
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


 


 


WHERE DEATH LIES


Lindsay
Ashford
















Where
Death Lies


©
Lindsay Ashford 2013


All
rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior
written consent of the copyright owner.


This
is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, brands, media and
incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used
fictitiously.


Cover
photograph and design: Isabella Ashford.


Where
Death Lies is a new and revised edition of a novel
originally published by Honno in 2006, entitled Death Studies.











Chapter 1


 


It was the girl who found the body. 


Griff had sent her into the cold, still water while
he waited on the muddy bank. As she edged forward the silver stud in his sleek,
black eyebrow crept upward. His eyes were fastened on her thighs. Delicate
slices of soft white flesh squeezed between dirty green waders and cut-off
jeans. The frayed denim trembled as the wind hissed in the reeds. She bent
over. Now he could see the top of her knickers. A black thong with a diamante
butterfly. Its wings glinted in the sunlight as she moved her hips. Was this
for him? 


‘Griff!’ Her child’s voice cut through his fogged
mind. ‘There’s something in the water!’ 


She moved sideways and the sun blinded him. He
blinked, shading his eyes with his hand. ‘What?’ His tone was impatient. 


‘Something big and heavy. ‘ She half turned, one
small breast silhouetted against the sky. ‘The line’s snagged up in it.’ 


He sighed and rose lazily from the blanket on the
grass. 


His long black hair fell over his eyes as he spat
out the dog-end of a roll-up. He flicked his head back and pulled a band from
his wrist, scraping the dark mane into a pony-tail. Then he kicked off his
walking boots and wriggled into the waders lying at the edge of the pool. 


A skylark fluttered from the reeds as he splashed
into the water. In a few strides he was level with her. ‘Give me the line,’ he
said, his hand brushing her thigh as he reached forward. He tugged the fishing
twine hard and it snapped. 


‘Shit!’ He staggered back, almost losing his
balance. Then he put his hands beneath the surface, feeling for the thing that
had snagged it. There was a loud slosh as he dislodged something flat and hard.
As it slid sideways a slick of mud bubbled up from underneath. 


The girl let out a shrill cry that sent sheep
thundering across the hummocky field beyond the reeds. Griff stood transfixed
as a bright, tangled mass broke the surface. It was a vivid orange, like the
piles of frayed lobster lines that washed up on the beach. But this was not a
fisherman’s flotsam.


It was human hair.











Chapter 2


 


Megan Rhys caught her breath as she glimpsed the
huge curve of Cardigan Bay beneath her. She had driven along this road so many
times, but that first sight of the sea always filled her with a childlike sense
of wonder. 


To the north she could see the Lleyn Peninsula with
Bardsey Island basking like a fat seal off its western edge. Looking straight
ahead she could see Snowdon and Cader Idris, and to her right was the vast,
flat expanse of Borth Bog. At this time of year its colours were a vivid mix of
green, yellow, purple and cinnamon. 


She squinted in the sunlight, trying to make out the
cottage. 


It was perched with a string of others on the narrow
strip of shingle that separated the sea from the marshland. From this height
the village looked tiny; vulnerable. Amazing that it could defy the sea, she
thought. And strange that this was the place she had always felt most safe. 


She had been glad to get away from Birmingham, if
only for a couple of weeks. It was the tail-end of the summer vacation and the
police conference in Aberystwyth had given her the excuse she needed for a
holiday. It would be good to spend time with her sister and the children. She
would dig sandcastles and take them fishing in the rock pools. Let their
laughter rub out the hurt Patrick’s news had brought. 


She caught herself imagining what he was doing at
this moment. His email had announced the arrival of a baby girl. No name yet,
he had written, but they were thinking about Krista - a shortened version of
her mother’s name. Megan grunted as she shoved the gearstick into third to
begin the steep descent to the village. He had ended the email with: ‘Best
wishes, Patrick and Kristina’. Megan wondered how she could have loved a man
capable of such crass insensitivity. Did he really think she would be pleased
for him?


*


The wind was getting up now, rippling the dark water
on the seaward edge of Borth Bog. The girl was doubled over, throwing up
against the weathered wooden wall of the bird hide. Griff was kneeling beside
the body, panting from the effort of dragging it out of the water. A slimy raft
of something black and solid had trapped it on the bottom of the pool. Now it rested
face-down on the bank. Naked. Skin as brown as the mud that caked his waders. 


The girl’s retching was getting louder.


‘Shut the fuck up and get over here! ‘ 


She whimpered as she staggered towards him,
clutching her stomach. Her yellow nylon bomber jacket was spattered with flecks
of vomit and her face was the same colour as the marsh grass under her feet. 


‘Get up that end!’ Griff thumbed at the matted ginger
mass of hair at the head end of the corpse. 


The girl stared at it then at him, her lips
trembling as she opened her mouth. ‘Griff...please!’ 


But he wasn’t listening. There was a hard gleam in
his black eyes. ‘Get your hands under his chest and when I say the word, we
roll him, okay?’ 


‘Griff,’ she bleated, ‘I can’t touch it! I can’t!’ 


‘Oh yes you can!’ Without looking at her he reached
out and stroked her long, blonde hair, pausing when his fingers reached a
sick-matted lock that was sticking to her neck. ‘It’s all right, baby.’ His
voice was gentle now. ‘He can’t hurt you - he’s been dead for a long, long
time.’ 


Her blue eyes, large and trusting, fixed on Griff ‘s.
‘How... do you know?’ 


The silver stud in his eyebrow flicked upwards. ‘This
could be something really, really big for me, Alice.’ He nodded his head
slowly, his fingers moving from her hair to the wet skin of the corpse’s left
thigh. He ran his finger up and down the slippery flesh, his touch like a
caress. ‘You see?’ He held his finger up to her nose. ‘It’s fine - doesn’t
smell of anything but mud, does it?’ 


The girl bit her lip and inhaled. ‘No…I s’pose not.’
She swallowed hard. 


‘So come on, then - let’s see what he looks like,
shall we?’ 


She gave a barely perceptible nod. 


They pushed on a count of three. He didn’t really
need her help to roll the body onto its back and he knew that she knew that. It
was part of the act. The game of Griff and Alice. 


As he had expected, she snapped her eyes shut the
moment the corpse turned. What he saw made his mouth go dry with excitement.
The cheeks were leathery and the nose pushed to one side from having lain face
down on the pool bottom. The eyes were empty sockets topped by wild orange
brows and the jaw sprouted a mud-caked beard of the same colour. But it was
none of these features that made him catch his breath. It was the expression on
the dead man’s face. There was no mistaking it. It was a look of utter, abject
terror. 


‘Oh Griff! Oh my God!’ The girl’s voice startled
him. She had opened her eyes but they were not on the dead man’s face. ‘Look!’
She stuck her finger out, shielding her face with her other hand. 


Griff’s eyes travelled down the body to the groin. ‘Oh,
you poor bastard,’ he whispered. 


 











Chapter 3


 


Megan let herself into the cottage and stood for a
moment in the hallway, breathing in its familiar smell. It triggered so many
memories, this bittersweet scent of wood smoke mingled with beeswax polish and
the damp, salt tang of the sea. 


She dropped her keys on her grandmother’s ancient
Welsh dresser and listened for the waves. In the quiet house they sounded
louder than ever. The wash of the tide on the shingle and sand had been her
comfort as a child. In her room at the back of the house she would lie awake on
summer nights with the window wide open and her eyes closed. In the moments
before sleep the sea became a living thing, breathing in and out. 


She glanced at her watch. Ceri was at work and the
children at nursery. They wouldn’t be home for another three or four hours.
Plenty of time to unpack and sort out her presentation for tomorrow’s
conference. She opened the door to the kitchen but a sudden draught snatched it
from her hand. There was a huge hole where the kitchen window used to be. No
wonder the sea had sounded so loud. Megan groaned. Ceri had said she was having
some work done, but she hadn’t conveyed just how drastic her plans were. 


As Megan stood staring at the jagged brickwork a man’s
face popped into view. He looked as surprised as she did. He was wearing a
lumberjack shirt, its collar caked with something pinkish white. Plaster, she
guessed. She took a step towards him. 


‘Er...are you the builder?’ 


He grinned, showing white, even teeth. His face was
tanned and his round cheeks had a coral tinge. His short blond hair stuck up
from his forehead - the kind of hair that looked as if it would never lie flat,
no matter what you put on it. 


In a split second she ran a mental checklist,
weighing him up. It was something she was unable to help doing. It had become
automatic after years of prison visits to men whose minds she was paid to
probe. Any man she held a conversation with got the same treatment.
Occupational hazard, she had joked to Patrick when they were getting to know
each other. Except she’d got him all wrong. What had happened to that bullshit
detector she’d worked so hard to wire into her brain? 


‘Double-glazing.’ The man was looking at her. His
mud-coloured eyes were unblinking. Cocky, she thought. Fancies his chances.
What was he? Early thirties? Possibly younger. Patrick’s age? Ceri had
laughingly described Patrick as a toyboy, which was a bit of an exaggeration as
the age difference was only five years. Megan hadn’t thought it would matter.
That was something else she’d got wrong. 


‘Dai Powell.’ He was holding out his hand to her. ‘I’m
doing the patio doors.’ 


She gave a brief shake, feeling the calluses on his
palms as his hand closed over hers. ‘Megan Rhys,’ she said. ‘I’m Ceri’s sister.’



‘Thought so,’ he winked. ‘Same eyes.’ 


Megan grunted a laugh. His flirting was so obvious. ‘Like
the stud!’ He was staring curiously at the tiny diamond in her nose. ‘Very
cool!’ 


She wondered if he was like this with all the women
he worked for. She hoped not, for Ceri’s sake. Her sister was so raw, so
vulnerable after the split from Neil.


Dai turned away from the hole in the kitchen wall
and began hammering something outside. Now his profile was silhouetted against
the sky. He was not unattractive. In the state Ceri was in, it wouldn’t take
much flattery, she thought grimly. And he was bound to be married. Her train of
thought was interrupted by the trill of a mobile phone. It was coming from
outside. Dai was groping inside his shirt. 


‘Alice?’ 


Megan watched his face. The expression of amiable
cockiness vanished. He looked pale. Pale and rattled. When he spoke again his
voice had dropped to a gruff whisper. ‘Don’t move - I’m on my way. Just hold
on, sweetheart, you hear?’ As he shoved the phone in his pocket he caught Megan’s
look of concern. ‘Sorry, got to go,’ he mumbled. ‘My girl - got to fetch her
home.’ 


*


Trudy Morgan was the editor of the West Wales
News and could sniff a good story a mile downwind. An archaeologist, she
said, as Ceri scribbled down notes. Found a body at the bottom of a pool in
Borth Bog. Reckoned it could be Iron Age. Wanted the paper there so the police
wouldn’t cock things up. 


‘Stuff that!’ Trudy sank her teeth into an Apple
Danish and a drop of pale yellow sauce slid down her chin. ‘Odds on it’s a
murder victim.’ She was unable to conceal her glee. Given the current state of
the front page it was manna from heaven. 


Ceri was given strict instructions to play along
with the archaeologist. It irked her, taking orders from a woman two years her
junior. Though she hated to admit it, it wouldn’t have mattered so much if
Trudy had been a man. 


‘Humour him,’ Trudy was saying. ‘Get what you can and
phone it through. We’ll run the academic bollocks later.’


*


Ceri spotted Megan’s car as she drove through Borth
village. She would have liked to say a quick hello, but there was no time. The
front page had to be done and dusted by three-thirty and it was already ten to
two. This was going to be tight. 


She had a rough idea where she was headed. Behind
the golf club, Trudy had said. She’d been to a few functions there but hadn’t
been aware of a bird hide and pool that evidently lay a few hundred yards to
the north-east of it. As she turned into the car park she spotted a familiar
white van pulling out. She waved, but the man at the wheel didn’t seem to
notice her. Neither did the person in the passenger seat. What was Dai Powell
doing at the golf club, she wondered? He was supposed to be doing the new doors
at the cottage. 


She parked her car and jumped out, shading her eyes
against the sun. She spotted a tall, grey-haired man leaning on a silver Alpha
Romeo. He was kicking off a pair of golf shoes. She strode up to him. 


‘Excuse me - I’m looking for the bird hide. Would
you know where it is?’ 


He gave her an odd look. Not surprising, really, she
thought. She didn’t exactly look like the bird-watching type in her pink linen
jacket and wedge-heeled espadrilles. She opened her mouth to make some sort of
apology for her appearance, but checked herself. She didn’t have to justify
herself to him or anyone else. Not any more. 


To her surprise he broke into a smile, the skin
above his eyebrows creasing into tiny, criss-cross lines. ‘It’s a bit muddy
over there,’ he said, cocking his head towards a large corrugated metal shed a
few yards from the clubhouse. ‘Would you like to borrow some wellies? My
daughter’s might fit you.’ He leaned into the boot and produced a pair of green
Wellingtons. ‘Size six,’ he said, holding them out to her. ‘You’re Delyth’s
grand-daughter, aren’t you?’ 


 ‘Yes,’ Ceri frowned. ‘I’m sorry...I...’ 


‘Geraint James,’ he said. ‘I was your grandmother’s
solicitor. ‘ 


‘Oh!’ She blushed in confusion. ‘I’m sorry, I should
have recognised you.’ He probably lived in the village. She took the boots. ‘This
is very kind of you. I’d love to have a chat about Gran but I’m afraid I’m in a
terrible rush...’ 


‘I know.’ He folded his arms and leaned back against
the car. ‘You’re with the paper, aren’t you?’ 


This really floored her. It was something she hadn’t
yet got used to, the bush telegraph that seemed to operate in the village. He
obviously knew all about her. With an Indian mother and a Welsh father, she and
Megan had been objects of curiosity in the village since their childhood. The
place was still ninety-nine per cent white, so perhaps their novelty value was
still fairly high. 


‘Would you like me to show you where it is?’ Geraint
James pushed his feet back into the golf shoes. A few minutes later they were
level with the big shed he had pointed out to her. Beyond it was the railway
line that cut across the bog and round the back of the village. ‘Go over the
track by the crossing and you’ll see the bird hide down on your left,’ he said.
She shaded her eyes and caught sight of a low, pitched roof almost hidden in
the clumps of bulrushes that sprouted up from the marshland. 


She turned to thank her guide but he was a receding
figure on the gravel track that led back to the clubhouse. She wondered what
she should do with the wellies when she’d finished. He hadn’t said. Oh well,
she thought, glancing at her watch, no time to worry about that now. 


She pushed open the kissing gate that led onto the
railway track. Glancing left and right she crossed over, the unfamiliar boots
slowing her down somewhat. They were a couple of sizes too big but she hadn’t
liked to say anything to Geraint James. It would have seemed churlish to refuse
his offer. And he was right. It was very muddy. She slipped as she stepped onto
the grassy bank on the other side of the railway line. She cursed under her
breath, attracting the attention of three ponies that were munching the coarse,
spiky turf. They moved towards her as she walked towards the bird hide,
blocking her way. Suddenly the largest of them tossed its head and snorted. She
froze. She had never been keen on horses. As children she and Megan had often
been taken pony-trekking by their grandparents, but while her sister had loved it,
Ceri had always been afraid of falling from what had seemed a very great
height. 


There was a loud whinny and the ponies were suddenly
off. They cantered down the causeway that led across the marsh, muddy divots
flying in their wake. As she watched them Ceri caught a flash of something
moving in the reeds down on her left. There was someone in there. She took a
couple of steps down the bank, taking care not to lose her footing. Through a
gap in the reeds she could see a man. Tall and slim with long, black hair tied
back in a pony-tail. He was rolling a cigarette and looking at something on the
ground. Could this be the archaeologist? She had been expecting someone old,
but this man looked about her age, or possibly younger. 


From somewhere behind her she heard the wail of a
siren. She glanced over her shoulder. It was coming from the direction of the
golf club. The police had arrived then. She had better get in there before they
did. 


The man with the pony-tail wheeled round at the
sound of her boots squelching down the bank. His face startled her. It was a
beautiful face. Almost too beautiful for a man. His eyes were as dark as hers and
framed by black brows that were so neatly arched they might have been shaped in
a salon. One eyebrow sported a silver stud which caught the sunlight as he
looked her up and down. His jaw and chin were dark with stubble. She held out
her hand but he lifted his to his mouth, taking a drag on the roll-up dangling
from his fingers. The muscles of his face tightened, revealing finely sculpted
cheekbones. 


‘Ceri Richardson.’ Her hand dropped to her side. ‘West
Wales News?’ 


‘Oh, right.’ His mouth slid into a smile and he held
out his hand, the skinny cigarette stuck to his bottom lip. ‘Griff Abdulla.’ As
their fingers touched she noticed the tattoo on his forearm. It was a tribal
design of curves and spirals of indigo dye against his olive skin. ‘He’s over
there.’ He motioned with his head towards the dark shape beside the pool. ‘You
doing the photos or the story?’ 


‘Both.’ Ceri fished in her bag, her hand suddenly
shaking at the prospect of photographing a dead body. ‘The photographer’s out
on another job.’ 


He frowned. ‘You’d better get over there quick. I’m
relying on you to stop the police ballsing things up.’ 


Ceri started towards the pool. She could feel his
eyes on her and she felt stupid and ungainly in her pink suit and green
wellies. Now she could see what was lying beside the water. A mass of matted
orange hair, borne up by the spiky grass, formed a strange halo around a leathery
brown forehead. She took a deep breath, knowing that another step would allow
her a full view of the face. 


She had only ever seen one dead body in her life;
Granny Rhys, laid out in her coffin in the front room of the cottage. Ever the
traditionalist, her grandmother had clung to the old Welsh way of death, her
will insisting on a proper wake with relatives taking it in turns to sit by the
coffin the night before she was buried. Ceri hadn’t minded that. Her
grandmother had looked so peaceful. But this was going to be very, very, different.



Taking a deep breath she lifted the camera to her
eyes. 


She was using it like a shield, as if it would be
less shocking to view the dead person through a lens. But nothing could prevent
the feeling of sick horror that hit her the moment she saw that face. Her hand
trembled as she fought to stay in control. You’re a professional. It was
her sister’s voice inside her head, pulling her up. Of course, Megan would
never be fazed by something like this. Dead bodies were Megan’s stock in trade.
And how Ceri wished she was here now. 


‘Weird, isn’t it?’ 


Ceri jumped at the sound of the archaeologist behind
her. 


‘It’s exactly the same as the woman they found in
Jutha Fen in Denmark.’ His voice was a hoarse whisper. She could hear the
excitement in it. ‘She’d been buried alive, pressed down under the boughs of a
tree. I’ve seen photographs. Just the same look on her face - absolute sheer
bloody terror. And look at that.’ She turned to see him pointing to the corpse’s
lower half. So transfixed had she been by the face it hadn’t occurred to her to
scrutinise the rest of the body. 


‘Oh my God!’ She couldn’t stop herself from gagging.



There was a mess of tom brown flesh around the
groin; a gaping hole where the man’s penis should have been. 


The archaeologist’s pony-tail brushed her face as he
leaned over the body. ‘Wonder what he did to deserve that?’ 











Chapter 4


 


‘His name’s Doctor Griff Abdulla and he’s a lecturer
in Death Studies at Aberystwyth University.’ Ceri was sitting at the kitchen
table in the cottage, spooning banana yoghurt into her son’s mouth while Megan
stirred a prawn curry. 


‘Death Studies?’ The curry hissed as she took it
from the stove. 


‘I know - weird or what?’ Ceri leaned forward to
wipe the yellow splodges from Joe’s face. ‘Evidently it’s an MA course they do
in the archaeology department.’ She lifted the child out of his high chair. ‘He
told me he was twenty-nine, but he looked a lot younger. Certainly didn’t look
old enough to be a lecturer.’ She glanced at her sister with a grin. ‘Talk
about sex on legs...’ 


Megan’s eyebrows arched as she doled out the curry.
It was good to see Ceri smile. She’d had to hide her shock when her sister
walked into the cottage half an hour earlier. She’d lost so much weight. Ceri
had always moaned about never shedding the pounds she’d put on after having the
children but Megan couldn’t remember her ever being this skinny. Her
cheek-bones looked amazing but she seemed to have developed dark hollows under
her eyes. Her hair, which she’d worn in a short bob for years, was growing out
and was scraped back from her face, which emphasized her gaunt look. Megan hadn’t
said anything, but she was worried. 


‘Auntie Meg, am I having curry?’ A little arm
grasped Megan’s leg. She hadn’t noticed Emily, Ceri’s eldest child, come into
the room. Now she was looking up at her with big brown eyes. ‘I’m not a baby
like Joe.’ Emily’s lower lip was sticking out. ‘I want grown-ups’ food!’ 


It wasn’t until the children were in bed that Megan
and Ceri got the chance to talk properly. ‘So this archaeologist,’ Megan said,
pouring red wine into her sister’s glass, ‘was he looking for a body? I mean,
how did he know it was there?’ 


‘He didn’t. He said he was studying the decay of
animal remains in marshland. He’d been chucking bits of pig into the bog to see
how the remains were preserved. It’s, like, different to ordinary water. That’s
what he told me. No oxygen in it, so bacteria can’t survive - something like
that, anyway.’ 


Megan frowned. ‘And he reckons the body’s been there
for what, hundreds, thousands of years?’ 


‘He says it could be Iron Age.’ Ceri knocked back
half the contents of the glass in one gulp. ‘He called the paper because he
didn’t want the police messing about with it. He wants an expert to look at it
first. A palaeopathologist - that’s what he said.’ 


‘What did the police have to say about that? Can’t
imagine they’d be too impressed.’ 


‘They weren’t.’ Ceri reached for her handbag and
took out a packet of cigarettes. She offered one to Megan, who shook her head. 


‘Don’t tempt me.’ 


