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Praise for Ann Granger:

‘You’ll soon be addicted’ Woman & Home

‘This engrossing story looks like the start of a highly enjoyable series’ Scotsman

‘Ann Granger has brought the traditional English village crime story up to date, in setting, sophistication and every other aspect of fiction writing . . .  sheer, unadulterated bliss’ Birmingham Post

‘A clever and lively book’ Margaret Yorke

‘A good feel for understated humour, a nice ear for dialogue’ The Times

‘A good old-fashioned whodunit with an up-to-date flavour that will leave you satisfied but hoping for more’ Prima

‘A stylish entertainment’ Oxford Times

‘The story just gets more complex, mysterious and chilling’ Good Book Guide

‘For once a murder novel which displays a gentle touch and a dash of wit’ Northern Echo

‘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 & High
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About the Book

The third Cotswold village mystery featuring Inspector Jess Campbell and Superintendent Ian Carter reveals a ruthless killer and a case of mistaken identity.

In the cold light of dawn, a dead body is found entombed in the smouldering remains of a burnt-out Cotswold manor.  Key House has stood empty for years, but its owner, Gervase Crown, is rumoured to have been seen in Weston St Ambrose prior to the blaze.  Could he be responsible for the fire and the tragic death that followed, or was he in fact the intended target?  As Inspector Jess Campbell and Superintendent Ian Carter begin their investigation it becomes clear that Gervase wasn’t the most popular and his return reawakens old memories, not all of which are good. 


To John and Diane Boland
 The New Zealand Connection


‘Begin at the beginning,’ the King said, gravely, ‘and go on until you come to the end: then stop.’

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


Chapter 1

Sooner than the fire-raiser might have wished, a crimson haze seeping across the night sky gave warning of flames below. Glowing cinders dusted the rosy cloud with sparkling points of gold like a tiny firework display. Woken by the wail of the fire engines, people living up to a mile away hung out of their upper windows and told each other, ‘That’ll be Key House.’

‘You mark my words,’ declared Roger Trenton, ‘this will turn out to be the work of squatters. Haven’t I said it, time after time? That place was a regular tinderbox, just sitting there, empty, not properly secure, waiting for something like this to happen! I blame the council.’

‘Not the council’s fault,’ muttered his wife, climbing back into bed. ‘They didn’t go up there and put a match to the place.’

Her husband turned his head in her direction. ‘They might just as well have done!’ Against the pink sky his wispy hair stuck up in a disordered halo above his glistening, balding brow. ‘A high forehead, that’s what I’ve got,’ he was wont to say. ‘I’ve still got plenty of hair, but I’ve inherited a high forehead from my father.’

He was bald, too, thought Poppy Trenton, burrowing down among the pillows. High forehead be blowed! I remember his father being bald when Roger first took me home to meet his family. I should have studied my future father-in-law more closely. If I’d realised that Roger would turn out just like the old blighter, I might’ve broken off the engagement, there and then. Look at him! He even wears the same sort of pyjamas as his father, striped flannel with a draw cord at the waist, and corduroy slippers.

‘Ho, ho, ho!’ cried Roger. He raised a hand and shook a triumphant finger at the distant fire. ‘Told you so!’

His wife peered over the duvet towards the window where her husband stuck to his station. It was a wonder he didn’t start capering with glee. Aloud, she said crossly, ‘Even if squatters are responsible for the fire, I hope no one is trapped.’

‘Plenty of windows – they’ll have got out if they needed to,’ retorted Roger. ‘Got out the way they got in. None of the windows properly boarded up, you know. Door with a lock a child could probably pick. I’ve written to the council about Key House, if you remember, several times. You can read my letters yourself. The copies are all in my file of correspondence with the council. It’s blighted the landscape, that’s what it’s done. No need for it, no need at all. A fine old house just left to decay. I told that young fellow at the council, they should get in touch with the present owner and make the fellow do something about it.’

‘Gervase Crown,’ mumbled his wife. ‘He went to live in Portugal.’

‘I know that!’ snapped Roger. ‘Ruddy playboy, I suppose it was never any use expecting him to do anything. Pain in the backside.’

