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 PROLOGUE: 14:30 Monday 11th December
1999


“One generation passeth away and another
generation cometh: but the earth abideth for ever.”


The skull stared up from the pit.  Bill Watkins
stared down. Neither seemed too impressed with the other. It was
not that Bill was squeamish. He was a Falklands veteran and had
seen more than his share of corpses. Since leaving the army he had
found he still could not afford to be over-delicate. Even in the
peaceful business of landscape gardening you encountered unpleasant
surprises when you worked in neglected land, poking around in the
refuse of centuries. As a general rule however these surprises did
not include human skeletons.

When the narrow shovel of his machine, dragging
through the icy and reluctant ground, caught up part of an old
wooden lid, Bill at first envisaged buried treasure. The labourers
were working in the former walled garden of a five hundred year old
mansion. He felt a tingle of anticipation. Surely there was a
chance that valuables had been hidden in the vicinity and then
abandoned at some stage in the house's long history. Maybe a
cavalier on the run from the Roundheads? Maybe monks from the
former abbey, hiding gold from the earlier Cromwell?

Parking the hydraulic arm of the digger on top of the
pile of newly excavated soil, Bill dismounted from his cab to take
a closer look. At a depth of five or six feet, the shovel had
exposed a cavity underneath the lid. Loose fragments of earth were
already slipping back into it. There was no treasure inside.
Instead, still visible despite the new influx, shone a white gleam
of bone.

The front of a cranium and two eye sockets could be
seen; the lower jaw was still hidden by dirt. Though damaged and
not of great size, the skull appeared human. It might have belonged
to a small and delicate person, perhaps a woman or an
adolescent.  Bill shut down his engine and shouted for Alf
Smith, the foreman. 

A self-important and officious man, Alf prided
himself on his ability to stay calm no matter what mischief the
world, and especially the world’s weather, threw at him and his
crew. In the English Midlands that tended to be a lot. Now he tried
to behave as though he unearthed skeletons every day. Climbing down
into the excavation, he gently brushed away more of the half-frozen
soil surrounding the skull, wanting to be quite sure of what they’d
found. 

He knew that in the gardens of stately homes it was
not uncommon to unearth old bones; the aristocracy of bygone years
quite commonly interred favourite dogs and horses near to their
houses. Alf had heard of a contractor who had found the remains of
a pet ape.  That had caused panic followed by embarrassment
and Alf had no desire to make a similar fool of himself. These
remains however were not simian.  Bill looked from the skull
to Alf and Alf looked from the skull to Bill.

"I’ll phone from the Hall,” said Alf. "I’ll be right
back. Make sure no-one touches anything until the cops
arrive.” 

Bill nodded.  His gaze was drawn inexorably back
to the empty eyes that glowered up at him from the bottom of the
pit as though to accuse him of responsibility for more than just
their discovery.  Alf’s brushing had revealed a roughly
circular hole in the skull’s forehead. It looked suspiciously like
a death wound. A cold shudder gripped Bill Watkins’ insides. He had
uncovered a murder.

Within half an hour, several white, orange-striped
police cars, sirens blaring melodramatically and quite
unnecessarily along the empty country lanes around the village,
raced down the drive of Borminster Hall and scrunched to a halt in
the spacious gravel parking lot that fronted its ornate baroque
façade.  Just because the victim was long dead the drivers saw
no reason not to break the speed limit; Lincoln Police rarely got
to play Flying Squad. There followed a certain amount of confusion
when no excavations and therefore no skull were to be
seen. 

The owner of the Hall, Sir Michael Delabor, whose
family still occupied one wing despite having made the mansion over
to the National Trust, was away on business. Eventually his wife,
Nadia, Lady Delabor, emerged from a small service door under the
grand entrance steps. Lady Nadia had been alerted by her
housekeeper as soon as an agitated and mud-spattered Alf had
knocked on the back door and asked to use the phone. She now
invited the lost officers to pass through the nether regions of the
house and into the back yard, whence she conducted them to the site
of the discovery in the walled garden.

Wrapped up warmly against the winter chill in a
Burberry raincoat and wearing fur-lined, knee-length boots and a
crocheted hat, the austerely beautiful Lady Nadia looked more like
a Vogue model than someone dressed for the grisly business of
inspecting human remains in her back garden.  She was
significantly younger than her husband, whose second wife she was,
and although her high cheekbones and dark complexion suggested a
Slavic extraction, she spoke English with the accent of the
north-eastern United States. 

She shook her head in annoyance, swishing her long
black hair, as she confronted the policemen.  On the subject
of bones she was already bored; on other matters she gave the
impression that she did not share the priorities of the
constabulary.

“How long is this going to take?” she
demanded of Detective Inspector Thorpe, having quickly discerned
which of the policeman was senior. "These bloody workmen
already have the house full of mud. They work slowly enough at the
best of times and I have an enormous family party planned for
Millennium Eve. If you’re going to hold them up, nothing will be
ready in time.”

Thorpe bit back an angry retort. He knew he had to be
circumspect.  The Delabors were thick as thieves with Chief
Constable Gough; the slightest hint of incivility would bring his
boss’s opprobrium down on his head. Nevertheless he had to do his
duty.  In addition, murders were rare in his predominantly
rural patch and a successful investigation could advance his career
even more effectively than annoying Lady Nadia could retard
it.  He tactfully refrained from pointing out that the workmen
were being held up by a dead body rather than by him.

"The pathologist is right behind us, Your Ladyship,”
he smiled apologetically. "As soon as he gives us the all-clear
we’ll get everything taken away and have your house back to
normal.”

"Normal!” snorted Lady Nadia. "Tell me what
‘normal’ means these days. I always thought the Trust were more
trouble than they were worth and now look what they’ve
done!”

Thorpe again required tact. It was unclear whether
Lady Nadia was complaining of the Trust’s responsibility for the
killing or lack of consideration in discovering it. He was tempted,
but it was neither the time nor place to comment on the infrequency
of murder by JCB.

He gave an almost audible sigh of relief as he was
spared the difficulty of further conversation by the sight of the
rotund figure of Sturgeon, the pathologist, emerging from the
kitchen doorway at the rear of the Hall.  Pointing out the
doctor to Lady Nadia, Thorpe hastened into the walled garden to
ensure that his subordinates had secured the crime
scene. 

It was immediately apparent to him that there was
little point in taping off the area where the skull had been
discovered.  The walled garden provided its own perimeter and
inside it was a sea of freezing mud, criss-crossed by excavator
tracks, with hardly a pristine yard where workmen’s boots had not
already trodden.

The pathologist waddled up to him, smiling in his
usual cheery way. "Found a body at last, have we D.I. Thorpe?
Let’s hope it’s a nice juicy case, eh?” 

Thorpe had to admit to himself that he had just been
thinking the same thing but would never have put it so
crassly. 

Already clad in his white plastic overall and boots,
Sturgeon made his way over to the excavator and the pit beside
it.  He looked down at the skull. "Not recent,” he sighed
sadly, turning to look at Thorpe. "Been buried here for years;
quite a lot of years, I’d say.  Let me have one of your chaps
to help me clear away some more of the soil and I’ll soon give you
a better idea.  I saw young Tomkins on the way in, didn’t
I?  He’s done this sort of thing before.  Not too
squeamish and considerably more fingers than thumbs. He’ll
do.”

