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	Solving a cold case after two hundred years

	 

	When Daisy heard about a mysterious skeleton that had been dug up in a forest clearing, she was all fired up with curiosity. But there was no way she would ever get involved in finding its identity and explaining how it had come to be there. Until, that is, the young vicar of Bottomleigh came to see her about an entirely different affair.

	Everyone knew about the vicar’s interest in history; it was no surprise that he wanted an 18th century grave in a far corner of his churchyard to be opened; he had some doubts about the death of the man buried there. But in order to investigate, Daisy’s permission was needed, as she was the dead man’s last living relative. She gave her blessing at once.

	Then the grave turned out to be empty. The coffin only contained a few rocks. What on earth was going on? The quest for answers would lead to the elucidation of a two-hundred-year-old mystery—and as it happened the original ‘skeleton from the clearing’ was involved as well.

	 

	“This time Nick Aaron strives for a ‘poetic’ mystery. Struggling to emulate his idols John Berger and Bruce Chatwin, he nevertheless manages to keep his readers on the edge of their seats.”

	— The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 57k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth Mysteries

	 


 

	 

	The living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing, and they have no more reward, for the memory of them is forgotten.

	Ecclesiastes 9:5

	 

	 

	If every event which occurred could be given a name, there would be no need for stories. As things are here, life outstrips our vocabulary. A word is missing and so the story has to be told.

	John Berger, The Time of the Cosmonauts
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Part one

	THE CHALLENGE

	 

	 

	— 1 —

	 

	A new day, a bright blue sky, the morning sun already beat down on the meadow and made the tall grasses bend low in the heat. At the edge of the woodland clearing clusters of foxgloves still stood tall, and bumblebees were busy foraging among the hanging blossoms, climbing inside as hurriedly as they scrambled out again, then buzzing off to other stalks, following erratic paths.

	When a few men appeared on the scene, bantering and guffawing, it was enough to make a squirrel that had ventured out into the open dart back in a panic into the branches of a nearby tree, but their presence didn’t even register with the relentless bumblebees. For them a group of human giants walking by wasn’t any different from a column of clouds drifting past on the horizon, their cackling like a distant rumble of thunder.

	“It ain’t fair I tell ya! It’s getting hot already, and what business do we have digging holes in this gawdforsaken place, anyways?”

	“Well if I told you once I told you a thousand times, Bertie, this is the right weather for the job, old Wilmer wants to graze some cows here, and you’re not getting paid to find it fair. Just do what you’re told, awright?”

	The fen had been drying up over the years, the farmer who owned the land had started grazing some sheep in this clearing at first, as long as he’d had a lad to tend them, but now he was planning to fence off the area, speed up the drying with some drainage channels so the soil would become firm enough to support a few cows. They wouldn’t need much looking after and would bring in more money. So he’d chartered a gang of navvies to dig some gullies in their spare time, it was a Sunday, at the end of a dry spell—this was in the early summer. The digging was nothing fancy, mind you, just some troughs at a right angle to the brook that flowed in the middle of the clearing, to help the rainwater run off. The men who’d appeared on the scene, wearing mud-caked overalls, had been working on it for a couple of weekends now and were almost done. The only problem was that the trenches needed to be deeper where they connected with the existing stream, which made the job a bit more strenuous on that particular day, and certainly a lot dirtier, squelching through waterlogged peat with the spades.

	The four men set to work in silence, each tending to his own trench, fifty yards apart along the brook.

	“Oh I hate this job!” Bertie called out, “Curse you, Jack, why did you talk me into this?”

	“If you can find somefing better to earn a little extra you’re welcome to it, mate,” the man in charge called back.

	“Yeah, how about getting yousself a nice office job?” one of the other workers suggested, and they all burst out laughing again.

	The bumblebees were still not amused.

	Then the men kept digging at a fair pace for a while, and you could only hear them puffing with the effort, the squelching of the lumps of turf being pried loose and soft thumps as they landed in small heaps along the channels. Suddenly they heard a clunking sound, and Bertie exclaimed, “Oi! Just me luck! I’ve hit a rock, Jack, as big as yer head. What dya wan’ me to do with it?”

