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  Ann Granger has lived in cities all over the world, since for many years she worked for the Foreign Office and received postings to British embassies as far apart as Munich and Lusaka. She is now permanently based in Oxfordshire.


  Ann Granger is the author of three other hugely popular crime series: the Mitchell and Markby novels; the Fran Varady series and the Victorian mysteries featuring Scotland Yard’s Inspector Ben Ross and his wife Lizzie.


  Praise for Ann Granger’s crime novels:


  ‘A host of entertaining and lifelike characters. And there is a satisfying and entertaining twist on the last page’ Mystery People


  ‘Characterisation, as ever with Granger, is sharp and astringent’ The Times


  ‘The plot is neat and ingenious, the characters rounded and touchingly credible, and the writing of this darkly humorous but humane and generous novel fluent, supple and a pleasure to read’ Ham and High


  ‘The reader can expect a treat. Lively, different and fun’ Yorkshire Post


  ‘Ann Granger’s skill with character together with her sprightly writing make the most of the story … she is on to another winner’ Birmingham Post
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  About the Book


  The Cotswold village of Weston St Ambrose is facing the wettest winter on record and, as Christmas approaches, the river bursts its banks. Then a dead girl is seen floating downstream and Inspector Jess Campbell is called in to investigate.


  The body, washed up at the home of novelist Neil Stewart, is that of Courtney Higson, the barmaid who’d served at the local Writers’ Club dinner. They’d all known her – some better than others – but surely one of them wasn’t contemplating murder?


  Superintendent Ian Carter sympathises with Teddy Higson’s grief at losing his daughter. But Teddy’s a local villain, released from prison on compassionate grounds, and Ian and Jess know they must act quickly to find Courtney’s killer before Teddy takes the law into his own hands . . . 


  This book is dedicated to the memory of my dear husband, John, who so tragically passed away as I was putting the finishing touches to the manuscript. During all our time together, he offered constant support and encouragement to me in my writing, and in so many other ways. I feel he stands at my shoulder still.


  


  On one side lay the Ocean, and on one


  Lay a great water, and the moon was full.


  Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
Idylls of the King


  Prologue


  The dead girl drifted silently onward on the rippling surface of the swollen river, rolling from side to side as the current buffeted her. It snatched at her long hair and played with it, fanning it out across the surface and then tangling it up in a cat’s cradle before unknotting it again on a whim. It had stopped raining and the moon slid out from behind the clouds to touch the body briefly with silver fingers. The river made a turn here and the current pulled her towards the bank where the water had burst through its former corset and inundated an area of bushes and trees. Twiggy hands caught at her clothing but the current did not want to be deprived of its plaything. It began to worry at the body, trying to pull it loose. The moon disappeared again and left them to dispute in darkness.


  Chapter 1


  Mike Lacey, the vet, was on his way to Crockett’s farm just after nine on Tuesday morning. He was keeping an eye on the river to his left, noting how debris borne on the force of the spate swirled past. He hoped he was not going to be called upon to rescue any trapped livestock. But it wasn’t an animal he spotted. He braked, scrabbled for the binoculars he kept in the car, jumped out of his mud-splattered 4 × 4 and went to investigate. His eyes had not deceived him. Close-up scrutiny through the binoculars confirmed that the object, despite being largely submerged, was human in form and he thought he distinguished long hair. Drooping branches of the riverside willows, acting as a kind of filter for all the debris, had snared a body.


  Mike stood transfixed at the sight and swore at length for a full minute, surprising himself because he was not normally given to profanity. Realising he was in shock, he made a conscious effort to pull himself together and review the situation. The wind blew sharply across the open water. High in the air, birds wheeled and swooped as they struggled to maintain a course. Below, the choppy water slapped against the mud, and the corpse rose and fell. All around him nature was moving, but he stood frozen. He forced himself to consider the situation as a problem to be solved, rather than a human tragedy.


  To free it would require help. He briefly considered trying to drag her (the long hair suggested a woman) out of the river himself. But she was just too far out to reach from where he stood; and to wade into the water with no idea of the depth or the solidity of the ground beneath his feet would be to risk joining her where she floated face down. He estimated she had been at least several hours in the water, probably most of that time half under the surface. There was no hope of resuscitation. Behind him, in his 4 × 4, his mobile phone began to ring. They were waiting for him at Crockett’s, and probably wondering where the heck he was. He returned to his vehicle, answered the call (it was indeed from the farm) and then phoned the police. He explained the situation, gave the location as precisely as he could, and promised to return to meet them there as soon as he’d dealt with the situation at the farm.