Recalling that only the previous day he had had PC
Tomkins searching through a rubbish tip for two hours, Thorpe
opened his mouth to suggest someone else, then thought better of it
and went to find the unfortunate constable. 

Fifteen minutes later the officer outside the front
door of Borminster Hall reported by radio to Thorpe that a Range
Rover had arrived, driven by an IC One female.

No proper way, the Detective Inspector thought, to
refer to Sir Michael Delabor’s glamorous but profoundly irritating
sister, Charlotte Kerridge.  He had no doubt that the new
arrival would be her; his only surprise was that it had taken her
so long. 

The voluptuous, red-haired Mrs Kerridge had fingers
in a great many Lincoln pies and was hardly likely to stay away
from a mystery on her own doorstep.  In fact technically it
was no longer her doorstep, since she lived with her businessman
husband in a palatial villa on the outskirts of Lincoln, but Thorpe
was convinced that her spies were everywhere.  No piece of
Lincoln news of any significance seemed to escape her for more than
five minutes and she had been known to embarrass Gough by being on
the phone about an issue of concern before the relevant police
report had reached him.  Gough did not like to be
embarrassed.

Thorpe knew that he must tread even more warily
around Charlotte Kerridge than around Lady Nadia, though it was a
close-run thing.  Why, he asked himself, could the body not
have been discovered in a more down-market place, such as Sincil
Bank Stadium or some farmer’s dung heap?  But then again, the
more exalted the location, the more publicity and the more kudos
for the successful investigator.

His ambitions did not stop him being relieved to hear
from a further radio report that the IC One female had been met by
her sister-in-law and had gone inside the Hall rather than coming
around the back to see for herself.

Half an hour after the arrival of Charlotte Kerridge,
the officer out front reported the arrival of, "A black Ford
Scorpio driven by …"

“Never mind!” Thorpe hissed into the
radio.  He knew the car and its driver all too well; Sir
Michael Delabor was the chairman of the Police
Committee. 

Sir Michael's arrival meant that Gough would by now
be in conference with Thorpe’s Superintendent and Thorpe had very
little time to prove that he had everything under control, failing
which all Hell would break loose. Kicking the accumulated frosty
mud off his shoes, he hurried back to the excavation where Sturgeon
and Tomkins had almost finished uncovering a complete
skeleton.

"Tell me you have something for me,” he pleaded with
Sturgeon. "His Nibs and his sister have arrived and pretty
soon we’re going to have the whole damned clan out here buzzing
round us like blue-arsed flies.”

The round face of Sturgeon beamed up at him from the
pit. "Well I have good news and bad news,” he said.

"Give me the good news first, for God’s sake,” Thorpe
said.

"The good news,” Sturgeon replied equably, "is that
your victim here, a young female in her late teens or early
twenties, wearing a gold necklace, was definitely murdered. She was
shot in fact; large calibre; low velocity; short range; back of the
head.  The hole in the forehead is an exit wound. Like one of
those execution-style killings you see in war films.”

"That’s great,” smiled Thorpe and then recollecting
himself, "I mean, that’s terrible, of course! So we’ve got our big
case at last then, Doc.”

“Then there’s the bad news,” Sturgeon
went on, his expression unchanging.

“Go on,” Thorpe sighed.

Sturgeon grinned back at him. "You aren’t going to be
able to catch the murderer.”





 CHAPTER ONE 09:15 Thursday 16th
December


“Draw me, I will run after
thee.”

 

"How can you investigate a murder that took place two
hundred years ago?” asked Fred. "Why should you want to investigate
it anyway?”

Good questions, don’t you think?  Let's suppose
you were to put them to your average reasonable man. He’d probably
take notice and give up the idea of such a futile investigation.
Since the evidence that I'm about to present indicates that I
didn’t take notice, we must conclude either that I'm not your
average reasonable man or that I had nothing better to do than
entangle myself in unrewarding and life-threatening trouble. I can
draw conclusions like this because I am a detective. That’s what
detectives do, draw conclusions from the evidence.

Le Tocq, Toby Le Tocq. Blame it on my father. I was
born in Jersey.

Back in December 1999, no evidence would have
suggested that I was anything out of the ordinary, except in the
sense that private detectives are a little less frequently
encountered than, say, bus drivers.  I did try to glamorise my
job by taking on the airs of a Philip Marlowe, but the truth is
that most of my work was about as far from the movie image as you
could get.

I had been a P.I. for five years. Five years in the
big city, as Marlowe would say.  Well, all right, five years
in Peckham.  Anyway it was five years away from the
claustrophobic confines of the family hardware store in St. Helier.
It had been five years of scraping the shit off the shoes of smart,
civilised, middle class people.  I had in that time, so I
thought, learned everything there was to know about the seamier
side of life.

I had a mackintosh every bit as dirty as Marlowe’s. I
couldn't be bothered with dry-cleaning and anyway dirt tends to
blend in quite well with my environment. A half smoked cigarette
drooped permanently from the corner of my mouth. I wore a hat to
pull down over my eyes when I didn’t want to be recognised. I did
not drive a Ferrari. Around London I travelled by bus or tube. I
did most of my work on foot and in all weathers.

Fred Blomberg, the man asking me the sensible
questions, is my partner. He is more than a little over fifty and
more than a little overweight. He took me on when he decided that
the legwork needed a younger pair of legs. He had become a family
friend many years before.  You wouldn’t think it to look at
his stout frame, but Fred is a serious sailor; his idea of a
holiday is island hopping in his forty foot yacht. (The business
can pay well, but Fred inherited his start-up capital and a fair
bit more besides.) Jersey is Fred's favourite
destination. 

His indignation at my proposed investigation was
synthetic, but the grounds for it were logical enough.  I
could put as good a case against my idea as he could.

First objection. I had no experience of modern murder
enquiries let alone historic ones. In any case, historic murders
are rarely solved; look how The Ripper or The Princes in The Tower
still generate controversy today.

Second. It wasn't likely that relatives of the victim
would cough up my one hundred pounds a day plus
expenses. 

Third. I couldn't interview witnesses without a
séance. The case might be set in a country house like an Agatha
Christie novel but, unlike Poirot or Miss Marple, I couldn’t
assemble all the suspects in the drawing room for the classic final
dénouement. No suspect would conveniently break down and confess to
save me the trouble of piecing together the last few
clues. 

Fourth. Any documentary evidence that wasn't hearsay
would be missing. 

And so on and so fifth.

“The only thing that's certain is that
you'll be wasting time and energy that you could be spending more
profitably on the firm’s business!” Fred concluded
emphatically.

“I'm officially on holiday!” I reminded
him sternly.

I'd just come in to let him know where I'd be, in the
unlikely event of an emergency and the even more unlikely event of
his needing my help. At the time, sitting in front of Fred's desk,
drinking taste-free decaffeinated coffee, with my travelling bag on
the floor of the office ready for departure, I was naively
unwilling to entertain doubts. 

The newspaper article that had piqued my curiosity
was only a brief story on an inside page, but since I don't care
for putting my feet up I need a diversion when I'm not
working.  I am not the sort to read a book or watch videos and
you don’t go for country walks in Peckham. You don’t go for any
kind of walks actually. 

