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			Prologue

			Bitling Fair was an extravaganza of woodland crafts, outdoor cooking, Morris dancing, cider and ale drinking, fiddle music and – usually – at least two or three dalliances unsanctioned by the bonds of matrimony. Tradition dictated that it should take place at the midsummer solstice and, for Christian communities, its importance was reinforced by the coincidence of the nativity of John the Baptist.

			This was all very well but, unfortunately, tradition also dictated that the fair should find its home in the pretty but rundown village of East Bitling – not far from Framlington, where Maisie Cooper’s brother Stephen had been so callously murdered. And East Bitling was a feudal throwback, wholly owned by a minor Sussex aristocrat, populated by an entirely dependent community of what she doubtless thought of as her ‘serfs’.

			Every door and every window frame of each poorly maintained East Bitling dwelling was painted the same shade of sickly green. Every resident, whatever their station – housewife, pensioner, labourer, entrepreneur – was only permitted to reside within the village boundaries at the whim of a 
penny-pinching autocrat with a judgemental cast of mind and a vicious tongue.

			In this mild summer of 1972, Lady Catherine Peahorn was close to eighty years old. None of her ‘serfs’ knew for certain when she had been born, but it was generally accepted that it must have been in the previous century. No one knew either what awful life events had contrived to warp her mind,  making a woman of enormous financial means into a sad and withered miser, ‘jealous of every last farthing’ as Sergeant Dodd of the Chichester police put it.

			Lady Catherine lived in chilly isolation, attended by a vague and put-upon ‘companion’, in a frigid mansion known as Baffins. Baffins was built atop a hill that had the advantage of fine views but, for three or four months of each year, it was scoured by winter winds.

			But the threat of a ‘beast from the east’ or a ‘storm from the north’ was not currently a problem. The year of 1972 had almost reached its midpoint, approaching the longest day. Even lackadaisical gardeners had their pick of fragrant flowers in their Sussex gardens: sweet peas, ox-eye daisies, sweet rocket, lilies, peonies and – of course – roses.

			Woe betide, though, any who allowed their lawns or verges to become overgrown. They could expect a terse phone call or – if they were not so equipped – a peremptory note in a spiky hand on Baffins-headed paper, instructing them ‘to remedy this neglect forthwith’.

			The origins of Bitling Fair were documented by papers held in the crypt of Chichester cathedral, dating back to Tudor times. Some historians even suggested that the fair might predate the Norman Conquest, finding its roots with either the Anglo-Saxons or their intermittent enemies, the Vikings.

			The fair was habitually enjoyed by the whole put-upon village of East Bitling, as well as by the residents of its counterpart on the other side of the road, West Bitling, and by the people of more or less every settlement for five or even ten miles roundabout, including Framlington, Bunting and Harden, including the city of Chichester. Once comprised of only a single evening’s festivities, Bitling Fair was now a midsummer party lasting two long days and, in between, one brief – hopefully warm and dry – night.

			
			As costumes were sewn and pies baked, however, all was not well. In addition to the justified recriminations of the East Bitlingers concerning their feudal landlady’s neglect of their tied homes – and perhaps because of the unhappy and oppressive framework Lady Catherine imposed on their lives – many of the villagers were at loggerheads.

			The Dodd brothers, butchers by trade, had recently come to the conclusion that their previously congenial working relationship could not endure. Because of their falling-out, the Bitlings now played host to two failing butcher’s shops, serving a population previously supplied by a single prosperous one. This was particularly painful for their aforementioned father, Sergeant Dodd of the Chichester police, a man whose many decades of exemplary, placid service were about to come to an end.

			Sergeant Dodd had hoped, as the Bible promised in the Book of Micah, chapter four, verse four, that he should sit ‘under his vine and under his fig tree; and none shall make him afraid’. His wife had to get used to hearing him muttering as he brushed his exemplary but threadbare woollen uniform and shined his constabulary boots: ‘Well, I never did. Whoever would have thought. Where we’ll end up, the Lord knows.’

