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CHAPTER EIGHT

Over the following weeks we fell into a new routine: eating together in front of the TV, watching the news. We didn’t usually watch the weather forecast at the end, but that night we both sat finishing our chicken wings as they predicted torrential rain within the next twenty-four hours.

‘Better put some buckets out on the top floor,’ James said, and I raced around, putting down buckets, repositioning buckets, searching Amazon for more buckets, wishing James would just get the roof fixed.

I felt glad that Lennie was in the mausoleum, keeping dry.

That night, the buckets overflowed and the river burst its banks. It swamped all the nearby fields and swept devastation through some of the best gardens in the village, putting the annual flower festival in jeopardy. Elsewhere, the damage was worse and the local news crews entertained themselves for a day, wading through ruined kitchens and marvelling at submerged cars.

‘Good job we got the mausoleum checked out,’ James said. ‘A flood like that could knock it off its foundations if they weren’t solid.’

Oh, really?

 

The next morning, after James had gone to work, I made my way down to the mausoleum.

Well! The river covered half the graveyard, my trainers were soaked in seconds, and as James surmised, disaster had struck. One wall of the mausoleum had collapsed into the water, the two adjoining it were spread in pieces across the sodden grass and the door lay uselessly on the ground. The fourth wall was mostly standing, but the roof was at a forty-five degree angle, one end pitched into the grass. I looked down and saw a tibia floating in a puddle in front of me. I screamed.

Birds flew up from the nearby trees. I looked around to see who might have noticed, but on a Wednesday morning, in our personal graveyard, it seems no-one can hear you scream. A closer look revealed shattered coffins, some halfway out of the mausoleum, and bones scattered everywhere. Some had made their way to the river, and no doubt as far as the village and beyond. A jawbone, complete with teeth, was snared in the reeds. I wondered which ancestor it was. An Eleanor, a Richard or maybe a rare Hugo?

Our names were going to be mud when the authorities realised we’d unleashed an early Halloween on our neighbours, but that was the least of our worries. I crept up to what had been the door of the mausoleum and peered in, looking for Lennie. I couldn’t see him.

 

I ran up and down the riverbank looking; there was no sign of Lennie. I paced the graveyard, searching for any trace of him or his clothing. Not a sniff, although I did see a patch of meadowsweet, which is good as a natural sweetener, if only James would let me use it.

I followed the river downstream, to the gate and through it. I crossed the road, which crossed the river and went through the opposite gate into the field there and followed the public footpath along. No sign. At the end of the field, the river turned one way, the path another and the rest of the riverbank was blocked off by bushes.

I walked further through the fields, until I could see the house and the garden of the west farm, with the Newman family out in it. Then I turned round and went home before they saw me.

Half an hour later I went back out and looked again. Still no luck. No luck.

All day I kept going down there, but each time there was no change. I found a stick and poked the skull in the reeds clear to set it on its way, but it sank and I realised that if I was going to do anything, I should have rescued it to be reburied.

It occurred to me that Lennie’s body could still be nearby, but stuck under the water, snagged on a tree root, ready to break free and float back up, just as a walking group passed by. It would certainly be one of their more memorable outings.

I stood at the edge of the riverbank and peered hard. Where the water flowed by what had been the mausoleum, it was clear and you could see down to the pebbles on the river bed, but not much further along it was deeper and murky. Anything could be under there, including Lennie.

There was nothing for it. I went back to the house, took a beanpole from Mr Billings’s shed and put on a pair of wellies that had been near the back door since before I arrived. I marched down to the river, checked there was no-one around and stepped into the water. The wellies leaked. After a minute my feet were so wet there was hardly any point wearing them. I waded in deeper and water flooded over the top. I wanted to scream with the cold, but I kept my mind on the job and pressed on, poking around with the beanpole as I did so.

I prodded as gently as I could. I wanted to know where he was, but I didn’t want to actually release his corpse from a tangle of reeds and send him on his merry way towards the village. I wasn’t sure which I dreaded more: not finding him and knowing he was out there, a disaster waiting to happen, or finding him and having to ask for James’s help to hide him again. Still, I carried on along the river, the current pulling at me and the cold freezing me. What else could I do?

‘Have you lost something?’

I jumped and turned to see a dogwalker stood behind me, his pet wagging its tail beside him.

‘My dog,’ I said, it was easy to look distressed.

‘Oh no!’ he said. ‘Do you think it’s in the water?’ I nodded. ‘Don’t panic, they’re natural swimmers. Do you have a photo? I’ll put it on the village Facebook page. What’s its name?’