  Sod’s law meant that by the time he did return the police had duly arrived, both by land and by river. But of the body there was no sign at all.


  Jess Campbell shielded her eyes and wished she’d had the forethought to bring sunglasses. The combined dazzle of the sun and sparks of light dancing on the surface of the water made it difficult to watch what was going on. As she squinted, a dark outline of head and shoulders surfaced briefly, only to disappear again below the glittering surface like some legendary river sprite. Around her, in the shade where the sun had not touched the ground with its fiery fingers, the overnight frost still spread a thin white blanket, for all the brightness of the day.


  ‘No snow yet,’ said a voice at her shoulder. ‘We shan’t have a white Christmas. Pity, the kids have been hoping for it.’ A stamping of feet on the hard ground followed the words. DS Nugent was cold and restless and wanted to be back in a centrally heated office, sitting happily before his computer.


  ‘I can’t stand Christmas,’ growled another voice. ‘It costs a fortune, shopping is a nightmare, and it’s all over in forty-eight hours. Why bother?’


  ‘You want to shop online, if you don’t like crowds,’ retorted Nugent.


  If only to put a stop to the squabbling, Jess said firmly, ‘I like Christmas. I like the busy shops, the decorations in the high streets and on some houses. They brighten up a dark, cold time of year.’


  There was a pause after she’d spoken. Then the other man, the modern Scrooge, muttered: ‘Our neighbour, opposite us, he’s got a Father Christmas climbing up his chimney. It flashes on and off all evening.’


  His words conjured up a memory for Jess. Those sunspots on the water, glittering like tinsel, recreated the fairy lights draped around the Christmas tree of her childhood. Both she and her brother had loved the twinkling diamonds among the dark green fir needles. Then, one Christmas Eve while they were watching, there was an audible fizz and ‘phut!’ The tree lights went out, never to shine again. ‘Mend it, Daddy!’ they had pleaded with their father. But he had not been able to fix the problem. The whole necklace of lights was carefully unwound and removed, ‘for safety’. Although the glass baubles remained hanging from the branches, and the crooked angel still presided wonkily atop, the tree had looked denuded and lifeless. Neither she nor her brother could bear to look at it. It was as though the tree’s heart had stopped beating.


  An elephant in the room, thought Jess. They were not in a room, of course, but out in the open. Yet the ‘thing we do not mention’ was there, all the same. The reason for the pointless discussion that had just taken place was that no one wanted to talk about what was actually going on, and the possible outcome. The three of them stood and waited. The water lapped at the sodden ground only a few feet away and the river’s boundary ought to be out there, well away from the road. Only a slight rise in the land meant it had not covered that too. She wished she had been able to bring Phil Morton with her but he had just got married and was on honeymoon, skiing in the Tatra Mountains. She found Nugent’s fidgeting distracting.


  The man who resented Christmas went by the name of Corcoran and had arrived with the underwater search unit. She hadn’t met him before. Now, as the divers surfaced signalling they had found nothing, Corcoran stumped down to the very edge of the water, his large gumboots making deep imprints in the sodden turf and brackish liquid seeping up to cover his feet. ‘How’s the current?’ they heard him shout.


  ‘Miserable blighter, isn’t he, ma’am?’ observed Nugent, now that Corcoran couldn’t hear him.


  Jess sighed agreement. None of them relished working in the run-up to the holiday season and certainly not on such a potentially grisly task. But Corcoran’s grumbles made it worse.


  Corcoran was returning now, scepticism writ large on his doughy features. ‘There’s nothing in the water; and nothing on the bottom but a couple of supermarket trolleys and some empty wine bottles. The current could have taken the body downstream as much as half a mile by now. That is, if we’re not looking for a figment of his imagination.’


  He nodded towards Mike Lacey’s vehicle, parked behind them on higher ground on the edge of the road. The driver’s dark silhouette could be seen seated at the wheel, drinking from a can. ‘We ought to breathalyse that guy.’


  ‘Hardly on the grounds that he’s drinking Seven-Up,’ Jess retorted. ‘Anyway, it’s still morning and he doesn’t smell of booze. Also, he’s a respected local vet, responding to a call when he noticed the body, face down, over there.’ She pointed to where the tips of inundated growth thrust up despairing fingers.