	“Take it out and chuck it, of course. We don’t want old Wilmer carping about a rock clogging one of his drains.”

	The men went back to work after this brief interruption, and the huffing and puffing resumed. They could see only the top of their mates at some distance left and right, standing knee-deep in their ditches and half-hidden by the tall grasses, bending over their spades, then straightening up again to toss aside clumps of boggy earth. Bertie had dropped out of sight for a while, crouching low to dig up that rock, but he suddenly reappeared, holding something aloft that did not seem heavy enough to be made of stone.

	“Look what I’ve got here, you guys!” he yelled excitedly at them, ‘It ain’t a rock, it’s a Jolly Roger skull!”

	The three other men looked over, squinting, and sure enough, that crazy Bertie was holding what appeared to be a human skull, turning it this side and that for them to see it better. And although it was dirty, almost dark-brown, you could clearly recognize the smooth dome of its bulging forehead, the hollow, earth-filled voids of its eye sockets, and the unmistakable double row of yellow teeth of a macabre grin.

	“Blimey! Bertie! Put it down!” Jack cried as he and the two others scrambled out of their ditches and ran over to where their mate was still standing knee-deep in his. “You found a corpse, you daft sod! Must be more bones buried down there, lemme take a look.”

	Already Jack was down on his knees at the bottom of Bertie’s trench, clawing at the earth with his bare hands.

	“Look, there’s some bone just here, under the mark left by the skull, probably the top of the neck, must be a whole body buried right under the bank on this side of the trench.”

	“Blimey! What do we do now?”

	“You stay here and watch over the spot… You two come to the farm with me, we’ll tell Mister Wilmer about this, and I guess he’ll call in the police.”

	“So we’re done digging for today already?”

	“Not so fast! Maybe we’ll have to dig some more before the day is over, but this time we’ll be doing the job as gravediggers.”
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	There was one good thing about living in the attic of a fancy hotel: you could always go down to the lounge and read the newspapers without having to buy them. This guilty pleasure allowed you to stay informed about the latest unidentified dead person whose corpse had turned up, the living who’d disappeared without a trace, or about any miscarriage of justice whose victim kept claiming his or her innocence. In other words the unsolved mystery of the day. All of it food for thought and great fun. Almost every morning the odd couple living in the loft apartment of the Manor Hotel in Bottomleigh would be the first ones to come down in the shiny, stainless steel elevator that gave them a direct access to the rest of the establishment. When the other guests were still having breakfast in the dining room they would have the place all to themselves, and Darren (Darren Miller), the wheelchair-bound husband, would make straight for the reading table of the day lounge downstairs and collect all the papers lying there, ready for their perusal. With the stack in his lap he would wheel over to their favourite couch while Daisy, his blind wife, probed the upholstering with her outstretched hand and sat down in her favourite spot. On that particular day he led her first to a side table where a new flower display had appeared overnight. “Hollyhocks”, he announced, and she fingered them delicately, inhaled their earthy smell with a wistful sigh, before settling down. Then, while her husband scanned the headlines she egged him on impatiently.

	“Any news, darling, anything interesting today?”

	The local rag especially held some fascination, The Sussex Surveyor’s revelations, for instance, were close enough to home and could sometimes hold you in thrall.

	“Here’s something that looks exactly up your street,” Darren announced after a brief search, and he started reading out loud.

	 

	“GRUESOME FIND ON WILMER’S FARM

	“As a small gang of navvies from Petworth were working on the weekend to earn a little extra, digging drains in a marshy clearing in the South Downs woods belonging to a local farmer, Mr William Wilmer, they made a macabre discovery. Mister Jack Twort and his three helpers unearthed some human remains at the bottom of a trench.

	“Not only was this skeleton buried in the middle of nowhere, in a clearing that is so isolated that it is hard to reach even with a sturdy Land Rover, but according to the police the victim’s identity could not be established and is therefore just as inaccessible. However, the only light that Mister Twort, not the police, mind you, was able to shed on this affair, is that most of the unearthed bones were broken.