‘His father was very handsome,’ murmured Poppy unguardedly.

That caused Roger to spin round from his observation post. ‘Whose father?’

‘Gervase’s father, Sebastian Crown.’

‘No he wasn’t. I went to school with him. There was nothing handsome about the fellow at all. You do talk some nonsense, Poppy. But he was a good chap, Sebastian, very sound. Never had any luck, though, not with his wife and not with that useless wretched boy. Good thing young Crown left here and took himself well away.’

‘Funnily enough,’ Poppy began, ‘the other day I—’

Roger had already turned back to the window and Poppy let her sentence remain unfinished. Roger would only say it was nonsense. But at the time she really had believed it. And now the fire . . . It was worrying. Perhaps I should ring Serena, she thought.

‘Aha!’ crowed Roger from the window where, with his comb of pink-glowing hair, he did resemble some demented overlarge cockerel. ‘Do you know what wouldn’t surprise me a bit? They might find a body in the ashes when the fire’s burned itself out.’

‘Oh, no!’ Poppy, shocked into wakefulness, gave a convulsive twitch and sat upright. ‘Don’t say that, Roger!’

‘Oh, go to sleep, Poppy,’ said her husband.

The fire had done its utmost, but Key House was not easily destroyed. It was a stone-built construction dating from the early 1700s. Its first residents moved in while Queen Anne still ruled. The Hanoverians were poised to take the throne on her death, and exiled Stuarts plotted to deny them the prize. Key House saw them and future generations come and go, weathering all storms until now. Its walls were nearly three feet thick at the base, tapering as they rose to less than a foot in width beneath the eaves. It had been roofed with some of the twenty-six sizes of traditional Cotswold roofing slate, each with its own name and allotted position on the roof. They had cascaded into the interior and now lay, higgledy-piggledy, below: long and short bachelors, becks and wivutts. They would be salvaged eventually because they were of value and, if not used to re-roof this building, be used for another.

The rest, oak staircase with turned banisters and ornately carved newel post, floorboards, joists, beams and age-darkened panelling in the entrance hall, study and dining room, was all gone. The remains of the beams were still recognisable; they had been fashioned from ancient tree trunks. They smouldered, badly charred and blackened, broken into irregular lengths. But they still showed the knotholes and the occasional gouge where the carpenters, fashioning them by hand, had scored too deeply.

It was mid-afternoon before it was realised that a body lay beneath the rubble in the area that had been the kitchen, where the remains of modern fitted cupboards hung blackened from the walls. Roger Trenton would soon learn he had been right.

Inspector Jessica Campbell was a late arrival on the scene, in the wake of the grim discovery. She watched the steam and smoke billowing from the defiant shell and felt on her cheeks the heat being given off in palpable waves from the once-mellow blocks of Cotswold stone. Now soot-blackened and still too hot to touch, they, too, were survivors. She put her cold fingers to her face and felt them absorb the warmth and the tips tingle.

It had been a mild month until recently. But over the last couple of weeks winter had announced itself in uncompromising fashion with the strengthening winds and first frosts. The mechanical hedge-trimmer did not venture down this lonely road so the trees and bushes around offered up a dishevelled display of skeletal arms. The fallen leaves piled in drifts and filled the ditches. Any trees still sporting growth did so with an air of defiant apology. It was as if they knew the few shabby scraps of foliage clinging on were no substitute for the reds and yellows of their autumnal glory days, even less the verdant shades of spring to come.

Dry leaves had floated across the neglected lawns of Key House, forming mulch between the tangled blackberry bushes that had escaped from the hedgerows around and invaded the garden. Over years they had colonised it, creeping almost up to the building. The activity of the firefighters had flattened some of the spiny tentacles and the water from their hoses made the leafy blanket glisten. When the human presence had left again, the blackberry bushes would shake off the temporary rebuff and resume making their remorseless inroads. The leaf mulch would moulder down to crumbling brown tilth. If no one rebuilt Key House, the undergrowth and bushes would enter through the gaping holes left in the stonework by broken windows and burned-out doors.