‘Tibs,’ I said, thinking of the tibia. ‘I’ve already put it on Facebook.’

‘What does Tibs look like?’

‘He’s a liver and white spaniel.’

‘That’s a coincidence,’ the dogwalker said, looking down at his own liver and white spaniel. ‘They’re great dogs, aren’t they? Good sniffers.’

That comment left me all aquiver, a good sniffer was the last thing I wanted to meet.

‘My friend has a dinghy, might make it easier to search,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to phone him?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s no trouble,’ the man said. ‘He loves dogs.’

So he phoned his friend and his friend said he could be there in half an hour. I climbed out of the river to wait, water pouring out of my boots as I trudged up the bank.

‘Do you know what happened to this?’ the man asked, nodding at the mausoleum.

‘Gravity,’ I said, and he seemed happy with that. Maybe he was new to the area and didn’t know what a recent development the collapse was.

We stood awkwardly. I was shivering from my dip in the river.

‘Do you live nearby?’ the man asked. ‘Do you think you should go and get changed?’

I said that was a very good idea and plodded back up to the house. There, I waited a minute, then ran back down to the graveyard, waving my hands in the air.

‘He’s back! He’s back!’ I shouted.

‘Tibs?’

‘Yes. He was there waiting when I got to the house. Pretty muddy, I think he was in the water.’

The man looked elated. ‘Well, that’s good news! Where is he?’

‘In the house. I’d better get back to him. Thank you for your help.’

Thank you for nothing. I couldn’t go back into the water now, I didn’t have another story if I was caught. The only way we’d know about Lennie now was if he appeared. I went back to the house and put my clothes in to wash.

 

I decided not to tell James about the collapsed mausoleum straight away. Or at all, if I could avoid it. He’d helped me clear up immediately after the accident, but that was in the aftermath of an unexpected, unforeseeable event that had sprung up out of the blue. This problem was caused by my failure to do what he had told me to do regarding the surveyor. I didn’t expect a sympathetic response, and I didn’t want to shatter our relative peace with the news that the local celebrity we’d buried privately was back in the public domain. Anyway, he wouldn’t be able to do anything I couldn’t, which at that point was to continue looking for Lennie.

I thought about tidying some of the bones up. I shuddered. Anyway, where would I put them? What would Mr Billings say if he went down there and found a stack of human remains in a neat pile? Mind you, what would he say if he went down there and found them as they were? I spent a few minutes in front of the mirror, practising looking surprised. In the event that this development did come to light, it would be best to be prepared to be caught unprepared.

I tried to calm myself with the thought that if Lennie and all the other bones were swept miles away, maybe as far as the sea, and if James didn’t go down to the graveyard for at least five years, all would be well, the danger would pass. For a moment both of these things seemed possible, but then reality reasserted itself and ‘it will be fine,’ became an empty mantra I repeated to try to keep my panic at bay.

I spent the rest of the day going to and fro from the house to the river, to see if Lennie had turned up. Between searches, I tried to watch my usual TV, hoping it would relax me. After catching the end of Bargain Hunt, which was a repeat, I watched the lunchtime news, followed by the local edition. They started with an item about how a number of bones had appeared around the village as the river levels started to go down.

‘We thought it must be from the churchyard, didn’t we, Betty?’ said Terry Chambers, husband of Betty who ran the small shop had found a shoulder socket at the bottom of their garden. ‘But when we went up there, there was nothing wrong at the church. The river didn’t even get that high.’

‘It’s a mystery,’ Betty said, twirling the bone around in her fingers.

The story was on the evening news as well, I watched it with James. By then more bones had been found, so the piece was extended, but it still featured the same interview with Betty and Terry Chambers.

I watched James as Betty Chambers once again declared the findings to be a mystery.

‘No, it isn’t,’ he said. I watched his expression change as everything he understood about the world – and about engineering – collapsed around him.

Without another word, he leapt from his seat and left the house. I followed as he raced across the garden and into the spinney. When I came out from the other side of the trees, I saw him in the graveyard holding up a skull, Hamlet-like. I’d never noticed before that he would make quite a dashing, if over-aged, Hamlet.

He marched to where the mausoleum door had been and looked inside, presumably looking for Lennie.

He turned and saw me. ‘What in the name of fuckety-fuck has happened?’ he shouted. ‘Daisy, where is that fucking surveyor’s report?’

I stopped and pretended I couldn’t make out what he was saying. He flung the skull away from him and marched towards me. ‘Did you hear me? Where is that fucking surveyor’s report?’

‘I don’t think it ever came,’ I said.

He stared at me.