‘You still off them?’ Ceri flicked her lighter and
inhaled. 


‘Just about.’ Megan gave a wry smile. ‘Still got a
terrible Malteser habit, though. Anyway, tell me about the police. What
did they say?’ 


‘They told Dr Abdulla the body was the property of
the coroner and there was nothing he could do to stop them. They said there’d
have to be a post-mortem.’ Ceri turned her head away from the table and
breathed out a plume of smoke. ‘Then he told them his father was the
pathologist at Pendinas Hospital. ‘ 


Megan’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’ 


Ceri nodded. ‘He said he’d already phoned him and
taken advice on the legal position. He told them this expert he wants called in
had to be in attendance when the Home Office pathologist examines the body.’ 


‘Hmm.’ Megan considered this. ‘Presumably his father’s
not qualified to do that kind of post-mortem. They’d have to bring someone up
from Cardiff, would they?’ 


‘That’s right.’ Ceri stubbed out her cigarette and
reached for another. ‘So all the police could do was tape off the place and put
up a sort of tent thing over the body. When I left they were setting up
floodlights. But they wouldn’t do the post-mortem out there, would they?’ 


Megan shook her head. ‘They’d need the Home Office
guy to look at the body in situ first, though. They’d have to take
photographs, too, and samples of soil, vegetation, that sort of thing. Then
they’d take it to Pendinas. They’d have to - can’t think of any other mortuary
within fifty miles of here.’ She stared at the plastic-covered hole in the
kitchen wall, her lips pursed. ‘What was it, though,’ she said, thinking aloud.
‘That made your sexy archaeologist so sure it wasn’t a recent death?’ 


Ceri looked back at her from under her eyelashes and
Megan could see a blush rising up her neck to her cheeks. ‘He’s not my
archaeologist, sexy or otherwise.’ Her expression was one of mock disapproval. ‘It
was the colour of the skin, he said. All brown and leathery it was, and the
hair and beard were orange. He said the hair was probably white originally, but
the peat would’ve stained it orange.’ The last few words came out as a croaky
growl. She cleared her throat and took another drag on her cigarette. ‘God, I’ve
just realised - I didn’t tell you the best bit!’ 


What?’ Megan propped her elbows on the table and
leaned forward, wondering what was coming. 


‘He’d got no...’ She gestured towards her lap.


‘What? You mean no penis?’ Megan grimaced. ‘Do you
think it had been cut off?’ 


‘Well, it was hard to tell. There was just this mess
where it would’ve been.’ 


‘That’s interesting.’ Megan rubbed her chin. ‘I
suppose an animal could have got at him, but if not…’ 


‘You think whoever cut his bits off murdered him?’


Megan nodded. ‘I’d say it’s highly likely. Wonder
how long it’ll take to find out if the body really is Iron Age?’


‘God, Meg, what if it’s not?’ The dark hollows
underlined the fear in Ceri’s eyes. ‘What if there’s some bloody nutter
wandering around Borth?’ 


Megan knew what her sister was thinking. It was
barely three months since Ceri had been held at knifepoint in her own home by a
man who had stalked and killed three women. Part of the reason she’d moved from
Wolverhampton was to leave that awful memory behind. Megan frowned, searching
for the right words. Murder was very rare in this part of the world, but that
didn’t mean it couldn’t happen. This would be of little comfort to Ceri. She
evaded her sister’s question by asking one herself: ‘Tell me about this pool
where the body was found,’ she said. ‘I can’t picture where it is in relation
to the golf club.’ 


Ceri’s hand trembled slightly as she lit up yet
another cigarette. ‘I didn’t even know it existed until I was shown the way by
one of the golfers.’ She breathed out, her eyes half-closed. ‘It’s in front of
a bird hide and to get to it you have to go across the railway line. You must
be able to see it from the train. Can’t think why I’ve never noticed it before.’



‘If it’s a bird hide it’s probably quite well
camouflaged.’


‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ Ceri tapped ash into a
chipped yellow saucer. ‘It’s surrounded by reeds and bulrushes. Bet it’s really
spooky at night.’ 


Megan was staring at the smoke that curled from the
glowing tip of her sister’s cigarette. ‘Why do you say that?’ 


‘Just a feeling, really.’ Ceri shrugged. ‘I mean, it’s
not that far from the village - there’s the golf club nearby and the edge of
the caravan site’s only a few hundred yards away, but it was so... ‘ she tailed
off, shaking her head. ‘When I was down in the bulrushes I could have been in the
middle of nowhere.’ 


Megan looked at her. It was still there, that
haunted look in her eyes. She wanted to gather Ceri up in her arms and tell her
it was all right, that she was safe here in this cottage, in this village of
curtain-twitching neighbours. But something stopped her. A feeling that her
sanctuary, the place she came to escape, had somehow been violated by the
discovery of this body. 


*


The sun cast a bronze trail across the sea. Megan
gazed at it through the window as she pulled her long, dark hair through the
back of a white baseball cap. She had changed her jeans and blouse for jogging
shorts and a vest. As she tied the laces of her trainers she heard Emily’s
little feet padding along the landing. 


‘Where are you going, Auntie Meg?’ 


Megan scooped the child into her arms and kissed her
nose. ‘I thought you were asleep!’ 


‘Can I have another story?’ Only four years old,
Emily was a master of the art of looking cute. 


Megan groaned. ‘Okay, but it’ll have to be’ a short
one. I want to go for a run before it gets dark. ‘ 


The sun was sinking into the sea when she finally
left the cottage. She paused to look at it, negative images of the huge red
disc flashing in her eyes as she jogged down High Street. She dodged past a
knot of people standing outside the pub and in a matter of minutes she was
swerving left towards the railway line. The road ran between fields and ended
in a track that ran up to the little zoo that nestled alongside the river. As
she sped past she could hear the howling of monkeys and the low roar of a big
cat. The sounds were so incongruous in a landscape of sheep, cows and horses.
The place was one of Borth’s many oddities. Somewhere for the tourists to go on
a rainy day. 


She leapt up a grassy bank and followed the river as
it wound through the marshland. Soon she was on a straight causeway that ran
parallel with the village. If her mental map of the place was right, there
should be a path leading off to the left a couple of miles further on. A path
that should lead to the bird hide. 


She justified what others might call morbid
curiosity by telling herself she would have gone for a run anyway; that as the
wind was picking up it made more sense to choose a route away from the
seafront. But she was curious. Ceri’s account had sparked all kinds of
unanswered questions. She wanted to see the place for herself, find out exactly
what the police were doing. 


The light was beginning to fade. The colour of the landscape
was changing from a lush greenish-yellow to a dull brown. She could smell the
damp rising from the ground, mixed with the scent of rabbit droppings that
studded the muddy black earth. The bleating of sheep drifted across the fields
as the ghostly shapes of ewes and fat lambs scattered for no apparent reason.
To her left, away from the village, the dark stone spire of St Mary of the
Fathoms rose from the mist that was creeping in from the sea. The curling white
trails gave it a strange, other-worldly air, 


As she spotted the path she was looking for a
moorhen flew out of the bushes. Its loud cry startled her and she almost lost
her footing. As the noise subsided she was aware of another, lower-level sound.
It was coming up from the bulrushes that lined this part of the causeway. Megan
stopped to listen. At first her panting masked it, but as she caught her breath
she could hear it. The hissing. The sound of the wind in the reeds. At the same
moment she saw something move on the path up ahead. A figure in white was
climbing up from the bank. As silent and featureless as a ghost, he or she was
clad from head to toe in the overalls worn by forensics people. Megan took a
few steps forward. Now she could see a light glowing from inside a tent. Next
to the tent was a low, sloping roof with wooden shingles. The walls below it
were hidden by the reeds. The bird hide. As she watched she spotted two other
figures coming along the path from the direction of the railway line. They were
carrying a stretcher. 


As darkness began to fall on the scene Megan turned
on her heel. The path up ahead had been taped off. There was no way round it,
as the causeway was flanked by a deep ditch on the other side. She would have
to go back the way she had come. 


By the time she reached the turning by the zoo it
was pitch dark. The unearthly wails of the monkeys would have been quite
terrifying to a stranger. She was glad to see the street lamps of the village
up ahead. As she turned into the high street a large white van with official
markings trundled past. She knew at a glance what was inside. The body from the
bog. She shuddered, remembering Ceri’s description of the mutilated remains.
What a way to die, she thought. 


*


Lili Jonas was working late at Pendinas mortuary.
She had been preparing the body of an old woman, a road accident victim, for
the pathologist. It had been a tricky job. Not the straightforward slitting
open of the trunk from neck to pubic bone, because the ribs were smashed and
protruding from the chest. 


Lili took off her gloves and looked into the small
square of mirror above the wash-basin. Her roots needed doing. And there were
smudges of mascara under her large green eyes. She felt sweaty and tired from
the effort of moving the heavy body. She heard the squeak of the double doors
opening and caught sight of another pair of eyes in the mirror. Her heart sank.



‘Hiya, sexy!’ Mick Stubbs was one of the porters. He
sidled up to her, invading her space. ‘Bit of a tough old bird?’ He cocked his
head at the corpse on the metal gurney. 


Lili frowned. She hated that black hospital humour.
The dead deserved respect. She gave him a withering look. ‘Would you say that
if she was your mother, Mick?’ 


She stepped sideways but he put his hand on the
wall, blocking her way. ‘Had a bad day, sweetheart? What is it? PMT?’ He leered
at her. ‘Come on, let Uncle Mick give you a massage.’ 


As he reached for her the doors swung open. An
olive-skinned man with thinning black hair stood on the threshold, his hands on
his hips. The sight of him sent Mick Stubbs scuttling out of the room like a
dazzled cockroach. 


‘Was he bothering you, Lili?’ Dr Zahur Abdulla had
spent all his adult life in Wales but his voice still bore traces of his native
Jordan. He walked across to Lili and patted her on the shoulder. ‘You only have
to say the word, you know, and he’s out.’ 


She shook her head. ‘No, I’m cool about it, honest.’



He fixed her with his slightly bloodshot brown eyes.
‘You sure?’ 


‘I’m sure.’ She held his gaze. 


There was a noise in the corridor outside and he
took a step away from her, glancing at the dead body. ‘We’re expecting
something a little special later on,’ he said, his eyebrows arching. ‘My son
made a very interesting discovery this afternoon.’ His eyes flicked back to her
face, as if trying to read her expression. ‘He pulled a body from Borth Bog.
Could be a very ancient body. Iron Age, he thinks.’ 


Lili’s face showed nothing but polite interest. 


‘You must not touch it,’ the pathologist went on. ‘No
one must touch it.’ 


Lili nodded. ‘Fridge or freezer?’ 


‘Fridge,’ he replied. ‘It won’t be in a body bag. It’ll
be in a container, like a coffin but plastic, full of water from the bog. It
has to be kept in the correct condition until the experts arrive.’ He stared at
her for a long moment. ‘You do understand, don’t you Lili?’ 


She stared back, unblinking. ‘Yes. Of course.’


*


Megan jogged up the street towards the cottage,
stepping into the road to avoid a woman pushing a buggy along the pavement. The
sight of the sleeping baby brought Patrick back into her mind. She shook her
head as she ran, trying to rid herself of his image. She wondered when Ceri was
going to start asking about him. During the meal she’d managed to avoid the
subject but it was bound to be raised sooner or later. 


She let herself in, closing the door quietly. The
only sound she could hear was the low burbling of the television. Ceri was
dozing in front of it, an empty bottle of wine on the coffee table. And there
was something on her lap. Megan peered over her sister’s shoulder. A wedding
album. 


She stared at the younger, plumper, smiling version
of her sister that beamed up from the gold-embossed page. Neil looked tanned
and handsome. Megan bit her lip. He had seemed the perfect catch. A radio
reporter with his sights set on a career in television. Within six months of
the wedding he had been presenting the evening news on BTV. Megan had to admit
she had felt jealous of her sister, especially as her own marriage was already
on the rocks. But as Neil’s star continued to rise Ceri’s career had nosedived.
Two babies in rapid succession had seen to that. 


She leaned forward and slid the album off Ceri’s
lap. She stirred slightly then slumped back against the cushions. Her eyes
looked puffier than before and Megan wondered if she’d been crying. The strain
of moving house, starting a new job and going through a divorce, all within the
space of a few weeks, would finish most people off. Megan opened the pine chest
behind the sofa and pulled out a blanket. Easing Ceri’s legs up onto the
cushions she tucked it round her. She crept out of the room, switching off the
light and gently closing the door. 


In
the kitchen she flicked the switch on the kettle and spooned coffee into the pot.
While she waited for the water to boil she leafed through the copy of the West
Wales News that was lying on the worktop. She paused at the property
section, scanning the black and white photos of flats and houses for sale. Ceri
wanted to buy her out of her share of the cottage and she knew it was best for
her sister to have it, but she couldn’t face the thought of giving up this bolt-hole.
Could she really afford to buy a second home? She still had a hefty mortgage on
the one in Birmingham. The only possibility was something small and off the
beaten track.


She turned the page, her eyes alighting on a picture
of an old stone barn with the word ‘Borth’ above it. As she read the details a
host of memories crowded into her head. The cottage held bad memories as well
as good; she and Anthony had spent their honeymoon here but it had also been
the scene of the terrible row they’d had over his affair with a work colleague.
Later she’d brought Patrick here. They’d made love in front of a log fire in
the living room; swum naked in the sea on a warm moonlit night. She sighed.
That had been, what? Barely four months ago. She could hardly believe what had
happened since. 


She forced his face from her mind, concentrating on
the picture of the barn. It would be good to start afresh. A new place with no
memories. She read the description under the photo. Outbuildings for conversion
on Cors Fochno Farm. Cors Fochno was the Welsh name for Borth Bog; so this
place couldn’t be too far from where she’d been running this evening. The
kettle clicked off and she reached across to pour boiling water into the pot.
She sat down at the table and spread the newspaper out, sipping the hot black
liquid as she read the details again. No, she thought, this wouldn’t do for
her. It needed completely renovating. It was a project for someone with a lot
more time on their hands than she had.


*


Lili Jonas let herself into the mortuary and sniffed
the air. Her sense of smell was sharp, despite the daily assault of rotting
flesh and bodily fluids. She had expected the Bog Body to make its presence
felt. She had dissected enough drowning victims to guess what state this corpse
was likely to be in. Sometimes the stench was so overpowering that the massive
extractor fans, positioned in the mortuary’s ceiling, couldn’t cope. She’d seen
policemen fainting and throwing up over their shoes when confronted with bodies
like this. How much worse, then, was an ancient body likely to smell? 


She opened the large red log book and inspected the
latest entries. Fridge number six. She walked across to the bank of steel doors
and sniffed again. The smooth, pale skin of her forehead wrinkled. No. Nothing
unusual. She felt a strong temptation to unlock the fridge. She glanced at her
watch. Her boss would be here in half an hour. If she was quick she could just
about do it. 


  











Chapter 5


 


In a ten-bedded ward two floors above the mortuary
Sister Moira Pritchard stared at the thin, pale woman lying against the white
pillows. ‘Look at her wrists.’ She gave the trainee nurse by her side a knowing
look. 


‘She did that to herself?’ The young nurse bit her
lip. 


‘I’d put money on it.’ Sister Pritchard’s cotton
uniform rippled into folds of fat as she crossed her arms over her stomach. ‘I’ve
seen this one a few times.’ 


The woman in the bed stirred in her drugged sleep,
damp strands of mousey hair sticking to her neck as she tossed her head. 


‘What’s her name?’ the trainee asked. 


‘Janine Powell. She’s Dai Double-Glazing’s wife.
From Borth.’ 


The young nurse looked bemused. 


‘Sorry, I keep forgetting you’re from away.’ The
older woman reached forward and took the right hand of the sleeping woman.
Turning the hand over she examined the dark red lines on the wrist. A trickle
of blood oozed from the spot where two lines crossed. ‘Her husband brought her
in during the night. She was hysterical. Gave her temazepam to knock her out.
Best thing for her, sleep.’ She tutted loudly and let the hand fall back onto
the bedclothes. ‘Some of these cuts are going to need stitches.’ 


‘Why did she do it?’ 


Sister Pritchard tapped the side of her head with
her forefinger. ‘If she wakes up before you get chance to stitch her, don’t
give her any anaesthetic.’ 


The trainee looked indignant. ‘Why not?’ 


‘Teach the little bitch a lesson!’ Sister Pritchard
marched off down the ward without a backward glance.


*


Lili Jonas had only just begun dissecting the body
when she heard a noise. She paused, her scalpel poised above a slab of exposed
fat, which was the colour and consistency of the filling in a custard slice. 


The voice of Celine Dion warbled from a radio
perched on the edge of a shelf of specimen bottles. The song ended. There was a
hollow clunk. Lili looked up. Had it come from the corridor outside? The
porters usually rang the bell before bringing in a body. No, she thought, it
must have come from the radio. She glanced at the clock. Better get on. 


She reached for the rib shears, cutting through the
sternum of a man who, two days previously, had collapsed while walking his dog
on Aberystwyth beach. Lili’s hands grasped the two halves of the ribcage. She
had big, strong hands. Hungarian peasant hands, Ty called them. Hungarian she may
be, but she was no peasant. Prising the ribs apart she thrust her hands inside,
cutting free the lungs and the heart. There it was again, that clunk. Like the
sound of a fridge door closing. She slopped the organs onto an oversized wooden
chopping board next to the sink and rinsed her gloved hands. She paused again,
listening. Then she made for the door, her rubber boots squeaking on the shiny
grey lino. She glanced up and down the corridor. 


‘Mick? Is that you? Derek?’ 


There was no reply. She scanned the wall of fridges
across the corridor. All except two were empty at the moment. And if there had
been a new body the porters would have had to enter it in the log book, which
was currently sitting on the side of the sink where she had left it when she
wheeled the dog walker from his cold prison. 


Lili went back to her work, laying out the organs in
readiness for the pathologist. Heart and lungs in one pile, then liver,
kidneys, stomach, spleen; and finally, the brain. She stuffed a rolled-up ball
of paper towel into the skull cavity, carefully fitting the circle of bone back
into place before sewing the two peeled-back halves of the scalp together. 


She hauled a yellow bin liner full of human offal to
stuff back into the gaping body. Sewing up the long incision in the trunk, her
job was done. The vital organs were ready for the pathologist to weigh, measure
and investigate. Now she could carry out her own special task. She glanced at
the clock on the wall. Dr Abdulla would kill her if he found out what she was
planning to do. But her boss was a creature of habit. He never arrived before
9.30am. She knew she could count on that. 


Taking a pair of scissors from a drawer by the sink
she slipped them into her pocket before pushing the trolley back to the row of
fridges. After depositing the dog walker in the compartment nearest the door,
she turned her attention to fridge number six. Unlocking the door, she could
see the edge of the plastic coffin protruding from the white hospital sheet
draped over it. She glanced up and down the corridor before leaning into the
fridge to prise the lid off. 


She sniffed the air. There was hardly any smell; she
had been quite wrong about that. She must question Dr Abdulla about it later.
Or maybe Griff would be the one to ask. She had almost expected him to be
waiting outside the hospital doors yesterday evening. It wouldn’t have been the
first time he’d wanted to spend the night with a dead body. 


Through the shallow, brown water that filled the
coffin she could just make out the shape of a head. With gloved hands she
fished under the surface, grabbing for the corpse’s hair. The colour was a
surprise. Bright orange. Could it be dyed, she wondered? Did Iron Age people
dye their hair? Taking a lock from the back of the head where it wouldn’t show,
she snipped with the scissors. 


Back in the dissecting room she held the orange tuft
in front of her, a hair dryer trained on it. As the hot air wafted across the
room her eyes darted this way and that, watching the door. In a few seconds it was
dry. She bound the ends with sticky tape and stuffed it into a clear plastic
wallet that contained a similar, grey sample cut from the head of the dog
walker. 


By the time Dr Abdulla burst into the room in his
green overalls the locks of dead men’s hair were tucked safely inside Lili
Jonas’ handbag. 


*


Megan was woken by Emily, who announced that there
was no milk for her cereal. Ceri was still out for the count so Megan pulled on
her track suit and baseball cap and jogged down the street to the Family Store.
It would have taken no more than five minutes if she hadn’t been spotted. 


‘Bore da
Megan! Sut wyt ti?’ Eirlys Evans was an old friend of her grandmother’s.



‘Da iawn, diolch,’
Megan replied. ‘Good morning’, ‘How are you?’ and ‘I’m fine, thank you’ were
about the limit of her Welsh vocabulary. Her grandmother had been a fluent
speaker and Megan and Ceri had enjoyed impressing their Birmingham school
friends with their ability to count to a hundred in a language no one else
knew. To their grandmother’s frustration they’d never stayed in Borth long
enough to get much further. 


‘How’s your sister getting on?’ Eirlys reverted to
English now. ‘Such a shame about the divorce!’ 


Megan blinked. She wondered how the woman knew. Ceri
had been trying to keep it under wraps. The only person she said she’d told was
her boss at the paper. Perhaps Eirlys was fishing. Megan smiled and looked her
straight in the eye, ignoring the question. ‘Are you still working at the
surgery, Eirlys?’ 


‘Oh no, bach. Gave that up a long time since.’
The woman’s lips puckered. ‘Couldn’t get on with the new doctor,’ she hissed,
glancing over her shoulder. She leaned forward and her bushy white eyebrows
slid up her pink, powdered forehead. Megan could tell she was about to launch
into a long, probably defamatory speech about the new doctor. 


‘Sorry, I must get back.’ She turned towards the
till. ‘I’ve Left the children on their own in the house.’ She could hear Eirlys
tutting as she grabbed the milk and strode out into the street. 