Fred was not seriously irritated; when he gets
seriously irritated he throws things around the office.  He
was intrigued by the story. After all, no-one else was rushing to
solve it.  The police take no action in respect of historic
cases.  Once the pathologist had certified that the skeleton
was a couple of hundred years old it had been of no further
interest to the bold gendarmes. I would have done my best to give
sensible reasons for my interest had I possessed
any. 

Instead I said with a touch of exasperation, "Fred,
it's just a bit of fun.”

“Humph!” Fred's moustache twitched, which
meant he was trying to avoid smiling. A genuine mystery made a
change from pursuing straying husbands and runaway children. This
pays the bills but can get tedious. 

“What do we know so far?” he
enquired.

“What do we know?” I spluttered as a swallow
of coffee went down the wrong way.

Looking like a schoolmaster who would dearly love to
have confiscated my newspaper cutting, Fred explained in a paternal
way that he’d promised my mother he’d keep me out of
mischief.  He picked up the ashtray and then grimaced and put
it back down on the desk. 

I reminded him that his doctor had told him to take
anger management classes.  But since I had no firm plan of
action in mind, I didn’t mind bouncing a few ideas off my more
experienced partner, especially if it was an alternative to his
bouncing ashtrays off the walls. So I read him the
article: 

 

Boning up on Borminster?

The skeleton of a murder victim has been
discovered in the garden of Borminster Hall, a well known stately
home near Lincoln. Six months into a restoration programme, the
National Trust had just started work on a walled garden dating from
1760 when an excavator unearthed a human skull.

Police were called but soon established
that the remains were two centuries old.

According to pathologist Frederick
Sturgeon, the victim was a young woman who had been shot in the
back of the head.  Fragments of a coffin were found, but no
identification was possible.

The investigating officer, Detective
Inspector Thomas Thorpe, reassured local residents that, like his
victim, the killer was long dead. "We shall never know how she
died,” he added, "but yet another intriguing mystery has been added
to the colourful history of this part of Lincolnshire.”

Borminster Hall is open to the public on
weekday afternoons and all day Saturday.

 

“Hah! PR stunt!” Fred smiled on hearing
the last sentence. 

“The police wouldn’t participate in a
hoax,” I objected. "And how would you get hold of a two hundred
year old skeleton of a murder victim to use in a hoax
anyway?”

His face remained creased in a deep frown, lower lip
thrust out sceptically. He summarised the evidence: "So -
unidentified young female; shot by person unknown; late eighteenth
century; buried in a garden, not in hallowed ground. To my mind
that suggests ignorance on the part of the authorities; there won’t
be an official record of the death. This murderer was never caught
because nobody knew there’d been a murder … until now.”

"Should I start by looking for a Lincolnshire female,
born around the third quarter of the eighteenth century, for whom
there’s no record of death?”

Fred grunted. "That should narrow it down to a
few tens of thousands! What about all those who simply left the
area? Let's see.” He counted the possibilities on his fingers. "It
was early in the Industrial Revolution; there would have been rural
women going off to find work in the new mill towns, all outside
Lincolnshire.” One finger.

“During the Napoleonic Wars, women
camp-followers trailed soldier husbands all over Europe.” Two
fingers.

“It was an age of domestic service; rich
Lincolnshire families would have taken maids up to their house in
London.” Three fingers.

“How about elopement? Women swept off to
the Highlands by young Lochinvar!”  Four fingers and he seemed
capable of continuing.

 "This woman wasn't buried in the
garden of some cottage,” I interrupted, rather shaken by all this
historical erudition. "She was buried at Borminster
Hall.  She can't have been a nobody.”

Fred was unmoved. "The owners were away at the wars
or up in London. The gardener had a bust-up with some local floozy
and planted her under the roses. When the lady of the manor got
back she probably complimented him on his excellent blooms and
enquired what kind of fertiliser he was using!”

This was all too plausible but quite unacceptably
dull. Where was the romance in a common (or garden) lovers' fight?
Reluctantly allowing myself to be led down the gardener
path, I appointed myself counsel for the defence of the
falsely-accused horticulturist. 

“The gardener wouldn't own a
pistol.” 

“He borrowed one from the house, cleaned
it and put it back later. Or it was a musket; he was an old soldier
or a member of the local yeomanry. Or maybe it was the gamekeeper
with his vermin gun.”

My short-lived role as defence attorney was already
rocking, despite the accusation being broadened to include a second
suspect. I tried again.

“The gardener or the gamekeeper wouldn't
have had the political clout to hush up a suspicious
disappearance.  Other people must have known about this girl,
whoever she was. They would have wanted to know where she'd gone so
suddenly. Now the owners; they would have had the necessary
influence. Anyway, I can start with the owners. I’ll find out who
was living there then.”

"And there, I expect, the trail will go cold. 
You'll assume the owners must have been involved and that will be
that.”

Fred placed both hands flat on the desk in a gesture
of finality and defied me to produce more excuses.  I gave an
exasperated sigh. Getting up from my chair, I slapped him on the
back and picked up my bag from the floor.  I took my empty
coffee cup out through the glass door of our shared office into the
reception area.

Doreen sat behind her desk with a railway timetable
open in front of her.  She's five years older than me and
she’s been with Fred since before he took me on as a partner. 
She’s quite a looker; she can still turn heads. This time though,
she gave me her long-suffering look.

“There's a train to Lincoln at 10.30. You
can hire a car when you get there.  Alternatively, it's about
a hundred and thirty miles by road, assuming your old banger can
get that far.” 

I rolled my eyes. "You've been eavesdropping
again.”

“Since the two of you are about as
communicative as an Egyptian mummy, I have to keep my ears open in
order to do my job. This enquiry sounds like a wild-goose-chase,
Toby.”

I groaned wordlessly. I’d had enough of that from
Fred.

“Do you want me to book you a hotel
room?”

“Don't bother; I’ll find suitable
accommodation when I arrive.” I just wanted to be gone before my
idea collapsed entirely.

Fred came out of his office just as I was on my way
out of the door. "You'll be back inside a week,” he called
after me.

Oh but I knew better didn’t I?  If I was back in
a week it would be because I’d solved the case. As things turned
out, to have lasted a week would have been a triumph.  Within
twenty four hours I was knee deep in weird events for which none of
my detective experience had prepared me.

Oh and I’d met Sammie of course.





 CHAPTER TWO 10:30 Thursday 16th
December

 

“All the rivers run into the sea; yet the
sea is not full.” 

 

For several days after December 31st, 1999, I would
wake up surprised to find that I was still the same person who’d
gone to bed the previous night.  To my half-recovered
consciousness it seemed incongruous, as though one would normally
expect to wake up as someone else. 

Of course a good detective might reasonably ask how
you would know if you really did wake up as someone else. 
Unless you recalled the old you, you wouldn’t know that you’d
changed, would you? A new set of memories would give you a new
identity.

No, my problem was that I had two sets of memories in
my head at the same time.  Neither seemed like fantasy. Both
sets were memories of reality. I knew that the person who had done
the second set of things was me, but the ‘me’ in question didn’t
happen to be Toby Le Tocq.

Perhaps you figure I’m schizophrenic?  Am I the
subject of care in the community or did I abscond from some
institution?  You want to know if I’m taking my medication but
you ask yourself, 'If he’s this crazy when he’s on the pills what
on earth is he like when he’s not?' 