‘Do you want me to give them a ring in the morning?’ I asked.

Well, no, James did not want me to give them a ring in the morning. He made me aware, in no uncertain terms, that he did not want the surveyors anywhere near the place now.

‘That report has suddenly dropped right down our list of priorities. Don’t you think?’ he asked me. But it was good that he still believed there was a report.

‘Help me look!’ and he marched along the riverbank, on the same pilgrimage I had already made several times that day, looking for Lennie. I followed, wondering whether or not to tell him Lennie wasn’t there. But James stopped, looking down into the water.

There was Lennie. Apparently, he had either broken loose from whatever had been holding him under, or reached the optimum stage of decomposition to have risen to the surface. He looked rather different to the last time I had seen him; the fine weather we had been having had certainly done its work. James stood, hands on his hips, surveying the scene as if it were a minor spillage. I looked at Lennie again, took in the full state of him: eyes missing, holes in his skin. I thought I could smell the decay, although I was a fair way away from him. I began to gag.

‘Don’t,’ James said. I walked away from the riverbank and took deep breaths of fresh air. I waited for James to tell me what to do, because I was certain there would be something.

Sure enough. ‘We’re going to have to move him,’ he said.

I turned. ‘How are we going to get him out?’ I asked. And out in one piece? He looked to be delicately held together and we didn’t want an errant arm floating off on its own.

‘We don’t have to get him out. We just have to get him away from this area.’

I returned to the riverbank where James was picking fallen branches from the floor and discarding them, there was little that was much more than a twig. He reached up and pulled at a branch, then let it go.

‘Wait here,’ he said to me. ‘Don’t let anyone come past.’ And I watched him walking back to the house, wondering how I was meant to stop anyone coming past.

Luckily, no-one did and a few minutes later, James reappeared with a spade and a rake from Mr Billings’s tool shed. ‘Which do you want?’ he asked me.

Not being sure what they were to be used for, I chose the rake, as raking seemed to be a less labour-intensive job, but it turned out it didn’t matter. The plan was to use them to push Lennie’s body out, away from the riverbank, so that the current would catch it and float him off and away, far from our land. Perfect. I had to give James credit for a good plan there.

And so we began, gently prodding the body free of the reeds and out to where we could see the water moving. Lennie swirled for a moment, then began bobbing gracefully away from us.

We followed with our implements. Now and then, James would give Lennie a little poke to stop him catching on some shrubbery on our side, or I would reach over and rake him back in towards us if he floated too far towards the other bank. We kept an eye out for walkers approaching, but it was a quiet evening on the public rights of way.

From a distance, we must have looked like a couple of country bumpkins carrying out some country chore, as our ancestors had done for centuries before us, and so we made our bucolic way along, the birds singing, the breeze rustling the leaves on the trees and the river running alongside us, carrying its gruesome cargo. ‘Row, Row, Row Your Boat’ popped into my head and I sang it as we went along. So well was it all going, James didn’t even tell me to ‘shut the fuck up.’

Then we came to the end of the field where the road went over the river, and on the other side, the Newmans’ farm began.

‘Is this far enough?’ I asked. After all, once it was under the bridge it was technically off our property. In a manner of speaking, the Newmans’ farm was our property, them being tenant farmers – for now at least, the dispute over selling it for warehouses notwithstanding.

‘It’s not far enough,’ he said. ‘We need to get him well onto the Newmans’ land. Otherwise it’s obvious where he came from.’

I took his point, but I wasn’t keen on going much further.

Lennie floated under the bridge and stopped. The water was quite shallow there and he seemed to have caught on a rock. James sighed and waded in. He pulled at Lennie until he moved a little further, but no more.

‘Help me,’ he said, and after some hesitation, I laid down my rake and made my way into the cold water, going in with my shoes and socks on, as James had done. I didn’t realise before how much time you spend standing in cold water after you’ve killed someone. As on the night of the accident, James took Lennie’s shoulders and I took his ankles, gingerly holding his trousers and being careful not to touch flesh. We moved him along under the bridge, his head tipping back and under the surface; I had to keep reminding myself it didn’t matter, we didn’t need to be careful of his head.

Before we emerged from the bridge, we checked that there was still no-one to see us, then we pushed the body out into the deeper water. James climbed up the riverbank on that side and I went back for the spade and rake, then walked through the gate and across the road to join him.

We continued on our way, this time I had the spade, the job of pushing him away seemed like an easier one than raking him in. Soon we would be well away from Langley Hall, then the body could float free and come to rest wherever it rested, its origin forever a mystery. But first, we had to get it past the farmhouse.