Half an hour later Megan looked very different. She’d
changed into the black cashmere suit she’d had made on a recent visit to Hong
Kong, a cream silk blouse and a pair of Italian leather pumps. Her eyes were
outlined with kohl and her hair was caught up in a tortoiseshell clasp. The
only incongruous element in this very business-like ensemble was the
mother-of-pearl stud in her nose. She could have left it out but she chose not
to. It was like a barometer. She could tell so much from the look people gave
her when they first noticed. And she got a particular kick from flashing it at
middle-aged policemen. 


She wondered how many female officers would be
invited to the seminar she was about to give. Things had definitely improved in
the five years she’d been working with the police, but there were still very
few women in senior positions. Knowing what an incredible juggling act her
sister was having to perform to hold down a full-time job at the newspaper she
could understand why. She was pretty certain she’d never have got to her own
position as head of a university department if she’d had children. Unlike Ceri,
though, she hadn’t had that choice. 


As she climbed the hill in her red Peugeot
convertible she thought of Patrick and his new baby. She’d told him early on that
the chances of her conceiving were off the scale but he’d said it didn’t
matter. She grunted. It had been the same with Anthony. She switched gear and
tried to concentrate on the talk she was about to give. She definitely needed a
holiday - from work and men. 


*


As Lili Jonas was taking off her blood-spattered
overalls the telephone rang. 


‘Hi babe!’ It was Mick’s voice. ‘Got a relative out
in reception. Wants to see the old biddy who croaked last night. Will you give
me a bell when she’s ready?’ 


‘Okay Mick.’ She replaced the receiver, jabbing the
middle finger of her right hand in the air as she did so. She hated Mick’s
over-familiarity. He was a worse gossip than any woman in the hospital and he
knew far too much about her. My God, she thought, as she lifted Violet
Mary Hetherington onto a trolley, I wouldn’t shag him if he was the last man
on earth! 


In the viewing room Lili prepared the body as
sensitively as she could. Only one set of lights on to give about as much
illumination as candles might. She adjusted the fake flowers in their vase on
the shelf and then went to open the curtained door that led to the reception
area of the casualty department. 


Two people were waiting to come inside. There was an
elderly woman with wisps of white, curly hair protruding from a tweed beret.
She walked with a stick but a tall man was holding her arm for added support.
He was half her age with close-cropped sandy-coloured hair and tinted glasses.
Lili nodded a silent greeting to him and stood aside to let them pass. 


A few minutes later he came to find her. ‘I hope you
don’t mind me wandering in, Lili.’ His voice reminded her of someone from the
cast of a TV soap. He’d taken off his jacket and she could see the dog collar
peeping over the top of his sweater. ‘There’s something I wanted to ask you.’ 


She looked at him. Behind the brown-tinted lenses
his eyes were full of concern. She hoped that Father Hawksley hadn’t heard the
gossip. Hoped he wasn’t here to offer salvation for her wicked ways. 


‘I’m trying to find out if one of my parishioners is
here in the hospital,’ he said. ‘Her name’s Janine Powell. I’d like to visit
her, but I don’t know which ward she’s in.’ 


Lili breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I’ll get one of the
porters to find out for you,’ she said. It occurred to her that he could easily
have found out by asking at the main desk. He was well known to most of the
hospital staff - so why ask her? She picked up the telephone. Perhaps he was
just lazy. Even priests must have their little vices.


*


‘On behalf of Dyfed-Powys Police, I’d like to
welcome you all to our conference on Sex Offenders.’ Detective Superintendent
Arwyn Barry was older than he sounded on the phone. By the look of his red,
rather bulbous nose and the thread veins marking his cheeks he was a man who
liked his drink. 


‘As I’m sure you all know, the Dyfed-Powys area has
a higher concentration of sex offenders per head of population than any other
part of Britain.’ He leaned his forearms on the lectern, the buttons of his
uniform straining slightly over a considerable paunch. ‘Part of the reason for
holding this conference is to examine the reasons why that is. ‘ 


He scanned the faces of the police officers, social
workers and probation offers that made up the audience in the conference room
at the Llety Parc hotel. As Megan had suspected, only a couple of those in
uniform were women. 


‘Dr Megan Rhys has considerable experience of
dealing with sex offenders.’ He paused, turning his eyes to her. They were very
blue and had a disarming twinkle that made her want to smile. ‘She’s Head of
the Department of Investigative Psychology at Birmingham’s Heartland University
and she’s interviewed rapists, paedophiles and murderers at all the maximum
security prisons in the UK. She’s also been actively involved in several
investigations where sex crimes are involved.’ He turned back to the audience,
raising his eyebrows. ‘So without further ado, let me hand you over to Dr Megan
Rhys. ‘ 


There was a ripple of polite applause as Megan rose
to her feet. Her usual tactic at such events was to break the ice with some
anecdote that would make the audience laugh; get them on her side. It seemed to
work particularly well with policemen, many of whom treated her with outright
hostility unless she established some sort of common ground from the word go.
But this was a tricky set of people; the social workers might well take offence
at the kind of thing the police would find amusing. She decided the best policy
was to play it absolutely straight. 


She needn’t have worried. The stories of her
encounters with some of the most depraved individuals in British legal history
had them all on the edge of their seats. As she was drawing out the principles
she had learned from the many hours spent probing prisoners’ minds she caught
sight of a familiar face at the back of the room. It was Jonathan Andrews, the
forensic dentist from Cardiff. He must be the next speaker. 


When the talk was over she was desperate for a
coffee but was immediately surrounded by eager members of the audience who wanted
to know more about particular cases she’d mentioned. She hoped DS Barry would
come to her rescue but he was nowhere to be seen. Just when she thought she’d
dealt with the last person the two uniformed policewomen moved towards her,
cups and biscuits in their hands. But before they reached her she heard someone
call her name. 


‘Megan! You must be gasping!’ It was Jonathan
Andrews. 


He beamed as he set a cup of black coffee and a
plate of biscuits on the table in front of her. ‘You don’t take milk or sugar,
do you?’ 


‘Fancy you remembering!’ Megan shot him a grateful
smile. ‘It must be, what, two years?’ 


‘At least.’ He pulled up a chair and sat down beside
her. 


From the corner of her eye she saw the policewomen
drift away. ‘It was Glasgow, wasn’t it?’ 


She nodded. They had met at several conferences over
the past few years. Jonathan was the UK’s leading expert in forensic dentistry,
and had a CV almost as grim as her own. He’d been involved in the
identification of bodies in Maudsley Street - scene of the worst child-murder
case in British legal history - and, more recently, had helped the police track
down a rapist from the bite mark be left on his victim’s body. 


Jonathan leaned towards her, a conspiratorial look
on his face. ‘I didn’t realise you’d interviewed Diane Blackman.’ 


As they compared notes about the murderess both of
them had puzzled over at different stages in the Maudsley Street case, Megan
noticed how much leaner in the face Jonathan had become. He’d always been on
the stocky side, but, glancing at the upper half of his body, she could see
that now there was hardly an ounce of spare flesh on him. She wondered what lay
behind this transformation. He looked well. His face was tanned and his hazel
eyes were animated. His dark brown hair had threads of grey at the temples but
was as thick and wavy as ever. She’d never been sure of his exact age, but she
guessed he was no more than ten years older than she was. 


They were together again at lunch, this time with DS
Barry sitting between them. Megan had been itching to ask about the body found
in Borth Bog, but to her surprise the policeman brought it up first. 


‘Got a fascinating case on at the moment,’ he said,
wiping tomato soup from the comer of his mouth with a crisp linen napkin. ‘Fascinating,
but bloody frustrating it is, too.’ He explained the problem he’d had with Griff
Abdulla, to whom he referred as ‘Griff Bones’. 


‘Griff Bones?’ Jonathan repeated, the skin at the
corners of his eyes creasing into lines of amused puzzlement. ‘Do you call him
that because he’s an archaeologist?’ 


DS Barry gave a throaty laugh. ‘No, it’s not that.
He’s hellish odd, is young Griff. When he was a boy he used to wander the lanes
between here and Borth looking for roadkill. Picked him up a few times with a
big sack on his back. Turned out he’d got a fox or a badger or some such in
there.’ He broke open a second bread roll and smeared a dollop of butter across
each half. ‘He’d get a big saucepan and boil them up. Gave the meat to the cats
at his old man’s place - only wanted the skeletons, see.’ 


Megan frowned. The description made her think of
Denis Nilsen, the mass murderer who had rendered down the body parts of his
victims in a large copper jam-making pan - a pan that he’d subsequently taken
to the office party to use as a punchbowl. 


‘The problem,’ DS Barry was saying, ‘is that we don’t
know for sure that this body is ancient. Griff Bones wants it carbon dated, and
that’s going to take the best part of a week.’ He dipped his bread into the
soup, a glob of butter sliding off to make an oily slick on the surface. ‘And
if it turns out not to be old...’ 


‘That puts you well behind in a possible murder
inquiry.’ Jonathan finished the sentence for him.


‘Exactly.’ 


‘Hmm.’ Jonathan was staring out of the window now, gazing
into the distance, beyond the rows of cars to the sheep-dotted hills that
surrounded the hotel. ‘You could always do a CAT scan, you know. ‘ 


DS Barry looked up. ‘Forgive my ignorance, Jonathan,
but how would that help?’ 


Megan was intrigued. Something she’d read in a
textbook on forensic pathology jumped into her head. ‘Fillings?’


Jonathan smiled and DS Barry’s wiry eyebrows jumped.
‘Oh, I see! If there are fillings, it can’t be old!’ 


‘No more than about seventy years. And it can be
done without laying a finger on the body, so your archaeologist should be
happy.’ Jonathan cocked his head to one side. ‘Wouldn’t tell him until after
the event, mind.’ 


Barry nodded slowly. ‘I’ll get onto the hospital
now. Would the two of you like to take a look at our friend from the bog?’ 


Jonathan winked at Megan. ‘What do you think? Before
dessert, or after?’ 


 











Chapter 6


 


Ceri was pleased with the article in the West Wales
News. It was the lead story and it carried her byline - not bad, she thought, for
someone who’d only been working at the paper for a couple of weeks. 


She arrived at the office ten minutes late but Trudy
Morgan was in a good mood and didn’t seem to notice. Her spiky hair had been
coloured with a copper tint and her pale eyelashes were coated in blue mascara.
The combination of colours was startling, but as Ceri had quickly come to
realise, everything about Trudy was larger than life. This included her
jewellery. A pair of amber earrings the size of plums quivered as she looked up
from her notebook. 


‘Got a nice little job for you this morning, Ceri,’
she said. ‘Get yourself down to the archaeologist’s place. I’ve been on the
phone to him and okayed it. We’ll get Rob over to him later for some photos. ‘
She raised a cup of coffee to her lips and grinned at Ceri through the steamy
trails that wreathed her wide, freckled face. ‘I want a big feature for
Thursday. Think you’re up to it?’ Trudy didn’t wait for an answer. ‘According
to the cop shop it’ll be a while before they know if the body’s old or not, so
let’s milk it for all it’s worth in the meantime, eh? Lots of stuff on life and
death in Iron Age Borth; what he might have done to end up with his bits cut
off - that kind of thing. ‘ 


Ceri nodded, scribbling notes as she spoke. The
annoyance caused by Trudy’s patronising manner had been displaced by a tingling
in her stomach at the thought of seeing Griff Abdulla again. He was the first
fanciable man she’d laid eyes on since leaving Wolverhampton. Their brief
encounter had given her a sudden, unexpected lift; the realisation that there
were still men out there. Attractive, interesting men. Last night she’d found
herself dreaming about him. Best dream she’d had in ages.


*


Zahur Abdulla ushered the three visitors into the
mortuary. Megan was first through the swing doors. She saw a tall, large-boned
woman bending over the sink in the corner of the room. The woman looked up at
the sound of the door opening. Her short blonde hair had a good inch of dark
roots showing through. She had the sallow skin of someone who lives on chips
and burgers and although she looked around thirty, Megan guessed she was
probably younger. She had a snub nose and thin lips coated with dark red lip
gloss. Her slightly bulbous green eyes were edged with black eye-liner, which,
together with her dark eyebrows gave her a very intense look. 


‘This is Lili, my assistant.’ Dr Abdulla’s moustache
twitched as he smiled at the woman. Megan noticed that she didn’t smile back. ‘Lili,
this is Dr Megan Rhys and Dr Jonathan Andrews. DS Barry wants them to see the
Bog Body.’ 


Megan thought he sounded flustered. Arwyn Barry had
explained that this man was the father of the archaeologist who had discovered
the body. No doubt he felt he was caught between two stools. 


Lili went out into the corridor to fetch the body
from the fridge and Zahur Abdulla followed. DS Barry started asking Jonathan
about the CAT scan on the teeth and as they chatted, Megan watched the
pathologist and his assistant through the not-quite-closed swing doors. As Lili
bent over to unlock the fridge Abdulla’s hand brushed her buttocks. It was the
briefest of movements but Megan knew she hadn’t been mistaken. When Lili
straightened up she gave her boss the kind of intimate look that lovers
exchange. 


As they walked back into the mortuary behind the
trolley bearing the Bog Body, Megan noticed the Mona Lisa smile on Lili’s lips.
Although she wasn’t pretty in the conventional sense, there was a look of
supreme confidence in her eyes. She towered over her boss and Megan guessed
there must be at least thirty years’ difference in their ages. What was in it
for her, Megan wondered? 


They all gathered around the trolley as Lili removed
the lid from the plastic container. Megan breathed in sharply when the woman
lifted the head clear of the muddy water. The faces of all the dead men and
women she had seen were stored in a dark corner of her memory that she tried
not to visit. But never had she seen a face like this. 


‘My God, what the hell happened to him?’ Jonathan
echoed her thoughts. Like her, he was staring at the leathery face surrounded
by fiery hair. At the empty pouches where the eyes should have been. At the
contorted mouth and the lines of terror etched into the forehead. 


‘Wait till you see the rest of him!’ DS Barry grimaced.



As Lili Jonas held the head, Zahur Abdulla slipped
his gloved hands under the trunk and lifted it. Megan and Jonathan stared at
the torn flesh around the corpse’s groin. 


‘I think the CAT scan is a good idea, Jonathan.’ It
was the pathologist who broke the silence. ‘It would be easy enough to part the
lips and pass an endoscope into the oral cavity to inspect the teeth, but that
would be invasive. I think my son and his colleagues would prefer that the body
wasn’t interfered with in any way. ‘ 


‘Of course,’ Jonathan looked up from the body. ‘That’s
the beauty of CATs. We’ve used them on mummies in the British Museum – you can
age and sex a three thousand year old corpse without even opening the
sarcophagus.’ His eyebrows lifted and his mouth slid into an expansive smile. ‘Amazing,
eh?’ 


‘Yes,’ the pathologist smiled back. ‘Amazing.’ Megan
noticed that the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. 


*


Ceri followed the long drive from the main road to
Cors Fochno Farm. She could see a large stone house with stables off to the
left but she drove past it. She was looking for a converted barn. It appeared
that Griff Abdulla was extremely well-heeled. She hadn’t realised that his
father owned most of the land between Borth Bog and the northern edge of the
village. 


As the drive narrowed she caught sight of three
buildings in the distance. They were all barns in various states of repair. One
had scaffolding round it and another had part of a wall missing. She stopped
the car and got out, walking towards the furthest of the three. She could see
something white sticking out from the wall above the front door. It was a cow’s
skull, its horns casting a tangled shadow on the weathered stone. The bleached
remains of more animals were mounted on pieces of driftwood in the small front
garden. There was some sort of seabird, its skull and beak pointing like an
arrowhead at the sky. And what was that? A pig, perhaps, or a dog? As she ran
her finger along the pale, curved snout she heard the door open. 


‘Hello, Ceri.’ 


She felt herself blushing. He looked even more
gorgeous than she remembered, his hair hanging loose over his shoulders with a
slightly tousled, just-out-of-bed look. He was wearing a pale blue denim
collarless shirt and chinos. His feet were bare. 


‘Would you like a cup of tea? Earl Grey okay?’ He
smiled, revealing teeth as white as the bleached bones in his garden. She
followed him over the threshold and was immediately assailed by a strange aroma
that she couldn’t place. It was a musky, animal smell and it reminded her of
the chamois leathers her father used to wash his car with. She glanced around
the large, open-plan room, wondering where it was coming from. 


As Griff busied himself in the kitchen section of
the bam she noticed the curious array of objects on the walls and shelves. As
well as the many animal skulls and complete skeletons, there was a mannequin in
a corner of the room with an elaborate jacket draped over it. The fabric was
black silk edged with white lace at the cuffs. The base was decorated with jet
beads. It was tiny; certainly not designed for an adult to wear. To the left of
the chimney-breast was another object that intrigued her; a miniature ladder,
about four feet long, with elaborately carved ends. She wondered what it could
be for. 


‘I expect you’re wondering about the smell?’ He was
beside her with a tray bearing china cups and saucers and a teapot. Setting it
down he said: ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’ He led her into a small room with bare
plaster walls. Now the smell was almost overpowering. Covering every available
surface were animal skins, stretched out on wooden frames. 


‘What are they?’ Ceri coughed as the pungent scent
caught her throat. 


‘Rabbits,’ he said, watching her face. ‘I shoot
them.’ 


‘Oh? Really?’ Uncomfortable under his gaze, she
reached out to touch one of the pelts. 


‘I’m going to make them into a throw for the bed.’
His lips parted in a disarming smile. ‘The smell goes after a few weeks. It’s
no different from wearing a fur coat.’ 


She nodded slowly. Just because he was carrying out
the whole process himself didn’t make it wrong. He led her back into the living
room and sat down beside her on a leather sofa strewn with fur-covered cushions
the same colour as the curing pelts. She leaned back, sipping her tea, cocooned
in their soft warmth. 


‘I suppose you want to ask me about the body?’ 


She looked at him. There was something about the way
he said it. Something that made him sound as if he’d rather be talking about
something else. Was he coming on to her? Reaching into her bag for her notebook
she felt a surge of adrenalin. What if he was? Megan’s face flashed into her
mind. A worried face.  It’s too soon. You’re not ready for another
relationship. Ceri took a deep breath. Banished her sister’s image. It felt
good, having an attractive man flirt with her. And she had seen nothing in this
house to suggest a woman’s presence. So why not? With a delicious sense of
anticipation, she wrote his name and the date at the top of a blank page. 


*


Lili Jonas went to the door in answer to the buzzer.
A white-coated technician handed her a set of CAT scan images, which she took
to the eager group waiting in the mortuary. Zahur Abdulla laid them out on the
metal worktop by the sink. Megan was not sure what the fillings, if there were
any, would look like in the multi-coloured images, so she watched Jonathan’s
face as he studied them. She saw the lines on his forehead deepen as he reached
the last of the batch. 


‘Nothing?’ Zahur Abdulla was looking at him for
confirmation. 


Jonathan shook his head. ‘Certainly no fillings.’ He
rubbed the small scar under his bottom lip. ‘But it’s not conclusive.’ 


DS Barry frowned. ‘Why not? You said...’ 


‘I know,’ Jonathan cut in. ‘But there are only five
teeth in the guy’s mouth. None of them are molars, which are the most likely
ones to be filled. If he’d had a full set of teeth it’d be different - but I’d
say there isn’t enough evidence to be certain that this is an ancient body. ‘ 


‘Why do you think he’s got so few teeth?’ Megan
peered at the dots of colour as Jonathan pointed them out. 


‘Could be a number of things,’ he replied. ‘You said
he had an injury to the back of the skull?’ He looked at OS Barry, who nodded. ‘Well,
some of the teeth could have been knocked out in a violent assault. Or if he
had a poor diet he could have lost teeth that way.’ 


‘Hmm. ‘ Arwyn Barry leaned back against the worktop,
his arms folded. ‘Would that suggest it was an ancient body?’


‘Not necessarily, no.’ Jonathan shrugged. ‘It could
be someone sleeping rough. I mean, look at his hair, the length of his beard.
He could easily be a tramp, couldn’t he?’ 


Before DS Barry could respond there was a loud bang
and the swing doors flew open. A grey-haired woman in a mauve suit and black
leather boots marched into the room, her eyes flashing. 


‘Dr Abdulla!’ She had the kind of voice that could
summon a lifeboat in a force nine gale. She stood in front of the pathologist,
her hands on her hips. ‘Could you please explain what’s going on here?’ 


‘I...er ... this is DS Barry,’ Abdulla fiddled with
the red bow tie at his neck. ‘And this is Dr Jonathan Andrews, the forensic
dentistry expert from Cardiff.’ He made no attempt to introduce Megan, so she
did it herself, holding out her hand to the woman. 


‘A forensic psychologist?’ The woman repeated the
words with a look of incredulity. Then she spotted the images on the worktop. 


‘Who is she?’ Jonathan hissed to the pathologist as
she bent over the pictures. 


‘It’s Professor Annette Lee - she’s my son’s boss at
the university. ‘


‘Who did this?’ The professor wheeled round, glaring
at them like someone from the Spanish Inquisition. ‘Who is responsible for
these remains being interfered with?’ 


Megan glanced at the pathologist. Both he and DS
Barry looked completely cowed by the woman. Megan couldn’t help but admire her.



Jonathan stepped forward, a hundred-watt smile on
his face. ‘Professor, please let me explain - there’s no harm done, honestly.’
As he went through the procedure and the reasons why it had been done, Megan
watched the woman’s expression soften. Five minutes later they were chatting
about some archaeological dig of hers that he’d visited as a student. By this
time she was actually laughing. What an operator, Megan thought, a wry smile on
her face.


*


‘He’s probably quite an old man.’ Griff  poured a
second cup of tea for Ceri. ‘As I said before, the reason his hair is that
bright orange colour is because of the peat at the bottom of the pool. The
pigments in peat stain keratinous tissue orange or brown. You’d see it in the
fingernails too if they hadn’t been covered in mud.’ 