  ‘They all float face down at first,’ Corcoran, the expert, said. ‘Until they sink. Then they can lie on the bottom for up to two weeks before there’s enough gas in the corpse to bring it to  the surface. Depends on the depth of the water, of course, and the temperature. Some of them never come up.’ He shook his head. ‘Witnesses make mistakes, you know. It might have looked like a human body, but it could have been a large branch broken off a tree in that storm the other day; or a bag of rubbish chucked in by some fly-tipper, or a piece of clothing that ended up in  the river somehow . . . or an animal cadaver. Whatever it was, the current’s taken it and we’ll have to go downstream.’


  ‘The man’s a vet!’ Jess snapped. ‘He must have seen enough dead animals in his time.’


  ‘Sunlight is strong,’ countered Corcoran. ‘Plays tricks with the eyes.’


  He was a burly man with weather-beaten skin and a straggling moustache. As he spoke, he raised his hand to stroke the straggling growth on his upper lip and Jess caught a glimpse of his teeth. They were startlingly white and very even. They had to be dentures.


  Dave Nugent was also tall and solidly built. Standing between them, Jess was keenly aware that her slim build and cropped red hair must make her look like a child standing between two adults or – since this was something she saw fairly often – a young delinquent between two police or prison officers.


  She opened her mouth to retort that Lacey had scanned the scene with binoculars and was certain. But Corcoran was set on being negative. ‘Nip over there and have another word with the witness, Sergeant,’ she said instead to Nugent; who squelched off towards the Range Rover with his fists jammed into his coat pockets.


  Her mobile sounded its merry jingle. She put it to her ear and heard Ian Carter’s voice.


  ‘Found anything?’


  ‘Nothing yet. I should tell you, Sergeant Corcoran thinks the witness may have made a mistake. Identifying objects in the water can be dodgy. Whatever it was, it’s gone. We may have to follow the river down. Sergeant Corcoran’s opinion is that the object – whether it’s a body or a sack of rubbish – may have been carried as much as half a mile downstream by the current, since the witness reported seeing it caught up here. All the rain we’ve had means the flow is extra strong. All kind of debris has been racing by us. It makes sense that the body must have drifted.’


  ‘How is access to the bank further down?’


  ‘I think there is at least one house, a fairly big one, in grounds. We shall have to ask the owner to let us on to his stretch of bank.’


  ‘He can hardly refuse in the circumstances. We’ve had no reports of missing persons. But you judge the witness reliable?’


  ‘I’d say very reliable, a local vet. He says he saw long hair and had the impression of slight build. He thought it was probably a woman and her clothing had caught on some willows swamped by the flood. Dave Nugent is talking to the witness again, just to make sure. Unfortunately, he – the vet – carried on to make an urgent call at a nearby farm after he’d rung us. He returned here to meet us, but the body had gone and he wasn’t here to see if that was down to the current, or somehow, someone fished it out. The strong current is still the most likely explanation.’


  ‘If someone else saw it and hauled it ashore, we’d have heard about it. If you don’t find anything in the next half an hour, call it off for the time being and come back,’ Carter’s voice said.


  ‘We’ll try further down, sir.’ Jess returned the phone to her pocket.


  Dave Nugent was back. The two divers had clambered out of the water and into their boat. Corcoran signalled to them to proceed downstream. The rest of them prepared to follow, with the exception of the witness who was driving off in the opposite direction.


  ‘He’s got work to do,’ explained Nugent. ‘I told him he could go. We can find him again if we need him. He’s sticking to his story.’


  They could be in for a long day.


  Chapter 2


  ‘Neil?’ Beth put her head round the study door. Abandoned work littered the desk by the window; and on the computer screen a pattern of swirling multi-coloured lights signalled that he’d been gone some time. The waste bin, however, was full of crumpled pieces of paper. That had been emptied this morning, so her husband had managed some work, even if it had all been binned in despair or fury.


  ‘Probably both,’ Beth muttered.


  She walked to the window and peered out. The day was bright and sunny and the puddles from the recent rain had almost soaked away on the lawn. The surface was still treacherously soft. A movement caught her eye. Her husband was sweeping up the autumn leaves still lying in a thick mulch. It was no easy task now they were so wet. They stuck to the brush bristles and Neil was shaking the broom furiously to dislodge them.


