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Agnes

	 

	Agnes Beck, a history graduate, investigates two intriguing mysteries set within a small rural town.

	 

	The Jigsaw

	When Agnes buys an old jigsaw puzzle at a jumble sale, she discovers it once belonged to a teenager who vanished without a trace years ago. Teaming up with a determined friend and a retired detective still haunted by the case, Agnes sets out to uncover the truth behind the disappearance. 

	(Under 2 hours read)

	 

	Where the bones lie

	A skeleton unearthed in a medieval grave, complete with a sinister hole in its skull, draws Agnes into a mystery, centuries in the making. A descendant of the manor’s medieval lord claims the bones belong to a distant ancestor, which Agnes disputes. The story moves between the present day and 1360 as Agnes pieces together the threads of history to identify the man in the grave.

	(Under 2 hours, 15 minutes read)
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The Jigsaw

	


Chapter 1 – The Jigsaw puzzle

	 

	“A jigsaw?”

	Agnes Beck shrugged her shoulders. “Used to do them years back.”

	Her friend, Danni Blount, made a face. “Like my old grandma? What’s it a picture of?”

	“It’s of here, Blendton. A painting of the town with the church, high street, museum. Here, I’ll show you.”

	Agnes stood up and, using the kitchen table to lean on, limped over to the lounge area. Her rented ground floor bedsit flat comprised three rooms. A bedroom with a double bed, a kitchen/sitting room, and a bathroom. Often drafty and originally part of a semi-detached house, the place was homely, though not modern.

	She returned with the box and placed it on the kitchen table. They both studied the picture on the lid.

	“Got it from a church sale.”

	Danni frowned and wrinkled her forehead. “Think I’ve seen this jigsaw before, in school or something.” She took a sip of coffee. “Hold on. What’s that on the edge of the box?”

	“Erm… initials. J. F.”

	“Ooh, hang on.” Danni bit her lip, her expression changing to serious. “That’s interesting.”

	“What?”

	“JF. Could be Jessica Findlay who went missing years ago.”

	“Oh, I know about the big disappearance case. People throw it in to a conversation at work every now and again, but I didn’t associate the initials with anyone.”

	“Yeah. It was, what, ten years ago?”

	“Go on. I’m light on detail.”

	“Jessie was fourteen and went missing on her way to school. They found her bike lying on its side in a country lane. Extensive police hunt, news, national story, and all that, but she was never found. Anyone who went missing after that caused all sorts of panic. Rattled everyone for years. Her mother still lives here. Father left.”

	“Murder?”

	“Presumed. They never found a body. Various suspects, but nothing came of it.”

	Agnes moved her shoulders. “Ooh, just got that feeling, you know, down the back of your neck.”

	Danni raised her hands. “Spooky. It may not be hers. Could be Juniper Finklestein or a Jennifer Finwallader.”

	“Could be a boy. John Rothchild?”

	“Running out of ideas now. But still, it’s spooky.”

	Agnes put the box onto the kitchen counter behind her.

	They talked for a while longer before Danni left to get ready for her evening out with her current boyfriend, who “could be the one.”

	Agnes, meanwhile, turned on the television, tidied up the kitchen and prepared a meal for herself. Moxy, her cross breed and multi coloured cat, pushed up against her leg. It was feeding time.

	The twenty-five-year-old’s height, plain face, straight nose, angular jaw, dark medium hair, and green eyes were, her father told her, a throwback to the German line of her family. The Becks, who arrived from Germany in the 1800s to work in London, had distilled their strong Germanic roots through marriage. The family history, in part because of her late father’s work on the family tree, sparked her interest enough to earn a first-class degree with honours in early and modern history. 

	While eating her meal, she scrutinised the box again with its torn corners. She rubbed a finger lightly over the letters J F written in faded ink. On the rear of the box were details of the local artist creating the artwork and the charity receiving any proceeds.

	Blendton, which most people called Blenton and spelt it that way, was a small town with a history stretching back to the Middle Ages. Enlarged over the centuries, the rural setting in a typical shire county retained its farming roots. Locals called themselves Blendys. Part of the appeal of the small town for Agnes was its history. Many of the population had survived the various outbreaks of the Black Plague in the mid thirteen hundreds, a subject much studied by Agnes.