	“Who is the deceased? When did this unknown person come to such a gruesome end, and why was he buried in such a godforsaken location? And if there is question of a brutal slaying, who were the culprits? DCI Gilford of the West Sussex CID has taken charge of the investigation, but as usual our faithful and devoted law enforcers do not consider informing the public their highest priority. They claim that no person has been reported missing in connection with the case, but we beg to differ and find that conclusion a bit premature. We invite all those with concerns about loved ones whose whereabouts are unknown to come forward at once. But for now the mystery of the West Weald Forest remains complete.”

	 

	“Gosh, what a story!” Daisy exclaimed when Darren had finished reading, “and did you hear what it says? DCI Gilford is on the case! I wonder if he’ll get in touch with me about this?”

	“As much as he’d love to, precious, I don’t think he will. Why should he? This time it’s got nothing to do with you or with Bottomleigh. Petworth is just too far away from here, we drove through it once, a long time ago, and I remember the West Weald Forest around there, endless woods, it went on and on forever, and not a house or village in sight for miles. Nobody lives there.”

	“So what are you saying? That they’ll never solve the case because the area is too vast and isolated?”

	“Something like that, yes. Try finding any clues in a place like that… and there would definitely have been no witnesses around… so probably the poor chap was murdered somewhere else and his body was dumped where no one would ever go looking for it.”

	“Well, Inspector Miller, you seem to be on top of the case already! But they did find it in the end, and don’t you worry, nowadays they can get an awful lot of information from a dead body.”

	“Right. I guess so… But still, your old friend Gilford isn’t likely to enlist your help this time, like I said.”

	“Probably not, no, and that’s a great pity. It makes your skin crawl when you hear that apparently every bone in the victim’s body was broken. I hope to God they’ll find out what happened! We must make sure we follow the news in the coming days, you know? Maybe listen to the local radio station as well, I want to hear everything about every new development.”
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	“Well, Doctor Whittaker, what do you make of it?”

	“It’s too early to say, Chief Inspector, but you were absolutely right to call me in… It will take some time, but my research group is one of the few in this country that can give you some answers.”

	The two men were standing by the open grave in the middle of the clearing, looking down into a dark pit at the bottom of which a human skeleton had been cleared, but left in place. The peace and quiet was being disturbed by the grating hum of a small pump’s petrol engine that struggled to keep the pit free of water.

	“Of course the bones we are looking at right now tell us that the subject was male, and quite young, in my estimate between thirty and forty years old when he died.”

	“You don’t say!”

	“But it’s a pity you didn’t involve me from the start, sir, I would have liked to take samples of the earth covering the body, keep exact records of where each sample came from, that kind of thing… But I’m glad you left the bones in place, now at least we’ll be able to analyse the earth beneath the remains in a systematic way, eventually.”

	“Pardon my ignorance, Doctor, but why is that so important?”

	“It’s the only way to find out what this individual was wearing when he was buried here, for instance. Only careful scrutiny under a microscope, you understand, combined with physical and chemical analysis can reveal more about what was present apart from the body.”

	“Well I’m awfully sorry we didn’t think about that. I had no idea.”

	The two gentlemen were standing side by side, the lanky CID Chief wearing a coat and tie, the shorter ‘Doctor’ sporting a jacket and bow tie in spite of the summer heat. He also wore thick horn-rimmed glasses. The other people present, all men, stood at a respectful distance from their bosses. Some uniformed police officers and a few assistants from Doctor Whittaker’s research group, casually clad. Even Jack Twort and his small gang of navvies, wearing their work overalls, were in attendance for any digging that might be needed, and to take care of the motor pump.

	“It’s all right, Chief, you couldn’t know. At least you were pretty right about the seated position of the remains. This is not an ordinary way of burying people nowadays.”