‘How do you think he might have died?’ Ceri
scribbled notes as she spoke. ‘I mean, the state the body was in - didn’t ‘t
look like an accident, did it?’ 


‘It’s hard to say.’ He stroked the dark stubble on
his jaw. ‘When I pulled him out he was on his front and I could see there was
some sort of injury to the back of his head.’ 


‘Like he’d been bludgeoned or something?’ 


‘Yes.’ Griff’s eyes narrowed. He was staring at a
long, thin bone propped against the fireplace like a poker. ‘But the mutilation
of the genitals suggests there could have been some sort of supernatural
element involved.’ 


‘Supernatural?’ Ceri stopped writing and looked up.


‘There was a belief around in Roman times that if
you possessed part of the body of a murder victim you could harness the power
of his soul.’ There was a far-away look in Griff ‘s eyes. ‘Have you heard of
the biblical character, Simon Magus?’ 


Ceri frowned for a second then nodded. ‘Wasn’t he
around at the same time as Jesus?’ 


‘Yes. The thing is a magus was a person who used
occult knowledge to perform feats that ordinary people would class as a
miracle. Owning the body part of a murder victim was considered the ultimate
passport to high magic. Some say that’s how Jesus himself was able to perform
miracles; that he stole the head of John the Baptist, and that’s where he got
his power.’ 


Ceri stared at him open-mouthed. ‘God, that’s really
bizarre! D’you think it could be true?’ 


Griff shrugged. ‘No idea. Can’t be proved one way or
another, but that sort of thing definitely went on at the time Jesus was
around.’ 


‘And you think the Bog Body could be an example of
it?’ 


‘Could be,’ Griff replied. ‘But there are other
possibilities. ‘ 


‘Such as?’ 


‘Such as the death being a straightforward
punishment. The Romans record burial in a bog as being a penalty for cowardice
in battle and other serious crimes. The offender would be strapped to a kind of
wicker platform - very similar to what I found on top of the body in the pool -
and that would be dropped into the bog, with him on the underside, so he was
unable to get himself out. From the descriptions I’ve read, other members of
the tribe would jump onto the platform so their weight would push him under and
drown him.’ 


Ceri thought of the black, mud-caked panel she’d
seen lying at the side of the pool. It had been at least ten feet square. The
idea of being trapped under something like that made her shudder. 


‘That’s where the word ‘bogeyman’ comes from.’ Griff
leaned back, stroking the fur of the cushion beside him with long, brown
fingers. ‘The word ‘bog’ is very close to the Welsh word bwgan, meaning
a ghost or mischievous spirit. There’s a theory that if peat bogs were the site
of executions, people came to associate them with evil manifestations - hence
the word bogeyman.’ 


Ceri wrote all this down, wondering if Trudy would
let her have a centre-spread for the article. There was certainly enough
material. She glanced at her watch, realising with a shock that she’d been with
this man for the best part of two hours. 


‘I’m sorry - I’m going to have to get back to the
office.’ Her eyes lingered on his fingers as they glided over the soft fur a
few inches from her left thigh. ‘You’ve got so many fascinating things here - I’d
love to ask you about them.’ She shot him a quick glance, hoping that she didn’t
sound too desperate. 


‘Come for supper, then.’ He said the words in a
deadpan voice, looking straight back at her with unblinking eyes. It was
impossible to read them. 


‘Oh, are you sure?’ She felt herself blushing again.
‘That would be awesome.’ 


Ceri sang along to the radio as she drove back along
the winding track. She knew what Megan would say when she heard about the
supper invitation but she didn’t care. Since leaving Wolverhampton she’d been
running on empty, worn down by the sheer effort of putting on a brave face for
the children. Now that dull, heavy feeling had lifted. For the first time in
months she felt alive. 


As she passed the stables attached to Cors Fochno
Farm she caught sight of a young girl in school uniform. She was heading in the
direction of the barns. As the car drew level with her Ceri glimpsed a pale,
waif-like beauty with long blonde hair that tossed in the breeze. She had large
blue eyes. Troubled eyes, Ceri thought. Was this some teenage relative of Griff’s?
A sister perhaps? Given her colouring it seemed unlikely. She glanced in the
rear-view mirror. The girl had stopped. She was standing in the middle of the
drive, staring at Ceri’s car. Even from a distance there was no mistaking her
expression. It was a look of hard, cold, anger. 


*


‘Hello, baby.’ Griff put out his hand and stroked
Alice’s hair. 


The girl looked at him, her face expressionless. ‘Who
was the woman?’ 


Griff frowned. ‘What woman?’ 


‘The woman in the yellow car.’ A tiny frown line had
appeared between the girl’s pale eyebrows . 


‘Oh, just some muppet from the paper,’ he shrugged. ‘Wanted
an interview about the body. Would you like a chocolate milkshake?’ 


By the time Griff had mixed the drink, Alice was
naked, her school uniform lying in an untidy heap on the leather sofa. She
walked across the room, taking the black silk jacket from the mannequin and
putting it on. It was a tight fit and it only just covered her bottom. She was
struggling with the tiny jet buttons when Griff brought her the milkshake. 


‘Here.’ He held the glass up to her mouth and she
drank it down. When he pulled it away there was an arc of pale brown froth on
her top lip. He bent forward and licked it off. Then, taking her in his arms,
he carried her up the stairs. 


‘Lie very, very still, baby, and close your eyes,’
he whispered as he laid her down on the huge, canopied bed. He took off his own
clothes and drew the thick black drapes that curtained the bed on all four
sides. He slid between them into the muffled gloom. She lay, still and pale,
like Snow White in the glass coffin. He watched her for a good five minutes
before she blinked. 


‘Don’t move.’ His voice had lost its softness now
and he was breathing heavily. ‘You’re my baby, Alice. My beautiful dead baby.’


 











Chapter 7


 


Annette Lee was studying the face of the man pulled
from Borth Bog. 


‘You’re quite sure he wasn’t touched at all during
the CAT scan procedure?’ She glanced at Zahur Abdulla, who shook his head.
Megan noticed how the carefully arranged strands of black hair had slipped
forward. Beads of perspiration glistened on the pathologist’s bald patch. She
wondered if it was Professor Lee’s accusations or the touching up of his
assistant that had brought him out in such a sweat. 


‘I would have expected more distortion of the
features.’ Annette Lee circled the body slowly, bending her head this way and
that to examine the leathery face from every possible angle. ‘The nose has been
pushed to one side, but the face doesn’t look nearly as squashed as other bog
bodies.’ She appeared to be talking to herself rather than to the others in the
room. 


‘Does that suggest it might not be very ancient?’ It
was Megan who asked the question, and in the long silence that followed she
wondered if the professor had heard, or whether she simply deemed her unworthy
of a reply. Still staring at the head, Annette Lee made a throaty sound that
was halfway between a chuckle and a snort. 


‘Without examining the skull it’s hard to say. If it’s
Iron Age, like Lindow Man, I’d expect the bone to be soft and pliable, because
over hundreds of years the acid in the peat would decalcify it. But this one
looks to be a lot more rigid.’ 


Megan frowned. ‘So what’s the minimum time it could
have been lying in the pool?’ 


Annette Lee stared at her with grey, button eyes. ‘If
I knew that, my dear, I wouldn’t be asking my staff to carry out experiments
with dead pigs!’ 


Megan refused to be put off by the tone in which
this was said. Don’t you talk to me like one of your undergraduates, she
thought. She stared back, unblinking, and said: ‘That’s you’re your colleague
was doing, wasn’t it, when he found the body?’ 


‘He was, yes.’ Professor Lee paused and took a
breath, scanning the faces in the room as if she was about to give a lecture. ‘By
depositing the body parts of pigs in the bog and leaving them for varying
lengths of time we’re trying to estimate how long it takes for the tanning
process to work. Unfortunately the research isn’t at an advanced enough stage
for us to have reached any firm conclusions.’ 


‘But surely you must be able to give a ballpark
figure,’ Megan persisted. ‘I mean, does this kind of discolouration of the skin
and hair take more than, say, fifty years? Or less than ten?’ 


‘I really couldn’t say.’ The woman was looking
slightly less self-assured. Megan could see red blotches on her neck above the
collar of her blouse. ‘It would have to be more than a year - that’s all I
could predict with any real certainty.’ 


‘Really?’ DS Barry took a step forward. 


‘But that doesn’t mean you can go ahead with a
post-mortem!’ Professor Lee squared up to him. Her head only reached his
shoulder, but her eyes blazed defiance. ‘I want a C-14 test done immediately. I
suggest extracting a small bone from one of the feet. It’s a crying shame, but
there’s no other way of dating him accurately.’ With a loud, rather theatrical
sigh she turned on the heel of her shiny black boot and marched out of the
room. 


*


DS Barry drove Jonathan and Megan back to the Llety
Parc hotel. There were groups of police officers sitting at tables outside,
beers in their hands. Barry ambled towards one of the tables, waving at the
others to join him. 


‘Do you fancy a drink?’ Jonathan glanced at his
watch. ‘It’s a couple of hours until dinner.’ 


‘Oh,’ Megan had been looking in her bag for her car
keys, ‘actually, I’m not staying for dinner.’ 


‘Aren’t you?’ He looked disappointed. ‘Have you got
to get back to Birmingham?’ 


She explained about staying on in Borth for a
holiday. ‘What about you? Are you heading back to Cardiff tomorrow?’ 


‘No - I’ve brought my windsurfer with me.’ He
grinned tapping the scar on his chin. ‘I’m pretty useless at it - in the water
more than on the board - but I guess I’m a bit of a masochist! ‘ 


So this was the reason for the slim, toned body. ‘When
did you take that up?’ 


Jonathan glanced at the gum-pocked tarmac beneath
his feet. ‘Just after my divorce.’ He looked up and Megan could see the strain
in his smile. 


‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she began, ‘I didn’t...’ 


‘It’s okay.’ He waved away her concern. ‘It’s been
eighteen months. Ancient history!’ He shrugged and the amiable grin returned. ‘Tell
you what,’ he said. ‘Let’s go for a quick one anyway, shall we? I think we
deserve it after this afternoon’s little detour!’ 


Megan nodded. ‘Go on then - only a small one, mind.’
She cocked her head at the policemen at the nearest table. ‘Wouldn’t do to be
over the limit in a place like this, would it?’


*


Lili Jonas was cleaning the fridges that the
undertakers had emptied. It was her last job of the day and the work was always
done with a sense of anticipation. It was one of the things she liked about the
job, never knowing what would be waiting for her when she arrived the next
morning. There wasn’t much to do this afternoon, she thought, as she loaded
bottles of cleaning fluid onto a trolley. Only four compartments used so far
this week - and one of them was still occupied. 


She frowned at the thought of the Bog Body lying in
grand isolation in its plastic coffin. How long was it going to stay there? That
bossy bitch from the university had said it would be at least Friday before
anything could be decided. It wasn’t right, she thought, leaving something like
that in a fridge for the best part of a week. It gave her the creeps. Ty had
laughed when she told him. He thought working with the dead would have made her
immune to anything like that. He knew about the little book she kept; the locks
of hair that she held as talismans against the displeasure of the souls whose
bodies she had desecrated. He knew, but he didn’t understand. There was only
one person who really understood, and that was Griff. 


She leaned into fridge number three and started
scrubbing at the spots of dried blood that had dribbled out of Violet Mary
Hetherington’s mouth when she was brought down from Afon Leri ward. Suddenly
there was a hand on her leg. She whipped her head round, bumping it on the side
of the fridge. 


‘Fuck off Mick!’ Catching sight of the porter she
kicked out with her other leg. 


‘Jesus!’ Mick Stubbs doubled up in pain. The heel of
her shoe had caught him in the groin. 


‘Serves you right, you bastard,’ Lili hissed,
scrambling out of the fridge. She stared at him through narrowed eyes. ‘Now get
the fuck out of here before I call the boss and get you sacked!’  


‘What’s going on?’ The door at the end of the
corridor was open. Standing on the threshold was Derek, one of the other
porters. ‘I heard shouting.’ He walked towards them, staring at Mick through
thick, black-framed glasses. Then he turned to Lili. ‘You all right, love?’ 


‘Yeah, I’m fine - no worries.’ Lili smoothed down
the fabric of her overalls where it had ridden up her thighs.


‘You sure?’ Derek looked from Lili to Mick, his expression
changing to one of ill-disguised contempt. 


Lili nodded. ‘Mick was just giving me a hand with
the trolley and I accidentally bashed into him, didn’t I?’ 


‘That’s right.’ Mick stared back at his colleague,
an insolent smile turning up the left side of his mouth. ‘She’s really
dangerous, this one.’


*


Three floors above the hospital mortuary Father
Hawksley was holding the hand of the woman lying in the bed. 


‘Janine,’ he whispered, ‘can you hear me?’ 


She had only been coming to his church for a short
time but he felt she was one of those most in need of his help. The
congregation at St Mary of the Fathoms consisted mainly of elderly people who
came to the services out of loneliness. He didn’t hold that against them; he
knew from bitter experience what a long day Sunday could be when there was no one
to share it with. But he longed to do more than simply comfort the bereaved. He
wanted to change lives - that was the reason he’d entered the priesthood. 


‘Father?’ The woman opened her eyes. ‘Is it you?’ 


Her lids were heavy; she was still under the
influence of the drug they had given her. 


‘Yes, Janine, it’s me.’ He squeezed her hand,
careful to avoid the ragged, dark red lines that stood out from her wrist like
a broken bracelet. ‘How are you feeling?’ 


‘Oh...’ She tried to lift her head, but it sank back
onto the pillow. 


‘Don’t try to sit up.’ He gave her a worried smile. ‘Do
you want to tell me about it?’ 


She shook her head and a tear squeezed out of the
comer of one eye. ‘Tell the nurses,’ she croaked, ‘that it’s spiritual, not
medical.’ She looked at him with pleading eyes. ‘Don’t let them send me to Goronwy,
will you?’ 


Father Hawksley shook his head. Goronwy was the
psychiatric ward. He’d only been there once and that had been once too often. 


‘I know it’s an evil spirit.’ Janine Powell bit her
lip and stared at the ceiling. ‘And now it’s after my Alice as well.’


*


It was still warm outside when Lili left the
hospital. In the cold, dark interior of the mortuary she always had to wear a
couple of layers, but as she stepped into the bright September sunshine she
peeled off her cardigan, revealing a black belly top with spaghetti straps. 


She drove to the barn on automatic pilot, thinking
about the lock of hair in her handbag. She wanted to get it out of there and
into its proper place as fast as she could. It was as if the bag itself would
become tainted if she left it inside for too long. 


She’d been back for a matter of minutes when she
remembered her mobile. She’d left it in her locker when she changed out of her
overalls and had forgotten to put it back into her handbag. Swearing under her
breath, she marched back to the car. She couldn’t do without the phone
overnight - not here. 


Back at the hospital she let herself into the
mortuary by the door the undertakers used. It was a shortcut she often took,
saving her the bother of going all the way round to the foyer and through
reception. As she hurried towards the cloakroom she heard a noise. She blinked
as her eyes adjusted to the light. There was someone standing by the fridges.
Someone in a hooded top with a rucksack beside them on the floor. And one of the
fridge doors was open. 


‘Hey!’ Lili stood still, her hands on her hips. The
figure spun round and before she could utter another word she was rugby-tackled
to the ground. She landed chest-down, her face pushed sideways and her arms
pinioned by a pair of bony knees. There was a hand over her mouth and as she
struggled to move she could feel her hair being pulled back. In desperation she
bit into the fleshy part of the hand as hard she could. 


‘Bitch! Fucking...stupid...fucking...bitch!’ With
each hissed word her head was rammed against the cold, hard lino. There was an
agonising pain in her temple. With her last ounce of strength she arched her
back in a vain attempt to break free. There was a sharp stabbing sensation as
teeth dug into the upper part of her arm. Her scream was muffled by the hand,
which was oozing blood into her mouth. The taste of it was the last thing she
sensed before blacking out. 


 











Chapter 8


 


Megan could tell from Ceri’s eyes that something had
happened. The dark shadows were still there, but the irises, identical to hers,
were shining like melted chocolate. 


‘Meg, would you do me a big favour?’ Ceri was
pulling Emily’s coat off with one hand while balancing Joe on her hip. 


‘That depends.’ Megan leaned back against the
dresser, folding her arms. 


‘Could you babysit tonight?’


‘Who is he, then?’ 


Ceri frowned, a blush spreading from her neck to her
cheeks. ‘What makes you think it’s a he?’ 


‘It’s written all over your face, stupid!’ Megan
shook her head and sighed. ‘Ceri, are you sure this is a good idea?’ The
expression on her sister’s face made her feel mean. It was like taking sweets
from an excited child. ‘All I’m trying to say,’ she went on, ‘is that it’s a
bit soon isn’t it? Are you sure you can handle dating again?’ 


‘I know what you’re thinking.’ Ceri stuck out her
chin, embarrassment turning to defiance. ‘I made one mistake - just one - in ten
years of marriage. Other people do that, don’t they? Far worse than that,
actually... ‘ she tailed off, her lip trembling. Turning her back on Megan she
ushered the children into the kitchen. 


With a heavy sigh Megan trailed after them. Ceri was
right, of course, but what she hadn’t mentioned was the public scandal that had
accompanied her affair. Most people didn’t have affairs with murder suspects;
didn’t have police officers raiding their bedrooms with the story splashed
across the local evening paper. All this had happened to her sister. Enough,
Megan thought, to put many women off men for life. But not Ceri. From the age
of fourteen she had never been without a boyfriend. Without a man she felt she
was only half a person; she’d said as much to Megan more than once - usually
while drowning her sorrows after being dumped. 


Later, when the children had been fed and the
sisters were alone in the kitchen, Ceri changed tack. ‘It’s not an actual date,
Meg,’ she said. ‘It’s just this article I’ve been asked to do for the paper. ‘ 


‘Oh?’ Megan gave her a sideways look. 


‘It’s with Griff Abdulla - you know, the
archaeologist who found the Bog Body. ‘ 


Megan said nothing, curious to hear how her sister
was going to dress this up as something it obviously wasn’t. 


‘It’s the first big feature they’ve asked me to do
and I want to get it right,’ she went on. ‘I was there this morning but I ran
out of time, so he very kindly said I could go back this evening.’ 


Megan acknowledged this with a slight movement of
her head. Still she said nothing. It was a strategy she often used with
prisoners. 


‘Actually, I can’t understand how anyone that
gorgeous and intelligent could be single,’ Ceri said, reaching for a cigarette.



There, Megan thought, she’s said it. The silent
treatment usually had this effect: made people say things they might have held
back if she’d played the part of the interrogator. ‘I suppose he does have some
odd hobbies, but…’ her sister trailed off, sucking on the filter as she lit up.



Megan frowned. ‘What kind of hobbies?’ 


‘Well,’ Ceri puffed, ‘he shoots rabbits and cures
the skins in his house. He’s making them into a throw for the bed.’


‘Hmm.’ Megan considered this. ‘A bit eccentric, but
it’s not a crime. ‘ 


‘Exactly,’ Ceri stuck out her chin, defiant again.


‘Anything else?’ 


‘Well,’ Ceri took another drag on her cigarette, ‘he
collects animal skeletons. He’s got a cow’s skull mounted above the front door.
That’s a bit weird, I suppose.’ 


‘Ah, I know about that, actually.’ Megan leaned back
in her chair. ‘The police told me this morning.’ 


‘The police!’ The cigarette smoke caught Ceri’s
throat and she started coughing. 


‘Don’t panic!’ Megan shook her head. ‘We were only
talking about him because he found the Bog Body. The guy in charge of the
investigation was talking to me at the conference. He said the guy’s been
collecting dead animals since he was a boy.’ She told Ceri about the nickname
the locals had given him. 


‘I suppose it’s a bit more interesting than the
things most people collect - you know, stamps, beer mats, that sort of thing.’
She stubbed out her cigarette and looked at Megan. ‘Does Patrick collect
anything?’ 


Megan felt her insides contract. Her sister had used
the present tense. She took a deep breath before answering. ‘I..er…we’re not
seeing each other any more.’ 


‘Oh!’ Ceri stared at her open-mouthed. ‘You didn’t
tell me.’ It was more of a question than a statement. 


‘I know. I’m sorry.’ Megan stared at the ancient
kitchen table, her finger tracing the grooves in the grain of the
honey-coloured pine. She had planned out exactly what she was going to say to
people: how Patrick had had to go back to Holland to sort out some family
business; how things had just fizzled out after so many weeks apart. But when
she opened her mouth to tell these lies the words wouldn’t come out. 


‘What happened?’ Ceri reached across the table and
took her sister’s hand. 


Megan swallowed hard, fighting the rush of emotion
this simple act of concern had triggered. ‘Do you remember me telling you about
a woman in Holland he was engaged to?’ 


‘The one he dumped when he met you?’ 


‘Except be didn’t.’ 


‘What?’ Ceri’s grip on Megan’s hand tightened. 


‘They had one last...’ Megan trailed off, a bitter
smile twisting the corners of her mouth. ‘For old times’ sake. And she got
pregnant. ‘ 


‘Oh, God!’ Ceri reached for another cigarette. ‘When
did you...I mean, how long since...’ 


‘I found out?’ Megan rolled her eyes. ‘It was a
couple of months ago. He emailed me yesterday to announce that he’s the proud
father of a baby girl.’ 


‘She’s had it?’ Ceri spluttered, ‘Already?’


Megan could see her working it out in her head. ‘Yep,’
she shrugged. ‘He went back to see her last Christmas. To tell her it was over.
‘ 


‘So all the time you were seeing him she was...’ 


Megan nodded, her lips pressed together. ‘She didn’t
tell him until she was six months’ gone - well, that’s what he told me,’ she
grunted. ‘Can you believe he actually tried to persuade me we could still be
together? That it wouldn’t make a difference?’ 