Well, I did tell you that I was not your average
reasonable man. I suppose the moral of my story might be that
personal identity is something too easily taken for
granted.

Even in an age of electronic identity theft, the
crimes of fraudsters stop short at pretending to be you. They do
not try to become you; acquire your memories, utilise your store of
knowledge, take over your relationships.  And yet somehow that
was what I had done.  The whole peculiar process began not
long after I left the office that morning.

On my way to Lincoln I stopped to warm myself at an
old pub an hour or so north of London.  It was a half-timbered
place with small windows; dark inside, but it had a real coal fire
and I sat near the blaze.  The weather was freezing and my
vintage MG had more of a refrigerator than a
heater. 

It was, as I say, an old pub; maybe the ghosts did
walk there, but probably not before lunch.  Nevertheless it
was when I was sitting looking at those flames that I first thought
of Moloch. 

At the time I assumed I had read it somewhere, or
perhaps half dozed through some archaeological programme on
television.  I had certainly never researched the topic; there
are some odd people needing background work in Peckham but none
this odd.

As I sat there it came into my head that the
name Moloch does not, as some believe, refer to an ancient
middle-eastern god.  This common mistake stems from a
mistranslation in the King James Bible, where it says that the
Canaanites ‘pass their children through the fire to Moloch.’ So
people got the idea that Moloch was the receiver of burnt
offerings; the god-beyond-the-fire. 

Rightly translated the text should say ‘of Moloch’
not ‘to’.  Moloch was actually the name of the fire, or to be
more exact of a big metal oven in which sacrificial victims were
baked alive. The oven was formed in the shape of an idol but the
god that it represented was not called Moloch, he was called
Baal.

The memory was just a curiosity. I thought nothing of
it. Not then. When I felt sufficiently warmed, I resumed my
journey.





 CHAPTER THREE  12:45 Thursday
16th December

 

“The beams of our house are cedar and our
rafters of fir.”

 

Doreen was wrong about the MGTA, because the 'old
banger' spluttered into Lincolnshire well before lunch time, though
by then its frost-bitten driver was seriously considering trading
it in for one of those Riley RM’s with the leather roofs and
heaters that work. 

Yes, you read that right; MGTA.  That, my
friend, is not one of those mass produced things that they stuck a
badge on latterly and called an MG.  That is a real MG and I
restored it myself.  It was manufactured in 1938.  I like
old cars; they have character and individuality.  They look
like cars, whereas modern motors all look like each other and none
of them look like cars.  Granted, vintage vehicles don’t like
turning corners and feel as if they use bricks for shock absorbers
but you can’t have everything, can you? 

The problem that day was the cold.  When this
car was made you wore a top coat and gloves when driving to keep
warm in the winter.  I had fitted a heater to the car during
the restoration and obviously disgusted it in the
process. 

“Wimp,” the car seemed to say to me
whenever I tried to turn the heater on, "Don’t you know my first
owner flew a Spitfire in the Battle of Britain?”  The heater
invariably gave up whenever the temperature dropped below freezing;
that is to say, whenever you really needed it. 

In Lincolnshire, I took the shortest route to
Borminster Hall, about ten miles outside the city and a mile west
of the village of Borminster from which it takes its name. 
There is no minster in Borminster these days.  There was one
once; an abbey, apparently dating back to Anglo-Saxon times,
occupied the site of the Hall before the Dissolution of the
Monasteries.  The parish church in the village itself is
Geometrical Gothic, founded in the thirteenth century. Presumably
in the Middle Ages it and the minster existed more or less side by
side.  There must have been a lot of money in the area at that
time. 

Today, Borminster is a quiet place with less than a
hundred houses clustered around a traditional village green and
traditional duck pond.  It’s quite attractive, without being
the sort of place where you would stop your car and take
photographs.  The main road from Lincoln to Market Rasen runs
through the middle of it.  There are two pubs, one of which
has been expanded into a motel using a completely different style
of architecture from the original building; they should never have
got planning permission for that, but it did come in handy for
me.  A couple of shops and a branch library serve the needs of
the villagers; a couple of shivering ducks inhabit the duck pond
and that more or less sums up the amenities. 

I found my way to Borminster Hall easily
enough.  There was a sign outside the entrance that suggested
visitors weren’t welcome before 2 pm, but the main gates were open
so I drove up towards the house.  I like to take the bull by
the horns; you can wait for ever to be invited you know. 
Anyway, somehow people find it impossible to be annoyed with the
driver of a MGTA. 

An avenue of limes came to an end a couple of hundred
yards from a Baroque façade and as I emerged from the trees I
stopped to admire the vista across the home park.  A little
research had told me that the southern front of Borminster Hall had
been constructed in the eighteenth century.  Most of the
sixteenth century manor house had been demolished but the
rebuilding was incomplete; it looked as though the builders had
lost interest, or more likely the patrons had run out of money. The
eastern wing alone looked to have been part of the Tudor
house. 

From the central part of the façade a broad stone
staircase, guarded on each side by giant stone heraldic beasts,
descended to the courtyard from the first floor, where a ceremonial
entrance was half hidden behind four huge Corinthian columns
bearing an overhanging pediment. It was easy to imagine Victorian
carriages delivering their elegant occupants to some grand ball in
such a setting. I could almost see the tall hatted gentlemen and
their ladies in swishing crinolines. With a little more imagination
I might have been able to hear the music and laughter from the
house and the clink of harness and hoof as coachmen below
manoeuvred their landaus for the best position.

I drove on.  In nine out of ten cases today such
stately homes were simply picturesque relics that ate money faster
than the former occupants of their stables had consumed hay. It
seemed unlikely that the grand entrance would nowadays be the
regular way in.  Modern occupants of these places seem always
to live in minor wings and use the old servants' entrances,
especially when the house is open to the public.  It keeps the
cost down but it spoils the image. 

Sure enough there was a door that looked
used around the side of the grand flight of steps. A Range Rover
was parked on the gravel outside it.  A little further away
were a black Ford Scorpio and a chartreuse Mini with flowers
painted on the doors and bonnet.  The Scorpio was nearly
new.  The Mini looked as if it might have been new when the
Beatles were popular; the rust was the only thing holding it
together.  The owner had to be a university student; the sort
of person who still had that
poster of Guevara on the bedroom wall.  I
parked the TA beside the Mini where it would feel more at
home.

There was an illuminated bell push beside the
servants' door.  I rang it.  After some delay it was
answered by a dumpy, dark haired woman wearing a black dress and a
white apron.  She was the high side of fifty, with more than a
tendency to a moustache and a hairy mole on her right
cheek. 

“Yes please,” she said in a strong
Spanish accent. 

With my best
travelling-salesman-offering-you-the-bargain-of-a-lifetime smile, I
handed over my business card and asked if would be possible to
speak to Sir Michael Delabor for a few minutes.

“He is expecting you,” she
said. 

“Er, no, I'm not expected. I could come
back later if it's not convenient.

"He is expecting you,” repeated the Spanish
lady. "You come this way please.” 

She retreated into a passageway beneath the stairs
which in turn led into a broader corridor running the width of the
house at the ground floor level.  I was surprised at being
invited in, but I reckoned that the time to sort out the case of
mistaken identity would be when I got to see the
owner. 