	“Yes, I had a vague notion this kind of thing was done in the Bronze Age, or something like that. And I was also reminded of the peat bog mummies that have been found over the years. But I wondered if the broken bones would be normal in that case, and… erm… consistent with this type of find?”

	In fact it was the local police surgeon, the one Gilford normally worked with, who’d come up with such astute remarks. As soon as they’d reached the scene on the day of the find, even before the navvies had started digging, the man had drawn the Chief’s attention to “the boggy nature of the terrain”. At the outset he’d declared that it would be difficult to put a date on the death of such remains, in such conditions. “It could as easily be a thousand years as a couple of months,” he’d remarked.

	That was when Gilford had decided to pull some strings and get a real expert involved. He’d phoned the only contact he had at Scotland Yard, Detective Inspector Collins from the Metropolitan CID, who’d graciously put him in touch with the most famous scholar in the field. Doctor Tarrant Whittaker was a forensic anthropologist, a tenured professor from Cambridge who led his own research group, specialized in elucidating suspicious deaths from a distant past. So it was only natural for the police chief to defer to the expert, now that he was there. In fact Gilford wished to wash his hands of the whole affair as soon as possible, a not unusual ambition in his case.

	“I hope you don’t mind my putting these questions to you, sir. You’re probably smiling privately at my ignorance… but you’re too polite to show it.”

	“Oh no, you were quite right, again, to conclude that this terrain is similar to a peat bog, Inspector, and proper analysis will tell us more about the acidity and oxygen levels under the ground. As for the other question you put to me just now: yes, the bog bodies that were buried during the Iron Age, at least, were often stabbed, bludgeoned, hanged or strangled as part of the burial rituals of the time. It doesn’t bear thinking about what they did, exactly, to these poor people back then, or why.”

	“So this chap down there could really be a few thousand years old?”

	“Well, certainly, and that part of the riddle will be easy enough to solve. My assistants and I will take bone samples in a moment. If our chap, as you say, is older than five hundred years, then radiocarbon dating will tell us his age quite easily. If he’s younger, unfortunately, C-14 decay won’t be much help and we’ll have to resort to other methods… We’ll see.”

	Just at that moment another man stepped forward and rasped his throat respectfully but urgently. He was also wearing a suit, but somehow didn’t look every inch a gentleman like the two others.

	“Excuse me, Doc, I couldn’t help overhearing… did you say the stiff with the broken bones could be, like, five hundred or a thousand years old?”

	“Etheridge!” DCI Gilford growled, “have you been eavesdropping? What on earth are you doing here anyway? This is still officially a murder scene you know!”

	“Well, I didn’t see any police line, and no one tried to stop me, so I figured I might as well take a closer look.”

	“We’re in the middle of nowhere, miles away from the nearest metalled road, so we’re not expecting the public to butt in!”

	To the man by his side he explained under his breath, “Etheridge is a local newshound, The Sussex Surveyor’s star reporter, just ignore him.”

	“Oh, great!” the interloper protested, “just dismiss the representatives of the press! Perish the thought that the members of the public should be informed… So how about it, Doc, with all due respect?”

	“It’s too early to say, sir, but for the moment, pending further analysis, it certainly looks like these remains could be pretty ancient indeed. I might add that by the look of it, this site will soon stop being a crime scene and become an archaeological dig. You may quote me on that.”

	“Well, I don’t know, Doc, I’m not sure my readers will want to hear about an archaeological dig, no one is interested in history, you understand. If the stiff were like from ten, say, or even twenty years back, there would at least be some human interest in it, because your parents or your grandparents still remember those days. But five hundred or a thousand years, no, nobody cares.”

	The scientist didn’t say a word, just stared stonily back at the yammering reporter, and DCI Gilford sneered at him, “Well, didn’t I just tell you that you weren’t welcome here, Etheridge?”

	They had to wait until the pesky newshound had removed himself before they could carry on with their conversation. “So what do we do next?” they both said almost at the same moment, then smiled politely at one another.

	“I’ll answer first, Doctor. I propose to leave this whole affair in your able hands. I’ll have to report to our local coroner, naturally, but I assume it’s safe to say that he’ll agree this is no longer a police matter.”

