, taking a few minutes to repeatedly press his thumb into the purpled skin. Then he stood up and looked at the expectant faces of the small group gathered around.

‘I can’t do any more until we get him out, Mr Crippen. Are you ready to do that now?’

The detective inspector nodded. ‘I’ve sent the cousins back to the farm. Best not to have them around if they’re possible witnesses for the coroner. Our chaps here can pull him out.’

With a coroner’s officer, three detective constables acting as photographer, exhibits officer and a dogsbody, as well as a uniformed PC, there was no lack of muscle power. Within minutes one DC had dragged a trolley jack from the back of the barn and, pushing several of the fallen blocks out of the way, set it under the right-hand side of the back axle.

‘This will lift three tons, so no problem with an E27N like this,’ promised the DC, who was something of a tractor enthusiast.

He pumped away at the long handle, and the hydraulic jack smoothly lifted the back end of the Fordson.

‘That’ll do it!’ shouted Crippen from the doorway once the big tyre had risen about nine inches from the floor. ‘Pull him well clear, lads. We don’t want any more accidents.’

Richard gave Angela a look that, combined with the raising of his eyebrows, suggested to her that something was not quite right. However, he did not elaborate and watched as the policemen carefully lifted the body by its arms and legs and laid it gently on the tarpaulin a few yards from the tractor. Beneath the wheel where the head had been lying, the concrete floor was stained with blood, but there was not sufficient to leave a pool.

The senior detective became aware that Shane Williams was still across the yard, staring fixedly at what the police were doing. He motioned to the only officer in uniform.

‘Best send that kid back up to the farmhouse, Davies. We don’t want him having nightmares, but I may want to speak to him later.’

With the corpse now clear of the tractor, both Richard and Angela crouched alongside the head. She had been in the forensic service for many years and had attended scores of scenes of death, so, although she did not relish blood and gore at such close quarters, she was not particularly distressed by this one.

As she pulled a pair of rubber gloves from their murder bag, she gave him a quizzical look. ‘What’s bothering you, Richard?’ she asked in a low voice.

‘I want to see his feet and legs as well as his neck,’ he muttered cryptically, before turning his attention to the top end of the body. The tyre had been almost a foot wide and had crushed everything from the upper chest to the lower jaw. With over a ton weight above pressing against the concrete below, the tissues and bones had been converted into a bloody pulp, the skin torn and grossly discoloured. Pryor lifted the head up, feeling it wobble obscenely because of the shattered neck vertebrae.

‘I’m trying to see the back of the neck. The skin there hasn’t suffered so badly,’ he murmured to his partner. But without turning the whole body over on to its face, there was no way he could get a satisfactory view, so he laid it down again and went to the legs. This time, he pulled down the woollen socks, as well as dragging up the trouser legs as high as they would go.

‘That’s just post-mortem lividity, surely?’ asked Angela, pointing at the purplish staining that covered all the exposed skin.

‘That’s just the problem,’ he said quietly, then looked across at the police officers, who were keeping at a respectful distance.

‘I’d like to get him to a mortuary as soon as we can, Mr Crippen,’ he said. ‘I can’t examine him properly out here, though I’ll have to take his temperature or it’ll be too late, given that he almost certainly died last night.’

Like Angela, Arthur Crippen picked up a note of concern in the pathologist’s voice. ‘D’you think there’s a problem, doc?’ he asked.

Richard declined to be drawn too far. ‘Let’s just say I’ll be happier after I’ve had a good look at him on the slab,’ he said. ‘Meanwhile, I’d suggest you preserve the scene until we know what we’ve got. And perhaps it would be wise to get a few more pictures of him, now that he’s out in the open.’

The detective inspector, with years of experience behind him, recognized a hint when he heard one and rapidly began organizing his troops.


THREE

It was now a little late to have lunch, but the two scientists found a small cafe in the twisty little streets of Brecon that could offer them bacon, egg and chips with their bread, butter and tea.