‘What did he say?’ 


‘Oh, you know, that he didn’t love her, that she’d
tricked him into it by getting him pissed and threatening to kill herself. ‘ 


‘Did you believe him?’ 


‘Sort of.’ Megan sighed, her head in her hands. ‘What
made it so ironic was that I’d told him before we even started sleeping
together that I couldn’t have kids, and he said it didn’t matter.  


‘Bastard!’ Ceri snorted. ‘God, he’s almost a carbon
copy of bloody Anthony!’ 


‘I know,’ Megan whispered, hardly trusting herself
to speak. Her ex-husband had, in fact, been marginally worse. He’d had a
long-running affair during which he’d apparently never used contraception. He’d
only had the guts to confess when his girlfriend got pregnant. 


‘So Patrick’s with this Dutch tart now, is he?’
There was a murderous expression in Ceri’s eyes. 


Megan nodded. ‘I think I knew deep down that
children were going to become an issue for us sooner or later. I remember when
we went to Dublin and met some of his relatives - there were two little boys,
his cousins, and he was playing football with them - afterwards he went all
quiet and sort of...wistful.’ She sighed. ‘He wouldn’t talk about it, but I
knew what he was thinking.’ Her eyes were prickling with tears but she blinked
them away. ‘It would never have worked.’ 


*


The mortuary was in darkness. Nobody had died in the
hospital in the last few hours. Not on the wards, at least. In Accident and
Emergency the receptionist and the triage nurse were chatting about where they
had been for their summer holidays, unaware that a few yards away lay the body
of their colleague, Lili Jonas. 


She lay where she had fallen, her head encircled by
a dark pool of congealing blood. If the trolley she had used while cleaning the
fridges a few hours earlier had still been in the corridor, her death might
have looked like an accident: she could have slipped, caught her head on a
sharp metal corner. But she was in the middle of the floor. Nothing close by to
have caused her any harm. Her handbag was on the floor beside her, its contents
spilled everywhere. Lipsticks, a comb, money, tampons. The minutiae of her life
emptied for all to see. But not yet. Not tonight.


*


Griff Abdulla was stirring a huge cast iron saucepan
filled with some kind of stew. 


‘That smells nice!’ Ceri was leaning against the
kitchen units, a glass of red wine in her hand. She was gasping for a cigarette
but she didn’t want him to know she was a smoker. Not yet, anyway. 


He turned the pan down to simmer and led her through
to the living room. 


‘So,’ he said, cocking his head to one side so that
his long black hair fell over one shoulder, ‘where do you want me to start?’ 


He was looking right into her eyes and for a split
second she felt like one of his rabbits, caught in the sights of a gun. ‘Er…’
She gave him a puzzled smile. 


‘With my stuff, I mean,’ he grinned. ‘You said you
wanted to ask me about it.’ 


‘Oh, yes.’ Ceri hoped she didn’t sound as flustered
as she felt. She walked over to the fireplace and pointed at the small,
intricately carved ladder mounted on the wall. ‘What’s this?’ 


‘Ah, that foxes a lot of people.’ He stepped across
the fireplace and lifted it from the hooks that held it in place. ‘Looks like a
ladder, but it’s actually a funeral bier.’ 


‘What, for putting dead bodies on, you mean?’ Ceri
stared at the wooden object, which Griff had propped against the sofa. It
couldn’t have been much more than four feet long and was only about two feet
wide. ‘It doesn’t look strong enough,’ she said. 


‘That’s because it was for children,’ Griff shrugged.


‘Ugh!’ She took a step back. ‘That’s awful!’ 


‘Why?’ He was studying her face intently. ‘The
infant mortality rate was very high in Victorian times. And they believed in manufacturing
objects for every imaginable purpose.’ He reached out to touch one of the
carved ends. ‘I think it’s quite beautiful. ‘ 


Ceri blinked. ‘What about that?’ She pointed to the
long, stick-like bone propped against the fireplace. 


‘Have a guess,’ he grinned. 


‘Well,’ she glanced around the room. ‘It’s much
bigger than anything in the other skeletons. I’d say it’s from a cow. Or maybe
a horse?’ 


He reached across and picked it up, placing it in
Ceri’s lap. ‘Take a closer look,’ he said. 


It was heavier than she expected. As she turned it
over a row of thin lines caught the light. They cut across the bone near to one
end. ‘What’s this? Some sort of carving?’ 


He grunted a laugh. ‘In a way, yes. It’s a human
thigh bone. From Madagascar. The tribes there eat bits of their dead relatives
as part of their culture, and those are filleting marks.’ 


Ceri stared wordlessly at the object in her lap. Her
instinctive reaction would have been to utter some expression of disgust, but
instead she let her finger trace the cut marks in the bone. This had once been
part of a living, breathing, human being; someone who had lived a primitive
existence on a remote island on the other side of the world. Suddenly she could
see the fascination of Griff’s work. Possessing the bones of the dead,
examining them for clues about the way they lived and died, must be rather like
being a detective. 


‘Come on,’ he said, gently lifting the bone from her
lap and replacing it by the fireplace. ‘There’s something else I want to show
you. ‘ 


*


When the children were asleep Megan decided to make
a start on the attic. Ceri was planning to convert it into a bedroom and had
asked Dai Powell if he could put in a dormer window when he’d finished the work
on the kitchen. But in its current state the man wouldn’t be able to swing a
hammer - it was crammed to the rafters with sixty years’ worth of their
grandmother’s junk and treasures. 


She stood staring at it
all through the film of shimmering dust motes lit up by the single naked bulb
that dangled perilously close to her head. There was a huge armchair, its
stuffing hanging out like a disembowelled corpse. A rusty bird cage whose bars
were dented on one side. And there were piles and piles of what looked like old
magazines. She leaned across and picked one out. It felt limp with the damp,
salt air that penetrated every beachside house in the village. She looked at
the cover. It was a special colour edition of People, which she vaguely
remembered as a Sunday newspaper from her childhood visits here. It was a special
edition from 1953, commemorating the coronation. Megan smiled at the close-up
of a chubby four-year-old Prince Charles. Who would have predicted, back then,
that the Queen would still be on the throne six decades later?


She closed the magazine and stared at the cover,
wondering what on earth to do with it and the hundreds of others in the attic.
Should she be ruthless and take the lot to the tip? Or was it the sort of thing
someone, somewhere would be interested in preserving? For no reason at all the
image of the leathery face she had seen in the mortuary that afternoon suddenly
superimposed itself on that of the smiling young Queen. She wondered if the Bog
Body had been lying in its watery grave when all that pomp and ceremony was
going on in 1953. And she realised with a stab of guilt that she hoped it wasn’t;
that she wanted it to be a recent murder victim. God, I’m supposed to
be on holiday! With a shake of her head she returned the magazine to the
pile. Was she really so addicted to work that she was willing this to turn into
an investigation she could be in on? In her head she was already working on a
profile for the man’s killer. It was the genital mutilation that fascinated her
most. It smacked of revenge. What had this old man, who was possibly a tramp,
done to make another human being want to hack off his penis?


*


Ceri was examining the black beaded coat hanging on
the mannequin in Griff’s living room. 


‘It’s a child’s mourning dress jacket,’ he
explained. ‘It was just the same for children as for adults when someone in the
family died: they were expected to observe a proper period of mourning. One
year was recommended for a child losing a parent. ‘ 


Ceri couldn’t imagine any child putting up with
something as stiff and fussy as this for an afternoon, let alone a whole year. 


‘Sorry!’ He grinned at her. ‘Does it feel as if I’m
giving you a lecture?’ He moved across to the sofa and sank down, patting the
seat beside him. ‘I want to know about you.’ 


She sat down a little unsteadily. She shouldn’t have
allowed herself that third glass of wine. She was over the limit for driving
home. 


‘What brought you to Borth?’ He leaned towards her,
the stud in his eyebrow twinkling in the candlelight. ‘You haven’t been here
long, have you?’ 


She shook her head. ‘I’ve been coming here for years,
though - on holiday, I mean.’ She told him about her grandmother’s cottage;
about running away from Wolverhampton when her marriage hit the rocks. She didn’t
mention the children. It made her feel guilty but she thought that, like the
smoking, it might put him off. Better to wait and see how things went, she
thought. 


‘So you’re starting a new life in Borth?’ he smiled.
‘Lots of people round here like that. Especially from the West Midlands.’ 


She smiled back. ‘I know. It’s the nearest bit of
sea to us, that’s why. My ex used to joke that if you closed your eyes on Borth
beach you could be in Bilston.’ My ex. That was the first time she’d
ever referred to Neil that way. It sounded so strange. 


She hadn’t intended to reveal details of the split,
but the wine got the better of her. Before she knew it she was pouring it all
out. How unhappy she’d been when she suspected Neil of having an affair with a
woman at work. How she’d fallen for one of her students when she’d started
lecturing at a local college. And how the whole thing had ended up splashed
across the evening newspaper when her boyfriend was implicated in a murder
inquiry. 


‘You don’t do things by halves, do you?’ He was
looking at her with a half-smile and he ran his fingers very lightly across the
top of her knee. She gazed back at him, drawn into the unfathomable black wells
of his eyes. She knew he was going to kiss her and she wanted him to. Her mouth
seemed to dissolve as it met his, a tingling, melting rush of sensation that
sent arrows of longing shooting into the pit of her stomach. 


He stood up and pulled her to her feet. ‘Come on.’
He led her to the staircase. ‘There’s something up here you really must see.’


*


Megan had shifted all the magazines downstairs. She’d
put them in the little shed behind the sea wall. It was no damper than the
attic. They could stay there until she decided what to do with them. Behind the
space where they’d sat was an old pine trunk. It was probably quite valuable,
although its top was badly stained. It looked as if water had leaked onto it
through some gap in the tiles. It closed with a heavy metal clasp but it wasn’t
locked. With some effort she prised it open. 


At first glance the contents were disappointing. Old
musty-smelling blankets and curtains and clothes that must have belonged to her
grandfather. But as she lifted them out she spotted an old wedding photo: her
mother and father. Her eyes misted over as she stared at them, so young and
obviously very much in love. Her father had died when she was just ten years
old, of a heart attack, leaving her mother to bring up three children on her
own. She had succumbed to cancer the same year Megan’s marriage to Anthony had
hit the rocks. What a year that had been. 


Swallowing hard, she laid the photo on the ‘keep’
pile and burrowed further into the pine chest. At the bottom she found a small
leather-bound book. It was a diary from fifteen years ago and when she opened
it she immediately recognised her grandmother’s handwriting. Sinking down onto
the moth eaten armchair Megan began reading the daily accounts of what had been
the final year of Granny Rhys’ life. 


She’d been housebound and had obviously hated it,
relying on visits from friends and neighbours to keep her sane. The pages were
full of gossip about people Megan had never heard of. One particular entry
intrigued her. It was dated June 14 and described a conversation her
grandmother had had with Eirlys Evans, the woman Megan had bumped into at the
village shop that morning. 


‘Eirlys told me a very strange thing, ‘ her
grandmother had written in her spidery hand. ‘A baby born in the village last
night. It’s got webbed fingers, like a frog. Eirlys says they can do an
operation to separate them, but not until it’s quite a bit older. The mother is
only sixteen years old. What future does that baby have?’ 


Megan grunted. She could almost picture her
grandmother saying the words aloud. She would have that slightly superior, smug
look on her face. By all accounts it had taken a long time for her to recover
that look when her son had announced he was marrying a woman called Davinder
Chakrabarti. Megan’s mother had always enjoyed telling her what an absolute
scandal it had caused in the village. Granny Rhys had got over it by telling everyone
that her future daughter-in-law was a famous scientist. This wasn’t true, of
course. Megan’s mother bad worked as a technician in a forensic science
laboratory in Birmingham. But the neighbours weren’t to know that. 


She tucked the diary into the pocket of her jacket.
This she would keep as a memento of her grandmother, whom she had loved, warts
and all.


*


Griff led Ceri up the stairs into his bedroom. 


‘What do you think?’ He stood like a tour guide, one
hand stretched towards the huge, black-swathed four poster. ‘The bed came from
a French chateau and the fabric is Chinese silk. ‘ 


‘It’s... it’s...’ Before she could complete a
sentence his fingers were on her top, unfastening the buttons. She put up her
hand to stop him. ‘I’m sorry,’ she breathed. ‘I want to...but I can’t.’ She
couldn’t explain how she felt. About the wave of panic that had hit her when
they entered his bedroom. Black duvet. Black pillows. Just like her bed in
Wolverhampton. Neil had bought them when he’d redecorated the room as a surprise.
Sexy minimalist, he’d called it. His last-ditch attempt at rekindling their
relationship before embarking on an affair. Now all she could think of was the
humiliation of the last time she’d had sex in that bed. About the posse of
policemen who had dragged her lover off her and pinned him to the floor. Of the
shame of them seeing her like that; naked and trussed to the metal rails with
her own stockings. 


Griff turned away from her, his arms folded. 


‘Please don’t be angry!’ She reached forward, hugging
his waist. What was wrong with her? He was gorgeous and he wanted her. Why
couldn’t she blot out the past and get on with her life? ‘Maybe another time,’
she whispered.


*


As the first hint of dawn appeared in the high
windows of the mortuary Mick Stubbs fiddled with the large key fob that hung
from his belt. He hated the overnight shift. It messed up his body clock. This
morning he was the only porter in the building. There were supposed to be three
of them, but Charlie was on holiday and Derek had gone off sick. Lucky only one
old dear had popped her clogs in the night - otherwise it’d have been mayhem. 


Finally he found the right key. He cursed as the
body he was wheeling caught on the door as he pushed it through. The head fell
to one side, and he narrowly avoided bashing it against the wall as he
manoeuvred the trolley along the corridor. It was only when he turned round
that he spotted her. She was lying face down on the floor beside the fridges.
The blood had turned her spiky hair dark red. 


‘Lili!’ He looked over his shoulder, as if expecting
someone to be standing in the doorway. Instead of running towards her, he ran
back the way he had come. 


 


 


 











Chapter 9


 


Megan left the cottage early in the morning. She was
leading the first workshop session at the conference and wanted to make sure
everything was in place before the delegates had finished breakfast. She
wondered how many of them would turn up. When she’d left the hotel yesterday
they were heading for what looked like being a fairly heavy night. 


She glanced in on Ceri on her way out. Her sister
was fast asleep, flat on her back with her arms c1asped in an odd position
above her head, like an Egyptian dancer. She let out a little grunt that was
half a snore and half a sigh. Megan closed the door gently. 


Lying in bed last night it had been something of a
relief to hear her sister’s footsteps in the hall. She hadn’t believed a word
about it being just an interview for the paper, but at least Ceri hadn’t been
reckless enough to spend the night with Griff Abdulla. 


She pushed the back door shut, the weathered wood
warm against her fingers. The sun had melted last night’s lingering mist and
the wispy clouds over the sea were tinged a pale coral. A herring gull was
picking its way across the beach, shepherding two juveniles, their wings a
froth of chocolate and cream. The adult bird fixed Megan with hard yellow eyes,
as if daring her to come any closer. 


As she turned into the narrow alley that led to the
road she caught sight of a couple in wetsuits standing at the water’s edge.
There was a windsurf board lying on the sand and the man was bending over it.
Megan smiled. She had a sudden vision of Jonathan Andrews, similarly attired,
racing through the waves. It was hard to marry the image with the memory of
him, sober-suited, in the mortuary yesterday. 


When she walked into the hotel lobby half an hour
later, Jonathan was the first person she spotted. If he’d carried on drinking
after she left him last night there was no trace of it in his appearance. The
dark stubble that had begun shadowing his jaw and upper lip in the late
afternoon had disappeared. His wispy brown hair looked newly washed and his
hazel eyes were bright as he beamed a greeting. 


‘Megan! You drew the short straw as well, then?’ 


He was on at the same time as she was. Both were
leading workshops at nine o’clock, with the groups swapping sessions after the
coffee break. 


They were in adjoining rooms and during her
presentation Megan could hear the occasional rumble of laughter from Jonathan’s
group. Whatever gruesome stories he was telling them they were obviously
finding him very entertaining. She, on the other hand, found it difficult to
play her subject for laughs. 


‘As we mentioned yesterday,’ she said to the
twenty-odd people ranged in the circle of chairs, ‘one of the striking things
about the Dyfed-Powys area is that it has the highest number of convicted sex
offenders per head of population in the whole of the UK. And what I’m sure you’re
all wondering is why? Anyone got any theories about this?’ 


No-one volunteered. Hardly surprising, she thought:
they all looked the worse for wear. ‘Well,’ she went on, ‘think about the
geography of the area. We’re in west Wales. It’s remote, beautiful and
Aberystwyth is quite literally the end of the line. If you wanted to escape and
you jumped on a train, in say, Birmingham, it’s not difficult to imagine
fetching up here.’ 


She scanned the faces. There were a couple of
youngish-looking policemen whose speech suggested they’d been born and bred
here, but local accents were in the minority in this bunch. 


‘This area is full of people who have run away from
something,’ she went on. ‘It might be a marriage break-up, redundancy,
something quite straightforward. Or it might be more sinister. There are plenty
of single mothers who’ve been moved here by social services to escape domestic
violence.’ There were nods from a couple of the women in the group. ‘And I know
of a convicted paedophile from Cardiff who’s buying a farm up here.’ She
paused, noting the raised eyebrows and whispered comments this provoked. 


‘He was-released after the verdict was quashed on
appeal and he’s planning to start a new life in the Cardigan area with the
quarter of a million pounds compensation he received.’ She was fairly certain this
was news to all of them - even the policemen. She only knew herself because she’d
interviewed the man in prison the day before his release. 


‘The sex offenders’ register does work if people
stay in the area they go to on release. It works if they keep the same name.
But, with a few exceptions, these people are very devious and quite a lot
brighter than the average jailbird. Look at the person sitting next to you.’
She paused as they sat uncomfortably, not moving. ‘Go on,’ she said, ‘look at
the person on your left.’ Slowly, gingerly, heads began to tum. ‘How do you
know they’re who they say they are? What proof do you have that they haven’t
changed their name? Stolen someone’s National Insurance number? Faked a CV?’ 


‘But surely that’s what police checks are for?’ A
large woman whose buttocks spilled over the edges of her chair frowned as she
whipped her head back to face the front. The colour of her name badge told
Megan she was a social worker. 


‘Of course,’ Megan leaned back against the table,
her arms folded. ‘But if someone’s really determined it’s actually not that
difficult. Remember Ian Huntley? Amazing, isn’t it, that he was able to get a
job in a school?’ She turned to the two young policemen. ‘How confident are you
that Dyfed-Powys couldn’t make a mistake like that?’ 


‘Well...’ The bigger of the two, a pale-faced giant
with eyes like toffees, stuck out his chin. ‘Lessons have been learned,
obviously.’ He looked at his colleague, who nodded vigorously. ‘We’ve got the
national computer database for sex offenders now. ‘ 


‘Yes,’ Megan arched her eyebrows as she held his
gaze, ‘But are staff levels high enough  to keep the system up to date?’


‘We’ve doubled the number of people in the child
protection team.’ The other policeman was looking at her earnestly. 


‘That’s good,’ she said, ‘but I’m afraid that if you
take the UK as a whole, it’s all a bit patchy.’


*


Mick Stubbs was sitting in the small common room the
porters shared with the hospital’s reception staff. The skin of his face was an
unhealthy shade of grey and his appearance was not improved by the tinge of his
eyebrows, stained a dirty yellow from years of chain smoking. His thinning hair
formed stiff lines where his fingers had raked it. Every few seconds his hand
would fly up to his head, repeating the action, and his foot drummed
incessantly on the lino. 


‘Michael Andrew Stubbs?’ DS Arwyn Barry appeared in
the doorway, a uniformed female colleague following behind. 


‘I only found her…I never…’ His voice was a hoarse
whisper. 


‘We just want to ask you a few questions,’ Barry cut
in, perching on one of the orange plastic chairs ranged around a formica table
that filled most of the room. ‘How long had you known Lilike Jonas?’ 


The porter frowned at the unfamiliarity of her first
name. ‘Lilike Rosaria Jonas.’ The policewoman pronounced each name slowly. ‘Originally
from Hungary.’ 


‘I only ever knew her as Lili.’ Stubbs stared at the
floor. ‘Don’t know anything else about her. Don’t know why you’re asking me!’ 


‘Oh, I think you do.’ DS Barry moved forward and his
chair scraped loudly on the lino. ‘You were seen practically groping her on the
day she died.’ 


Stubbs’ eyes closed for a second and his chest
rattled as he took a deep breath. ‘So I fancied her! So what?’ He stared back,
defiant. ‘She was the hospital fucking bike! Why shouldn’t I get a go?’ 


*


Megan finished her session on the dot of eleven. As
the delegates filed out to the coffee lounge she could hear that next door,
Jonathan was still in full flow. As she left the room she noticed that the door
to his room was ajar. She caught the name Tracy Blackman and paused in the
doorway to listen. 


‘The photo of Tracy revealed a lot about her skull
and her teeth.’ Jonathan was standing in front of a projected image of the
daughter of child murderers Dennis and Diane Blackman. ‘But the problem with
using photos for identification of remains is that the photo is 2D and involves
a degree of distortion of the actual 3D shape of the face.’ He moved the mouse
on his laptop so that the white pointer travelled across the image to the child’s
mouth. ‘At the lab we’ve got round this by getting professional photographers
to estimate the degree of distortion. Then we take a 3D computer image of the
skull and distort it to the same degree.’ He turned to look at the audience. ‘The
photo and the skull matched almost exactly. There was a slight mismatch due to
the fact that she was a bit older when she died than she was in the photo. By
measuring that mismatch you can tell how old she was when she died.’ 