	“Right you are, Chief Inspector, but from my side there’s going to be a lot of paperwork involved as well. I’m not allowed to even touch human remains like these without written permission from the proper authorities… if I don’t want to get into trouble.”

	“Of course, I understand… I will put a few men on it as soon as I get back to the office.”

	“I would be most grateful… When do you think the permits can be delivered? I would like to get on with the job so that I don’t need to travel back to Cambridge first.”

	“Oh, you’ll have them before the end of the day. I can move these things along a bit, knowing all the people involved locally… the advantage of working in a small division. Meanwhile I don’t think anyone will object if you take some bone samples like you mentioned.”

	“I suppose not. The remains have already been interfered with, after all.”

	“Where will you be staying, do you know? I’m asking for the delivery of the papers.”

	“Your people may drop them at the rectory in Bottomleigh. The vicar is an old friend, and he has graciously accepted to put me up for the duration.”

	 

	 

	The story about the bumblebees

	 

	I will never forget the first time we met properly, my dearest, in the woodland clearing on that early summer afternoon. I still like to think it was a chance encounter, although you never did. I was looking for bumblebees, that’s all. I would argue that I really wanted to take a better look at their behaviour, at their flight patterns while gathering nectar. I’d heard about this, or read something on the subject somewhere, and I was looking for a place where I could find a lot of foxgloves in bloom. My informants, mostly servants of ours living in the village, had referred me to the very clearing where you were tending your father’s modest flock of sheep. It happened to be the ideal place for foxgloves as well, at the edge of the woods on marshy ground.

	I entered the clearing on horseback, proudly riding my old grey stallion Pegasus. It must have been the first time you encountered him at such close quarters, and you were rather taken aback by the heft of the superb animal, I could see that. Therefore I dismounted at once and greeted you as politely as I could. You reciprocated to the best of your abilities, mumbled, “Master Ralph,” and curtsied! It was my turn to be taken aback. I pretended to look over my shoulder, to ascertain if no one was standing behind me who could be a worthier recipient for such a subservient greeting, and seeing no one I doffed my tricorne and took a deep bow in front of such a charming young lady. This made you smile, and the dimples that appeared in your cheeks were most ingratiating.

	I will readily admit that I knew exactly who you were. That I had known you since my earliest childhood, and what’s more, been quite aware of your existence. I saw you in church every Sunday. I had always liked to look at you during worship, for you were one of the prettiest girls I had ever set eyes on. During hymns you sang along like an angel straight from heaven. I must confess that I had sought and gathered all the information I could get about you over the years. That was not so difficult to achieve as I was well-loved in the servants’ quarters downstairs, as a boy. So I knew not only your name, but also your father’s role in the scheme of things, and which house just outside the village you called home. But perforce you would have known precisely the same things about me. Still this was the first time I saw you in the flesh rather than in church, if I may put it like that, although I realize that this way of describing the situation could be grievously misconstrued.

	So I stated my business, clarified the reason for my presence in the clearing on that day, and sent Pegasus off to graze with a tap on his rump. There was enough grass available for him not to wander off. “You want foxgloves?” you said, “over there,” and you pointed at the clearing’s shady edge with your outstretched arm, in a gesture containing a natural grace that no lady of high birth could have bettered. You were so pretty in your frumpy summer dress, with a faded apron tightly girdled around your slender waist, with those honey-coloured wisps of hair that had escaped your white bonnet fluttering around your ears. Also, I marvelled at the fact that you weren’t wearing any shoes, not even a pair of wooden clogs. Could you really have walked barefoot all the way from the village to the common pasture at the edge of the woods? I could have stayed there, rooted on the spot and drinking in the sight of you forever. I had to force myself to turn away and saunter over to the part of the clearing you had so graciously and gracefully pointed out to me. When I looked back over my shoulder you too were walking away, presumably turning your attention to your father’s sheep again.