They had tried a pub on the way from Cwmcamlais, but after threading their way past sheepdogs and local farmers drinking Buckley’s Bitter, all that was on offer at the bar were crisps, desiccated pork pies or Scotch eggs.

‘So what’s all this mystery, Richard?’ demanded Angela as they sat over a second cup of Brooke Bond in the bay window of the little shop. He had refused to be drawn during the short journey from Cwmcamlais, promising to explain it after he had had more time to think.

‘Those legs,’ he said, stirring sugar into his tea. ‘Why is there all that lividity in them, especially on the front of the shins? The fellow had been on his back for hours.’

Though she was a biologist, not a medical doctor, Angela immediately realized what he was implying. ‘But that seems impossible! He was found lying under a tractor with his neck squashed.’

‘The whole thing is bloody odd! No wonder Hawley Harvey Crippen wanted me to have a look at it.’

She ignored his facetious renaming of the DI and demanded to know what he was going to do about it.

‘Depends on what else we find when I can go over every inch of that body.’ He looked at his wristwatch. ‘They should be at the hospital by now, so let’s get on with it.’

It was a small hospital and a small mortuary, little more than a brick shed near the boiler house. There was no mortuary attendant, but Pryor was used to fending for himself. With the help of Billy Brown, the coroner’s officer, he was able to deal with the examination after two undertakers had carried the corpse in from their van and laid it on the solitary slate slab in the small, dingy room.

Arthur Crippen and one of the detective constables crowded in behind, while the photographer took more pictures of the clothed body. Richard and Billy began removing the heavy boots, socks and then the crumpled dungarees and flannel shirt. As soon as the body was bare, Pryor again took great interest in studying the legs, then moved to the hands. Pulling off the underpants, he took the long thermometer which Angela handed him from their bag and slid it into the corpse’s back passage. Standing back, he waited for the mercury to settle and used the moments to speak to the detective inspector.

‘There’s something not right here, Mr Crippen. I’m not sure yet, but I suspect you’ve either got a concealed suicide here – or possibly even a murder.’

The DI remained impassive, his features retaining his usual gloomy frown. ‘It didn’t ring true to me either, doc. But what makes you think that?’

Richard turned to put on a long red rubber apron that the coroner’s officer took from a hook on the wall. After he had looped the chain over his neck and tied the tapes at the back, he put on the rubber gloves that Angela produced from their bag, then explained his suspicions.

‘A lot for me to do yet, but it’s those legs and hands that worry me. Look, from the knees right down into the feet, the skin is reddish-purple, even on the front of the shins. And both hands are the same colour.’

This time Crippen’s face allowed itself to crease into an expression of incomprehension. ‘And that tells you what?’ he demanded.

‘That this poor chap didn’t die where he was found on the floor. At least, he hasn’t been lying there ever since he died. He must have been upright for some hours. And about the only way corpses can stay vertical is when they are hanging!’

The four police officers stared at him incredulously.

It was Crippen who reacted first. ‘You’re saying that someone put him under the tractor after he was dead?’

Richard nodded. ‘The blood has drained down after death into the lowermost parts, the legs, feet and hands. Sure, it can move again afterwards, but often it becomes fixed within a few hours.’

He moved to the body again and pulled out the thermometer. Glancing at it, he called out ‘eighty-one degrees’, which Angela wrote down on a clipboard. Then he helped the coroner’s officer to roll the body over on to its face.

‘See, very little lividity on the back, where it usually settles. Most of it went down into the legs.’

Arthur Crippen, by no means an unintelligent man, struggled to adjust his mind to this new set of circumstances.

‘Doc, are you telling me that this fellow was hanged first, then stuck under that tractor?’

Even Angela looked at her partner a little dubiously. She didn’t want him making an ass of himself on his very first Home Office call-out. However, Pryor’s quietly confident manner seemed to reassure her as he explained further.