			There was trouble, too, at Littlegreen sawmill, overseen as a fourth-generation enterprise by Old Mr Littlegreen, the sole village resident of comparable age to Lady Catherine herself.

			The sawmill was on the brink of bankruptcy. Old Mr Little­green’s business acumen – more than adequate for a previous, gentler age – had been found wanting by the passing of time. His three adult children declared themselves unable to agree on the best course of remedial action. The only thing on which they did agree was that it was urgent.

			Muriel Littlegreen, the oldest and the most optimistic of the trio, favoured refurbishment and ‘moving with the times’,  expansion and more debt. Linda, the youngest and most pessimistic, favoured selling up and moving on. Timothy, the middle child – inevitably – found himself caught between these two extremes. He reminded Linda that they owned 
neither the land nor the buildings, that all they had to sell was the goodwill of the business and there was precious little of that left. In turn, he urged Muriel to consider the possibility that new loans might simply be a way of sending good money after bad.

			Trouble and upset were not limited to the butchers and the sawmill. East Bitling accommodated three separate farming families whose livelihoods depended on the vagaries of the weather as well as the strength of their backs and the sweat of their brows. Back in April, at the start of the new financial year, Lady Catherine had raised their rent-per-acre and the effects were beginning to pinch.

			Meanwhile, at the East Bitling public house, the Silver Garter, sorrows were drowned, talking politics was forbidden and skittles were routinely sent flying in the long back room. Somebody – only the perpetrator knew who – cut out a black-and-white photograph of Lady Catherine from the local paper, the Chichester Observer, and pinned it to the dartboard. It remained there for a full eight days until, at last, just a few shreds of newsprint were left, so often had it become a victim of the patrons’ joyous, vengeful accuracy.

			The only resident of East Bitling whose life continued unaffected by all these stresses and disappointments – and there were more, lurking beneath the surface – was Adam Farr.

			Adam was an unusual young man, very pale with gingery curls cut close to his scalp. Abrupt and hectoring in speech, clumsy in movement, he had no use for television or radio or cinemas or public houses. Friendless and, yet, self-assured, Adam seemed content in solitude, wandering  the woods, setting traps for rabbits or birds, watching the night sky through a telescope he had purchased on a whim from a jumble sale.

			Unknown to the other Bitlingers, though, Adam had a plan – a clever and picturesque plan. He had not yet put it in motion because it had to be timed to coincide with Bitling Fair and with the darkness of the one short night of midsummer. And it depended on the well-known but little exploited fact that, beneath the soft turf of the Sussex Downs, lay a bed of bright white chalk.

			And, although he did not foresee it – how could he, after all – it would be Adam who would provide a murderer with their long-desired opportunity for violent retribution.

		

	
		
			
			I – ROWAN

			Signifying strength in 
solitude

		

	
		
			
			One

			Maisie was astonished to realise that only six weeks had gone by since the extraordinary dénouement of the investigation into the murder at Chichester Festival Theatre, resulting in what Sam Smithers, the chief electrician, referred to in court as a ‘show stop’, albeit right at the end as the audience were on their feet applauding. Since then, the wheels of justice had been turning, like the stones of a flour mill, little by little testing and grinding the evidence, until finally the guilty had been judged and their sentences handed down. Likewise, all the distressing sequels to the trials ensuing from the Murder at Church Lodge and the Murder at Bunting Manor – the appeals and secondary convictions – had at last been deemed complete.

			Maisie was finally free.

			She left the courthouse in company with Sergeant William Dodd, a rotund man on the brink of retirement in a worn but well-kept police uniform. He told her: ‘You’re a marvel. You saw things no one else did, in all three investigations.’

			‘Thank you, William.’

			‘Of course, being with you throughout, I saw that the theatre trial was less onerous for you. And I was very sorry about your brother, though he was a scamp and no two ways about it.’

			‘He was,’ admitted Maisie, smiling.