	The painting on the jigsaw was from a slightly elevated point of view, looking across the town. Painted in a clear, colourful style, it was not a modern interpretation. A line of honey stoned buildings and cottages with red-tiled roofs led down towards a village square. Here, people, couples, and children stood or ‘walked’ next to a public house, the Wheatsheaf. On the right hand side of the picture, behind a row of semi obscured cottages, lay the church, with its graveyard and outbuildings. On the left was a partial view of the old manor house, together with a row of tithe houses. Green trees dotted around the picture provided colour, as did the yellow farm fields at the top, set underneath a blue sky, flecked with clouds.

	She opened the box and moved the pieces around with her fingers. This was a task for tomorrow, because once you started, it was difficult to stop. Plus, she wanted to see a film tonight. With her legs hooked up beside herself on the sofa, she drank a glass of German wheat beer and watched an action film.

	In the morning, she folded up one of the table flaps, opened the jigsaw box and spilled the pieces out over the table. Before long, she sifted out the end pieces and, with a fresh cup of coffee brewed, completed the outside edges.

	Next, she sorted out pieces resembling roof tiles, trees, and sky. After thirty minutes, she stopped and checked her muted mobile phone.

	Danni had messaged.

	 

	Need cheering up.

	Come over. It’s jigsaw time.

	 

	Agnes tidied up the already tidy rooms and returned to find Moxy sitting in amongst the puzzle pieces, looking at her expectantly. By the time she fed the cat and fetched out a bag of crisps and peanuts, Danni arrived. 

	Aged twenty-four with a curvy figure, round face, and a bright smile, the style of Danni’s blonde hair changed often. Today, a handful of hair was clipped up on top of her head. With blue eye shadow, a little blusher on the cheeks and dull red lipstick, she wore grey tracksuit bottoms and a red jumper.

	“Brother, dropped me off,” she said, holding up a bottle of fizzy wine.

	Agnes knew not to mention Danni’s father, the ex-army man, who drank too much.

	“Okay last night?”

	“Yeah. He’s cute. Think he’s fond of me. I drove to a quiet spot, and we hung out, you know.”

	Agnes held back a grin. “Fingers crossed this time.”

	“Yeah.” Danni pulled a face. “Anyway.” She picked up the lid and then examined the puzzle pieces. “Yes, this is it. I remember now. The artist came to our school and donated a few boxes for the autumn school sale.”

	“Did you know Jessie? She would have been a similar age to us.”

	“No. She went to a different school from me. It was a scary time. Parents collecting kids from school, that type of thing. Have you looked it up?”

	“Briefly.”

	Danni tapped on her mobile and, within a short time, pulled up news stories of Jessie’s disappearance. “Here we go.”

	They sat together and sipped wine while digesting the information.

	Jessie had left home and cycled to school, like she did every day, but did not arrive. Her bike was found in the country lane she usually cycled along.

	Danni moved a hand over her arm. “Makes me feel cold, especially if she did own this jigsaw.”

	Agnes picked up the puzzle lid. “Any places on here, her house, or where she was found?”

	“Let’s have a look.” Danni referred to her mobile screen and then back to the picture. She poked a finger to the left of the picture. “There’s the school where she went to and the top of the country lane, where the bike was found.”

	“This was painted what, two years before she disappeared?”

	Danni nodded. “It’s just eerie. She completed a jigsaw, which shows the area where she went missing.”

	“Coincidences happen, though. There was one in the news a while back where someone took a photo of a crowd and their killer was amongst them.”

	“The police interviewed lots of people. Handed out leaflets. Spoke at the school.”

	“What was the local gossip?”

	“Bit of everything. Stranger, local loon, family member, everyone.”

	Agnes fiddled with a jigsaw piece between her fingers. “Sad case.”

	“Hey, let’s change the mood. Anyone new, handsome, and loaded joined your office?” 

	Agnes shook her head and rolled her eyes.

	The next day, Monday, Agnes left the maisonette and walked to the bus stop. An accident in her teens, when she shattered her hip bone, meant her left leg was slightly shorter than the right. An elevated left shoe helped, but using a walking stick allowed her to walk in a more confident and balanced way. It was part of her now. Despite reassurances from doctors, she delayed having a hip replacement until she felt ready. In part, this was down to fear as a family member, albeit much older was left with an exaggerated limp and in much discomfort.

	It was a short walk from the bus stop to her workplace, a council building. Though the county council had centralised much of its operations, they retained the building in Blendton town. Inside were offices for finance, planning and building control, recycling and the call centre handling public enquires where Agnes worked. The service agent’s job paid well, and the hours were good. It allowed Agnes to bide her time while seeking other work relating to her degree, such as a position in a museum.