‘The logical reason is that someone wanted to conceal the true cause of death by faking an apparent accident. Whether or not it’s a hanging remains to be seen, which is what I’m going to do next.’

Taking a block of wood that stood on the foot of the autopsy table, he slipped it under the corpse’s chest as the coroner’s officer lifted the upper part of the body. This allowed the head to drop down on its mangled neck, so that the pathologist could get a good look at the skin between the hairline and the upper shoulders. It was wrinkled and bloodstained, with a few tears from the crushing weight of the great tyre, but Richard studied it with minute care.

‘I don’t want to wash it yet in case there’s trace evidence,’ he said, more to himself than the others. This prodded Angela into voicing her concern.

‘If this turns out to be criminal, what about forensic evidence?’ she asked crisply. ‘I’ve got no official standing here, so I can’t become involved, even though I’ve been doing the job for years!’

Richard looked quizzically at the detective inspector. ‘That’s a point, Mr Crippen. What are we going to do?’

The DI looked at his watch. ‘It’s mid-afternoon already. I don’t feel like hauling a chap up from the laboratory in Cardiff; it would put us back until after dark.’

He looked across at the photographer and the other detective constable. ‘We can get all the pictures we need and Amos here can act as Exhibits Officer. As Dr Bray is your colleague, already helping you with the post-mortem, I don’t see why she can’t collect any trace evidence you find and hand it over to Amos. That’ll keep the chain of continuity intact.’

It was always vital, if there was any chance of a case ending up in court, for any specimens to be accounted for every inch of the way, to be able to counter any defence accusation that samples had become mixed up.

Angela gave a little shrug, though she was secretly pleased to be more directly involved, even if it was only as a go-between.

‘Fine, but I’m only acting as a collector of any traces. I don’t want to get my knuckles rapped by the director of the Cardiff lab for sticking my nose in!’

Richard was busy peering at the back of the corpse’s neck. There were wide smears of dried blood all over it, obscuring the view.

‘Considering the damage to the neck, which is virtually squashed, there wasn’t all that much blood on the floor,’ he observed, turning his face up towards the DI. ‘Tends to confirm that he was dead before that wheel landed on him.’

He continued to study the neck, twisting the head a little each way to get a view of the sides. Then he straightened up and beckoned to the photographer. ‘Best get some pictures as close up as you can before I start cleaning it up,’ he suggested.

He stood back as the DC took his photos, a slow process as he had to change the one-shot flashbulbs between each exposure. When he had finished, Pryor asked Angela to come around his side of the table and have a close look at the neck.

‘Is there something there to pick off or is it my imagination?’ he asked her, pointing at the side and back of the neck with a gloved finger.

The biologist stared for a moment, then put on her own rubber gloves. She took a small lens and a pair of forceps from their case and bent back for another look.

‘There are a few fibres stuck in the dried blood,’ she murmured, delicately picking something off, though they were invisible to the watching policemen. She carefully placed whatever she had recovered in a small screw-top vial from the case and handed it to Amos, the detective constable whom Crippen had nominated as the Exhibits Officer.

‘What about taping the neck?’ asked her partner.

Angela nodded. ‘Better do it, though we’ll get a lot of dried blood as well.’

Another dip into the apparently bottomless murder bag produced a roll of Sellotape and some glass microscope slides. Cutting lengths off the tape, she pressed the sticky side against the skin of the neck, dabbing the whole area to pick up any tiny threads and fibres that might be there. Then she placed the tapes firmly on to the slides and again handed them to the DC, who placed them in brown exhibit envelopes which he had brought from his van and began to fill in the labels.

‘Better keep all the clothing, especially the shirt,’ she advised. ‘The lab may want to look for more fibres on them.’

What had started as an accident or possibly a suicide had escalated into a suspected homicide, so all the usual forensic precautions had to be taken.

Richard Pryor went back to his labours. ‘I’ll have to wipe it down now, if there’s nothing wanted,’ he announced.