  He was tall and thin. This wasn’t because he didn’t eat. Neil ate anything put in front of him, very often without bothering to establish first what it was. His untidy straight fair hair fell over his forehead and, as he made increasingly wild manoeuvres with the broom, the fringe almost reached the rim of his glasses. A smile tugged at Beth’s mouth because he looked so comical out there, losing his battle with the garden debris. But Neil obviously didn’t find it funny. As his frustration grew, his movements became more forceful as if, with his broom weapon, he parried some invisible opponent in single combat.


  Several trees grew just inside the high wall of mellow local stone where the property met the road. Some of the trees were older than the house itself, like the oak presiding over its spindlier neighbours. That was listed and couldn’t be felled. But she and Neil didn’t want any of them felled, in any case. They provided a screen from the road and absorbed some of the noise from the heavy vehicles rattling up and down from the quarry. The lane wasn’t suitable for heavy traffic, much too narrow, forcing any oncoming car to pull right over on to the verge or into the infrequent passing places. But because they were the only people crazy enough to want to live on it, despite the traffic, and because the house had been in desperate need of renovation, the property had been cheap, ridiculously cheap for the size.


  ‘Double-glazing will take care of the noise,’ Neil had said optimistically. ‘It’s the ideal place for me to work, nothing to disturb us.’


  They’d sold up the London flat for such a good price it had almost frightened them, and come here. If you ignored the lorries: and to be fair they didn’t use the road at weekends or after five in the afternoons on weekdays, yes, it was undisturbed. She’d quelled her misgivings. But within a month the isolation had begun to get to her.


  Not so her husband, who told everyone (those who’d asked and those who hadn’t), that coming here was the best decision they’d ever made. To be fair, until recently he’d put on a good show of being happy here, provided the writing was going well. He’d bought himself a Guide to British Birds and watched wildlife programmes on the television. He would go out for long walks with a notebook and carefully list what he’d seen or found. He had to brave the crowds sometimes when researching a book. That might involve driving into Gloucester to catch the London train, or travelling by road all the way to Oxford for the Bodleian library or the University Museum of Natural History. Neil wrote novels about a fantasy world that had originally existed only in his head but now seemed to exist in the heads of numerous loyal readers. He was always hunting down what he called ‘inspiration’; but Beth described as ‘oddities’. Whenever he came home he would tell her how good it was to return. ‘London is unbelievably awful, these days, Beth. I couldn’t go back there to live. The pavements are packed; everyone is in a hurry. To get back here is bliss.’ Neil had turned himself into an instant countryman.


  ‘But it’s no good,’ Beth muttered. ‘He doesn’t – we don’t – belong here.’


  She yearned for the helter-skelter of big city life, the adrenaline rush from being part of the heart of things. Let’s face it, they’d still be there if she hadn’t lost her job. It wasn’t healthy, she told herself, being stuck out here where nothing ever happened and the noise of the quarry traffic on a weekday was almost welcome. In Neil’s books the hero, or heroine as the case might be, often found himself (herself) in a strange land ruled by unfamiliar laws and customs. That, thought Beth now, was exactly what had happened to her and to Neil. They were marooned in a foreign habitat.


  She was still putting out feelers to people who might help her get another job, something which would let her work mainly from home but make the journey up to London, say, twice a week. In the present climate, it wasn’t easy, as everyone seemed very keen to tell her. The labour market for her skills had become a desert. She had been nearly two years on the shelf and was beginning to gather dust, she often thought to herself with a wry smile.


  The monthly statements from the bank had begun to be depressing reading. They had wildly underestimated how much it would cost to bring this house into the twenty-first century. The previous elderly owner had done nothing to it for years on the ‘it’ll see me out’ principle.


  ‘Mr Martin saw little benefit to himself in extensive renovation,’ was the way the estate agent had phrased it. ‘That is reflected in the price,’ the man had added.


  The house had indeed seen old Mr Martin out; and then languished on the market, the price reduced twice, before the Stewarts appeared on the horizon. Beth now realised the estate agent, and executors dealing with the former owner’s affairs, must have seen them as the answer to their prayers. ‘Fresh down from London with money in their pockets!’ she imagined the estate agent chortling.