	Budgeting was important to her, what with a student loan to pay off. When she took the job and with that a move across country away from the family home, her mother understood her intentions. The year following her father’s death was stressful and emotional, particularly when she helped to wind down her father’s business. In return for her work, her mother, having inherited the fruits of various investments, provided her and her brother a monthly sum of money. This allowed Agnes to pay the rent on her home and maintain an independent lifestyle.

	She logged on, brought up her second screen, put on the headphones, and pressed the ‘available’ button. The enquiries ranged from ‘can I bury my dog in my back garden?’ to ‘someone has chucked a mattress in the local park’. After lunch, she dealt with queries via email and social media. A normal day.

	That evening, she worked on the puzzle. With only a few pieces left to go, she challenged herself to pick up a piece and insert it in the correct place first time. This she did, but sat back when she found one piece was missing. She checked the table, the box, the floor but could not find it. In her tidy mind, an incomplete jigsaw was well, unacceptable. After looking inside the bag she bought the jigsaw home in, and finding nothing, she slapped her thighs. That was that.

	She studied the jigsaw and, using the box lid for reference, frowned on realising that the image of the missing piece covered the side of a barn and farmland.

	In the grand scheme of things, it did not affect the overall picture of the town and the houses. In fact, she could draw a picture with coloured pencils and stick it in if it came to it.

	Though not feeling cold, she shivered and glanced behind her into the lounge. It was an odd feeling, difficult to describe, but was probably noise from the neighbours upstairs.

	Curious, though, she opened her laptop and navigated around an online map to the area of the missing piece. The barn and adjacent buildings, along a short track from a main road, were there, as in the painting. Intrigued, she saw that looking west, opposite the barn, was a barren-looking field and beyond that a country lane. The country lane where Jessie’s bike was abandoned.

	Intrigued now with the laptop open and a new A4 pad, she spent an hour reading about the case, jotting notes as necessary. She watched TV news reports made at the time and police press conferences. The case was still an open investigation with no cold case reviews pending. A newspaper report, two years ago, was the last official online entry she found.

	What must it be like for Jessie’s family?

	She glanced at the clock before reviewing her notes and reduced them into four areas of interest. Suspects, location, motives, and theories. Enthused now, she wrote bullet points with information and questions under each heading.

	As for suspects, this was tricky. Though police did not, obviously, release a list of suspects, a study of news reports suggested where their interests lay. It boiled down to a woodsman in Pikes Wood, Jessie’s uncle, someone living nearby and a man living in Kingford, a village north of Blendton.

	After house searches and interviews, everyone of interest was released without charge. A huge local campaign, including house to house enquiries, leafletting and meetings, did not, apparently, reveal any new information.

	Eventually, police decided that in all probability a stranger had abducted Jessie and the case was left open in the hope fresh information would be forthcoming.

	Using a map view of the area where Jessie disappeared, she printed off three identical copies, one of which she would laminate at work tomorrow.

	Agnes stabbed a finger on the spot where Jessie’s bike was abandoned. This was in Cow Lane, a country lane with vacant land on one side and a field on the other. At the end of the lane was a concrete bollard intended to block off traffic. Running straight across the top, was a short road; the imaginatively named Wood Approach, which ended in a car park in Pikes Wood. To the east were the Kingford Road out of town and Jessie’s school. Barn buildings, the one painted within the missing jigsaw piece, was just north of the school.

	With many places to search and at a mundane time in the morning, the police investigation would have been extensive. Interesting to be involved in, but frustrating to have not found her.

	Agnes often stared back at the jigsaw puzzle and the missing piece. Why did this irk her so much? Apart from the initials JF written on the lid, who says that the puzzle was owned by Jessie? It could have been stolen along with other possessions which the mother wanted back.

	The simple question of what happened to Jessie hung in the air. Agnes’s favourite part of her history degree was researching medieval villages and their connection to work, technology, farming, and famine. However, this was a modern-day research project of her own, involving a real situation.

	She formed a plan in her mind, and texted Danni to ask if she was available for a little ‘driving job’ on Saturday morning, with a promise of lunch. Danni, being good with maths, but as she says, “little else”, worked in the council’s finance department. They had met during a council training day.

	Danni replied within a minute.

	 

	Sure. Gonna cost you a cherry topped bun.