Billy Brown brought over a sponge and an enamel pan of water from the sink so that the pathologist could clean away the blood from the neck. As soon as he had done so, he gave a grunt of satisfaction.

‘I was right, thank God! I was afraid that I might have been making a fool of myself!’

The detectives crowded closer as Richard’s finger pointed at a brownish line on each side of the neck, rising at the back towards the hairline between the ears but vanishing in the centre.

‘Typical hanging mark! Strung up with a rope or some sort of line, with the knot at the back.’

As the photographer got busy again, he explained to Arthur Crippen. ‘The rope cuts into the front of the neck, then the mark comes around the sides and rises because of the down-drag of the body. As the head falls forward the suspension point is moved away from the skin, unless it’s a slip knot, causing a gap in the mark right at the back.’

‘So he died by hanging?’ growled the DI.

‘That’s jumping ahead a bit, but it’s certainly the favourite at the moment,’ replied Richard, moving back to the mortuary slab. Again with the help of the coroner’s officer, he turned the body on to its back again. After more photographs, Angela came with her sticky tape and did her best to cover the wreckage of torn skin that had mangled the whole of the front of the neck and chin.

Then Pryor sponged it down as well as he could, holding the ripped segments of skin one at a time. Then he tried to reassemble them to cover the jagged wound made by the tyre treads. The half-inch brown-red mark was now seen to run across the throat below the jaw, but there were other marks as well, apart from the tyre crushing.

‘Ho ho, the plot thickens!’ He looked across at Arthur Crippen again. ‘Just as well I didn’t plump for a hanging just now. I think this chap had been strangled first!’

As the DI and his sergeant pushed nearer, Richard pointed out a series of blue bruises the size of a fingertip each side of the rope mark and some more up under angles of the jaw on each side. In addition, there were several crescent-shaped scratches among the larger abrasions from the tractor tyre.

‘No doubt that he’s been squeezed around the neck while he’s still alive. But that rope mark and the grazes from the wheel are post-mortem.’ He turned back the flaps of skin and showed that the only blood in the tissue under them was where the tears went across the blue bruises.

His next examination was of the eyes, which were well above the destruction of the neck and lower jaw. In the outer lids he found some fine blood spots in the skin and on opening the eyes with his fingers there were several more small haemorrhages in the whites.

‘They could be either from hanging or strangulation,’ he admitted. ‘But if the hanging was done after death, then they’re down to throttling.’

Arthur Crippen digested these rapid changes in the nature of the case. ‘Why the hell would anyone want to go through all this rigmarole, doc?’

Pryor shrugged. It wasn’t his job to be a detective, but he allowed himself an opinion. ‘Whoever did this started off by strangling the fellow, then thought he’d cover it up by hanging the body. Later he saw that the neck bruises gave the show away, so he devised a way he thought would destroy the evidence on the neck by crushing it.’

‘You say “he”, doctor,’ interposed Sergeant Nichols. ‘So we needn’t be looking for a woman?’

Richard grinned. ‘A good forensic motto is never say never, never say always, but I doubt if you need to cherchez la femme this time. In fact, manual strangulation is uncommon in men; it’s usually inflicted on women and children. But there are plenty of exceptions, of which this seems one.’

Crippen looked at his watch. ‘Four o’clock now. Any idea when you’ll finish up here, doctor? I’d like you and Dr Bray to come back to the scene afterwards, to have a look at a possible hanging site.’ He moved towards the door, sighing deeply.

‘Meanwhile, I’d better go and phone the good news to my chief inspector. It’ll make his day, I don’t think!’

It was almost three hours later before they got back to the barn.

After finishing the post-mortem and closing the body, they were taken into the hospital dining room and given tea and sandwiches. Billy Brown, being coroner’s officer, knew all the staff and had no problem in arranging some refreshment, the ghoulish activities of the past few hours having had no effect on their appetites.