  Well, the bonanza from the sale of the flat was disappearing like the frost on the lawn in the early-morning sun; ditto the lump sum Beth had received from her former employers. Neil left ‘money matters’ to her. She budgeted carefully regarding their day-to-day expenditure. But either he hadn’t noticed, or it didn’t bother Neil in his private world of bronze-helmeted, muscular heroes; mythical beasts; sword-wielding heroines; and sorcerers of both sexes. The books sold well, not in mega numbers but respectably, but with only one of them earning, the free-spending income they’d been accustomed to had suddenly been curtailed. This property, Glebe House, was like an ever-hungry monster that had escaped from one of Neil’s plots and roamed outside demanding to be fed with large sums of cash. She had not yet told him just how fragile their financial situation had become.


  She had also not wanted to worry him because lately even Neil had been, well, ‘twitchy’ was probably a good word. An ominous cloud had appeared on Neil’s horizon with ‘writer’s block’ emblazoned across it. The new book wasn’t going well; and perhaps he had realised the writing was now their only source of income. He had not wanted to talk about the visit he’d paid his agent the previous day, returning monosyllabic and downcast in the evening.


  The fact was that Neil had not been his usual self for the past couple of weeks. Not, in fact, since the end of the recent creative writing course he’d supervised at a local college. It was the second time he’d run such a course. The earlier one had been not long after their arrival here in the previous winter; it had proved very popular and the college had begged him to run another this year. Flattered, Neil had agreed. The second one had been oversubscribed.


  Beth had been delighted he’d agreed to do it again, not only for the modest amount of money, but because the life of a writer was essentially a lonely one. She’d been pleased that he took to going for a drink with some of the students after the end of the evening session. He was a careful drinker, so she didn’t worry about his driving home afterwards. One glass of wine and that was his lot. This frugality also meant the pub visits hadn’t involved a sudden increase in expenditure. She’d believed he’d enjoyed the classes.


  But writing also requires concentration; and possibly the considerable work involved in running the writing course had interfered in Neil’s to the extent that the new book was suffering.


  Beth sighed and turned to leave the study. She pulled on a lightweight quilted jacket hanging in the hallway and went outside. The crow perched high in the oak saw her coming and cawed a loud warning. Neil was still intent on sweeping the leaves into a pile. He paused in his labours to look up; and push his spectacles back up the bridge of his nose.


  ‘Hello, darling. I’m not going to burn them. I’m going to leave them like that.’


  ‘What for?’ She’d almost asked, ‘Burn what?’ because the damp heap of leaves was very small.


  ‘Hedgehogs.’


  ‘I haven’t seen a hedgehog in the garden for weeks. They’re all hibernating.’


  ‘At least one is still rooting about. I’ve heard him at night, grunting away, and he’s left his calling card, look, just over there. They’re almost endangered now, numbers falling fast, you know. I thought it would be a good idea to create somewhere it can over-winter.’


  Anything but work! Beth thought in sudden exasperation. Displacement activity, or attempt to break the creative block? Or is it because we’ve got people coming for Christmas? He doesn’t want the house full, the chatter and disruption to his routine. Susie’s kids will be playing that running game, along the hall corridor, up the main staircase, along the upstairs passages and down the old servants’ stair at the end, back to the hall and start all over again. But I’m looking forward to the noise, the company, the kids getting so excited over Christmas. I even don’t mind them watching all those cartoons on telly.


  She decided to tackle the situation head-on. Neil did not like confrontation and would do almost anything to avoid it, but sometimes he had to.


  ‘I thought,’ she said briskly, ‘you might like to come and help me put up the decorations in the hall and dining room – since you’re obviously taking a break from working.’


  Neil’s gaze slid away from hers and he poked the broom at the leaf pile. ‘Just doing this . . . going back to the study now.’


  ‘No, you’re not. I need you for fifteen minutes. You can spare me fifteen minutes.’


  He knew she was in earnest and he grew resentful. ‘I don’t know why we need decorations. None of the mob is coming until Christmas Eve and they’re all leaving the morning after Boxing Day. It’s not worth it.’


  ‘The children will expect to see decorations, so will my parents and your parents and my sister.’


  ‘Why have they all got to come to us, anyway?’ He was getting mulish now, but they’d been through all this before.


  ‘We decided, all of us. We are the only ones with enough bedrooms to put everyone up.’ Beth flung a hand out to point at the house. ‘Four spare bedrooms, five if you include the maid’s room in the attic, Neil, and the only time anyone comes here to sleep in them is at Christmas!’


  ‘Your parents were here at Easter,’ he protested. ‘And Susie and those blasted kids were roaring round the place for a whole week in the summer!’