			‘Scamp’, though, was an odd way to refer to a man in his forties who had dabbled in fraud and theft.

			‘And it wasn’t fair,’ Sergeant Dodd persisted, ‘for you to get drawn into another upset up-along in Bunting, all the more painful with Mrs Pascal a relative of yours, I dare say?’

			
			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘Of course, your insight and excellence as a witness were a boon every time for Jack Wingard. You’ve got a knack of reading people that’ll serve you all through life, I’ll be bound.’

			‘You have it, too, William, surely?’ she suggested. ‘Looking back on your career, there must be dozens of times character was more important than fingerprints or alibis.’

			‘I won’t say you’re wrong. What’s next for you, then?’

			‘I’m meeting Jack,’ she said with a smile.

			‘I won’t stand in the way of young love,’ said Sergeant Dodd, laughing kindly. ‘What a change you’ve made in that man.’

			‘For the better, I hope.’

			‘Oh, yes. There was a moment when I thought . . .’

			He didn’t finish and Maisie assumed his abrupt change of mind was because he was wary of overstepping with police station gossip.

			‘We both found it hard,’ she told him.

			‘Yes, I dare say. But it’s been a right treat getting to know you by looking after you in the courthouse and all that. Would you come and see me and my Edith and my boys in Bitling? The fair’s coming up. Would you have known Bitling Fair when you were a littl’un back in Framlington?’

			‘No, I don’t remember it. But I’d be honoured to visit. Thank you, William.’

			She left him and walked happily up South Street, past the hunting and shooting and fishing shop that – up on the first floor – also sold children’s toys and games. On the other side, the greengrocer and the fishmonger were conveniently side by side, the latter with a marble slab as a windowsill, open onto the pavement. A little grey-haired woman with an upright tartan shopping trolley was haggling over what she called ‘an extra shilling’ but which the fishmonger, in his blue-and-white-striped apron, insisted was ‘a very reasonable five new pence’.

			
			Maisie hesitated for a moment outside the travel agent, seeing advertised a three-day ‘1972 midsummer’ coach trip to Paris. She expected to feel an ache of loss for the life she had decided to leave behind: her flat in Place des Vosges; the wonderful food and drink; the fun and satisfaction she had as a high-class multilingual tour guide to the city’s attractions. To her surprise, the hollow feeling didn’t come.

			She checked her watch and then the clock on the south side of the medieval Market Cross, the traditional Chichester meeting place at the intersection of its four cardinal streets: North, South, East and West. Either her watch was two minutes fast or the one on the cross was two minutes slow. It didn’t matter. She was early, in any case.

			She went to look through the window of the shoe shop, Russell & Bromley’s, wondering why people wore such uncomfortable-looking contraptions on their feet: narrow winkle-pickers in aggressively shiny red leather for men; high platform shoes or stiletto heels for women. Then, reflected in the plate glass, she saw herself, looking trim and fit in her knee-length black-and-white-check dress, gathered becomingly at the waist. She had successfully overcome the diet of healthy – but copious – food provided by Jack Wingard’s grandma Florence by embarking on an early morning swimming regime at the local baths.

			The cathedral bells rang for four o’clock and, suddenly, she knew she was no longer alone in the busy street. Of course, she was surrounded by shoppers and children in the green blazers of the twin high schools – one for girls and one for boys – on their way home for tea. But this was different. There were important eyes upon her, a gaze she could feel that warmed her inside.

			She turned and saw Jack, a little above her, standing on the step beneath the Market Cross, looking like he had been watching her for some time.

			
			She smiled and skipped across the road, dodging between a milk float and a single-decker Southdown bus. Despite the fact that he was on duty and, therefore, wearing his sergeant’s uniform, he put his arms round her and kissed her as if it had been a week since they’d met, rather than just that morning at the front door of the courthouse, before the usher came to call her inside.

			‘It’s over, then?’ he asked, finally breaking away.

			‘It’s over.’

			‘And you’re not going back to Paris?’