The delegates sat in awed silence, staring at the
image on the screen. Suddenly the face disappeared and the screen went blank.
Jonathan was looking at his watch. ‘I’m afraid that’s all we’ve got time for,’
he said. ‘I hope you’ve found it of some use - if you have any questions I’ll
catch up with you over coffee.’ 


The applause that followed was long and
enthusiastic. 


Megan let the audience file past her before stepping
into the room. ‘Sorry - couldn’t help eavesdropping,’ she grinned as he walked
towards her. ‘I don’t think they wanted you to stop: it sounded absolutely
fascinating.’ 


He smiled. ‘We made a lot of progress on the
Maudsley Street case. Horrible way to find out if something works.’ He
shrugged. ‘You wouldn’t believe how many youngsters had gone AWOL during the
time frame for the murders. ‘ 


‘I think I probably would, actually.’ Megan pushed
open the door to the coffee lounge. ‘I was just telling my lot about the number
of people in this neck of the woods who’ve escaped from some other life.’ 


They were discussing the sex offender statistics
when Arwyn Barry caught Megan’s elbow. ‘Sorry to interrupt.’ He was breathing
hard and his face was a shade redder than usual ‘I should have been here to
introduce you both this morning, but there’s been some trouble over at the
mortuary. Barry’s prop forward shoulders strained at the fabric of his jacket
as he took a breath. ‘Remember the technician you met yesterday? The
pathologist’s assistant?’ 


‘The girl with spiky hair?’ Megan frowned.


Barry nodded. ‘She was found lying in a pool of
blood by the fridges this morning. Severe head injuries. And something else.’
He turned to Jonathan. ‘There was a bite mark on her arm.’


Jonathan’s eyes narrowed. 


‘I was wondering if you’d mind taking a look?’ The
policeman glanced at his watch and then at Megan. ‘And I’d like you to come
too, if you would. We have a prime suspect. Someone who was seen trying to
sexually assault the victim just before she died.’ He sniffed. ‘Denies it, of
course. I’d really value your opinion of him.’ 


After some swift rearrangement of the conference
programme, Megan and Jonathan were whisked off to the hospital in an unmarked
squad car. When they arrived Lili Jonas’ body was still in situ, with a
photographer taking shots from every imaginable angle. All Megan could see was
the woman’s feet in a pair of pink and white canvas pumps, slightly frayed at
the heel ends. The bare flesh above her ankles was as white as the fridge doors
that lined the corridor where she lay. A man of about Jonathan’s age was crouching
over the body. He rose to his feet at the sound of their footsteps. 


‘Trefor!’ Jonathan greeted the man with a thump on
the back. 


‘Oh, you two know each other?’ DS Barry looked from
one to the other. 


‘We were at university together,’ Jonathan beamed. ‘Too
many years ago to remember, eh, mate?’ 


Jonathan introduced Megan to Trefor Penhelig, the
Home Office pathologist who had been summoned from Cardiff to carry out the
post-mortem on Lili Jonas. She shook his hand, feeling slightly uncomfortable
at performing social niceties just feet away from the prostrate body of the
technician. She glanced at Jonathan. He and the other two men seemed completely
oblivious. DS Barry started talking about how Cardiff Blues were likely to do
in the coming season and they were off on an in-depth analysis of the strengths
and weaknesses of the rugby team. 


Megan left them to it. It always irritated her, this
lack of respect for the dead shown by so many police officers and medical
people. She stepped closer to the body. Yesterday, she thought, this woman was
standing here talking to us. She had a job, a home, a life. But someone had
snuffed it out. Who? Was it the man the police suspected - or someone else? 


In her experience, studying the scene of death was crucial:
not just the forensic analysis of bodily fluids, fibres and wounds but the look
of the body and the surrounding area. She took a notebook from her bag, making
a quick sketch of the way the orientation of the body and the position of the
limbs. The head was facing the emergency exit to the car park, the feet towards
the door that led to the hospital’s reception area. There was no trail of
blood, so she had died where she had fallen. All of her hair was matted with
blood, not just the section that lay in the pool on the floor. So there must be
a wound to the back of the head; this woman had not died simply from banging
her head on the floor. 


A handbag, unopened purse, lipstick and tampons lay
beside a body that was fully clothed: The straps of the black belly top were
still on the shoulders, not pulled down, and the jeans looked as if they hadn’t
been interfered with, although that was impossible to tell for sure without
moving the body from its face-down position. 


Megan peered at the woman’s bare arms. No sign of
the bite mark DS Barry had mentioned. It must be on the front of the arm, then,
Megan thought - the part touching the floor. That meant the bite had probably
happened while she was alive and struggling, not after death. A bite made
post-mortem would have been a strong indication of a sexual motive in the
killing, despite the apparent lack of interference with the clothing. But a
bite made before death was more ambivalent: it could be sexual, or could simply
have been made to subdue the victim. 


She glanced up and down the corridor. The attack had
happened in a relatively public place; anyone could have walked in while it was
going on. But there was no sign of a weapon left at the scene; no sign of the
perpetrator leaving in a panic. This suggested a confident, fairly organised
killer with enough knowledge of the hospital to be sure of getting away
unnoticed. 


Half an hour later the body of Lili Jonas was lying
on a metal table in the mortuary. The right side of her face was smeared dark
brown with dried blood. Her eyes seemed larger and more bulbous than Megan
remembered. The glassy green irises had a cold, accusing gleam. 


Trefor Penhelig had established that there was a
crush fracture to the back of the head, caused by something blunt and heavy,
with smaller, superficial wounds to the right brow bone and right temple. Hairs
found in blood smears on the lino in the corridor suggested that these had been
caused by Lili’s head being banged against the floor. 


‘Definitely a weapon of some kind used on the posterior
lobe,’ Penhelig said as he walked slowly around the body. ‘Now, what about
this? Can you see the mark?’ He raised Lili’s left arm, twisting it at the
shoulder so that the others could see the pattern of teeth on the bicep. ‘Good
chance of dental plaque from the attacker on that - should yield some DNA if we
don’t find it anywhere else.’ 


‘Yes - it’s a good one,’ Jonathan said, walking
round the table to look at it from a different angle. ‘Upper incisors are very
clear. In fact, they’ve broken the skin slightly - can you see that trace of
dried blood?’ The others took turns to inspect the mark. Megan could see two
distinct purple lines edged with a thin crust of dark red, which she assumed
were the imprint of the attacker’s top front teeth. 


‘He would have to have been lying on top of her,
holding her arms above her head ...’ Jonathan trailed off, rubbing the scar
beneath his lower lip. ‘Megan, could I possibly use you to demonstrate?’
Without waiting for a reply he grabbed a folded white sheet from a pile of
linen on the worktop and spread it on the lino. ‘If you could lie face down,
with your arms above your head,’ he said, his voice matter-of-fact. 


She looked from him to the pathologist and the
policeman. Their faces were expressionless, as if this were a perfectly normal
request. All Jonathan was asking her to do was to pretend to be the dead woman
so that he could demonstrate how she might have come by her injury. 


So why did she feel so uncomfortable with it? 


With a shrug she knelt on the sheet. She was glad
she’d chosen trousers this morning instead of a skirt. She lay down with her
bottom facing away from the three men. 


‘Okay,’ Jonathan said, kneeling beside her. ‘This is
what I think happened. The attacker would have been on top of her, like this.’
He slid his knee across her back and leaned forward, grasping her wrists with
one hand. She could feel his kneecap against her spine but she could tell he
was trying not to put any weight on it. His large hand easily spanned her
wrists and she felt his other hand take hold of her hair. Very slowly, he began
moving her head back and forth. He did it so gently that it was almost like
having a massage. 


‘The attacker is holding her down and bashing her
head against the floor,’ he said. ‘She’s a big woman and probably quite strong.
She tries to throw him off, which is when he leans over like this.’ Megan felt
his weight shift. She could smell his aftershave as his head moved past her
face to the top of her arm. ‘Then he bites her.’ She felt his warm breath through
the fabric of her jacket He didn’t touch her, but the physical sensation he
triggered made her shiver. She felt embarrassed. Dirty. As if she’d been doing
something very intimate with the policeman and the pathologist watching. 


As he moved she moved. As she struggled to her feet
and brushed herself down something occurred to her. ‘There’s a problem with
your theory,’ she said, looking Jonathan squarely in the eye. ‘How can you
prove Lili got that bite mark when she was attacked?’ She turned to DS Barry. ‘You
said she was sexually assaulted shortly before she died. How do we know she
didn’t get bitten then?’ 


The three men were staring at her. None of them
spoke. ‘If you take a cast of the porter’s teeth and they match this mark,’ she
went on, ‘all it tells you is that he bit her at some point on the day she
died.’ 


Arwyn Barry nodded slowly. 


‘We need to get that done straight away,’ he said. ‘But
if there is a match I don’t think a jury would take much convincing. ‘ 


*


Alice Powell was walking home from Griff Abdulla’s
barn. She should have been at school, but it wasn’t the first time she’d played
truant. And there was no one at home to know any different. Dad was working on
a house in the village and Mum was still in hospital. 


As the path rose to meet the main road she caught a
glimpse of the sea. It was the soft blue of old denim. Dead flat in places as
if someone had tried to iron it and given up. As she walked she was aware of
the bruises on the inside of her thighs. The seams of her school trousers
rubbed against them. She smiled. It was a nice kind of pain because it reminded
her of him. 


As she neared the lone stone house set back from the
road she spotted an unfamiliar car in the drive. She frowned. What if one of
the teachers had come looking for her? Should she go back to Griff’s and hide
out for a couple of hours? As she hovered in the drive a face appeared at the
window. It was the priest. Her mother’s new best friend. 


‘Alice!’ He was at the front door now, beckoning her
inside. She hesitated for a moment, afraid of what he might say. Had he come
about her missing school? Or was there bad news about Mum? Her blue eyes
narrowed. He was smiling. He wouldn’t be smiling if there was trouble. Hoisting
her bag onto her shoulder she walked towards him.


*


As Trefor Penhelig cut through Lili Jonas’ jeans
Megan noticed yellowish marks at the top of her right thigh. DS Barry had
spotted them too. 


‘What are those?’ The policeman pointed at them from
where he stood. Megan got the impression he was wary of getting too close to
the dead body. 


‘Old bruises, by the look of it.’ Penhelig’s small,
gloved hands pulled the rest of the fabric away from the flesh. ‘Looks like our
Lili went in for a bit of rough sex.’ He could have been talking about what she’d
had for breakfast, so casual was his tone. 


‘But not yesterday.’ Megan took a step closer,
angling her head to get a better look. ‘Those bruises must be at least four
days old.’ 


The pathologist glanced up at her and smiled. ‘Quite
right. Actually they’re probably older than that. Hard to say, exactly, as
people bruise at different rates depending on their skin type.’ He winked at
her. ‘But I’m sure you already knew that.’ 


He’s taking the piss, Megan thought. But she said
nothing. She’d attended more post-mortems than she cared to remember. Still she
was patronised by policemen, pathologists and the rest. Always the men. She
opened her mouth to ask about swabs but before she could get the question out
the door of the mortuary flew open. 


Zahur Abdulla was glistening with perspiration, the
strands of black hair stuck like liquorice bootlaces to his bald head. He froze
at the sight of his technician’s naked body. ‘Who did this?’ He was staring
straight at the corpse, as if expecting the dead woman to give him an answer.


*


Father Hawksley finished the coffee Alice had made
for him and rinsed his mug in the sink. 


‘Would you pray with me?’ He was standing beside
her, his tall, skinny frame casting a shadow over the kitchen table. 


She looked at him, fear clouding her eyes. ‘Pray for
Mum, you mean? But you said...’ 


‘No, not for your mother,’ he said gently. ‘Like I
said, she’s doing just fine. But she’s worried, Alice.’ He held her gaze. ‘She’s
worried about you.’ 


‘Why?’ 


‘She told me you were there when they dragged that…that
person out of the bog.’ His eyes searched her face. ‘You were with the
archaeologist, weren’t you? The one they call Griff Bones?’ 


‘So?’ Alice tilted her head, her elfin nostrils
flaring. ‘I was on work experience. School knew all about it. ‘ 


‘And do they know about this?’ He reached into his
pocket, pulling out a slim black book. 


‘My diary!’ Alice leapt to her feet, snatching it
from his hand. ‘Where did you get that?’ she screeched. ‘Sneaking round people’s
houses when they’re out! You’ve no right!’ She flew at him, arms flailing, but
he grabbed her wrists. She burst into tears and he pulled her to him. 


‘It’s all right, it’s all right,’ he whispered,
stroking her hair. ‘Listen to me, now. Your mother gave it to me. She had it in
the hospital with her. She asked me to talk to you; to help you.’


Alice raised her tear-stained face to his. ‘It’s too
late, Father,’ she mumbled. ‘No one can help me now.’ 


 











Chapter 10


 


Megan and Jonathan were still at the mortuary when
Mick Stubbs was arrested. Zahur Abdulla had confirmed what the police already
suspected; that Stubbs had been bothering Lili for a long time, to the extent
that the pathologist had seriously considered getting him sacked. 


Arwyn Barry had gone to the police station. While
they waited Megan tried to find the porter who had told the police he’d seen
Mick groping Lili. It was a frustrating business. No one seemed to have a clue
where he was. She and Jonathan sat in the side room behind the hospital’s
reception desk while an attempt was made to track him down. They nursed
polystyrene cups of bitter-tasting coffee that was so hot it burnt Megan’s lips
when she tried to sip it. 


‘What doesn’t add up,’ she said, pulling a face as
the coffee went down, ‘is that Lili was fully clothed when they found her body.
If the motive was sexual assault or rape you’d expect her clothes to have been
ripped or interfered with in some way. But her jeans were zipped, her top was
on and her bra was fastened.’ She shook her head. ‘It just doesn’t make sense.’



Jonathan frowned. ‘So if the motive wasn’t sexual,
what was it?’ 


Megan paused before answering. ‘Well, it can’t have
been robbery.’ Her mind’s eye scanned the corridor outside the mortuary. Every
detail of the corpse, the clothing and the way it was lying was stored in her
memory. ‘Lili’s bag was next to her body. The contents were scattered all over
the floor, but money and credit cards were still in her purse. Barry said the
only thing missing was her mobile phone, which was in her locker.’ 


‘Could the attacker have been looking for that?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘It had crossed my mind. I assume
Barry’s team’s checking it out. If the phone was the thing, he might have
called it after he killed her to try to find it. ‘ 


‘You say he. How can you be sure it wasn’t a woman?’


Megan shrugged. ‘I can’t. Statistically it’s more
likely to be a man and you saw the size of Lili. I can’t imagine there’d be
many women who could get the better of her physically.’ She pursed her lips. ‘What
about the bite mark? Does the size or shape give you any clues about who did
it?’ 


‘Not really.’ His eyes travelled up to the ceiling
as he thought about it. ‘Size is quite misleading. There are men with small,
delicate jaws and there are women with really hefty ones.’ 


‘What about the pathologist?’ she asked. ‘The
hospital one, I mean, not your friend. Didn’t you think he was acting very
oddly?’ 


Jonathan nodded. ‘Over-the-top, you mean?’ 


‘Really over-the-top.’ Her eyes narrowed as she
remembered the tears, the flailing arms, the way Zahur Abdulla had ranted at
the police. ‘It was almost as if he was acting a part in some trashy soap.’ 


Jonathan’s eyebrows flicked up and down. ‘Do you
think it could be a case of "the gentleman doth protest too much?’’’ 


‘Could be.’ Megan took another sip of her coffee. ‘Did
you see the way he was touching her up yesterday?’ 


He frowned. ‘Can’t say I did. When was that?’ 


‘When they went to get the Bog Body. You were
looking at the CAT scan images, I think, but I watched them when they went to
the fridge. He had his hand on her backside and whether she liked it or not,
she definitely wasn’t fending him off.’ 


Jonathan opened his mouth to say something but
before he could get the words out the receptionist’s head appeared round the
door.        . 


‘I’ve got Derek Hughes on the phone.’ She looked at
Megan. ‘You wanted a word with him?’ 


‘Oh yes!’ Megan jumped to her feet and followed the
woman into a small office screened from the reception area by glass panels.
Picking up the phone, she heard a broad Birmingham accent that reminded her of
home. The porter explained that he’d gone home early with a migraine on the day
Lili died but he’d been one of the first to hear about it. He said that his
wife, who worked in the hospital kitchens, knew about it before the police did,
and he’d phoned them straight away to tell them what he’d seen Mick Stubbs
doing. 


‘What I really need to know,’ Megan said, after he’d
vented his obvious dislike of the man, ‘is what clothes Lili had on when you
saw her being assaulted. ‘ 


‘Well,’ the porter faltered, ‘I couldn’t say
exactly. Don’t take much notice of things like that. ‘ 


Megan’s heart sank. ‘All I need to know,’ she
prompted, ‘is whether her arms were covered up. When they found her body she
was wearing a strappy vest top with no sleeves. Can you remember if she was
wearing something like that when you saw her?’ 


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m certain her arms weren’t bare
when I saw her.’ 


‘Are you sure?’ 


‘Quite sure. She was doing out the fridges. She had
all the cleaning stuff on a trolley beside her. And she was wearing overalls.
She’d never clean the fridges without overalls on. It’s the bleach, you see -
ruins your clothes if you get it down you.’ 


Megan returned to the side room with a look of
triumph.


‘What?’ Jonathan gave her a puzzled smile. 


‘The bite mark,’ she said, grabbing her coffee and
draining the cup. ‘It can’t have been made when Mick Stubbs groped her.’ 


‘How do you know?’ 


She repeated what the porter had told her. ‘If he’d
bitten her then it wouldn’t have broken the skin,’ she explained. ‘She might
have had a bruise, but the overalls would have protected her. ‘ 


Jonathan was nodding slowly. ‘So now we know for
sure that the biter is the killer... ‘ He paused, looking straight at her. ‘We
need to get that impression done right away. ‘ 


‘I know.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Barry said he
was sending a car for us. Wonder what’s keeping them?’


*


Arwyn Barry stared at the sheet of paper in his
hand. He was standing outside one of the interview rooms at Aberystwyth police
station. The man he had arrested was sitting at a table beyond the door, but
the information the detective superintendent had just been handed told him that
the person in the interview room was not Mick Stubbs. 


‘Vincent Fox?’ He frowned at the name at the top of
the computer printout. 


‘He’s a convicted rapist, Guv.’ The uniformed
officer who had fed Mick Stubbs’ fingerprints into the national database
pointed to the bottom of the page. ‘Look at the date. He did seven years at
Wakefield. Released six months ago.’ 


‘So how the fuck did he get a job at the bloody
hospital?’ Barry’s face was turning puce. 


The officer shook his head. ‘Christ knows. Someone’s
cocked-up big-style somewhere along the line. ‘ 


Barry sucked in his breath, his nostrils flaring. ‘Whatever.
We’ve got the bastard now!’


*


Trudy Morgan replaced the phone, a slow smile
stretching her lips. ‘Ceri!’ She summoned her with a flick of her head.


Ceri stood up, gritting her teeth. She reminded
herself that the only reason she was a lowly reporter and not a news editor was
because she had interrupted her career to have Emily and Joe. Trudy, on the
other hand, was only interested in children if they made a good story. 


‘Just had a tip-off from a mate at the hospital.’
Trudy’s eyes glittered. ‘Now, don’t laugh,’ she gave Ceri a sideways look. ‘Woman
found dead in the mortuary...’ She waited for the look of mocking disbelief. ‘No,
it’s not a wind-up - honest!’ 


‘Who is she?’ Ceri frowned. 


‘Name of Lili Jonas. Twenty-eight years old and
worked as an assistant to the pathologist. Found this morning with severe head
injuries.’ 


‘So what are the police saying? Is it suspicious or
an accident or what?’ 


‘They’re saying sod-all at the moment.’ Trudy stood
up and yawned, stretching her long arms towards the ceiling. ‘But my mate knows
where she lived. A caravan site in Borth - Blue Horizons - d’you know it?’ 


Ceri nodded. It was less than half a mile from the
cottage. 


‘There’s a boyfriend, evidently,’ Trudy went on. ‘Local
layabout called Teilo Pugh. I want you to talk to him. Find out anything you
can about her and if you could get a photo...’ 


Ceri shrugged. ‘Well, I’ll do my best, but you know
what it’s like with relatives - he’ll probably tell me to fuck off.’  


‘With your winning smile?’ Trudy gave her sly look. ‘Just
work your charm on him, sweetheart. I know you won’t let me down!’ 


Ceri turned away to hide her expression. Did Trudy
really believe that acting like a man would gain her more respect? If only she
knew how the rest of the staff joked about her behind her back. The tales of
her sexual exploits were legendary. Apparently as a cub reporter she’d slept
with half the county council in a bid to scoop her colleagues on stories. 


As Ceri drove to Borth she wondered what kind of
reception she was going to get at the caravan site. Teilo Pugh would only just
have received the news that his girlfriend was dead. In Ceri’s experience,
people who lost loved ones in tragic circumstances gave one of two reactions to
journalists who tried to doorstep them. They would either hurl abuse or be
very, very polite. There seemed to be no middle road in circumstances like
this. And in a way it was worse when they were nice. To be invited in for a cup
of tea always made her feel incredibly guilty. 


Blue Horizons was on the other side of the road from
the sea. Its perimeter fence was just yards from the railway line and the golf
club. As she turned off the road she spotted Griff’s barn in the distance. She’d
been tempted to call him this morning, to apologise for last night. He’d said
he’d call her, but he hadn’t so far. She wondered if he would. 


It took her a while to find the right caravan. She’d
been expecting something ramshackle and rusty but it was one of the smartest on
the site. Long and wide, it had decking around the front and shiny
double-glazed windows. Teilo Pugh was sitting on the step with what looked like
a cannabis joint in his hand. 