	


Chapter 2 – Out and about

	 

	As Danni parked up outside in her red Skoda, Agnes grabbed her bag, walking stick, said goodbye to Moxy and locked up. As she opened the passenger door, her gaze strayed to the seat and the memory of Danni’s little association on Saturday night. It appeared clean, so she scrambled in.

	“Where to, boss?”

	Agnes shook her head. “Hard one first. I want to visit Jessie’s house to check if the jigsaw puzzle was hers. Wasn’t difficult to find the address.”

	“Wow. Are you sure? What will you say?”

	“I’ll make it up as I go. If it is not Jessie’s, then fine. But if it is, then can we drive around the place where she was last seen? Okay with that?”

	“Sure.”

	Agnes brought her hand up and pointed forward. “Carry on, driver.”

	The terrace house was in need of care and attention, with dark stains around windows, a result of rainwater damage to plaster and paint.

	Agnes saw a figure, through the frosted glass, moving towards the front door. Her heart beat faster and she swallowed.

	“Yes?” 

	The woman in her fifties with greying hair had tired eyes; those that had seen and experienced too much of life.

	Presented with Agnes in her mid-twenties, the woman gave a brief expression of hope. The hope that her daughter would walk up to the front door one day.

	Within seconds, the woman’s expression changed to weariness.

	“I’m sorry. This is out of the blue.” Agnes said as she saw the look on the woman’s face as she pulled the jigsaw box out of her bag. “I bought this from a church fair recently and noticed the initials JF on the box. Um, my friend told me about the case, you know....” She stopped speaking, realising she was meandering.

	“Oh,” the woman said. “that’s Jessie’s jigsaw. Yes, I asked my son to clear out some of her bits and pieces and give it to charity.”

	“I wasn’t prying. It was just that I didn’t want to think I had bought something you didn’t want to get rid of. I thought someone may have stolen it.”

	The woman’s eyes strayed to the JF on the lid, then to Agnes’s walking stick. “Jessie loved doing jigsaw puzzles.” She stared into space, then brought herself back. “Thoughtful of you. Jessie visited church every now and again and we thought that would be a good place to donate to. Let others enjoy them.”

	She made to close the door.

	“I completed the puzzle. There was one piece missing. Your son didn’t find that or mention it?”

	The woman screwed her face up. Being reminded of her daughter and that a jigsaw puzzle piece was missing was not exactly much concern to her. Agnes quickly spoke up. “It’s not a problem. I just wanted to make sure the jigsaw wasn’t stolen that’s all.”

	The woman nodded. “It’s not.”

	The door slammed shut.

	Could have gone better, but if nothing else, it confirmed the puzzle belonged to Jessie. On her way back to the car, Agnes felt a small shiver run through her, not one of concern but of a determination to investigate Jessie’s disappearance.

	“How did it go? Jeez, you actually spoke to the mum?”

	“Yes. I talk to a lot of bereaved people calling in with questions, plus I’ve been through this with my dad. The bereaved can become like lepers, you know, people afraid to speak to them.”

	“Yeah. Someone at work lost their mum a while back and I remember not knowing what to say to her. Anyway, was the puzzle hers?”

	Agnes nodded.

	“Okay, where next?”

	“Drive along, up here, and we’ll retrace the bike journey.”

	“Yes, boss.” Danni gave a salute.

	“Take it slow and drive to the end of the road. Turn right.”

	They drove off. Agnes glanced at the sat nav on her phone, while also turning her head repeatedly to study the houses and area.

	After five hundred metres along another road lined with terraced houses, Agnes put her hand up. “Slow down, there’s a left coming up, leads to Cow Lane. I looked it up on an old map. It was once an ancient trackway between Blendton and Kingford, probably used during its agricultural recovery after the Black Death.”

	Danni wasn’t listening to the history lesson. Given the tightly parked cars, she concentrated on swinging the car carefully into the turn.

	They drove past a block of garages before entering Cow Lane. The straight road was bordered by a wooden fence on both sides, with verges full of blooming weeds and plants.

	“Can you stop here?”

	Danni pulled the car onto a verge.

	Agnes got out and first breathed in the fresh air before asking herself, how did this event unfold? She showed Danni the photos of the abandoned bike. “Around here, I think.”

	“Yeah.”

	“Do you know of this lane?”

	“Not really. It’s closed off. But there, up there, in the woods, there’s a place we used to go, in our teens, you know. And,” she jerked a thumb at the field, “often had a horse in there.”