Sir Michael Delabor, fifth baronet, was, according to
Who’s Who, a minor figure in merchant banking.  His post
sounded to me like a sinecure designed to secure a good name on the
company letterhead.  Not a lot of top bankers live in Lincoln.
Aged forty-two, he was married to a lady of Lithuanian extraction,
his second wife, whom he had met as part of a delegation advising
the Vilnius authorities shortly after the fall of communism. She
was ten years younger than he.  They had no children, though
Sir Michael had a twenty year old son by his first wife; a
Frenchwoman who had died during the 1980's. He clearly had
cosmopolitan tastes in women.

The corridor was lined on the inner wall with oil
paintings, whilst on the outer wall a series of large windows
looked out into a section of the courtyard flanked by the front
steps and the west wing. The paintings included hunting scenes,
equestrian portraits and landscapes of Borminster Hall seen from
different parts of the estate. They might have been of some modest
value, but the corridor's paintwork and wallpaper were well past
their decorate-by date and the carpet was threadbare.  From
the fact that he had handed over management of his house to the
National Trust I could already have concluded that Sir Michael
Delabor was not sufficiently affluent to maintain his
patrimony.

The Spanish housekeeper conducted me into a well-lit
drawing room on the ground floor of the west wing.  The
furniture was substantial but of Victorian vintage and not
particularly valuable.  Portraits in dress ranging from
Georgian to modern were interspersed on the walls with gilt-framed
mirrors.  A large log fire burned in a black marble fireplace
with a wrought iron grate. The room was comfortably warm and
smelled of a mixture of wax polish and wood smoke.  I allowed
the housekeeper to take my coat, though I expected to have to take
it back again when the Delabors found out who I really
was.

There were five people already there.  One was a
senior policeman, in uniform; three were women.  I made myself
a wager that the long-haired young blonde wearing blue jeans and a
sloppy red sweater was the owner of the decorative Mini parked
outside.  The other two women looked thirty-something and both
were smartly dressed and well-groomed; their clothes looked
expensive. 

The second man detached himself from the group and
extended his hand.  He had the bucolic appearance of the
archetypal English country gentleman; tweed jacket with leather
elbow patches, cavalry twill trousers, brown brogues, a Paisley
pattern cravat; even a handkerchief tucked into the sleeve. 
The florid complexion and military moustache suggested an army
background, which my research told me he did not have.  He had
a glass in his left hand.

"Mr Le Tocq?” he said, with an upward twitch of the
eyebrows as he grasped my right hand firmly and held on to it for
some seconds, "I'm very pleased to meet you.  I'm Michael
Delabor.” 

'My assistant' had, it seemed, rung to ask permission
for me to call.  Doreen, having anticipated that I wouldn’t
think to smooth my own path, had smoothed it for me.  I
wondered exactly what she had said to have me so well
received.  Private detectives are not always welcomed, even by
people with nothing to hide.

There was nothing funny about Sir Michael’s
handshake; he wasn't a Mason. That was quite interesting in itself.
He was however an expert at deflecting enquiries.

“Oh, I know nothing about the body; the
press know as much as I do, dear boy. Mind you, I am surprised that
our little rural mystery should attract the attention of a London
detective. Not that I'm complaining. The bigger the story, the more
paying visitors it will attract to the house, eh? Would you like a
drink?” He didn't wait for a reply, but turned to the housekeeper
and instructed, "Juana, one more for lunch please.”

I hadn’t actually encountered
noblesse oblige in the
flesh before.  I was a little taken aback.  He dismissed
my protestations that I could come back at a more convenient time
if he was entertaining.

“This is extremely convenient. As you see
we have an odd number at present. Bad luck, the superstitious would
say, eh?  My niece came down from Cambridge, also unannounced,
on a similar mission to you.  You should get on
well.” 

He turned to include the youngest of the three women
in our conversation. "Sammie, I should like you to meet Mr
Tobias Le Tocq. Mr Le Tocq is a private detective.  Mr Le
Tocq, my niece Sammie Chalmers.” 

Blue Jeans took my hand, smiling.  Close up she
looked to be in her early twenties and very pretty.  It was
all natural; she wore no make-up and her hair was
wind-tousled.  Her eyebrows were just a shade darker than her
hair. A few very light freckles were sprinkled across the bridge of
her slightly snubbed nose and her cheeks.  Her lips were the
colour of newly ripened cherries and her face had the healthy glow
of someone who spent more time in the open than in the library. A
little thrill of recognition went through me.  I was not at
all sure why, since I had never met her before; I would have
remembered.  At the time I suspected that it was her quite
striking resemblance to Meg Ryan. 

"Pleased to meet you,” she said.  She flashed me
a winning smile. "So you're what a gumshoe looks like?  Aren't
you supposed to have a trench coat and a trilby or have they gone
out of fashion?  The sheepskin jacket and flat cap don't suit
the image.”  She was observant; I had given up my coat and hat
before she came over.  Like her uncle she also seemed capable
of non-stop talking without waiting for any reply. "But on the
other hand warm clothes do go with that extremely nice motor car. I
was admiring it as you came up the drive.  You are not allowed
to leave without taking me for a ride in it.  Come and meet my
aunts.” 

She took my arm and, drawing me over to the other two
women, presented me to the first, introducing her as Lady
Nadia.  She smiled at her aunt as she spoke.  Her aunt
smiled at me.  Lady Nadia’s appearance was more Latin than
Nordic.  Her hair was jet black and straight, cut in a fringe
across her forehead. She wore it long, hanging half way down
her back.  Slim, tall and elegant, she could have stepped
straight out of an upmarket fashion magazine. She looked me
straight in the eye from a height not far short of my
own. 

“Mr Le Tocq?” she asked, still holding my
hand. "Are you French?”

Lady Nadia was one of that large body of eastern
Europeans who come complete with New England accents; I have met
more than a few and I still do not know how quite so many managed
to attend Ivy League universities during the later years of the
communist regime. 

“A Jerseyman,” I said.

I find that Jersey can often be a topic of polite
small talk in a way that Jarrow, for example, can’t.  By
Lincolnshire standards it is almost exotic. Also I could live with
the implication that I must somehow be related to the island's
popular TV detective.

“That's more or less the same thing,
isn't it?”

I guess that once upon a time I might have thought
the same about Lithuanian and Russian. Since I had been invited to
lunch I decided not to give her my usual history
lecture.

Sammie was moving on to the next woman, drawn it
appeared by politeness rather than enthusiasm. Our arrival had
interrupted this lady’s conversation with Lady Nadia and she was
still standing by in amused silence, as if watching Sammie with a
man was something of a joke.  Stiffly Sammie introduced the
woman as her Aunt Charlotte, Mrs Kerridge. 

If I was only an amateur Bogart-as-Marlowe, Charlotte
Kerridge was a perfect Lauren Bacall.  Sir Michael's younger
sister was a striking redhead with green eyes and she held on to my
hand for even longer than her sister-in-law, with not a trace of
embarrassment at so doing. 