Now the wrecked house seemed of a piece with the withered nature around it. Jess entertained a moment’s fancy in which the whole thing disappeared in a riot of tentacles and thorns, like Sleeping Beauty’s castle. Her reverie was broken by the voice of the doctor, standing beside her.

‘Druggies,’ he opined laconically. His name was Layton and he was a tall, stooped, middle-aged man, perhaps not far off retirement. His greenish tweed suit was well cut and made, but old fashioned in style and hung on his frame in a way that suggested he’d once had a more burly figure. As he spoke he was attempting, with little success, to brush a powdering of soot from his sleeve. Finding that he’d created a black smear in its place, he gave a grunt of annoyance. ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of times they render themselves unconscious and then something like this happens. Oh, well, perhaps you would, Inspector! You’ll have seen this sort of thing before, I dare say.’

Layton gave her an apologetic nod. His grey hair, worn a little long, became more disarrayed.

For all the loneliness of this minor road, they were not the only spectators. It never ceased to puzzle Jess how people turned up to watch a disaster or its aftermath, even in such a spot. The audience was admittedly few in number. There was a tall, lean elderly man in a waxed jacket, a fringe of grey hair standing up around his balding pate like a halo. Where on earth had he come from? Further away were a pair of younger men of weather-tanned complexion and slightly furtive attitude who were surveying the scene from a discreet distance. Jess put them down as travellers, probably speculating whether it would be worth returning later when all had left the scene, to see if there was anything to scavenge in the metal line.

Nearest to Jess stood a bespectacled elderly woman clad in a woolly hat pulled down over her ears and a bright yellow canvas coat and trousers designed to make her visible on this footpath-less road as she walked her dog. The dog in question looked disgruntled. Its walk had been interrupted. It had no interest in the fire. It was of pug type, stocky in build with bandy front legs, but larger than the breed usually is, hinting at an intruder from another breed in its ancestry. But it had inherited the standard squashed features. Jess speculated that its pop eyes probably always had that resentful expression. Or perhaps it was just an example of people looking like their pets. Certainly the pug’s owner looked on fiercely, as if the blaze had been a personal affront.

Layton was speaking again. ‘You’ll find the fellow who was dossing in there shot up some vile substance, passed out and a candle fell over and started the fire, or something like that. Electricity to the house was disconnected, I know that much. Gas sealed off, too. It’s been empty since Sebastian Crown died. His son probably still owns it but he never comes near the place. Shame, really, because it was an attractive old building. There will be needles lying about in the ashes. You’ll have to watch out!’ he called suddenly, turning away from Jess.

His advice was addressed to the fire inspection officers who stood nearby and those smoke- and soot-stained firefighters who were still at the scene, damping down. They would be coming back for several days on the same task. A fire may appear to be out; but it can spring to life without warning in some hot spot, Jess knew.

‘Go right through your boots, those bloody needles,’ called the nearest fireman. Everyone nodded.

The charred body still nestled unmolested in its bed of cinders and ash, huddled in a foetal position, face twisted towards the floor. The fallen beams had formed a kind of tent over it and it was uncrushed. The arms were raised and crooked in the attitude typical of bodies found at the scenes of fire, fists clenched in a grotesque parody of boxing stance, as if taunting the crackling flames with, ‘Come on, then!’ A figure dressed in a protective suit was making a filmed record of the scene from a prudent distance.

‘No doubt about that,’ Layton summed up. ‘He’s dead, all right. No need to mess about examining him now, even if it were possible to get close enough. Besides, the remains are probably brittle, likely to snap apart like a biscuit. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for that before the body is autopsied.’

He had been anxious not to make himself even filthier, rolling a blackened corpse over and prodding it, burning his hands in the task. Besides, he might encounter one of the discarded needles he’d warned of. Jess sympathised. Layton was not a regular police surgeon called in for such tasks. He was in private practice, but had been the nearest available at the time and they’d turned to him occasionally before. Give the man his due, he had come without demur and had done his job, certifying death.