There was no sign that anyone was in there, but we were still some distance away, we couldn’t see the downstairs rooms, or if there was a car in the drive.

A minute later, we didn’t need to.

‘Evening.’ Mr Newman was making his way from the far end of the field towards us. Normally, the sight of us taking an evening stroll through the countryside would attract nothing more than a wave and maybe a ‘don’t see you out here very often.’ But the attempt to evict Mr Newman and his family from the farm had left bad feeling. Mr N’s demeanour was hostile and he was marching our way with purpose. ‘Anything I can help you with?’ he called as he neared us, in a tone that sounded more like, ‘Get off my land.’

He stopped and looked at us, looking down at our wet jeans and trainers and up at the gardening tools in our hands. Then he saw Lennie. His jaw dropped. He drew nearer, to get a better look: it was a sight you had to see to believe.

‘Is that . . . Is that the chap they’re all looking for?’

It was a fair question. With the state Lennie was in, even his biggest fan – Mrs Billings – would have to look twice to be sure it was him.

‘Where did he come from?’ Mr Newman asked, and simultaneously, we all turned and looked upstream, back towards Langley Hall. Mr Newman looked again at the rake and the spade, but I never knew if he completely understood what we’d been doing with them because at that moment, James made a bad decision. He pushed Mr N into the river.

He fell into the murky depths, the movement of the water sending Lennie bobbing to the opposite bank. James and I watched as Mr Newman sank, then rose again, standing in water that only came up to his waist.

‘What did you do that for?’ he shouted at James, and Mr N and I waited, both curious to hear the answer. James said nothing. So, Mr Newman stepped up to the bank and tried to climb out, but the riverbank was steep and slippery there, he was going to have to make his way further downriver. Or upriver, if he preferred to wade past Lennie and back in the direction of Langley Hall. Unsurprisingly, he went in the direction of his home.

Then James launched himself. He leapt off the bank and onto Mr Newman. They both fell backwards and under. A moment later, they emerged fighting.

Although he wasn’t young, James was a younger man than Mr N and he had kept himself in shape – the mind games I played with altering his clothes notwithstanding -- but Mr N was bigger and I knew from local gossip that he could handle himself in a fight. It was anyone’s guess who would win. It would be decided by stamina, luck and, maybe, a woman on the riverbank holding a spade.

I didn’t know what would happen if I weighed in on the side of Mr Newman. The story up to that moment was already a difficult one to explain away, but Mr N disliked James and this escapade wouldn’t be doing anything to change his mind on that front. My mum and the first Mrs Newman had always got on well, perhaps a helping hand from me here would be enough for him to believe me if I said I knew nothing about how Lennie had got into that state and that James had made me float him down the river.

If I weighed in on the side of James, I would probably be in line with the ‘for better, for worse,’ part of my wedding vows, but James would still be a thorn in my side – and anyway, I’d been looking for a chance like this . . .

I raised the spade and waited for them to come close enough to the bank. I waited, waited, waited, and as James’s head came near, I brought the spade down as hard as I could and hit . . . Mr Newman.

‘Aargh!’ I shouted in frustration as Mr N wobbled. I hadn’t hit him hard enough to kill him, or even knock him out, but it unbalanced him for long enough for James to push his head under and hold it there, with me screaming, ‘Stop! You’ll kill him!’ even though I was sure that was the point.

But Mr Newman wasn’t done for. He rose again. James grabbed the spade from me and battered him until he ceased to protest and fell back into the water, where James held him down again.

I watched the spot as the body sank, hoping for Mr N to rise up one more time, with renewed strength and fury, and put an end to James, even though that would be disastrous for me now. But Mr N didn’t rise up and after a while it was clear he wasn’t going to. Instead, bubbles rose and burst.

‘You took long enough, he nearly had the better of me,’ James said.

‘What have you done!’ I shouted. ‘What have you done?’

‘What else could I have done, Daisy? We couldn’t just let him walk away.’

‘But you’ve killed him.’

‘And you killed Lennie Green. Looks like one begets another. I just wonder: who’s next?’ And he gave me a look I didn’t much like.

‘There was no need. We could have told him something.’

‘What like?’

‘I don’t know. We were taking Lennie to the police station?’

James looked at me, but didn’t speak.

‘You’ve killed a man!’ I squeaked at him as he reached for the rake and calmly began shepherding Lennie’s body past the spot where he’d drowned Mr N – sunk for now, but sure to rise up again soon enough.

‘You’ve killed a man too,’ he said. ‘Come on now, I need you to check there’s no-one at the Newmans’ house.’