			‘I’d rather be here with you,’ she said simply. She dropped her eyes. It had been true for weeks. Why had she taken so long to say so out loud? She looked up again. ‘If you’ll have me.’

			He took a step back and, to her surprise, knelt on the worn stone.

			‘Maisie Cooper,’ he began, his right hand in the top pocket of his dark blue uniform, ‘will you . . .’ He broke off. ‘Damn, it’s stuck.’ He struggled for a few seconds then drew out a small black ring box. ‘As I was saying, I mean asking, Maisie Cooper, will you—’

			He opened the ring box to reveal a silver band set with blue stones that twinkled in the warm sunlight.

			‘Obviously,’ said Maisie, smiling. ‘Stand up, you daft apeth.’

			‘No, we have to do it properly,’ said Jack.

			A small crowd began to gather, including the grey-haired lady from the fishmonger’s and a couple of people Maisie recognised, including her friend Charity Clement – looking like she was on the way to the bank from the solicitor’s office where she worked – and Harold Farr, an elderly farm labourer fallen on hard times who lived in one of the villages, but often mooched around Chichester to beg. There was also a little knot of schoolchildren, appalled at the extraordinary behaviour of grown-ups.

			
			‘Go on then,’ she told him.

			Jack held up the ring box.

			‘Maisie Cooper, love of my life, ever since we met when we were sixteen, and come back to me in 1972 after all these years, will you marry me?’

			Maisie let the words hang in the warm June air, revelling in the certainty she felt, at last.

			‘I will.’ She helped Jack stand up and invited him to kiss her again to a round of applause from the bystanders. ‘Shouldn’t you put the ring on my finger?’ she asked, innocently, not wanting the moment to end.

			‘Oh, yes, of course.’

			Maisie felt a tiny pang of disappointment as he removed his arms from round her shoulders to take her hand and slide the beautiful silver band onto the third finger of her left hand. Maisie noticed that the metal was worn, although highly polished and the stones beautifully clean. As usual, Jack was able to read her thoughts.

			‘Yes, it’s Grandma’s engagement ring. Her husband Jack gave it to her, then almost immediately set sail for South America.’

			‘Doesn’t she wear it ever?’

			‘No, she wears her wedding ring. Apparently, that’s what you do. Her wedding ring superseded her engagement ring and, ever since, this one has lived in a paper bag underneath her tights in her chest of drawers, unseen for nearly forty years. I got Austens the jewellers to buff it up, but there was really no need.’

			‘It’s beautiful, Jack. I couldn’t be happier.’

			Maisie realised that the people who had gathered to eavesdrop on their public display were moving away, even Charity who blew Maisie a kiss and called: ‘Venez me voir.’

			‘I’ll come and see you soon,’ Maisie replied. Then she fished in her purse for a green one-pound note. She went  and put it in Harold Farr’s rough workman’s hand. ‘They say it’s good luck to share your happiness, Harold.’

			Overwhelmed, he looked at the ground and said: ‘Thank you, miss. Or should I say missus?’

			Maisie laughed. ‘Not yet, but soon I hope.’

			‘You were a great help in the Chichester Festival Theatre business, Mr Farr,’ said Jack with the respectful formality that was one of his trademarks, whoever he was speaking to.

			‘Thank you, Sergeant. I was sorry to give up those gloves.’

			Harold was referring to a pair of string-backed driving gloves that had formed an important clue.

			‘Well, it’s summer, now. You’ll not need any for a few months. When the weather gets cold, come and find me and I’ll see what I can do.’

			‘Thank you, Sergeant.’

			Harold Farr wandered off. Maisie wondered how he would fill the rest of his day and if he could possibly be happy, living from hand to mouth on charity and scraps.

			‘Are you feeling sad, now?’ asked Jack.

			She smiled at him. ‘No, not sad, just sympathetic.’

			Left alone under the clock of the Market Cross, the provincial cathedral city of Chichester seemed to have made space for them to speak to one another unobserved and un-eavesdropped. But, instead of speaking, she put her arms up over his broad shoulders and brought his mouth down to hers.