As she got nearer the distinctive aroma told her she
was right. She hesitated a moment before going up to him. He looked no more
than twenty, a shadow of dark stubble on his shaved head. His earlobes were
pierced by rows of silver hoops and studs and he wore a grey T-shirt smeared
with what appeared to be oil. On his lower half were a pair of Bart Simpson
boxer shorts. His feet were bare, with mud caking the spaces between his toes.
His eyes had a dreamy, faraway expression. They didn’t have the pink, puffy
appearance of someone who’d been crying. She decided that whatever he looked
like, the dope was obviously working its magic. Whether he talked or not, he
was unlikely to be aggressive. 


‘Er ... excuse me.’ She took a step forward. ‘Teilo Pugh?’



He blew out a thick plume of smoke. ‘Ty,’ he said,
grinning at her. ‘You come about Lili, yeah?’ 


She nodded. ‘I’m really sorry to intrude on you - I’m
from the West Wales News. I just wanted...’ 


‘Come on in.’ He cut her short, waving his head at
the door of the caravan. ‘Police have already been,’ he said, flopping down on
a sofa covered in pale green Dralon.  


Ceri sat down on another sofa positioned at right
angles to the one he occupied. She wondered what the police would have made of the
cannabis. Perhaps he’d only started smoking it after they’d gone. She wondered
if they’d searched the caravan. Pretty likely in the circumstances, she
thought. Where would he hide his drugs? 


In the conversation that followed she asked none of
these questions. Instead she learned that Lili had been more of a lodger than a
girlfriend. She was staying in one of the caravan’s three bedrooms and helping
Ty with the bills. His outgoings were apparently fairly low anyway, as this was
his parents’ holiday home. 


‘She wasn’t going to be here much longer,’ he
explained. ‘She’d bought an old barn and she was doing it up. Spent most of her
time there when she wasn’t working. All her stuff’s there.’ He sniffed. ‘Course,
I didn’t tell them that.’


By this Ceri assumed he meant the police. ‘Lilike’s
an unusual name, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Where did she come from?’ 


He took another long drag on the joint. ‘Parents are
gypsies.’ He exhaled, filling the small space with smoke. ‘Lili decided to
settle here. She wanted a proper house and a job and everything, but she still
had a lot of gypsy ways. ‘ 


Ceri’s eyebrows signalled her interest in this last
remark.  


‘You know,’ he fiddled with one of the silver hoops
in his right ear. ‘She was very superstitious, for one thing. She loved her
job, but it kind of freaked her out. Know what I mean?’ 


Ceri used her eyebrows again. This time they
conveyed puzzlement. 


‘She had this book.’ He frowned and pulled the joint
from his mouth. Seeing that it had gone out, he rummaged in his pocket for a
box of matches. 


‘What kind of book,’ Ceri ventured. She suspected he
was about to go off at some strange tangent, but decided that for the moment it
was best to humour him. 


‘She kept their hair in it.’ He lit the joint and
stared out of the window, an odd look on his face. 


‘Whose hair?’ Ceri felt her stomach churn. She wasn’t
sure why. It was a sense that he was about to tell her something very
disturbing, but something that, nonetheless, she would savour like a bird with
a fat, juicy worm. 


‘The ones she cut up.’ He was still looking out of
the window. ‘She was scared of them, see. Thought their souls would come back
to haunt her ‘cos of what she’d done to their bodies. So she’d take a lock of
their hair and put it in her book.’ 


‘I see.’ Her voice had the same tone she used to
soothe the children when they were in danger of throwing a tantrum. She had the
feeling Ty was building up to something, that he was about to explode. ‘Did she
think the hair would protect her? Like a sort of talisman?’ 


Ty nodded vigorously. ‘She prayed over it. Prayed
for their souls. You know?’ 


Ceri nodded back. She was thinking of the body in
Borth Bog. Wondering if a lock of that strange, orange hair had made it into
Lili’s book before she died. 


‘Did the police take the book?’ she asked. 


‘No chance.’ He inhaled sharply and blew out a ring
of smoke. ‘It’s at the barn, along with most of her stuff. Didn’t tell them
that, though!’ 


Ceri glanced around the caravan. There was nothing
lying around that looked as if it might belong to a woman rather than a man.
Something on a corner shelf caught her eye. It was a large framed photograph of
a boy in school uniform. He looked about fourteen. 


‘Is that you?’ She cocked her head at it. It didn’t
look like him, but she was curious. 


He shook his head. ‘It’s my lad. Sam. Lives with his
mum.’


‘Oh, right.’ She smiled to cover her confusion. How
could he have a teenage child when he didn’t look much more than a teenager
himself? ‘I thought that maybe Lili...’ she trailed off, hoping he’d fill in
with something that would flesh the woman out a little more. 


‘She didn’t have any kids.’ He exhaled again, this
time with a grunting cough. ‘Plenty of boyfriends, but no kids.’ 


‘Really?’ Ceri held her breath, willing him to go
on. 


‘Her boss, number one.’ He held out the thumb of his
right hand. ‘That’s how she got the barn so cheap - it’s on his land, see.’ He
stuck out the rest of his fingers in quick succession, muttering names under
his breath. ‘Half a dozen guys in the village plus a load more at the hospital.
In fact,’ he said, sucking on the joint, ‘pretty much every bloke round here
except for me.’ He laughed bitterly. ‘You’re too nice, Ty - that’s what she
always said to me. Too fuckin’ nice! Can you believe she said that?’ 


Ceri watched a large tear escape from the corner of
his left eye and land with a plop on the pale green Dralon.


*


The car Megan and Jonathan were travelling in took a
sharp right turn by a buff-coloured building with a modern stone turret. The
heavily barred windows just visible above the manicured lawns were the only
clue that this was the town’s police station. 


The officer driving them pulled into the car park
and jumped out to open the door for Megan. He looked about sixteen. Far too
fresh-faced for a policeman, she thought. She wondered how he’d look in ten
years’ time, when the horrible sights that inevitably lay in store for him had
taken their toll. 


She stepped out, thinking about the man she was
about to interview. Mick Stubbs sounded like a very unpleasant individual but,
she reminded herself, being guilty of sexual harassment didn’t necessarily make
him a murderer. 


The more she thought about it, the more concerned
she was about the speed with which Arwyn Barry had acted. The crime scene was a
mess. The whole mortuary should have been sealed off, but he had only isolated
the part of the corridor where Lili’s body had been lying. Fingerprints had
been found around the fridges, but they hadn’t yet been checked against the
known users of that part of the building. It was all too quick. There should
have been a case conference with the forensics people presenting their findings
before any arrest was made. What was Barry playing at? 


As they approached the heavy glass doors they could
hear shouting. Megan wondered if it was someone in the lock-up. She glanced at
Jonathan. He’d heard it too. ‘Sounds like some fun and games going on down
there!’ He cocked his head at the barred windows. 


The shouting suddenly got louder. Not just one
voice, but three or four, and a screaming, choking sound. Megan stopped dead. ‘I
don’t like the sound of that.’ 











Chapter 11


 


It was all over the papers the next morning. ‘HOSPITAL
HORROR’, screamed The Sun’s three-inch high headline, while The Guardian’s
front page had the rather more restrained ‘PROBE AFTER MAN DIES IN POLICE
CUSTODY’.


The West Wales News prided itself on taking
the middle way while playing up the local angle. ‘ABER MAN DIES IN POLICE CELLS’
was the headline, with ‘Dead Man Suspect In Hospital Killing’ as the strap
underneath. 


HTV had a reporter doing a piece to camera outside
Aberystwyth police station. Ceri watched him as she poured cornflakes into a
bowl for Emily’s breakfast. There was nothing new in his report. It simply
restated the bald press release issued by Dyfed-Powys police last night. The
suspect, Mick Stubbs, had tried to escape after being charged with the murder
of Lili Jonas. He’d died while being restrained by four policemen, one of whom
was DS Arwyn Barry. All four officers had been suspended pending an inquiry. 


Ceri stared at the TV screen, shaking her head. ‘God,
I hope he bloody well did it, the poor...’ she trailed off as Emily ambled into
the kitchen rubbing her eyes. 


Megan was behind her, already dressed, with her
running shoes in her hand. 


‘You going jogging?’ Ceri gave her a puzzled frown.
Her sister was supposed to be on holiday, but last night she’d made it quite
clear that relaxation of any kind was off the agenda. They’d been up well
beyond midnight talking about the deaths of the mortuary technician and the
porter. Megan’s frustration at being on the sidelines had been obvious. Now
that DS Barry was off the case her only source of information was the media.
Last night she’d been talking about driving to police headquarters in
Carmarthen to find out what on earth was going on. 


‘I’m going to find Lili Jonas’ barn.’ The look on
Megan’s face reminded Ceri of childhood games of French cricket on the beach.
This was the look her sister used to give when taking up the bat and planting
her feet firmly in the sand. It was a mixture of defiance and determination. 


‘How are you going to get away with that?’ Ceri’s
stomach fluttered. She knew that Lili’s barn must be one of those she’d seen
when she went to visit Griff. The thought of Megan going there unsettled her.
Was it because she was afraid for her sister or jealous at the thought of her
encountering the archaeologist? Not trusting herself to answer that question,
she concentrated on mixing hot water with the powdered porridge Joe liked for
breakfast. 


‘I’ll get onto the land the back way, from the
causeway that runs across the bog,’ Megan said. ‘If anyone spots me I’ll
pretend I’m house-hunting. One of those barns is for sale.’ She pulled the
property section of the West Wales News from a pile in the corner of the
kitchen and held it under her sister’s nose. 


Ceri glanced at the picture, rolling up the sleeve
of her dressing gown to stop it trailing in the porridge. ‘I think you’re mad.
I mean, even if you manage to get in, what are you hoping to find?’ 


‘Anything that gives me a better idea of what sort
of person Lili was.’ Megan sat down on one of the pine chairs and laced up her
shoes. ‘It’s where I always start when I’m trying to build up a profile of a
killer. I have to know as much as I can about the victim.’ 


‘So you don’t think Mick Stubbs did it?’ 


‘I don’t know.’ Megan stood up. ‘But I have to find
out. The police are running around like headless chickens after what happened
yesterday. I phoned Jonathan Andrews a few minutes ago. They won’t even let him
take a dental impression from Mick Stubbs’ body now Barry’s off the case. I
imagine they’re bringing someone up from Carmarthen to take charge and by the time
they get their head round things, well...’ She shrugged, heading for the door. 


‘You think it’s someone else?’ Ceri persisted. ‘You
do, don’t you?’ 


Megan sighed. ‘Like I said, I don’t know. But Lili’s
the key to it and as far as you and I know the police aren’t even aware of the
stuff in that barn. ‘ 


‘Do you think we should go to them? Tell them?’ Ceri
was staring into space, the porridge spoon halfway between the bowl and Joe’s
mouth. 


Megan shook her head. ‘To be honest, at the moment I
simply don’t have any faith in their ability not to balls things up. What they
did to Mick Stubbs... ‘ she shrugged, biting her lip. ‘Completely over-the-top.
They get that in basic training, you know - how to restrain someone without
putting them at risk.’ 


‘So you think you’ve got more chance of solving this
than they have?’ 


‘Well, the way things are at the moment, yes, I do.’


*


It was humid and overcast outside. Megan jogged for
about twenty minutes before slowing to a walk. She took a bottle of water from
her backpack. As she raised it to her mouth a flash of electric blue caught her
eye. She paused for a moment, fascinated by the sight of a kingfisher gulping down
a small, wriggling fish. A few seconds later it darted off along the river that
snaked across the marshland to the sea.


As she walked on she noticed driftwood and other
flotsam lying in the soft mud at the water’s edge. Within a few yards she
spotted a baby’s dummy, a single flip-flop and a can of Coca-Cola, its familiar
red bleached to a pale grey. Further on a bottle of bathroom cleaner lay among
a pile of tiny, dead crabs. All these things had been washed upriver by the
tide, strange bedfellows in this wild landscape. 


It struck her that the river-bank was like the
village in microcosm; the crabs and the driftwood conveyed the natural beauty
of the place, while the human detritus...well, it was exactly that. People
washed up in Borth the way these objects had washed up on the tide. It was that
kind of place. A strange mixture of born-and-bred Welsh, English hippie
drop-outs turned respectable, and the others, mostly down on their luck, lured
to the sea in search of a better life. 


A heron rose majestically from the water a few yards
ahead of her. Following its flight path she spotted the bird hide away to her left,
its sloping roof just visible above the bulrushes. Police tape hung limply from
the metal poles that had been stuck in the causeway leading up to it. The Bog
Body case had been totally eclipsed by the events of the past two days. Megan
wondered if the results of the carbon dating test had come through yet. She
thought about Griff Abdulla. Was it a coincidence that the man who had found
the body lived within half a mile of the bird hide? And that the woman found
dead in the mortuary would have been his next door neighbour? 


She was still pondering this when she caught sight
of the row of barns on the edge of Cors Fochno Farm. All that separated the
estate from the causeway was a low barbed wire fence. She pressed it down and
climbed over, taking care not to snag her jogging pants. Pulling her cap down
to shade her eyes she scanned the buildings in front of her. Only two of the
barns looked habitable. As she drew closer she recognised Griff Abdulla’s from
the description Ceri had given of the cow’s skull mounted above the front door.
She skirted round the back of it and made her way to the door of the other
building. There was scaffolding round two sides of it, but glancing through one
of the downstairs windows, she saw furniture and rugs on the floor. She tried
the front door and, to her surprise, it opened. She stood on the threshold for a
few seconds, listening. 


‘Hello?’ Her voice ricocheted off the bare plaster
walls. 


There was no reply; no sound at all She tiptoed from
room to room. There were only four - a living room with a tiny kitchen off it
and upstairs one bedroom and a bathroom. The living room cupboards contained
nothing but CDs. The kitchen was bare apart from a few items of crockery and
cutlery and a plastic bag full of what smelt like old fish and chip wrappers.
It was in the bedroom that she found the book of hair. 


It was lying on top of a large black holdall of
women’s clothes. The book’s cover was red silk inlaid with tiny mirrors; the
sort of thing on sale in the souvenir shops on the seafront at Aberystwyth.
Megan opened it carefully. Each page bore ten locks of hair arranged in two
rows. They were fixed with clear tape and most were grey, apart from one of
wispy blonde curls that looked as if it might have belonged to a baby. Beside
each sample was a handwritten entry giving a name and the date of death.
Turning to the last page she saw a substantial lock of coarse hair the colour
of marmalade. The words ‘Bog Body’ were written beside it, with a blank space
after ‘Date of Death’. 


Megan’s finger moved across the page. She couldn’t
resist touching it. It felt tough and springy, like fishing line. Would hair
really feel like this if it had been lying underwater for two thousand years?
She couldn’t believe it.  


‘Hello!’ A man’s voice rang out in the room below
her, giving her such a fright she almost dropped the book. With shaking hands
she replaced it on the holdall and tiptoed onto the landing. She could see the
top of his head through the banister rail, black hair tied back in a pony-tail.



‘Hello.’ She tried to keep her voice light. She had
rehearsed this in her head, what to say if she was rumbled. ‘The door was open
- hope you don’t mind me letting myself in.’ He was looking up at her now. She
recognised his face from the photo in Ceri’s article. This was the
archaeologist, Griff Abdulla. She could see why her sister was so smitten. ‘You
must be from the estate agent’s,’ she said, stepping onto the staircase. 


‘No.’ The word sounded like an accusation. His
glittering black eyes travelled up and down her body, lingering on the place
where her lycra vest stretched across her breasts. ‘I’m from next door. ‘ 


‘Oh.’ Megan reached the bottom of the stairs,
pulling the property section of the newspaper from her backpack. ‘Have I got
the right one?’ She pointed to the photo of the barn and he leaned forward. He
was slightly taller than her but probably weighed less. His skin and hair were
the same colour as hers. 


‘It’s the one across the way.’ His voice had lost
its threatening edge. He looked up at her and shrugged. ‘I can show you round
if you like - it’s my father who’s selling it. ‘ 


Megan put on a disappointed face. ‘Is this one sold,
then? What a shame - I really like it.’ 


‘Well it is, but it might be up for sale again soon.’
He gave her a conspiratorial grin. 


‘Really?’ His expression unnerved her. He must know
about Lili’s death. Before she could frame a question he launched into an
explanation. He told her, without a trace of emotion, that the current owner
had died suddenly before being able to move into the bam. He said Lili was a
friend of his father’s and because of that money hadn’t actually changed hands
before she died. That meant that technically, the barn was still on the market.



‘This...what did you say her name was?’


‘Lili. Lili Jonas.’ 


‘Not that poor woman they’ve been talking about on
the news?’ 


He nodded. ‘She worked at the hospital. Dad was her
boss.’ 


‘How awful.’ She looked away, unsure how convincing
her face looked. ‘He must be devastated.’ 


Griff Abdulla’s mouth turned down as if he was
pondering this. ‘Well, they’d only worked together for a year or so. But Lili
was a great girl.’ 


‘You knew her as well, then?’ Megan held her breath,
wondering how much further she could push this. 


‘Oh yeah.’ There was a trace of a smile on his lips.
‘We had a lot in common, actually. I’m an archaeologist and my specialism is
death rituals.’ He looked at her as if expecting a reaction. She looked back,
showing nothing but polite interest. ‘Lili used to let me into the mortuary some
nights and we’d sit with the bodies.’ He blinked, but she held his gaze. ‘Did
you know,’ he went on, ‘that prior to 1852 it was considered unfeeling to leave
a dead body unattended? Night and day the corpse was watched and candles burnt
in the death chamber. Lili did that sometimes. It bothered her, you see, the
thought of the bodies lying there all alone.’ 


‘How ironic,’ Megan said. ‘Presumably she’s lying
there herself now?’ Had he been to see her body? Lit candles for a midnight
vigil? With his father in charge it wouldn’t be difficult to gain access to the
mortuary at any time of the day or night. 


He nodded but said nothing. His expression was
unreadable. Megan wondered if Lili had been sleeping with both father and son.
Zahur Abdulla had the money and Griff had the looks. 


‘Would you like to see the other barn?’ His change
of tack took her by surprise. 


‘Er, no, thanks. I’d like to keep my eye on this
one, though. I’ll ask the estate agent to keep me posted. ‘ 


She managed to get away without giving him her name.



If he had asked she would have made something up. As
she walked down the path she could feel his eyes on her. She couldn’t go back
by way of the bog - if she’d really come to view the barn she’d have come to
the farm from the main road, so she would have to walk back that way. 


The path took a sharp bend and after a couple of
minutes she glanced over her shoulder. She’d half expected him to follow her,
to see her off the property, but there was no sight or sound of him. She took a
long breath in and out. She could see the gate to Cors Fochno Farm in the
distance. To her right was a stable block with the farmhouse tucked behind it.
As she drew nearer she heard a high, shrill voice. It was a woman’s voice. She
sounded very angry. 


There was a moss-covered stone wall surrounding the
stables. Megan crept up to it and listened. She could hear another voice now.
She recognised the accent. It was Zahur Abdulla. There was an old, rotten
looking gate a few yards along the wall. She shuffled sideways until she was
level with it. There was a gap on one side where the wood had warped and,
crouching down, she could see into the yard. The pathologist was facing her and
she had a back view of a woman dressed in jodhpurs and riding boots. 


‘But I was at the golf club,’ he was saying. He
looked sullen, defensive. His arms were outstretched, palms up, as if he was
trying to strike some sort of bargain. 


‘You’re always at the bloody golf club!’ The accent
was local Welsh. Her face was in profile now. It was very red. Her dark brown
hair was tied back in a pony-tail like her son’s, for surely, Megan thought,
this must be Mrs Abdulla. 


‘I am not always at the golf club, Gwenda,’
he said. ‘But I was that afternoon and evening. Call Geraint James if
you don’t believe me!’ 


‘Oh no, darling,’ she spat the last word out like
sour milk. ‘I wouldn’t waste my time! I know you two are as thick as thieves.
Was he fucking her too? Everyone knows what a slapper she was! What was he
doing for her? Free conveyancing, was it?’ 


Megan watched the pathologist shrug and turn away.
He mumbled something she didn’t quite catch and disappeared through a gate on
the other side of the yard, presumably heading for the farmhouse. The woman
hissed ‘Fuck you!’ and turned on her heel, pushing open one of the stable
doors. Megan heard a clattering of hooves. She moved away from the gate and
darted towards a water butt further along the wall. If Mrs Abdulla was about to
dissipate her anger in a long ride she didn’t want to be spotted hanging around
the property. 


She crouched behind the rusty metal cylinder and a
few seconds later the gate burst open. The woman was astride a beautiful
Palomino, its glossy cream mane and tail tossing as she took it to a brisk
trot. In less than a minute horse and rider had reached the gate that gave onto
the main road. Beyond that were open fields that rolled down to the sea. Megan
had often seen horses on Ynyslas beach. There was mile after mile of
uninterrupted sand. Just the place to let off steam.  


She began walking towards the gate, glancing towards
the farmhouse in case the pathologist was still hanging around. But there was
no sign of anyone. She thought about what she’d overheard. The impression she
was forming of Lili Jonas was of a sexual adventurer and opportunist; someone
who used men rather than men using her. So who was responsible for those
bruises on her thighs? From what the pathologist’s wife had said, it could be
almost any man in the village or the hospital. 


At the gate she turned left. It would take her a
good three quarters of an hour to walk back to the cottage. A few yards on she
spotted a familiar figure bending over the open bonnet of a white van. It was
Dai Powell, the man who was putting in the new doors at the cottage. Before she’d
got near enough to attract his attention a girl ran out of the stone house
behind him. 