Perhaps because this was a little outside his usual medical experience, he could not resist speculating a little. ‘It’ll be up to your pathologist, of course, to decide the exact cause of death and whether he’d been taking drugs. The contraction of the muscles suggests to me he was alive when the fire broke out. But he was probably too deeply unconscious to help himself. There will also be smoke deposit in the lungs, if he was alive. But he wouldn’t have known anything about it. He’d have been unaware, mark my words, and the smoke probably killed him, not the fire.’ Layton grew brisk. ‘I should be on my round. I’ve got housebound patients to visit.’ He put a hand to his untidy grey locks and smoothed them back.

She accompanied him to his car and asked, ‘You say you know the family who owns the place?’

The question seemed to surprise him and he stared at her for a moment as if she’d made some social gaffe. Then, perhaps recollecting she was a police officer and this was the beginning of an investigation into a fatal incident, he began a cautious reply.

‘I knew Sebastian – the previous owner – as a private patient. Oh, years ago. He’s been dead a good while. He was one of my first patients when I came here to practise, that’s why I remember him. There are still people who prefer alternatives to the NHS. I was his doctor for twenty years. I can hardly say I knew Gervase, his son. Not as an adult, that is. I knew of him. He was away at school much of the time and giving his father the usual headaches. Perhaps the school’s doctor treated him for any illness. I never did when he was a teenager as I recall, and certainly never saw him professionally when he was adult. His mother brought him to see me a few times when he was an infant, usual preventive jabs and baby problems. After that, don’t ask me what he did for medical advice. He may have registered as an NHS patient with another practice. I don’t think I saw Gervase once in my surgery. His father used to grouse about him as people do about their teenage kids.’

Jess studied the smouldering remains of the house again. ‘So presumably Sebastian Crown was a rich man.’

‘Pretty well off, I’d say. We have a few wealthy residents hereabouts. I understand he made his money out of shampoo for dogs.’

‘What?’ Jess was startled.

‘Not just shampoo, canine beauty products and treatments,’ Layton qualified his statement. ‘People spend a lot of money on their pets. Believe me, as a doctor, I’ve known cases where people lavish more care on a dog or cat than on a child.’

‘Did Sebastian Crown lavish care on his child?’ Jess asked as casually as she could.

Layton paused and began again in a circumspect manner, ‘I’m speaking generally now, not about the Crown family specifically, you understand. But everyone accepts that there are problems bringing up a family if you’re poor. Fewer people realise how many problems there are bringing up a family if you’re rich. No money shortage, of course. But a son, particularly, may feel he’s living in the shadow of a very successful father. If the father is a self-made man, then he may, perhaps unintentionally, keep reminding the son that his hard work has provided the lavish lifestyle the family now enjoys. He may be surprisingly stingy when it comes to handing out money because he wants his son to realise that it needs to be earned. I’m not saying this was the case with Sebastian and Gervase.’

‘No, of course not,’ Jess assured him.

‘It’s natural for there to be an element of rivalry in the relationship between a maturing young male and his father. In animal terms, you’d call it a challenge to the established leader of the herd or pack, that sort of thing. You probably watch some of the nature programmes on television. The younger man feels he has to prove himself. Sometimes he relishes the challenge and, well, sometimes he resents it. You know, just drops out and refuses to try, a sort of proving himself in a different way – by not doing what’s expected of him. After he left school Gervase disappeared for about a year, backpacking as they do. I understand he got as far as Australia and discovered surfing. When he reappeared round here, well, he’d got used to doing as he pleased, I suppose. He started getting into trouble, but it’s not my business to tell you about that. It wasn’t a good situation. Sebastian stopped mentioning him.’ Layton frowned.

‘What about Mrs Crown?’ Jess prompted, anxious this unexpected source of information should not dry up.

‘Mrs Crown? Oh, you mean Sebastian’s wife. She left them – husband and child – when the boy was very young, about ten or eleven years old. Ran off with another fellow, some people said.’ Perhaps to change the subject he added, ‘I’ll be retiring next year. Times flies.’

Jess thought this over. ‘How old would Gervase Crown be now?’

The doctor considered. ‘Mid-thirties? He lives abroad somewhere. I don’t know why he didn’t just sell this place if he didn’t want to live in it. Open invitation to dropouts of all kinds to move in.’