With my only other option being to go back to Langley Hall and wait for whatever would come next, I crept towards the house and peered over the fence. There was no sign of anyone being in, the house was quiet, twilight was starting to fall and the windows were dark. There was no sound.

So we went on down the river, until Lennie’s body was well away from Langley Hall. Then we squelched back in our wet clothes, across the fields, to the spot we had left Mr Newman in.

‘We’re going to have to move him,’ James said. ‘Get him further away from Langley Hall and closer to where we left Lennie Green. At least then it will look like an accident. It will look like Doug Newman saw him floating past and stopped to have a look, then fell in and drowned himself.’

I sighed. I knew you couldn’t just leave corpses lying around, but I’d had enough of moving them for one day. Then a light came on in the farmhouse, so we couldn’t be shunting a body along in the river next to it. Even if the body would be below the surface, we would be above it, behaving in a way that would definitely attract curiosity and questions and stick in people’s memories.

Instead, we went back to Langley Hall, dried ourselves off and waited until midnight. Then we went back down to the river, entering the water at the shallow bit that went under the bridge, and waded down until we found the body. There was still a light on in the farmhouse. I wondered if they were sitting up waiting for Mr Newman to come home, while we were dragging his body along the river bed, which is not much fun, but is easier than carrying a body across land. We left him close to where we had left Lennie and went home.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘So it wasn’t gambling debts,’ Mrs Billings said to me of Mr Newman.

‘Unless his loan shark chased him and shoved him in,’ I suggested, but Mrs B didn’t seem convinced and there wasn’t much point pushing that theory anyway, it wasn’t going to stand up to scrutiny.

‘Poor, poor Doug,’ Mrs B said. ‘And Jo and them kids. And Meg, especially Meg. She’s not a young dog.’

Mrs Billings put the radio on, it was time for a bulletin. The report was long, but with little of note so far about either Lennie or Mr Newman, just that the police were treating both deaths as ‘unexplained’.

‘And unexplainable.’ Mrs B shook her head sadly and I realised that from her point of view, there was a lot that was not known, such as did they die together or at different times? There was nothing on the bulletins about the state of decomposition. How did they die? Had Mr Newman come across Lennie’s body, or had he – could he have – been hiding him? That would be a good lead to get out there, with all the barns and outhouses around the farm. ‘They’ll want to do a post-mortem,’ she said.

‘On whom?’ I asked and she thought for a minute, before saying:

‘Both of them.’

I wondered what that would bring to light. Would Lennie’s cuts and bruises still be visible? Had he broken any bones in the collision? Would Mr Newman be written off as an accidental drowning? Or would a spade mark in the middle of his face give the lie to that?

When I said, ‘Do you think there’s anything in the kidnapping theory for Lennie Green?’ Mrs B didn’t take the bait.

And so we carried on, all that Mrs Billings and the local radio station could talk about was the bodies, but no-one came to Langley Hall asking about them.

Mrs Billings wore black for days, along with a Remembrance poppy, for some reason.

‘If anyone hurt either Lennie Green or poor old Doug, I’ll string them up myself,’ she said.

I wondered exactly what that entailed and what her chances of achieving it were, particularly if I fought against it, which I would. Maybe if she got Mr B involved? Would he help?

‘Have them police officers been back here?’ she asked me. ‘The ones who came because you were at the same party?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Why would they?’

‘Just wondered,’ she said, pulling biscuits, sugar and milk from her bag and switching the kettle on. I was annoyed to see she had brought bourbons, although I had been clear in ordering Rich Tea.

I watched carefully for any sign of what she was thinking. Mrs Billings wasn’t an idiot, not only was I sure she had Lennie’s phone, but she’d been reading his memoir; it was unrealistic to think she knew nothing. I wondered if I was going to have to bump her off as well. She would certainly be easier to do away with than James, one good shove down the stairs should do it, and with the way she wielded the vacuum cleaner, it would be a simple thing to pass off as an accident.

Maybe that was the moral of this story: think twice before you hide a body because you’ll end up hiding more. But as I watched Mrs B enjoying a bourbon, her favourite, the idea of despatching her made me feel sad.

I told myself she must be waiting for a simple explanation to emerge. After all, she’d known me all my life, she was friends with my mum and James was from a respected village family – his mum was a supervisor at the Spar and his dad was on the council for years. Surely she wouldn’t think that James and I had done what we actually did.

Or maybe she was keeping quiet out of loyalty to my mum and the history we had. I didn’t like to think about how far that loyalty may or may not stretch. If I took too long to act, circumstances could overtake me, and then I’d have years in a prison cell to reflect on what I should have done. And looking on the bright side, if I did help her shuffle off this mortal coil, it would be an opportunity to hire a cleaner who actually cleaned.