  ‘Your parents came to stay the last time they came over from Spain.’


  ‘They don’t run up and down the stairs,’ grumbled her husband.


  ‘Listen to me, Neil,’ Beth said briskly. ‘We are going to have a real old-fashioned family Christmas and that means decorations, Christmas tree, holly, the lot. I’m really looking forward to it and you will enjoy it, I know you will.’


  ‘I refuse to have flashing lights.’ Neil sought to have the last word. ‘And that includes the sort you sling round the tree.’


  ‘No need for those, I bought a fibre-optic tree last year, remember?’


  ‘Tat,’ muttered her husband. ‘Tatty tree, tatty decorations – and holly is a pagan symbol. OK, but this is the last time. I refuse to do it next year.’


  ‘That’s all right,’ she said sweetly, ‘next year we can go on a Christmas cruise.’ If we can afford it, hah!


  He was so horrified he couldn’t speak. However, just as they reached the house the silence was broken by a clang and rattle as a vehicle turned into the drive and began a noisy progress towards them. The crow flapped noisily away from its perch above, shouting news of an arrival.


  ‘Wayne Garley,’ said Neil with a groan.


  ‘Oh, good,’ Beth countered, ‘he’s brought the logs.’


  ‘Why we have to have a log fire going when we’ve at long last got the central heating working beats me. You know, our native woodlands …’


  ‘We won’t have it going all winter, just for the holiday.’ The truck stopped in a spray of gravel and a figure in faded blue overalls, a much-scuffed leather jacket and a woolly hat climbed down and stumped towards them.


  ‘Got your wood!’ announced the visitor. ‘You’re lucky, you know. Always a demand for logs this time of year. All the old pubs round here want to have a log fire. Brings in trade.’


  ‘That means he’s going to charge extra,’ muttered Neil.


  ‘Where do you want me to put ’em, then?’ asked Garley. If he’d heard Neil’s comment it hadn’t bothered him. Wayne Garley was a law unto himself. ‘If you don’t like it, you can lump it!’ was his motto.


  When Neil and Beth had moved in to the house they had made inquiries locally to find someone who would do odd jobs without charging a fortune. At once they had been told by locals, ‘You need Wayne Garley.’


  Garley was the ‘fixer’ hereabouts. You name it, and he would arrange it, either doing the job himself or finding someone else who could (generally a member of his extensive clan). If you needed to hire a pony and trap for a wedding, or get your gutters unblocked, or have someone put up stalls at a garden fete, or rebuild a stretch of stone wall, you just asked Wayne Garley. All the Garleys looked the same. Male or female, they were small and wiry with nut-brown faces, bright eyes and snub noses.


  Lettie Stone had informed Beth that Garleys were well known for always marrying ‘in the family’. ‘You know, cousins and that,’ said Lettie, who came in once a week to lug the vacuum cleaner up and down the stairs and wash the stone flags of the kitchen floor. ‘Mind you, there is a lot of them to choose from.’


  ‘Weird,’ said Neil, when this was relayed to him. He had sounded thoughtful. Perhaps a strange, tattooed tribe of blowpipe-armed Garleys was going to appear in a future book.


  ‘Lettie says Wayne Garley won’t let us down. He’s not only reliable, he’s kind-hearted,’ Beth defended him.


  ‘I’ll show you where to put the logs, Wayne,’ she said aloud now. ‘There’s a small shed just round the back of the house, by some bushes.’


  ‘I knows it,’ said Garley, ‘no need for you to come. All right if I drive the truck round?’


  ‘You’ll churn up the ground,’ objected Neil. ‘It’s very wet.’


  ‘I can’t carry ’em round meself, can I?’ returned Garley. ‘Take me forever to shift that lot and they’re heavy, they are. Unless, of course, you wanted to give me a hand?’


  ‘Oh, drive the truck round there, then!’ snapped Neil and went indoors.


  Beth thought she detected a faint grin on Wayne’s face. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Did you bring the bill?’


  ‘I got it.’ Wayne searched his pockets of his leather bomber jacket and produced a crumpled scrap of paper.


  ‘Cash, I suppose, as usual?’ Beth asked.


  ‘If it’s all the same to you, I prefer cash. Saves me having to go special to the bank to pay in a cheque.’


  ‘Well, just call by the house when you’ve got the logs stacked. The money’s ready.’