‘Was it furnished? It’s hard to tell at the moment.’ Jess smiled encouragingly.

Layton was fidgeting again. The general drift of the conversation worried him. He hadn’t meant to linger and chat, certainly not about even an ex-patient, Sebastian Crown. He’d been keen to stress that Gervase Crown had not been a patient, but he was treading very near the thin divide between professional discretion and ‘helping the police’. There was a dead body in the wreckage, that couldn’t be overlooked. How it got there would be the subject of an extensive inquiry. He’d come here to certify death, nothing more. He was being drawn in more deeply than suited him.

‘Oh, no idea! Shouldn’t have thought so. If any furniture were left in it, someone would have stolen it by now! I believe young Gervase moved the furniture out or sold it. He probably sold the antiques at auction. I dimly remember some kind of sale taking place. But I’ve never heard that he sold the family home as well. I think I’d have found out if he ever had. That sort of thing soon gets round. It matters hereabouts if you’re going to have new neighbours.’

He’d opened the car door in a purposeful manner. Her source of information had been stemmed. Jess thanked him for coming.

‘All part of the job,’ the doctor said, cheerful now that he was getting away. ‘Pity it’s not a murder, I could increase my fee.’

Jess watched him drive off. Like Layton, she wouldn’t normally be at the scene, not at this stage and not in the absence, so far, of foul play. But the uniformed officers first to arrive had been called away to a traffic incident on the main road. When the call came in about a body being found, she had been free and she had jumped in her car and come. Now she turned to the spectators. Anticipating her actions, the two travellers had already melted away and she was left with the tall man and the woman with the pug.

She approached the tall man first because he seemed to be expecting it, and introduced herself. He treated her to careful assessment before he informed her that his name was Roger Trenton. He lived a little under half a mile away at Ivy Lodge. He had seen the red glow in the night sky from his bedroom window at around midnight. ‘Lit up the room, like a candle.’ He had known straight away it would be Key House.

‘Why?’ asked Jess.

Trenton grew indignant at her question. ‘Because the place has been left to go to rack and ruin and it was only a matter of time before squatters moved in. That, or some yobbo bent on mischief. I have written myself, numerous times, to the council and twice to the owner, Gervase Crown.’

‘You have an address for Mr Crown?’ Jess asked hopefully.

‘No. I’ve got an address for his solicitors, and I can give you that. I wrote to Crown care of them. I supposed they sent the letter on. I got no reply. I asked Crown what he intended to do and when. That was an excellent property in good order when he inherited it. He lived in it less than six months, then sold off the contents in a house sale – half the county turned up for that! Crown pocketed the cash and took off into the blue, leaving the place abandoned. Man’s a lunatic.’

‘You spoke of squatters,’ Jess said. ‘Had you seen anyone around recently?’

‘No,’ Trenton told her reluctantly. ‘I don’t see it as my job to look after the property if Crown can’t – or won’t.’

This statement was at odds with his earlier claim to have written twice to the owner about the state of Key House and to have bombarded the council with his grievance.

‘Don’t think . . .’ added Trenton, drawing himself up to his full height. ‘Don’t take it into your head that I’m here because I’m some sort of ghoulish sightseer! I always take a good brisk walk every morning. Often come this way.’

At this the woman with the dog turned and directed what could only be described as a sneer at the speaker.

‘Someone will come to speak to you later, Mr Trenton, if that’s all right,’ said Jess. ‘Ivy Lodge, you say?’

‘Straight on that way.’ Trenton pointed down the road away from the scene. ‘Can’t miss it. It’s got a splendid old oak tree just behind it.’

Trenton departed and Jess turned to the dog walker.

‘Gasbag!’ said the dog walker pithily, watching as Trenton’s figure disappeared at a quick march.

‘You are?’

‘Muriel Pickering – and I do walk by here every day, with Hamlet.’ She pointed at the pug, which turned a baleful stare on Jess.

‘You live nearby, then, or have you driven out here?’