There are some women in whose presence I
instinctively used to feel nervous. I was not quite sure how a
woman qualified for membership of this group; I just knew one when
I saw her.  Mrs Kerridge was one.  I might have been
young enough to consider myself God’s gift to women but some women
have a lot of discrimination when it comes to God’s gifts. 
Mrs Kerridge had poise, an air of total self-confidence and a look
that suggested she ate private detectives, amongst assorted other
males, for breakfast.  Sammie made a face at me from where she
stood behind her aunt.

I should have smelled a rat there and then of
course.  How often do you walk in on a small family gathering
where without exception the women are drop-dead gorgeous?  An
average reasonable man would by this time have been asking himself
whether the males of this family made a habit of proposing to
photographic models.  He would then have rejected the
hypothesis, since the evidence of their conversation speedily
revealed that none of the three was a bimbo.  Me, I just
congratulated myself on my good fortune.  After all I was here
to investigate a crime two centuries old wasn’t I?  I had no
reason to suppose that I should be too concerned with the
living. 

Sir Michael appeared again at my elbow and whisked me
smartly away from the three women to introduce me to the top cop,
who turned out to be Lincolnshire’s Chief Constable, Mr Stephen
Gough.  By way of an icebreaker he asked Gough what he thought
about private detectives.  Well, if you need an icebreaker you
may as well use the nuclear variety. 

Gough's handshake was firm enough and also not
Masonic, but a tenner to a quid he was the sort of policeman who
reached the top by being politically adroit rather than a good
thief-taker.  He chuckled as though Sir Michael had made a
joke.  

“I’ve no objection to private
enterprise,” he rejoined, "though I see little profit to be gained
in investigating this case.”

I was about to explain that I was not there after
profit but Sammie, having rapidly detached herself from the company
of her aunts and followed Sir Michael and me across the room,
butted in.

"There speaks a non-historian, I suspect, Mr Gough.
The pursuit of historical knowledge is its own reward, you
know.  Also, please remember that those who don’t learn from
history are condemned to repeat it. I’m sure no policeman would
want to see a murder repeated.” 

Gough looked uncomfortable.

With a live and attractive female body six inches
from my shoulder it wasn’t easy to think about dead ones.  I
began to wonder whether perhaps the living twenty year-olds of
Lincolnshire might be more fun. Sammie wore just a suspicion of
alluring perfume. She was shorter than me by a good six inches and
slim, but with a good figure.  Her blonde hair hung below
shoulder length; glossy, with natural waves.  Her clear blue
eyes were focused on me, whoever was speaking.  I was
flattered. 

With difficulty wrenching my mind back to the purpose
of my visit, I expressed surprise to find that the case merited the
attention of the Chief Constable. 

“Ah no, it doesn't,” Sir Michael smiled.
"Mr Gough’s visit has nothing to do with that. As it happens, I'm
chairman of the Lincolnshire Police Committee. We get together on a
regular basis; this particular meeting was arranged well before all
our excitements, eh?”

Gough nodded.

“I always find however that local
politics becomes more agreeable after a good lunch,” Sir Michael
said.  Looking at his empty glass I wondered if it was the
liquid variety that he had in mind. He asked again if I would care
for some mulled wine to warm me up after my drive.

“Go on, you've twisted my arm,” I said.
"I'd love some, provided the Chief Constable can guarantee there
isn't a panda crew outside with a breathalyser.” 

Gough chuckled.  Everyone was being remarkably
hospitable today. I decided to push my luck.

“Did your unusual cadaver have any means
of identification?” I asked. 

"Nothing that would mean much to me, though of course
I’m not a detective,” Sir Michael replied.

Everyone says that.  They all watch the TV shows
and they know all the usual questions, not to mention all the usual
suspects. Or else they think it’s just like ‘Cluedo’. Sir Michael
however did not look as if he was itching to tell me that Miss
Scarlet did it in the library with the gun.  He was affable
but uninformative.

"There was a crucifix still round her neck,” said
Sammie, butting into the conversation again. "Solid gold;
quite thick links in the chain; worth a good few hundred, I'd
say.” 

It was curious that neither of the men had offered
such an important clue.  Fine gold necklaces ruled out the
majority of the female population; leaving such an item on the body
ruled out robbery as a motive.

Sammie hadn’t finished. "There was nothing else
but fragments of the coffin; if it was a coffin.” The deliberate
doubt in her voice invited me to ask whether in fact it had not
been a coffin.  I duly obliged. With enthusiasm she
responded.

"I looked at the bits of wood that were
recovered.  I found sawn and dovetailed ends three feet
apart.  That’s too wide for a coffin’s width and too short for
a coffin’s length, isn’t it?”

It registered with Marlowe that this broad was not
just a pretty face.  It should probably have registered
earlier when Sir Michael mentioned Cambridge, but to me I'm
afraid pretty faces spoke louder than words. It also registered
that Sammie's intervention was becoming unwelcome to her uncle. Sir
Michael tried to interrupt her flow of analysis but she must have
learned in tutorials that you don’t allow yourself to be stopped in
the middle of your argument.

“I’m pretty sure that the victim was bent
double inside some sort of sea chest or travelling trunk.  Now
that’s unusual, isn’t it?  Why would anyone dispose of a body
in a trunk?” 

"Sammie is just like her mother,” Sir Michael managed
to interject, with an attempt at light-heartedness. "My late
sister, Frances had a powerful imagination too.”  Gough
chuckled again; he seemed to find Sir Michael’s every observation a
pearl of wit. 

In fact nothing that Sammie had said relied on
imagination, just astute observation. The newspaper had reported
that the fragments of wood came from a coffin; a trunk would
confirm that the body had been hidden rather than decently
buried.  So within minutes Sammie had shown me that she had
already established three important clues: the victim was rich but
not robbed and secretly not devoutly buried. My face would have
told Sammie how impressed I was; her face told me that she was
pleased I was pleased.

“Far more likely to be nothing more than
a regular burial; just mislaid records, eh Mr Gough?” said Sir
Michael.

“Indeed, Sir Michael. Not unusual at the
time.  I believe landowners would often purchase coffins in
advance too; ensure themselves a suitable send off, if you know
what I mean. In fact I believe you've just such a coffin on
display?” 

“Quite right,” Sir Michael frowned. "My
ancestor Sir Richard Delabor acquired it for himself in the 1850's
but was then improvident enough to succumb to dysentery during the
siege of Sebastopol.  They buried him in The
Crimea.”

“And not even thrifty Victorians fancied
being carried to their last resting place in someone else's
coffin?” I asked.

“But this wasn't a coffin!” insisted
Sammie.  She was tenacious; like a little terrier she clung on
to her idea despite the reluctance of the two men.  Sir
Michael’s attempt to humour her had been a mistake; this young lady
was not the sort that you patted on the head and told to run away
and play. 

Gough now seemed to feel that his professional
expertise was impugned. "Now, Miss Sammie, take it from me that
murderers who don’t go in for coffins don’t go in for deep graves
either.  This body lay undiscovered for two hundred years of
normal gardening; it took a mechanical excavator to dig deep enough
to unearth it.  Someone who would take the time to dig a deep
grave would most likely have been performing a regular
burial.”

“No,” she said determinedly. "Not in
unhallowed ground without a headstone.” 

I thought it best to change the subject. "I expect
you know who owned the Hall at the time, Sir Michael?”