But I still didn’t want to, so I decided to monitor her for signs and hints about what she knew and what she was going to do.

 

After a decent gap, to make it look like I had other things to do, I delivered the T-shirt I had made for Arty.

‘I love it!’ he said. He tried it on there and then, as ‘Rivers of Babylon’ serenaded us from his phone, jiggling to the music, and I must say, he did look good. He also looked good without a shirt at all. On the way back to the house, I tried to forget I’d had that thought.

‘What do I owe you?’ he asked.

But he owed me nothing, the cost of the materials was small, I still had plenty left over and the pleasure of delivering it was payment enough. ‘Would you like another T-shirt?’ I asked and he said he would.

Within a couple of weeks, there were two of us on the estate dressed like ragdolls. I branched out into waistcoats, shirts and a couple of cravats, just in case he had a special occasion. I couldn’t bring myself to offer to measure him for trousers; I felt the blood rushing through me at the mere thought of it and wondered if this was passion or a hot flush.

Thinking about Kaboolu, I started making small labels with ‘Daisy Daydream’ written on them and sewing them into the clothes. I remembered my mum saying that one day people would envy us for what we could do with a needle and thread.

I wouldn’t accept any money from Arty, the new project gave me some respite from worrying about the bodies and the police and what they may or may not be thinking. While I was sewing, I imagined setting up an empire of Daisy Daydream clothes, like Kaboolu, but with branches all over the world.

Sometimes we got together on Arty’s lunchbreak and looked through his copy of Miller’s Antiques Encyclopedia, a comprehensive guide, which he kept in his car for when he went to flea markets at weekends. Then I would go back to the house and fantasise about running away with Arty to run an antiques shop by the coast.

I began taking various items from the house down to show him: a few of the smaller items, the Victorian clock, some silver, a few pieces of jewellery. We looked them up and he put prices to them. It turned out some of them were very valuable, particularly the jewellery, but that wasn’t a surprise to me.

Arty’s passion for the pieces I brought him reminded me of how I had been.

‘Look at the craftmanship in this!’ he said, opening a locket, and we wondered who the picture inside was of, and if the answer was in Langley Hall somewhere.

‘Think of the history this has seen!’ he exclaimed of a doll. ‘Look at the life it’s lived!’ as he examined a crack in a butter dish. Then he gave me an estimate for it. It ended up being left for Mrs B, but even she had her standards.

 

Not long after the discovery of the bodies, an invitation arrived through the post. There was to be a fundraiser in memory of Lennie, to raise money for his good causes.

It was to be an auction, which was something I’d never been to, but when I showed it to James, he assured me it would be both expensive and dull.

‘They’ll be selling theatre tickets with meet-the-cast backstage passes and weekends on luxury yachts, or hampers of stuff you would never use. They know someone who’s big at a TV production company, so there might be a walk-on part in a TV show.’

‘But we’re not going?’ I asked, horrified, as James propped the invitation up on the mantelpiece. It was to be hosted by Margery again, and her husband, who I now learnt was called Gordon.

‘Why wouldn’t we go? We always go to these things.’

‘It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to go,’ I said. ‘Under the circumstances.’

‘Try looking at it from the point of view of someone who doesn’t know the circumstances. Imagining you don’t know we’re responsible for Lennie’s death – excuse me, you’re responsible – I’ll ask you again: why wouldn’t we go?’

‘Because there’s nothing in it for you.’

And that, James conceded, was a fair point, but we had to go anyway because it would look suspicious for him to decline an invitation for the first time in recorded history.

 

‘You’re driving again,’ James said on the night of the fundraiser, ‘but be careful this time.’

‘I can’t drive. I’ll be too scared,’ I told him, the emotions of that night were starting to come back to me and I hoped desperately for something to happen to stop us going. I even thought seriously for a minute about burning Langley Hall down, with or without us in it.

‘We can’t do anything out of the ordinary,’ he reminded me. ‘Just take a few deep breaths before we set off.’

And so, it was decided. In preparation, I let James’s suit back out again and added a bit to the waistband of his trousers. If nothing else, it would be a distraction to see his bafflement when he realised he was going to need a belt.