  Garley nodded and climbed back into the cab of his truck. As she went into the house she heard it rattle away round the side of the building.


  Despite his earlier objections, Neil became quite keen on putting up the decorations and they made good progress. Beth was just about to suggest a cup of coffee when they heard Garley shouting from the direction of the kitchen.


  ‘He’s thinking about coffee, too,’ said Neil.


  But he was wrong. Coffee was far from Wayne’s mind. When they went into the kitchen, they found him standing in his work boots on the stone flags Lettie had washed the day before. A trail of muddy footprints led from the back door. It wasn’t like him to be so thoughtless and it struck Beth that his snub features had taken on a look of shocked surprise.


  ‘You been down to the bank this morning?’ he asked hoarsely.


  ‘I told you, Wayne, I’ve got your cash,’ Beth reminded him.


  He shook his head. ‘Not that sort of bank! Where the river runs along the edge of your garden.’


  No wonder Wayne had brought in so much mud on his boots. With the recent rain and the rise in the river level, that lower part of the garden had become virtually inaccessible. Well, thought Beth, to most people, but not apparently to Wayne Garley.


  ‘Why did you go down there?’ she asked. ‘It’s practically a quagmire, Wayne. We haven’t gone there for a couple of days. If we weren’t on a rise, the river would have crept halfway up the garden.’


  ‘That’s what I went to see, how much flooding you’ve got,’ said Garley. ‘The river’s burst its banks all the way down, and that little mooring of yours is just underwater now. If it rains even more, the river could come up to, oh, about fifteen feet from your back door. You got any sandbags? I reckon you might need ’em. I can get you some.’


  The mooring Wayne had referred to was a rickety wooden platform sticking out into the river. It wasn’t safe at the best of times and was now waterlogged instead of standing two feet above the surface.


  ‘Now you mention it, Wayne,’ she said to him. ‘I meant to ask if you could dismantle that mooring for us, later in the spring, when the water level has gone down.’


  Wayne drew in a deep breath. ‘There’s something wedged up by it, most under the water. I reckon you . . .’ At this point Wayne turned pointedly away from Beth and addressed Neil.


  Neil looked startled. ‘What?’


  ‘Best you come and take a look yourself,’ returned Wayne obscurely and started to walk back the way he’d come in.


  ‘We’ll both go,’ whispered Beth. ‘I don’t know what it is, but Wayne is determined to show us.’


  Garley had sharp ears. He paused and looked back. ‘No, not you, Mrs Stewart, just your man there. Better you don’t come.’ He hesitated. ‘It’s something dead, I reckon.’


  Neil decided to take charge of the conversation. ‘Rubbish!’ he said. Hastily, he added, ‘I mean, it must be some rubbish, not a dead animal. All sorts of stuff has been coming down river this past week. Stay here, I’ll fetch my boots and take a look.’


  He followed Garley. Beth, left alone, hesitated, then muttered, ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake . . .’ and pulled on the gumboots she kept by the kitchen door. As she stepped outside she heard Neil’s voice, raised in something that sounded like horror.


  That decided her. Whatever it was, she had to go down and find out. How bad could it be?


  Neil and Garley were opposite what could be seen of the wooden mooring. They were pointing and arguing. Beth drew nearer, making a diagonal progress so that the two men were not between her and whatever it was. It was difficult going; the ground sucked at her boots and she wobbled alarmingly, throwing out her arms to balance herself. There was certainly something large, a hump shape, stuck by the platform. It floated, half-submerged and rocking on the swell of the current. She couldn’t quite make it out.


  She called, ‘What is it?’


  Neil turned and, seeing her, waved his arms as if he wanted to drive her away. ‘Go back indoors!’ he shouted.


  ‘Don’t be silly, Neil.’ She ploughed on determinedly, even though it was like walking in glue, each step marked by a squelch and an effort to pull the foot out again. The trapped object bobbed up briefly and broke the surface, so she could see it better. It wasn’t an animal. It seemed to be clothed; something else, too. Hair, long hair spread out across the water. The ‘hump’ was a woman’s shoulders and upper torso.


  Bile rose in her throat and made her want to gag. She swallowed hard. ‘It’s a – body,’ she gasped.


  Neil began to stumble towards her. ‘We told you not to come out here—’


  He broke off as they heard the sound of vehicles, certainly more than one, turning into the front gate. ‘What now?’ he growled. ‘Go indoors, Beth!’ He set off to investigate the new arrivals.