	As I began my investigation of the glorious bumblebee specimens teeming around the thick patches of foxgloves, I kept thinking that my fascination with the daughter of one of my father’s tenants could be grievously misconstrued, and that I did not want my infatuation to be placed in such an unseemly light. But what could be done? Should I pretend I had no interest in you at all? Well, I told myself, just concentrate on these fascinating beasties instead, and come what may as far as Florence Hill is concerned. Maybe she will show some interest in you as well?

	And sure enough, after a while, when you’d assured yourself of your sheep’s welfare, I suppose, you came over to the foxglove border and engaged me in conversation. “What are you looking for, Master Ralph, if you don’t mind my asking?”

	Believe it or not, I hadn’t heard you coming, totally absorbed by my observations and lost in thoughts that had nothing to do with you. “Oh? Ah, I’m interested in the flight behaviour of bumblebees… and please just call me Ralph. Have you ever noticed how small their wings are? They seem to be pretty heavy, yet their wings seem rather small for their heft.”

	“Compared to birds yes, I suppose you’re right… but isn’t that because they beat their wings a lot faster?”

	“Excellent observation, but even so: they need to exert themselves a lot in order to do that, so what’s the point? If God had made their wings a bit larger, I reckon it would take a great deal less effort for them to fly.”

	“I wouldn’t know about that, erm… Ralph, but they seem quite happy the way God made them.”

	We kept looking intently at the buzzing little beasts for a while, standing side by side, and I enjoyed your company immensely. At length I volunteered another observation: “I wonder why they seem to be in such a hurry, Florence? Do you see how they climb inside the hanging blooms as hurriedly as they scramble out again, and then go buzzing on to other stalks, following rather erratic paths? Strange behaviour!”

	“Well, maybe it’s because the flowers only blossom for a short while? And please just call me Flo, like everyone else… The poor bumblebees have only a month or so to collect their nectar, then they have to go looking for other kinds of blooms, but how many of those are roomy enough for them?”

	“Yes, but what I don’t understand,” said I after a short reflexion, “is their erratic behaviour. How come they never seem to visit more than one of the bells on the same stalk, before flying on to an entirely different plant?”

	“That’s because foxgloves blossom from the bottom to the top of their stalks during the month of June. Just look: the lower bells are already withering, the top ones are only budding yet, and that’s why only one or two in the middle are ripe, and have some sweetness inside.”

	You picked one of the foxglove bells and with the tip of your tongue showed me how to taste the nectar inside. Then you gave it to me so I could try it in my turn. Indeed it tasted sweet.

	You gave me these enlightening explanations in an unassuming way, as if to say, “Surely I’m not telling you anything you didn’t already know?” or alternatively, “I’m only volunteering my own observations for what they’re worth.” I loved you dearly for that, there and then. I realized that truly you were the only person I would like to share the rest of my life with, no matter what anyone else would have to say about it.

	And as soon as I understood that you were the girl I really wanted to marry one day, I felt a great deal of restlessness in my heart. If only I could claim you as mine before anyone else managed to do so! (I vaguely suspected that most of the other village lads would have better opportunities to press their suit than I.) Suddenly I fully understood the erratic behaviour of the bumblebees and how to summarize in a few words what you’d just elucidated for me in such an endearing way: “So much to do; so little time!”
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	“As you very well know, I’m not as old-fashioned as all that,” the vicar said, “we no longer live in an age of ‘one faith fits all’, and I still pride myself on having an open mind with respect to the modern world.”

	Look who’s talking, his guest thought, sitting in a deep chesterfield across from his old acquaintance, with a glass of excellent chardonnay in his hand. He took in the familiar outfit of black corduroy trousers, ditto jacket worn over a woollen cardigan, the whole topped by a stark white dog collar. The younger man looked like a caricature of a traditional parson, while Tarrant Whittaker, his senior by many years, prided himself on the youthful flair of his outfit: the two-toned navy blue stripes of his suit, the pale pink accent of his plain shirt and the playful black-and-white polka dot pattern of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	The story about the frogs

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	The story about the pigeons

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