When they returned to Ty Croes Farm, they found the same police team, but reinforced with two more uniformed constables, as the scene was to be guarded all night. It was now early evening and, although there was still full daylight, another van had brought a floodlight powered by a gas cylinder and some large torches, in case they were needed.

Arthur Crippen was waiting for them at the gate, where a PC stood to repel any spectators, not that this was likely in such a remote spot.

‘I’ve spent the time since I left you in questioning all the folks at the farm,’ he said mournfully. ‘But no one admits to hearing a damned thing last night. The farmhouse where Aubrey Evans and his family lives, as well as his cousin’s cottage nearby, are a good quarter of a mile away and no one had any reason to come down here until this morning.’

They walked over to the barn, where the big door was still open. Richard and Angela stood on the threshold and looked at the cavernous space, half filled with vehicles. The blue Fordson was still propped up on the jack, a few spanners scattered under the back end.

‘We didn’t put those blocks back under the axle,’ explained the detective sergeant. ‘They might have to be fingerprinted, though probably a dozen people will have handled them, like everything else in this jumble sale!’

‘I spoke to the liaison officer in the Cardiff lab,’ added Crippen. ‘He’s coming up in the morning with a scientist. We’ll keep the place battened down until then, but I just wanted you to point out any spot where the hanging could have taken place.’

The pair from the Wye Valley stood and looked around them. The barn had a high-pitched roof of galvanized sheets laid on wooden rafters supported by a number of thick metal cross-beams held up by rusty steel pillars. At one place on their right, a chain was slung over a beam, the two free ends holding a large pulley-block. From this dangled a continuous loop of thin chain, the lower end of which was at shoulder height. Hanging below the drum was a sturdy metal hook, and a length of heavier chain dangled down to floor level.

‘That chain hoist looks a likely candidate,’ said Richard, pointing at the device.

Crippen nodded his agreement. ‘I thought that, too. How’s it work?’

The DC with the passion for tractors enlightened him. ‘You keep pulling on that loop of chain, which lowers the hook down. To lift it up, you just reverse the direction of pull. It’s geared so you can lift a hell of a weight, though it’s slow.’

‘What’s it for?’ asked Angela.

‘Lifting anything heavy – here it would be for hoisting an engine out of its chassis, things like that.’

The DI contemplated the device hanging up in the air. ‘It’s the obvious place, but that was a rope mark around the neck, not a chain.’

‘The surface of the hook should be taped for fibres,’ said Angela. ‘If there are any, they might match those I took from the victim’s neck.’

‘Better leave that for the lab chap tomorrow,’ growled Crippen. ‘We’ll get all the fingerprints first, just in case. Not that that rusty chain will be much use for prints.’

‘Where’s this rope, I wonder,’ asked Richard, peering around the barn, which apart from the tractors, a couple of Land Rovers and an old car, had all sorts of junk lying around. There were parts of engines, oil drums, dismantled farm machinery and numerous shapeless pieces of rusty metal. Among all this there were several lengths of rope of various lengths and sizes.

‘Those fibres were coarse and looked like hemp or sisal,’ said Angela. ‘And the mark on the skin suggests it was about half an inch wide.’

‘Some of that coil over there would fit the bill,’ said John Nichols, pointing at a hank thrown over a drum of Duckhams lubricating oil standing alongside a grey Ferguson tractor.

‘All the rope will have to be packed up and taken back to Cardiff tomorrow,’ said the biologist. ‘Those fibres from the neck will have to be matched against them.’

Richard Pryor was staring up at the chain hoist hanging innocently above their heads. ‘Apart from the other evidence, it certainly rules out a suicide,’ he commented.

‘How d’you mean, doc?’ asked Crippen.

‘Well, he would hardly sling a rope over the hook, put the noose around his neck and then start hauling himself up by pulling hand over hand on the chain. He’d pass out before he got his feet off the ground!’

The detective inspector agreed. ‘No doubt someone did it for him, after strangling him. Then he must have spotted those fingermarks on the neck and realized that they gave the game away. So he decided to have him down again and squash him under the Fordson.’