When the night came, I wanted to go in a loose yellow dress, with daisies embroidered around the hem, which was the last thing my mum and I had made together. Over the years, I’d had to add some panels in to let it out, but it was worth it because it took me back to happier days and reminded me that there had once been someone who was on my side


























































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

On Monday morning, I waited for Mrs Billings in vain, standing by the kettle, teabags at the ready, expecting to hear the crunch of Mr B’s van on the gravel at any moment. When she was more than half an hour late, I went up to the top floor, looking out of the windows for any sign of her. There was none, but what I did see was a bright pink head bobbing around in the fields: Emma Beddoe, no doubt looking for something scandalous to put in her article. I didn’t care, she wouldn’t find anything there, those fields were part of the east farm, tenanted by the Tate family, and I hadn’t been near them for years. She was wearing a purple T-shirt and it was as dire as all her other outfits.

Just as I was starting to worry about Mrs B, my phone rang and I learnt that there was indeed something to be worried about.

‘Lady Langley, it’s Eric Billings,’ the voice at the other end said. ‘Brenda and I won’t be in today. I’m afraid there’s been a bit of trouble.’

‘Is Mrs B alright?’ I asked.

‘Oh yes. Well, she’s not been taken poorly, if that’s what you mean. The thing is, we had the police here this morning, wanting to ask her a few things. She’s gone down to the station. I’m going to go down and wait for her.’

The phone! They’d tracked it back to her. To us. Then I remembered all the kleptomania, maybe it had caught up with her. Decades of stealing must have racked up quite a long list of crimes. But the phone seemed more likely.

‘I’ll get James to get her a solicitor,’ I said, remembering her own advice to me. ‘Tell her not to say anything until they get there.’ It may well be an untrustworthy solicitor that he sent, but this affected both of us, so James would probably tell him to do a decent job.

‘Well, she’s there now, I can’t really tell her anything,’ Mr B said.

‘I’ll tell him it’s urgent.’

The news had put me into such a dither, my fingers fumbled as I tried to call James; we needed a solicitor fast, before that chatterbox overcame her nerves and started talking. I wondered again if I should have polished Mrs B off when I had the chance. Had I hesitated too long and sealed my fate?

‘What now?’ James said, as he answered the phone.

The solicitor was soon sorted after that and I made myself a cup of tea.

 

Mrs B was back at work on Thursday.

‘Lord James got me a state-of-the-art solicitor,’ she said proudly, dunking her custard cream into her tea. ‘I’ll have to thank him for that.’

‘What did they ask you?’

Mrs B looked pensive. She took another biscuit and dunked for so long that some of it broke off and sank to the bottom of the cup and I gagged slightly.

‘I’m not allowed to divulge information about an ongoing enquiry,’ she said in the end.

‘You told them that?’

‘No, of course not. That’s what I’m telling you. I’m not allowed to talk about it.’ She took a long slurp of her tea, then she asked me, ‘Where did you find that bag? That brown bag that I found downstairs? You said it was Lord James’s but I don’t think it was.’

I took a custard cream myself and dunked it for as long as I dared, but not for as long as Mrs B because when biscuits break off into my tea, the memory of the sludge it creates at the bottom stays with me for hours.

‘I thought it was James’s bag,’ I said in the end. ‘He has one just like it, but you probably haven’t seen it because he takes it with him to work.’

I waited to see if she was going to tell me anything else.

‘Have you still got it?’ she asked, and it took me three gulps of tea to decide whether to say yes or no.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘I haven’t seen it since.’

Mrs B picked up her duster and polish and headed for the stairs. Did she know about Lennie or not? Did she know it was his bag? I thought so. But did she know I knew it was his bag? I didn’t know. And what about the phone? Had she taken the phone? What had she done with it? Had she told the police? Again, I didn’t know. I wanted to scream. The one thing I did know was that there was probably no point in killing her now, presumably she had already done her worst. I found that was quite a weight off my mind.

My next question was: who was that knocking on the door? My first guess turned out to be correct, it was Parker and Khan again.

This time, they wanted to ask me all about my fragile mental health. There was no need for us to go to the station this time, so presumably they wanted to poke their noses around the house. I offered to give them the tour, but they said they didn’t need the tour. All they needed to know at that moment was, did I want my solicitor present? I phoned Tarquin, who arrived half an hour later.

‘James told us you’ve had some psychological issues,’ DS Khan said, leaning forward and speaking quietly, to try to make herself sound sympathetic.

‘Not really,’ I said, and when Tarquin gave me the side-eye, I wondered why I’d said that. I corrected myself. ‘Not at all.’

‘He said you were in quite a state when he first met you.’

‘My mother had recently died. I was upset. Isn’t that normal?’

‘It is normal, yes, but he said you’d had a complete breakdown.’

‘I hadn’t.’

