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


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


  Praise for Ann Granger’s crime novels:


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  


  On one side lay the Ocean, and on one


  Lay a great water, and the moon was full.


  Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
Idylls of the King


  Prologue


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


  Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Found anything?’


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


  ‘How is access to the bank further down?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  They could be in for a long day.
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