‘I walk!’ repeated Ms Pickering. ‘I’ve just told you so. I’m not afraid to use my legs. I live at Mullions, that’s the name of my house. It’s down that lane there.’ She pointed at a narrow turning just visible some yards behind them. She then directed another scowl towards the vanished Mr Trenton. ‘I never see Roger Trenton walking this way. Load of rubbish. The only place Trenton does any walking is on a golf course. He was out here rubbernecking. And no, I didn’t see any suspicious person or persons, creeping about the place. Yes, there have been tramps using the place occasionally in the past. Not recently. It probably wasn’t difficult to get in. I dare say, if you were to take the trouble to go round the back of the house, you’d find a window smashed or a catch broken. Only,’ added Ms Pickering, ‘no use you trying to check that now. Everything will be broken now.’

This was true. Jess made a note of her address and said, as she had told Trenton, someone would be round to speak to her.

As for the travellers, wherever they were camped, it was unlikely they had been responsible for the blaze. They’d have left the area immediately if so. Having sighted Jess, they were probably packing up and leaving even now. If tracked down and questioned they would have seen and heard nothing.

There were people who wanted to talk to the police but didn’t know anything. Roger Trenton would probably prove one of those. There were those who, if they did know anything, wouldn’t tell you out of sheer contrariness and Muriel Pickering might well fall into that category. Then there were the people such as the travellers who didn’t want to talk to the police, whether they knew anything or not. Occasionally, one pearl in a whole bed of oysters, there was someone who actually knew something and was prepared to come forward. Jess crossed her fingers and hoped they found such a witness soon.

One other person had been present, but unnoticed, and had left shortly before Jess’s arrival on the scene. Alfie Darrow had set out at first light to check his snares. Alfie was not a countryman, although he’d lived most of his life in Weston St Ambrose. But his grandfather had been skilled in country ways and it was he who had shown his grandson how to make a simple snare. Alfie’s grandfather had been the male presence in the family when Alfie was a child. His father had run off when Alfie was in the cradle. There was an ancient rabbit warren extending over a large area in a field on the edge of a copse of tangled native woodland, which formed a border between the single-track lane called Long Lane and the ‘rabbit field’ as Alfie knew it. Over the years the rabbits had made little paths all over the copse and through the undergrowth, each one leading back to their warren. They were creatures of habit. As they scurried back along these narrow tracks to their burrows, they had to pass under a wire fence half buried in nettles, thistles and dock, and it was to this fence Alfie fixed his most successful snares, just where the rabbits emerged.

Today, when he’d set out, he’d soon become aware of the activity around Key House. The smell of burning hung in the air. From time to time a flame would shoot upward into the lightening sky as some still-remaining beam or upper floorboards of the house fell victim to the remorseless progress of the fire. Alfie concealed himself behind the untidy hedgerow by the road and watched it all, spending the most entertaining and exciting couple of hours he could remember. The fire crew were the real-life action heroes of the computer games that were Alfie’s favoured amusement. Uniformed and helmeted, they bellowed instructions and warnings to one another as they played the hoses over the fire, and sent great jets of water into the air. When the burning remains of the upper floor crashed down into the interior, filling the air with a meteor shower of golden sparks, Alfie had to press both hands to his mouth to stop himself whooping aloud with joy. The water fell on to the crackling timbers below and they cracked and spat like cornered wild beasts. It struck the hot stones of the building with a great hiss, and sent up clouds of steam to mingle with the smoke. Alfie’s mouth now hung open in wonder. Burning embers flew across the road like rockets. It smelled like Bonfire Night. Alfie continued to watch it all entranced, heedless of his cramped hiding place and the awkward way his limbs were bent to squeeze into it.

Then the first police car had arrived, with two uniformed officers, and put an end to the fun. With the arrival of the law on the scene, Alfie decided it was time for him to go. He was not unknown to the local police and he thought he recognised one of the coppers. The plod would recognise him, if he spotted him, and the next thing Alfie knew, he’d be accused of starting the fire. The police were like that, in Alfie’s view, they grabbed the first familiar face and pinned whatever they could on its owner. He could come back the next day to check the snares. He crept out of his den, stretched his stiffened limbs, and set off over the field home. What a story he had to tell. If he’d waited a little longer until the body had been discovered, he’d have had an even more dramatic tale.
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