	“We’ll have a look at the woods in a minute.”

	Agnes walked over to the fence on the left side of Cow Lane and swept her gaze over the land. The large rectangular piece of vacant land was used during the war, Agnes discovered, to hold huts and buildings, helping the war effort. Long since demolished, only the foundations were visible. It bordered Pikes Wood so could have given a suspect cover to spy on Jessie.

	“I read that various building firms are interested in the plot.”

	“Been like this for a long time. Dangerous chemicals or something.”

	Agnes nodded. “Not uncommon in an old war site. I’ll call it the chemical zone.”

	“Sounds like sci-fi.”

	“Zombies come out at night wearing green hazmat suits.”

	“Seen that one.”

	Agnes wandered across the road to view the other field. This was more interesting. Due to its position, between Cow Lane and the Kingford Road, with Jessie’s school adjacent, it was at the centre of activity. However, its location, dislocated from the farm, probably made it unviable. It may once have been part of a larger field from medieval times, since intersected by the modern road to Kingford. Whatever, she would call it the empty field. 

	She looked back along the lane towards the line of terrace houses with their small gardens and sheds and the unsightly garage block. Cow Lane was a classic example of a thoroughfare between a modern urban settlement and rural life.

	Agnes walked along, studying the roadside, the weeds, and the wooden fencing, which were weather beaten and unlikely to have been renewed since Jessie’s disappearance.

	“So,” she said, pointing with her hand. “That’s the school over there, and the farm buildings up from it. Jessie cycled this route every school day. If you were spying on her, where would you stand?”

	Danni’s face became quizzical, like being asked a million-dollar question. “In the field? If you had binoculars, you could be in one of them houses.”

	“Good thinking.”

	Danni smiled.

	“I was also wondering, as well, about someone who fits in and was not out of place. Or a complete stranger, an opportunist.”

	Agnes swivelled around, taking a series of photos, then leant on her walking stick in thought while Danni fiddled with her mobile phone.

	Did she sense anything by being at the spot of the abduction? Not really. Years have passed. It would not take much to wave the girl down, grab her and restrain her. Seconds really. Taken by surprise, by the time she understood what was occurring, she could be in the boot of a car and back along the road. The bollard may have made a difference, though.

	Aware the case would bring back personal memories of her own, Agnes stopped herself from becoming maudlin at the thought of Jessie’s capture. She turned to Danni.

	“Let’s move on. Want to see the end of the lane.”

	They drove on until reaching the bollard. Placed in the middle of the road, it was obvious on inspection and the scrape marks on the side that smaller cars could squeeze through. The tyre marks on the verge were proof of that. However, the majority of car drivers would not use this road. But a suspect might have, particularly if they were panicking on finding the unexpected bollard.

	Agnes walked beyond the bollard and stood in Wood Approach. To the left were the woods and a cul-de-sac ending in a car park. The main road was to the right.

	“Visit the woods next.”

	Danni made a five-point turn, and they drove back down Cow Lane. As they worked their way back through the roads, Agnes noted a footpath leading between two houses which most school attendees would take.

	A minute later, they entered the small car park serving the densely wooded area. Pikes Wood or “Shaggers Wood” as Danni called it, was visited primarily by hikers, dog walkers and teenagers who gravitated there under the cover of darkness at weekends. Police often received calls to the area for events such as fires, loud music, general nuisance and peeping toms.

	Agnes noticed Danni appearing sheepish. “Anything you want to admit to?”

	“No.”

	Danni found an interesting litter bin to examine.

	Agnes wandered around, not quite sure what she was looking for. Near the car park and inside a dense canopy of trees, three tree trunks lay on the ground, used for seating. The beer cans strewn around were signs of ‘teenage’ activity.

	To one side, a path, which split into two, ran off into the main woods.

	“It’s a circular walk,” Danni pointed out. “You go up here and the trail leads back around.”

	“Didn’t take you for a hiker.”

	Danni pursed her lips. “I’ve had my moments. Anyway, you university lot must have had your hangouts?”

	Agnes raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, we did. But we also had rooms and were away from parents. Anyway,” she motioned with a hand, “I can see why it’s popular. Any pagan rituals or anything like that?”

	“Nope. Drinking and smoking substances, apparently.” Danni shrugged her shoulders. “Hanging out and talking, the usual things. We did have the odd
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