			For Maisie, time stopped once more and there was only now – and now lasted a long time. Still, though, in the end, it was not long enough. Jack pulled away and told her: ‘Perhaps we should get on.’

			‘Get on where?’

			‘To share the good news.’

			They walked together hand in hand up North Street, receiving the congratulations of grey-haired Mr Chitty, the owner of Chitty’s Cycles who, busy changing a tyre in front  of his shop in his impeccable brown warehouse coat, had heard the news from Charity.

			‘If you need a pageboy, my grandson Nicholas would be delighted. I know you have no nieces or nephews, either of you.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Maisie, ‘but we’ve made no plans as yet.’

			They walked on and she felt Jack had stiffened a little and wondered aloud why.

			‘Oh, nothing. Just people do like to sort of muscle in, don’t they? And their thoughts are always on the future, not the here and now. Let’s just enjoy the moment.’

			‘Yes, let’s.’

			As they went past the Chinese restaurant, two fourteen-year-old boys from the high school came out with a bag of thick chips and a pot of curry sauce to share, making Maisie peckish.

			‘Are we going to tell Florence, Jack?’

			‘She knows, obviously, because of the ring, but yes.’

			‘And do you have no other responsibilities, Sergeant?’ she asked, smiling.

			‘I went off duty when the bells chimed four. But I’m on again overnight. We’re short-staffed because of summer colds.’

			They left the confines of the city walls and carried on up 
St Paul’s Road, past the post office and general store, then Strickland’s second-hand warehouse – closed up and padlocked – that had played such an important role in the investigation into Maisie’s brother Stephen’s murder. Then they turned left into Parklands, a pleasant suburban street of bungalows with tidy gardens of lovely flowers in full, midsummer bloom. They headed for number 147, where Jack lived with his grandmother. A brand-new Land Rover was parked outside.

			‘You assumed I would say “yes”, then?’ she teased. ‘You invited other guests.’

			
			‘I did. Was that rude and presumptuous?’

			‘I’ve been saying “yes” inside my head ever since that day in the graveyard. I just didn’t know it.’

			‘Maisie, I do love you so much,’ Jack told her.

			He looked like he was going to fold her in his arms and kiss her again, right there on the pavement, with one of the neighbours watching with a trug on her arm and her secateurs poised to snip off a white rose. But the moment was broken by another voice and a rapid tread as Zoe Pascal, the sixteen-year-old ward of Phyl Pascal, came running out to meet them.

			‘Come inside, we’ve been waiting for ages.’ Zoe stopped and blurted: ‘You did say “yes”, didn’t you?’

			‘Obviously,’ replied Maisie for a second time.

			The neighbour with the secateurs asked Zoe what was happening and the young woman shared the happy news, drawing Jack into the conversation. Maisie looked from one to the other.

			Yes, it’s obvious and, yet, how is it that so much upset and drama and unkindness could have led me to such profound contentment?

			She lightly shook her head.

			Surely there’ll be some kind of price to pay, like needing to give Harold Farr a pound note to share our happiness.

			‘Zoe, tell Grandma and Mrs Pascal that we’ll be in shortly,’ said Jack. ‘There’s one more thing Maisie and I have to talk about, first.’

			‘Oh, all right,’ said Zoe.

			Once she had gone, Maisie realised that Jack’s face had become serious.

			‘What is it?’ she asked, a shadow on her heart.

			‘Let’s go and sit down somewhere and I’ll tell you.’

		

	OEBPS/image/9781399715232.jpg
A Maisie Cooper Mystery

‘Fans of
Osman are in
for a treat!”

......

U
\ \ 4
. v \\ { / - -
A\ \ W 1/ Y
W7AH -.rr PONR s g T et e - b

GREG MOSSE





OEBPS/image/matf_map_scan.jpg
term
se

=
Szl

1 Gicbastar






OEBPS/image/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