Richard rubbed his chin, now bristly after a long day. ‘He must have been left hanging for some time, otherwise that lividity wouldn’t have had a chance to settle in his legs.’

‘How long, doctor?’ queried the sergeant. ‘The killer must have either hung about here all that time or come back later.’

‘Can’t put an exact time on it; it’s very variable,’ said Pryor. ‘But I suspect it must have been at least a couple of hours to get that intense.’

Crippen mulled this over. ‘So unless he waited here for a hell of a long time, he must have come back to the barn. Sounds like a local job, not just some passing thug.’

His sergeant snorted. ‘One of those buggers up at the farm, sir! Got to be. Who else would want to croak a boozy mechanic?’

Richard Pryor decided that he didn’t want to get involved in any police business, so he prepared to leave them to it.

‘Dr Bray and I will get back home, if we can’t do any more for you. It’s been a long day.’

The DI was sincere in his gratitude when he walked them to the Humber.

‘You’ve done a damned good job for us – and you, ma’am!’ he added. ‘I’ll keep you informed of what’s going on here. Perhaps you could have a word tomorrow on the phone with the forensic people in Cardiff, to tell them what specimens you took and that sort of thing.’

Angela promised to liaise with her old colleagues, as she knew all the case officers in Cardiff. ‘We’ve collected blood and urine samples for alcohol, especially as he’s got this history of drinking. Maybe that’s at the bottom of all this?’

As Crippen opened the car door for Angela, he gave a grim promise.

‘You may be right. Tomorrow, I’ll be squeezing all I can from those folk up at the farm.’

It was dark before they got back to Tintern Parva, the village nearest to Garth House at the lower end of the Wye Valley.

As Richard was putting the car away in the coach house at the back, Angela was surprised to see a light in the kitchen window. She had expected Moira Davison, the young widow who looked after them, to have left something cold for their supper in the old fridge, maybe sliced ham and salad. But when she opened the back door and went into the kitchen, she found Moira there, pulling something out of the Aga stove.

‘I thought you could do with a hot meal after such a long day,’ she announced, her gloved hands placing a large cottage pie on top of the big cooker.

‘Moira, you’re a wonder!’ Richard sniffed the aroma appreciatively as he came into the room.

‘You’ve not been waiting here for us all evening, have you?’ asked Angela, pulling off her coat and dropping thankfully into one of the chairs at the table, which was already set with two places.

‘No, but I’ve been back and forth, keeping an eye on the oven,’ said the trim, attractive woman. Slim and petite, she had an oval face framed by jet-black hair cut in a bob, a straight fringe across her forehead. Moira lived a few hundred yards away down the main road to the village. When the partners had started up the forensic consultancy six months earlier, they were virtually camping out in the dusty old house, living out of packets and tins. Also, their laboratory technician, Siân Lloyd, couldn’t keep up with the typing of reports as well as doing her technical work, so it was a godsend when they found an efficient lady almost on their doorstep who could not only do some cooking and cleaning but keep on top of the office work.

Moira put her pie on a cork mat on the big table, another legacy from Richard’s aunt. Together with local carrots and peas, the two scientists tucked in hungrily, washing the food down with cider from a large flagon.

‘Aren’t you joining us, Moira?’ asked Angela, eyeing the apple tart that she was taking from the warming oven.

‘No, I had something at home earlier. But I’ll make some coffee and have one with you, so that you can tell me what you’ve been up to today.

‘By the way,’ she added. ‘There were a couple of messages today, nothing urgent. I’ve left a list on your desk, doctor. The only one that sounded interesting was a call from a firm of solicitors in Stow-on-the-Wold, who wanted to talk to you about giving them a medical opinion in a criminal case.’

‘Did they say what it was about?’ asked Angela.

‘No, but they left their number, and I promised that we would get back to them tomorrow. Perhaps it’s another murder!’