‘He said the house was in a state of chaos. Most of the appliances were broken and the housework was never done. There had been a fire, he thinks you may have set it yourself.’

‘No I didn’t!’

‘He said you were clearly not coping, he wondered if he should phone social services.’

I had to take a minute at that. He was going to phone social services? I wasn’t a child.

‘I didn’t have the money to replace things and I was working long hours, trying to make ends meet, so I got behind with the housework. It was a long time ago, what’s it got to do with now?’

‘James says he decided not to get outside agencies involved because you seemed to turn a corner when you met him, but you never quite recovered and you’ve deteriorated since. He says you shut yourself away in the house, never seeing anyone except him.’

‘I see Mrs Billings.’

‘The cleaner?’

‘Some weeks I see Mr Billings.’

‘He says that you’re keeping some kind of tally on the bedroom wall and that lately you have been wearing increasingly bizarre outfits . . .’

Everyone took a moment to appreciate the dungarees I was wearing that day, handmade from a selection of old jackets. Their silent appraisal and the withering description James must have given them stung.

‘I don’t shut myself in the house,’ I said. ‘I go into the village sometimes. I went to the Bone Bonanza.’

‘Wearing those clothes.’

‘It was just a T-shirt I’d modified slightly on that day. And a skirt.’

‘What does this have to do with your investigation?’ Tarquin asked, speaking up for the first time. ‘I assume that’s why you’re here.’

‘We’re wondering if Daisy is really in a fit state to drive these days, and if she was in a fit state to drive on the night of the accident,’ DS Khan said. ‘These things can be taken into account at sentencing.’ For better or for worse, I suspected.

‘I’m fit to drive and I’m fit to be left in charge of a sewing machine,’ I said. ‘I did not run Lennie Green over. If you think anyone in this house is mad, think of James.’ And I told them about the family tree – ten children – and the cheap coat of arms made in Nevada and the titles he had bought. I told them all about it.

DC Parker smiled. ‘It’s nice to set up a family heirloom.’

‘Ten children!’ I repeated, but he ignored me.

‘That is a lot,’ Tarquin agreed, ‘I’m exhausted with three.’ But Parker ignored him as well.

They wrapped the interview up there, but as they got ready to leave, Khan said, ‘Is it OK if I use the toilet? Do you have one downstairs?’

Of course we did. I pointed her in the right direction and a minute later she returned, her hands in gloves, asking Parker for an evidence bag. She was carrying Lennie’s wallet! It was wrapped in plastic which was dripping wet.

She looked at me. ‘Do you know whose this is?’ she asked. I shook my head. ‘When we check this for fingerprints, we’re not going to find yours, are we?’

I stared back, of course they were going to find my fingerprints.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You will. I found it when I was walking out in the fields. I didn’t look inside, I just brought it back here and James said he’d drop it into the Spar on his way to work and they could put it in their lost property locker.’ Lost property was an unofficial service offered by most of the local businesses in the village. ‘He must have forgotten. Where did you find it?’

‘In the cistern in your downstairs toilet. James said he’d been having some trouble flushing it and when he looked in the cistern, he found out why. He didn’t say anything about you finding it in a field.’

James never used that bathroom. I stared at the wallet. Yes, they were going to find my fingerprints, but they were also going to find James’s. He’d been through everything in it. Then I remembered the wine I had drunk and the times I had been out of the room that night. And at the end of the evening, he got me to put the wallet and address book in the case with the keys for the classic cars. Had he been planning this even back then?

I shrugged. ‘Nothing to do with me,’ I said.

And she said, ‘Nothing to worry about then.’ She smiled. Then she arranged for me to nip into Tippington police station to have my fingerprints taken, for comparison.

I thought I’d held my nerve, but as they left, I felt very shaken. I looked at Tarquin, but his expression wasn’t giving anything away. Had my husband and my solicitor cooked this up between them, I wondered? Tarquin hadn’t said much during the interview and now that I thought about it, the side-eye he gave me might have been a look of victory at my mistake. I wished his face would move, to give me an idea of what he was thinking. It’s hard knowing who to trust when you don’t know whether or not your solicitor is corrupt.

I watched him walking to his car with a sign on his back saying ‘kick me’. It must have been there all day because I hadn’t stuck it on him, and for all their faults, I didn’t think Parker or Khan had either. It was hard to reconcile a hapless father with a corrupt solicitor.

Then I went to the key case and unlocked it. One good thing about the accident and following incident was that in the aftermath, James seemed to have forgotten about his plan to install cameras in the house to monitor me, so I still had unfettered access to the priest hole. The address book was still in the key case, I took it and hid it in there.
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