“Oh, yes indeed. In fact my branch of the
family inherited the Hall only in the middle of the nineteenth
century when the senior line died out.  The fourth Lord
Kesford was childless, you see, and the title died with him; the
estate then passed to the next of kin, who was Sir Richard, the
first baronet.”

"The one who died at Sebastopol?”  I
enquired.

"The very same. The baronetcy was his reward for his
earlier military service in India. Many of his collection of Indian
memorabilia are on display in the old East Wing. Did you notice as
you came in that the East Wing wasn’t rebuilt? Some parts date back
to the early Tudor manor and even the original abbot’s house. Sir
Richard spent enough money to make it weatherproof, but he
preferred to live over on this newer side of the house, so he used
the East Wing as his museum.” 

Sir Michael would evidently have been capable of
dilating at length on the subject of his own branch of the family,
but I was not too interested in what had happened after the
murder.

“The third Baron Kesford would have been
in occupation two hundred years ago. There's a family tree in the
long room, if you’d like to consult it,” he said.

“I could show you round the house after
lunch,” Sammie offered brightly. "I was a guide during last
summer vacation when the house was first opened to the
public.”

Sir Michael did not look pleased, but his voice
carried no reservations. "Splendid,” he said, "but don't let the
Trust people catch you or they'll charge you an entrance
fee.”  He chuckled at his own joke; Gough promptly chuckled
too. 

“We do so little business in mid-winter
that the income barely covers the wages of the staff.  By
rights we should be closed, like most of the other big
houses.”  He implied that the family felt put upon by the
National Trust. Was there another veiled suggestion; perhaps a hint
that nosy private eyes were a pain in the butt?

"Of course the restoration work outside isn’t
finished yet,” he said, "so the gardens are not open to the
public.”  Had he not seen enough TV to know that the first
thing a detective always did was visit the scene of the
crime?  He must have noted the look of disappointment on my
face. "You can see into the walled garden from the gallery outside
the long room,” he suggested half-heartedly. 

Again he reckoned without Sammie.  She wasn’t
about to ask her uncle’s permission.  

“But since you’re a guest of the family
Mr Le Tocq,” she grinned conspiratorially at me, "I shall take you
into the garden if you promise not to tell the busybodies from the
Trust!”

Sir Michael bestowed upon his niece a glance that
might have suggested that she was not flavour of the month; indeed
it might have suggested that nieces who were themselves guests in
the house had no business deciding what other guests in the house
could and could not do.  However, if he thought this he also
thought better of uttering it.  His eyes were straying back
towards the punchbowl when there was a discreet sound of a gong
from the corridor.  

“Ah!” he exclaimed with some relief,
"Lunch is ready.  Sammie, would you be kind enough to show Mr
Le Tocq through?  Nadia, Charlotte, shall we?  Chief
Constable, after you.”

Sammie took my arm with a grin and led me to the
dining room.  Had I realised at the time what sort of people
her relatives were, I should have been looking about me for a long
spoon.





 CHAPTER FOUR 13:15 Thursday 16th
December

 

“A man can do nothing better than to eat
and drink and find satisfaction in his work.”

 

The dining room was directly across the
corridor.  Its centrepiece was a large and highly polished
teak table, with napkins and place mats but no tablecloth. 
The pillar legs of the table were carved into ornate pineapples.
The chafing dishes and cutlery were silver, but Victorian art
nouveau rather than the more valuable Georgian.  An attractive
Hepplewhite sideboard, with an anachronistic modern hot plate
sitting on top of it, did not match the table. 

The carpet was Persian, with an unusual design
involving stars, but well worn.  A piece seemed to have been
cut out of the corner, as though it had been moved here from
another, smaller, room.  Opposite the sideboard was a large
marble fireplace, similar to the one in the drawing room; this one
with logs blazing in a wrought iron basket with decorative
andirons.  At the end of the room a double window with stone
mullions looked out on to a lawn, with pathways leading the eye to
a verdigris-covered bronze statue in the middle of
it. 

Sammie followed the direction of my gaze and
remarked, "All of the statuary around here is in the worst possible
taste; even worse than that dreadful Canova of the Three Graces –
do you know the one I mean?  It's all nymphs being ravished by
satyrs and that kind of thing.”

"What can you expect when the young ladies seemed
determined to go around with no clothes on?” I heard Charlotte
Kerridge's voice from behind me. "I imagine they got ravished
rather a lot, poor dears.” 

Looking over my shoulder, I could see that Mrs
Kerridge had her eyes on me again.  She still made me feel
uneasy.  I was not altogether used to ladies discussing nudity
and ravishment within a few minutes of our first meeting and I
suspected that Mrs Kerridge was doing it deliberately to discomfit
me.  I was determined not to give her the satisfaction. 
Marlowe was a man of the world.  If women wanted to talk about
sex that was fine with him.  In the circumstances it was
inevitable that I should find myself seated between Sammie and her
red haired aunt at lunch. 

Now it might be considered that a bachelor, however
ineligible, should consider himself fortunate to be flirted with by
two attractive women.  Marlowe would take it in his stride;
just what he would expect after all.  I felt more like a bone
being fought over by two rival bitches, one bigger and stronger
than the other.  The objective here however was to wound the
other hound rather than to possess the bone.  It was clear
that there was no love lost between Sammie and Mrs Kerridge. 
The façade of politeness between them wore very thin as lunch
progressed.  Sammie was losing on points to her more
sophisticated opponent, but gamely kept jumping back into the
fray. 

My Channel Islands origins had not deprived me of the
traditional British sympathy for the underdog (or bitch) and I was
certainly attracted to Sammie, but there was no denying that Mrs
Kerridge was a fascinating lady.  Even when she spoke across
me to Sammie the predatory green eyes kept flicking back to me,
looking out from under long chestnut lashes; the light behind the
eyes still expressive of self confidence but with more than a
suggestion of interest.

Sometime between the soup and the main course Mrs
Kerridge enquired how I came to be a private detective.  “Did
you go into it straight from university, Mr Le
Tocq?” 

“Actually, I was never at university,” I
admitted.

I had in fact inherited the family hardware store in
St. Helier when I was eighteen.  I ran it for two years but it
bored me, so I jumped at the chance to buy into the agency. 
It seemed to have more interesting possibilities than selling
saucepans and screwdrivers.  It was my own choice, though my
mother agreed with me.

"And were you disappointed with the results of your
career change?”  Mrs Kerridge asked archly.  If the lady
was asking to be impressed, then I was her private eye.  I
gave her the full Marlowe, carefully remembering to mention that
some cases were even life threatening.

Sammie gave me a cheeky smile and obviously wasn’t
buying the hokum. "I thought real private detectives spent
most of their time hiding in bedroom cupboards with cameras,
waiting to get the goods on adulterous husbands for divorce
cases?”

"And wives,” said Mrs Kerridge. "These are the days
of equal opportunity, Sammie.  Married women are allowed their
fun too you know.”  She regarded me speculatively. Sammie was
quick to spot that for once her opponent had dropped her
guard.  In came the verbal equivalent of a right cross to the
solar plexus.

"I suppose when you've been married to someone like
Orson for as long as you have,” Sammie's voice said she was making
a joke, but her look was hostile, "a toy boy might help you feel
young again.”  Ow!  That hurt.  If ever there was a
conversation-stopper that was surely it.