Like their technician Siân, Moira was very enthusiastic and partisan when it came to the work of the Garth House consultancy. They took a pride in being part of it and wanted to be involved as much as possible. The cases were often highly confidential, often being sub judice until cases came to court, but both employees had shown in the past months that they could be trusted to keep their mouths shut. Moira had been a secretary to a local solicitor and Siân had worked in a hospital laboratory, both jobs requiring strict attention to confidentiality.

Between the pie and the apple tart and then over coffee, the partners gave Moira the details of the unusual case in Breconshire that had occupied them for most of the day.

‘How extraordinary! A good start for your first Home Office call-out,’ she exclaimed. ‘Who on earth could have done such a thing?’

‘Our friend Dr Crippen seems set on blaming one of those up at the farm,’ said Richard, making Moira giggle over the poor detective’s name. ‘I suppose he’s right, as there are very few others to suspect in that lonely place.’

By the time they had helped their housekeeper to clear up the kitchen, it was getting late. Richard saw her to the bottom of the steep drive and watched her go down the road with her torch, keeping well into the hedge as there was no verge or pavement.

When he got back inside, Angela declared that she was going up to her room to listen to the wireless and read for a bit, before going to bed.

Accommodation had been something of a dilemma when they had first come to Garth House. Though there were plenty of rooms, there was only one bathroom. At first, Angela had stayed in a bed and breakfast in Tintern, but soon rebelled at the cost when there was a large house available. It belonged equally to both of them – or more accurately to the legal partnership that they had set up. When she left London, Angela had sold her flat and put the money into the firm, Richard contributing Garth House itself, a substantial Victorian dwelling with four acres of land. His aunt had died in a retirement home twelve months ago, her husband having passed away years before. She left her estate to her only nephew Richard, who used to stay with her when a boy and even when a medical student in Cardiff. This legacy coincided with the offer of a ‘golden handshake’ from his university post in Singapore. As he had been divorced not long before, there seemed nothing to keep him in the Far East, so he took the plunge and came home to Wales to set up in private practice with Angela.

The problem with the house was that even in these enlightened 1950s, it was a little daring for two unmarried people to live together in the same house. However, after a few nights in the B&B, Angela had declared that she had had enough and moved in with Richard.

It was a purely platonic relationship – she had a sitting room and a bedroom upstairs and he took another bedroom on the other side of the house. Downstairs was devoted to the business, each having a study, the other rooms being an office, a laboratory and staffroom, as well as the kitchen. The original problem was the single, old-fashioned bathroom, as his aunt had done nothing to improve the house for thirty years. However, in the intervening months a local jobbing builder had divided the cavernous bathroom in half, with two separate doors. This his-and-hers arrangement now worked very well, with a new modern bath in place of the cast-iron monstrosity in Angela’s half. Richard was content with a shower cabinet, so their problem was solved and they were happy to ignore any scandalized gossip in the village.

After seeing Moira off, Richard took the samples of blood and urine he had collected in Brecon and put them in the new refrigerator in the laboratory, for Siân to deal with the next day. Then he went back into his own office on the ground floor, opposite the staffroom. Here he had a desk, a workbench and a microscope, as well as shelves with all his medical textbooks and journals.

Next door was Moira’s office, the main features being a filing cabinet and a typewriter. A new communicating door went into the laboratory, a large front room with a wide bay window looking out on to the valley below. The house had two such windows, one each side of the central front door. The one on the other side was Angela’s study, with the same superb view of the woods and cliffs opposite.

Sitting at his desk, he drew a yellow legal pad towards him and began to write a draft report of his visit to Ty Croes Farm and the subsequent post-mortem in Brecon. In the morning, Moira would type it up for him, with a couple of carbon copies, so that he could send one to the Brecon coroner and the other to DI Crippen.