  Beth couldn’t have done as he asked, even if she’d wanted to. Her legs didn’t want to work. With difficulty, she twisted to watch him go and then realised Garley was at her shoulder.


  Now she was here, he seemed to accept her presence. ‘I reckoned it was a body,’ he said to her. ‘I knows rubbish when I see it.’


  Neil was returning, not alone. Hurrying towards her with him were a trim young woman with red hair and two men. One of the men was fairly young, tall but of compact build; the other, older and bulkier, sported one of those untrimmed salt-and-pepper moustaches that only the wearer could find flattering. Neil was trying to explain the situation to them, gesticulating towards the river. Behind her, on the water, she heard the put-put of a motor launch approaching.


  Wayne Garley assessed the newcomers with a practised eye. ‘Coppers,’ he said.


  Chapter 3


  Minutes earlier, Dave Nugent, turning into the gates of Glebe House with a flourish, had almost knocked down a man who was running up the drive towards them.


  The sight had not only been unexpected, it had been grotesque. The man was tall and thin, ‘a regular stick insect’ Nugent’s granny would have called him. The pipe-cleaner figure was clearly in considerable distress, its long arms raised in the air and gesticulating wildly, conveying no clear message, only dismay and horror. Jess Campbell shouted a warning. There was a near-collision. Nugent braked in a shower of wet gravel and stuck his head out of the window.


  The man panted up, his expression wild. ‘Who the hell are you?’ he’d demanded.


  ‘Police, sir,’ Jess called out from the passenger seat.


  The man gaped at her, then exclaimed, ‘Thank God! We’ve just found something horrible . . . It’s in the river.’


  He turned to lead the way, signalling wildly for them to follow him. Beside Jess, Corcoran – who had descended from his 4 × 4 to join them – muttered, ‘Told you the current would have taken it downstream.’


  The body had been trapped against one of the supports of a short wooden landing stage that stretched into the river; and must have cleared the surface before the rains had submerged it. It wasn’t big enough to qualify as a jetty, but presumably someone had once kept a small boat tied up there. Not, thought Jess, the present owners. Or, if they did, there was no sign of the boat now and she suspected the platform was long disused and rotting. No one should try to stand on it when hauling the body out of the water.


  But it had been sufficient to catch the corpse. No doubt about it being female. Here she was in shallower water than when Lacey had seen her. The swirling current had twisted her so that her bare white feet pointed towards them, breaking the surface as she bobbed up and down. Her shoes could have fallen off in the river.


  Corcoran’s men were in the water and lifting her out. They turned her over and her head fell back as they staggered ashore with their burden, their legs sinking into the mud. Her long hair trailed like riverweed, dripping a cascade of droplets. Earlier, the divers in the river had reminded Jess of water sprites. Now it was as if they had snared such a creature and carried her from her watery kingdom on to the land. She was very young. Jess remembered the owners of the house, who were standing just behind her. She turned and saw their appalled faces. The man looked as though he was going to throw up. The woman had opened her mouth as if to exclaim but no sound had come out and she remained frozen with her lips forming an ‘O’.


  The man in work clothing, who had apparently first found the drowned woman, was standing well back behind the husband and wife. Jess had the impression this wasn’t because he was troubled by death but because he didn’t care for the police. That didn’t mean he was involved in anything criminal. He just didn’t like people who asked personal questions. Jess understood he was a handyman of some sort and had been delivering a load of logs.


  ‘Would you like to go indoors, Mr and Mrs Stewart?’ she asked. ‘I’ll come and have a word with you shortly.’


  They nodded and turned away obediently. The man put his arm round his wife’s shoulders and she slipped her arm round his waist. If either of them removed that prop it looked as if the other one would fall down.


  ‘Sergeant Nugent will take your details and statement now, Mr Garley,’ Jess told the workman. ‘Then you can go.’


  Garley scowled but nodded. He followed Nugent back towards the parked vehicles. As they walked away, the rain began to patter down again on the already saturated scene.


  Corcoran’s men had deposited the girl, flat on her back, on the trampled mud and grass. They had handled her gently and now stepped back, faces impassive, like professional mourners, allowing the others to see her face. She was bleached white; the ‘deathly pallor’ romantic poets had liked so much. Her mouth was slightly open and her eyes stared unseeingly upward. In the pale winter sunlight her wet skin glistened as if polished. She appeared
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