Charlotte Kerridge's expression never even
twitched.  The tone of her reply contrived to convey both
warmth towards me and frostiness towards her niece.

"Take no notice Mr Le Tocq,” she said. "My husband's
name is Harry.  Etonians acquire such dreadful nicknames,
don’t they?  Though no-one knows how Harry came by one that
can only be understood by someone with a cockney
accent.” 

I had not, I am ashamed to admit it, got the joke
until she explained it; Orson Kerridge.  I sympathised; I had
inevitably collected the sobriquet of 'Ticker' at
school.

"The joke has worn a little thin in twelve years
since he left school,” Charlotte continued. "Harry is a little
older than me, of course.” 

Now telling the age of females between twenty and
forty is notoriously difficult and Mrs Kerridge was a genuine
knockout, but I had already placed her on the high rather than the
low side of thirty.  I on the other hand was a young looking
twenty six.  I had thought about growing a beard in an attempt
to look older for the clients, but Fred had objected that it was
easier to put a false beard on than take a real beard off.  I
wondered why someone who looked as good as Mrs Kerridge would
bother to lie about her age for my benefit.

"Harry spends most of his time abroad making money,”
she was explaining. "I hardly ever see the dear man. I am forced to
find my own amusements.”  This time the look she gave me was
hardly subtle. "Unlike Sammie, I can't abide books.  You
may have noticed my stockings are not blue.”

I defy any man not to look when a gorgeous woman says
something like that.  I shot a quick downwards glance. 
Her legs were crossed so that her skirt rode up several inches
above the knee. They were very shapely legs too and my glance
lingered longer than it should have.  I looked up again to see
Mrs Kerridge smiling knowingly. 

Considering the way I had looked at her legs, she was
thoughtful. "I can't believe you find it interesting to be a voyeur
hiding in cupboards.  You strike me as the kind of man who
likes to be a more active participant.”

I was beginning to wonder what kind of crazy
situation I had got myself into.  Not even nymphomaniacs
usually attempt quite such public pick-ups of casual
acquaintances.  Fortunately she allowed me to catch my
breath. 

“Perhaps you could tell me about some of
your exciting cases?”

I should have been reluctant to talk any more about
myself since that was not going to help with my investigation, but
seeing that the lady was still asking to be impressed I described
the Spively case without of course mentioning any names.  Fred
and I had traced a blackmailer who had been extorting money from a
certain lady with a past who was married to a
multimillionaire.  In the process of finding her, (the
blackmailer turned out to be a woman,) we had dug up enough dirt to
send the blackmailer herself down for a very long
stretch.

"So you turned her over to the police?” asked Sammie,
trying hard to elbow her way back into the conversation that her
aunt was once again monopolising.

"Don't be silly, my dear,” rejoined Mrs Kerridge.
"That would have embarrassed his client, would it not, Mr Le
Tocq?  He reversed the blackmail and the case ended in a very
satisfactory stalemate.  Is that not so?”

I had to agree that indeed it was exactly so. 
The husband had suspected nothing and Lady Spively had been
grateful.

“You must give me your business card, Mr
Le Tocq,” Mrs Kerridge remarked with amusement. "One never
knows when one might need a man like you.” 

Then the ostensibly innocent but fatal question
flashed out with the speed of a cat snagging a mouse.  "Are
you staying locally?” she asked, eyes locking with
mine. 

“I haven't fixed up anywhere yet. I drove
straight to the Hall from London.”

"Why then, you must allow me to offer you
hospitality.  I have this huge house on the outskirts of
Lincoln with no one but myself and two servants whilst Harry's
away.”

I didn't have that many inhibitions.  This lady
might be a cat rather than a kitten but she did seem to be inviting
me to a feline play time.  She had told me twice that her
husband was away; she had told me quite clearly that she needed to
amuse herself. 

“I couldn't possibly impose.”

“Oh, it's no trouble at all.  You
can help me keep boredom at bay in the freezing evening with more
tales of derring-do,” she said, in exactly the same tone that
Lauren Bacall instructed Bogart in the art of whistling.  The
look that accompanied this suggestion hinted that she had more than
tale-telling in mind.

“I have a couple of calls to make after
lunch but I'll be in by six o'clock if you could find your way to
the house.”  She was in the act of extracting her card from
her bag when Sammie interrupted again, not very
graciously.

"You promised me a ride in the MG,” she reminded me,
"and we’re going round the Hall this afternoon.” 

She seemed disappointed that my helpful assistant had
not helpfully booked me a hotel room, but unable to offer any good
reason why I should not avail myself of her aunt’s offer of
hospitality.  Then all of a sudden she gave up.

“I have to go back to Cambridge this
evening,” she said. "But I'll show you where Charlotte lives before
I go.” 

"Excellent!” smiled Mrs Kerridge. "Aperitifs
before dinner it is then.” 

I confessed myself overwhelmed and accepted. Mrs
Kerridge’s metaphor was not subtle.  I wondered whether the
aperitif had picked up the implication.  A quick glance at
Sammie's expression indicated that she had understood
perfectly.





 CHAPTER FIVE 14:15 Thursday 16th
December 


“He looketh forth at the windows, showing
himself through the lattice.”

 

Relationships with women are like the tango. 
No-one tells you the steps; you are just expected to know. 
Most of the time you are stepping on your partner’s feet but she
doesn’t tell you, so you don’t know that you can’t actually dance
at all. None of my previous relationships had ever threatened to
last long enough for me to wear out the girl’s
shoes. 

Nevertheless, I did not find it strange when one
woman was attracted to me, so why should I be surprised when two of
them appeared attracted to me at once?  After all, I was
attracted to both of them.  Straightforward, superficial
sexual attraction; there was nothing at all suspicious about
that.

After lunch Mrs Kerridge left on her errands. 
The green eyes delivered a last come hither look.  She gave
Sammie a knowing smile and waved slyly as she went through the
door.  Sammie grimaced and made a soft growling sound deep in
her throat that I rather thought I was meant to hear.  She did
not relax until the Range Rover departed down the drive in a shower
of gravel. 

Sir Michael and Gough took themselves back to the
drawing room to discuss their police business and Lady Nadia had
more work to do on her big Millennium party. Sammie and I were left
alone.  Sammie's humour improved rapidly.

"It is just possible that you may have noticed that
my aunt and I do not get on,” she confided. "Strictly speaking
she should display a health warning in block letters, but I’ll
deliver it personally if and when you threaten to open the
packet.  Now, as for the tour,” this changing of the subject
was accompanied by a beautiful smile, "where would you like to
start, house or garden?”

“Rule one for detectives,” I replied, "is
to start from the scene of the crime.  Since in this case
however we don't know where the crime was committed, perhaps we
should start from where the evidence was concealed, in other
words the garden." 

Sammie showed me back through the dilapidated
corridor by which I had entered, but turned left beneath the steps
into a section of the house which had clearly once been the
preserve of the domestic staff.  In one room a giant board
full of bells occupied most of one wall, with each bell labelled
for the room to which a servant was being summoned.  Sammie
tapped a key code into an alarm box just inside the
door.

"The bell system tells you quite a bit about below
stairs hierarchy,” she said, noticing my interest. "Top row
was one ring for the butler
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