As he sat writing under his table lamp, Moira was sitting alone in her own house down the road. Her comfortable armchair was pulled up near the hearth, where a small fire was burning, as October evenings were becoming cool. Her Yorkshire terrier was asleep at her feet and a small glass of sherry stood on a table alongside her. An open copy of a Georgette Heyer novel lay on her lap, but she was not reading it, just staring at the flames flickering between the coals in the fire.

The thirty-year-old was thinking once again of the profound changes in her life that had taken place over the past couple of years. Happily married, three years earlier she had suddenly become a widow when her husband, an industrial chemist, had been killed in a factory accident in Lydney. Generous compensation and a modest pension had allowed her to live on comfortably in their house, but she found herself somehow aimless and lacking direction in her life.

Moira had not contemplated marrying again, though she was certainly attractive enough, as no one she knew remotely interested her. Then six months ago, a postcard advertisement in the village post office had spurred her to apply for a job as a part-time housekeeper with the new people who had just moved in to Garth House, virtually next door. It was the best move she could have made, as it jolted her out of her rut and she soon found the position fascinating. She had rapidly become an indispensable part of the ‘forensic family’.

Staring into the flames of her fire, she wondered yet again about the relationship of Richard Pryor and Angela Bray. Though they slept in the big house every night, she had never seen any sign of intimacy or affection between them, just a pleasant friendship. She knew the story of their meeting at a forensic conference eighteen months ago and their eventual decision to set up in partnership. Her main source of information had been Siân Lloyd, who seemed to know every bit of gossip. She and Siân had often discussed the nature of the relationship between their two employers, but they came to no conclusion. Siân, young romantic that she was, was inclined to think that they were secret lovers, but Moira felt that though the situation could one day go that way, at present Richard and Angela appeared to be in a purely professional relationship.

She sighed and took a sip of her sherry. A rather prim woman, it would be brash to suggest that she ‘fancied’ Richard Pryor, but certainly he was often in her thoughts. She had enjoyed marriage and missed all aspects of her former wedded state. Maybe it was time that she began to look around, she thought – taking this stimulating job had started to nudge her out of her previous apathy.

Her book forgotten, she stared into the fire and visualized Richard’s lean face and wiry body. He was quite tall, with abundant brown hair and appealing hazel eyes. Siân, who was an ardent film fan, claimed he was very like Stewart Granger or Michael Rennie, an image that was reinforced by the way he dressed. Richard was fond of light suits with a belted jacket and button-down pockets, strengthening the Granger image of a big-game hunter. As he had lived in the Far East for the past fourteen years, it was natural that he had these Singapore-made suits, but the women in the house had recently ganged up on him and sent him off to get clothes better suited to the British climate and appearing in local courts.

Though she always thought of him as ‘Richard’, Moira never failed to address him as ‘doctor’, as did Siân. Apart from being their employer, they had a genuine respect for him that discouraged overfamiliarity, even though he was the son of a Merthyr general practitioner, a valleys boy still with a slight Welsh accent even after all his years abroad.

He was certainly an attractive man, she thought once more. In his early forties, he was more than a decade older than her, but these days that was no bar to a romance – or so she fantasized.

This led her to think of the age of another woman – Angela Bray, who was only slightly younger than Richard. Here was competition indeed – a tall, handsome woman with a similar academic background to the doctor, coming from an affluent family in the Home Counties. Siân Lloyd, that fount of all gossip, had soon discovered that Angela’s parents ran racing stables and a stud farm in Berkshire and that she had gone to a select boarding school in Cheltenham. A London University degree in biology, followed by a PhD, had led her to fifteen years in the Metropolitan Police Laboratory, where she had risen to a responsible position but then stuck halfway up the promotion ladder.

Moira sighed when contemplating the challenge Angela posed in her daydreams of a romance with her boss. The scientist was elegant, poised and extremely well dressed – and, most of all, she was living in the same house as Richard Pryor!

Almost angrily, Moria pulled herself together, mentally chiding herself for being such an adolescent fool. Drinking down the rest of her sherry, she opened her Georgette Heyer and determinedly began to read.
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