‘Dad!’ the girl called. ‘Father Hawksley’s on the
phone.’ She held it out to him. ‘He wants to know when Mum’s coming out of
hospital. ‘ 


‘Tell him I don’t know!’ The words were spoken in an
offhand, irritated way, accompanied by a wave of the hand as if Dai Powell was
being bothered by a wasp. 


‘Do your own dirty work! I’m going to Griff ‘s.’ The
girl threw the phone onto the driver’s seat and ran down the drive. By the time
she reached Megan she’d slowed to a walk. Spotting a stranger in her path the
girl turned her head away, but not before Megan had seen the tears streaking
down her pale cheeks.











Chapter 12


 


Megan stood at the roadside wondering what to do.
Dai Powell was no longer standing over the bonnet of the van. He was sitting in
the driver’s seat talking into the phone. She felt sure he could tell her more
about Lili Jonas. If his daughter was going to see Griff Abdulla he obviously
knew his neighbours. It would be easy enough to manufacture a reason for
dropping in on him. 


When he caught sight of her he frowned, then smiled.



Climbing out of the van he came round to where she
was standing. 


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Hope you don’t mind me popping
round, but Ceri was wondering when you might be able to finish off the patio
doors.’ She gave him an apologetic smile. ‘I know you’re probably really busy
but we’re a bit worried about it being insecure with just that plastic sheeting
over it.’ This was not entirely untrue. With the kitchen window just a few feet
from the beach, anyone passing by could spot an opportunity to break in. 


‘I would’ve been round yesterday,’ he said,
thrusting his hands in his pockets, ‘but things have been a bit hectic the last
few days. My wife’s had to go into hospital.’ 


‘Oh, I am sorry.’ She studied his expression. He
didn’t look worried, exactly. Irritated would have been a better description. ‘Was
that your daughter I saw on the road? I thought she looked a bit upset. ‘ 


‘Oh, yes.’ He sighed and stared at his feet. ‘Alice
is having a bit of a hard time at the moment.’ He looked up, his pale brown
eyes troubled. ‘She was the one found that body, you know.’ 


This took Megan by surprise. For a second she stared
at him. Did he mean Lili’s body? Had his daughter been at the hospital and
wandered into the mortuary? 


‘The one they pulled out of the bog.’ 


‘She found it?’ Megan frowned. ‘But I read in
the paper that it was an archaeologist...’ she tailed off, not wanting him to
know that she’d already met Griff Abdulla. 


‘She was on work experience with him.’ Dai Powell
sniffed and leaned back against the van. ‘He lives just down the road and she’s
always round there. Reckons she wants to do an archaeology degree when she
leaves school - always watching Time Team on the telly. ‘ 


‘Oh, I see.’ Megan nodded. She wondered what else
his daughter was getting up to. She had looked fragile and vulnerable and Griff
Abdulla had come across as a womaniser. Alice Powell probably wasn’t old enough
to be legal, but would that stop a man like him? Whatever was going on there,
it was Lili Jonas she needed to find out about. She must steer the conversation
in that direction. 


‘When you said your daughter had found a body,’ she
began, ‘I thought for a minute you meant the woman at the hospital. ‘ 


He made a noise that was a mixture of a cough and a
snort. ‘Lili Jonas, you mean?’ His mouth turned down as if he’d sensed a bad
smell in the air. 


‘Did you know her?’ Megan held her breath. 


‘Not really,’ he shrugged. ‘Priced up a job at that
barn of hers once. Gave her all kinds of free advice then heard she’d gone and
done it herself.’ 


Megan wondered if sex had been offered in return for
this advice. 


‘Wouldn’t have wished her dead, mind.’ Dai Powell
came out with this as an afterthought, as if he’d realised just a little too
late how callous he sounded. 


‘Well someone obviously did.’ Megan blinked as the
sun emerged from thick clouds. ‘They reckon it was that porter, don’t they? The
one that died in custody.’ She watched his face. 


‘Well, they must’ve had a good reason to arrest him,
mustn’t they?’ He was looking straight back at her. 


‘Hmm.’ Megan pursed her lips as if considering this.
‘I’d heard a rumour there was some kind of affair going on with her boss.’ She
held his gaze, her words hanging in the air like a maggot on a hook. 


He grunted again. ‘And the rest!’ 


‘Oh?’ Megan feigned surprise. ‘Sounds like she might
have upset quite a few people, then?’ 


He nodded. ‘Let’s say she won’t exactly be missed
around here.’ His pockets rattled as he straightened up. ‘Anyway,’ he said with
a yawn, ‘tell your sister I’ll be round a.s.a.p. to put those windows in -
hopefully tomorrow or the day after, ok?’ 


Megan nodded. She had no option but to leave now.
Asking any more questions would have made her interest in the case too obvious.



It was a long walk back to the cottage. The road
skirted the sea before losing itself in the dark canyon of houses that formed
the main part of Borth village. To her left she could see the golf club, but
the bird hide was concealed in a mass of bulrushes. Then she passed the Blue
Horizons caravan site, where Ceri had told her Lili had been living while she
restored the barn. 


It was all so close: the pool, the caravan site,
Cors Fochno Farm. Murder was so very rare in this remote part of west Wales,
yet in the space of two days two people had been found dead, one in Borth, the
other from Borth. And one victim had possessed a lock of the other’s hair. That
was a link, something connecting the two bodies. Was it possible that both were
victims of the same killer? 


Her train of thought was derailed by the ring tone
of her mobile phone. 


‘Meg, it’s Jonathan.’ He sounded breathless,
excited. ‘I’m at the mortuary. Trefor’s been called back to do the post-mortem
on the porter - want to come?’ 


‘Oh ...yes...but what about the police? Will they
let us in on it?’ 


‘They won’t know,’ Jonathan replied. ‘They’re so
busy chasing their tails there’ll be no one there but Trefor, me and you.’


*


The body of Mick Stubbs was lying, fully clothed, on
the mortuary table. The first thing Megan noticed was the colour of his face.
It was a violent pink, the same shade as the blancmange whose smell had always
made her retch when it was served up for pudding at her old school. Above the
porter’s pale blue T-shirt she could see a darker purple line that ran right
across the front of his throat. 


‘Congestion of the face is consistent with asphyxia,’
Trefor Penhelig said, ‘as is this.’ He turned sideways-on to Mick Stubbs’ face,
pointing with a metal ruler to the dead man’s eyelids. Megan and Jonathan moved
closer. The swollen skin above the eyes was marked with tiny red pinheads, as
if someone had poked him repeatedly with something sharp. ‘Petechial
haemorrhages,’ the pathologist went on, ‘due to leakage of blood caused by
raised pressure in the venous system.’ He sniffed. ‘Interesting, because if all
they’d done was jumped on him you wouldn’t necessarily expect those, or the
facial congestion.’ 


‘You mean the police did something else?’ Jonathan
was staring at his friend, his, forehead creased with frown lines. 


‘Oh yes.’ Penhelig cleared his throat. ‘The strange
thing about death by restraint is that the usual signs of traumatic or postural
asphyxia are absent. You can’t usually tell the cause of death just by looking
at the corpse.’ He spread his hands, palms up, a few inches from the porter’s
livid face. ‘In this case, though, asphyxia is blindingly obvious. ‘ 


Megan’s eyebrows arched. ‘So what did they do?’ 


The pathologist pointed to the purple line on Mick
Stubbs’ throat. ‘He was wearing a leather necklace. A sort of thong with a
silver bead at the front and it was yanked at some point - either as he was
running away or when he was on the ground. He was still wearing it when they
brought him in - it’s in that evidence bag over there.’ 


Megan walked across to the trolley where the
necklace lay encased in clear plastic. Holding it up to the light she could see
that the leather thong fastened with a chunky silver catch that was still
intact. 


‘So effectively he was garrotted, was he?’ It was
Jonathan who asked the question. 


‘Well, yes, but not enough to kill him, I don’t
think.’ Penhelig pursed his lips. ‘It was probably a combination of being knelt
on and that thing being pulled tight around his neck. The way I visualise it is
that he ran past the police, one of them grabbed the necklace and he either
fell or was pulled to the ground, where the rest of them piled on top of him.’ 


‘Have the police admitted any of this?’ Megan
replaced the bag on the trolley. 


‘Not in so many words.’ He grunted a laugh. ‘What
was the official line? Prisoner expired as a result of police intervention
during an attempted escape from the cells - something like that, anyway.’ 


Megan wondered what the officers would be charged with.
She could just imagine Barry’s righteous fury when told that Mick Stubbs was a
convicted rapist. But whether the porter was innocent or guilty of Lili’s
death, the Detective Superintendent and his pals were looking at manslaughter
charges. 


She walked back to the place where the corpse lay.
The eyes were almost obscured by the puffy skin of the lids. The mouth was
slack but she couldn’t see the dead man’s teeth. She turned to Jonathan. ‘The
DNA results from the plaque in the bite - when are they likely to come through?’



‘Not for another three or four days at least.’ As he
looked at her she saw his expression change. His eyes narrowed and the knuckle
of his right index finger went to the scar under his bottom lip. 


‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


Jonathan nodded. ‘We need to match those teeth
against the bite mark.’ He glanced at Trefor Penhelig. ‘If the porter’s not our
man there’s someone out there who could kill again. We need a quick result. So
there’s really only one thing we can do.’ 


‘Which is?’ The pathologist looked puzzled. 


‘Excise the maxilla and mandible.’ Jonathan’s voice
was matter-of-fact. ‘Get the girl’s body out of the fridge and rebite the arm.
Compare the marks and Bob’s your uncle.’


Penhelig pulled a face. ‘You’re joking?’ 


‘Not at all,’ Jonathan said briskly. ‘It’s a
straightforward procedure. All I need is a circular saw.’ 


‘God, I didn’t mean that!’ Megan was not in
the least squeamish but the thought of this made her stomach churn. ‘Can’t you
just take a cast of the teeth?’ 


‘Well I could, yes, but it’d take almost as long as
the DNA results,’ he shrugged. ‘Doing it the other way we get a result in under
an hour.’ His hazel eyes held hers in a way that defied argument. He knew he
was right. She and Penhelig knew it too. Morally, however, they were on very
shaky ground. What would Mick Stubbs’ relatives, if he had any, say about his
body being mutilated in this way? On the other hand, she thought, what would
the relatives of any future victim say if the search for a murderer was delayed
out of respect for a corpse? 











Chapter 13


 


The smell of burning bone caught Megan’s throat. A
fine mist swirled round Jonathan’s masked face as he bent over the head of the
dead porter. The circular saw made a high pitched, screaming sound like the
wail of a soul in torment. Suddenly she knew how Lili Jonas must have felt,
preparing bodies for the pathologist. It was easy to imagine the spirit of Mick
Stubbs seething at this act of desecration. Had Lili thought the locks of hair
would protect her? Muttered prayers or gypsy incantations over the pages of her
strange book? 


Megan was the only witness to Jonathan’s dubious
experiment. Trefor Penhelig had made it clear that he wanted no part of it.
After removing and inspecting the brain and the main organs he disappeared with
the warning that he’d be back in two hours, by which time he wanted the maxilla
and mandible back in place. 


Jonathan had taken great care with the skin, cutting
behind the ears and under the chin, which allowed him to peel the face back
until the whole of the lower part of the skull was exposed. She had imagined
that Mick Stubbs would be a hideous Frankenstein when the jaw was removed and
replaced, ugly stitches running across his face, but as Jonathan worked he
explained that once the skin had been rolled back over the severed jaws it
would be difficult to detect what had been done. 


‘Bit like a face lift, actually,’ he said, winking
at her as he glanced up. There was a soft clunk as the porter’s jaws fell
sideways onto the metal surface of the trolley. Jonathan wiped sweat from his
forehead with the sleeve of his overalls. When he put the saw down Megan could
see that his hands were shaking. She knew then that his flippant manner was all
bravado. The wide grin belied the fact that he was finding this every bit as
distasteful as she was. Without speaking a word to each other they went into
the corridor to the fridges. She took the key from its hook and helped him pull
the body of Lili Jonas from its cold resting place. 


When Jonathan removed the white sheet that covered
the dead woman Megan noticed that the bite mark at the top of the left arm was
even more pronounced than when she had last seen it. The purple bruising had
turned black, as had the blood encrusting the marks made by the upper incisors
where they had broken the skin. 


Jonathan grasped the porter’s disembodied jaws and
held them over the bite mark, shifting them this way and that like someone
trying to hang a picture straight. When he was satisfied that he had the teeth
at the right angle, he moved the jaws a couple of inches below the site of the
mark. With the thumb and index finger of both hands he opened the hinged bones
to their full extent before clamping them down on the pale flesh of the
mortuary technician’s arm. 


In the silence that followed, Megan could hear
Jonathan breathe. It was a slow, intense sound that echoed the concentration in
his eyes. She waited, hardly daring to breathe herself. How long, she wondered,
did it take to reproduce this kind of mark in flesh that was not living but
dead? 


When he released the arm from the jaws Megan bent
closer to inspect the impression left behind. Unlike the first mark, there was
no change in the colour of the skin where the teeth had bitten into it. There
was a distinct indentation, though, which stayed there because the skin had
lost its elasticity. And she could see at a glance that this mark was a very
different in shape from the original. 


‘Look at those incisors!’ Jonathan’s eyes glittered
as they darted between Megan and the corpse. 


‘They’re quite crooked, aren’t they?’ She could see
that two teeth in the lower set must have protruded slightly from the rest,
giving a mark that was far from the symmetrical semicircle displayed in the
first bite. 


‘And look at that,’ Jonathan leaned forward,
pointing to the upper half of the mark with a steel ruler. ‘The distance
between the canines is far greater in this one. I’ll measure it in a minute but
you can tell just by looking that the killer had a smaller mouth than poor old
Mick.’ 


‘We have to tell the police.’ Megan pulled her
mobile phone from her pocket. She punched out the number of the station,
frowning as a recorded message asked her to key in the extension she required. ‘I
don’t bloody know!’ she hissed into the mouthpiece. The robotic voice told her
to wait for an operator. She paced up and down until she heard the words, ‘Aberystwyth
police station’, spoken by someone that sounded as if they might be alive. 


It was a frustrating conversation. There was no one
available who was senior enough to discuss the case. With Arwyn Barry
suspended, an Inspector Davies had been deputising until a Chief Superintendent
arrived from Carmarthen. Davies was out somewhere and the new boss wasn’t due
until the morning. In the end she had to leave a message. 


‘I can’t believe these people!’ She thrust the phone
back into her pocket, shaking her head at Jonathan. ‘I hope to God this is a
one-off. That whoever killed her did it for a damned good reason.’ 


‘As opposed to some nutter who did it for kicks?’
Jonathan’s eyebrows arched. ‘Nothing more we can do though, is there? Sweet
Fanny Adams until the morning.’ He gestured to the lifeless forms of Mick and
Lili, lying inches apart on metal trolleys. ‘Better get these two to bed, eh?’


*


It was dark when they left the mortuary. 


‘Don’t know about you, but I need a drink.’ Jonathan
touched Megan’s arm as he spoke. His smile was softer now, less forced, but as
he brushed against her she could feel that his whole body was trembling. 


‘I’ll drive,’ she said. 


He didn’t protest about leaving his car in the
hospital car park. Didn’t ask how he’d retrieve it in the morning. They drove
to his hotel without speaking. Her head was full of dead faces. Mick and Lili
leering at her from every set of headlights they passed along the way. She
shuddered at the memory of the porter’s head, the lower half hanging by a
thread the moment before Jonathan’s saw severed it. Of the woman’s lifeless arm
pock-marked with bites. 


Suddenly she felt an overwhelming urge to throw up.
She swallowed hard and glanced at Jonathan. He was staring straight ahead, the
muscles of his face tight, as if he was concentrating very hard on the road
ahead. Was he feeling the same, she wondered? 


When they arrived at his hotel she followed him up
the stairs like a zombie. She felt numb, unable to question what they were
doing, where they were going. He slid the keycard into the door of his bedroom
and stood aside to let her pass. She blinked as he switched on the light. The
bed was as wide as it was long and she sank onto the soft white’ quilt. All she
wanted to do was lie down and close her eyes; shut out the horrible images from
the mortuary. 


She heard him pick up the phone and order drinks
from room service. She heard the knock on the door when the waiter arrived. She
took a couple of sips of whisky but then she must have drifted off to sleep
because the next thing she was conscious of was Jonathan lying beside her. He
put his arm around her and she nestled against him, glad of the warmth of his
body. 


Without opening her eyes she slid her hand up to his
shoulder. Her fingers told her that he’d taken off his shirt. She let her hand
travel down his back. He was naked. Now she was afraid to open her eyes. It was
surreal, feeling his body without seeing it. Somehow that made it all right.
When she felt his fingers on the buttons of her blouse she lay quite still,
like a child, allowing him to remove her clothes one by one. They clung to each
other, and suddenly he was inside her. Too late, she opened her eyes. 


Their lovemaking was rough and frantic, like
refugees from some wartime atrocity. She had no idea how long she was there, or
at what point the spell was broken. All she could remember was wriggling out
from under him, grabbing her clothes, ignoring his pleas for her to stay. 


When she crawled into her own bed at the cottage she
felt as if her head was going to explode. It wasn’t the whisky - she’d left her
glass half full on his bedside table. Questions crowded in like unwelcome
strangers. Why had she gone back to the hotel? Why hadn’t she insisted on
drinking at the bar? Why had she let him take her clothes off? 


She shut her eyes tight and buried her head in the
pillow. 


Yes, he was attractive. Yes, he was intelligent,
charming and apparently single. But to do that without any preamble, to go to
bed with him and have unprotected sex... 


She bit the pillow in anguish and suddenly her head
was filled with the faces from the mortuary. She saw Mick Stubbs’ head with
Jonathan hovering over it in a cloud of bone dust. Jonathan moving the dead man’s
jaws like some joke shop monstrosity. Jonathan biting, biting so hard on Lili’s
pale, dead flesh.  


‘No!’ she hissed in the darkness. ‘It wasn’t
Jonathan. He didn’t bite her.’ 


But he might as well have,
her conscience hissed back. And you watched him do it. 


It was that shared sense of conspiracy, the
knowledge that they had participated in something so grotesque, so obscene. No
matter that it had been done in the name of justice. Afterwards they had devoured
one another like hungry animals, as if sex could shake off the lingering stench
of the corpses they had defiled.


*


The sea woke her the next morning. Waves were
crashing on the shingle, dragging large pebbles up the beach with a harsh,
scraping sound. She glanced at the clock and jumped out of bed. Pulling on her
jeans she winced as she zipped them up. The skin over her pubic bone was very
tender. There would be a bruise, but it hadn’t come out. Not yet. 


She walked gingerly down the stairs. The denim was
soft and worn but still it hurt where it rubbed against her. Served her right,
of course. If bruising was the only legacy of last night’s stupidity she’d be
very lucky. Oh well, the voice in her head whispered, at least you
don’t have to worry about chlamydia. She swallowed hard, angry at the tears
she could feel pricking at the back of her eyelids. Her infertility was
something she had come to terms with years before. Or thought she had. Was it
just the news of Patrick’s baby that had knocked her off balance, or something
else? Was that why she’d allowed Jonathan to make love to her without using a
condom? Some desperate, last ditch attempt to prove all the doctors wrong? 


‘Hi Meg - you look rough! ‘ Ceri’s grinning face
appeared round the kitchen door. ‘Large black coffee, is it?’ 


Megan sank down at the table with a groan. 


‘Won’t ask what time you got in last night.’ Ceri
shot her a knowing look as she reached for a mug. 


‘Good!’ Megan grunted. The great thing about
relatives, she thought, was that you didn’t have to be polite to them first
thing in the morning. 


‘I had a call from Griff a couple of minutes ago.’
Ceri’s expression had gone all coy. She was hopeless at hiding her       feelings.
‘You’ll never guess what’s happened...’ 


Megan frowned as she took the proffered mug. She
wasn’t in the mood to hear about Ceri’s love life. 


‘That body he found - it’s not old after all.’ 


‘What?’ Megan’s coffee never reached her mouth. 


‘He got the results of the carbon dating test from
the lab in Oxford.’ Ceri was talking fast. ‘He couldn’t wait for the police -
they’re so slow - so he pulled a few strings and went over their heads. ‘ She
might have been describing some clever thing one of the children had done. ‘Poor
Griff - he’s terribly disappointed. ‘ 


‘I bet he is.’ The thought of the cocky
archaeologist getting a knock-back gave Megan a perverse sense of satisfaction.
‘So how old is the body, then?’ 


‘1955 AD plus or minus fifty years, the lab said. I
don’t think they can be much more accurate than that with C-14.’ She gave a
self-conscious giggle. ‘God, I’m even starting to sound like him, now, aren’t
I?’ 


Megan didn’t hear the last sentence. Her brain was
in overdrive with the implications of the carbon dating. The old man with the
strange orange beard and the terrified face could have died very recently,
then. What was it Professor Lee had said? That the body must have been lying in
the water for at least a year to have been preserved in the way it was.
Suddenly it hit her. Whoever had dumped the body in the pool would have
expected it to rot to bare bones pretty quickly. Only someone with specialist
knowledge could know about the preserving quality of water found in a peat bog.



So Ceri’s article in the paper would have come as a
terrible shock to the killer. Anyone reading it would realise there was a good
chance of the face being recognisable. And if the corpse was identified, it
didn’t take a great leap of the imagination to understand how desperate the
killer would be. Desperate enough to break into the mortuary to get at the
body. And desperate enough to kill anyone who got in his or her way. Megan
scraped the chair on the wooden floorboards in her rush to get up. She had to
get to the hospital. Find out if the body had been interfered with. 


‘By the way, could you babysit tonight?’ Ceri
followed her into the hall. ‘He’s asked me round for a drink.’ 


‘What?’ Megan’s eyes slid to the ceiling as she
reached for her jacket. ‘Wants you to help him drown his sorrows, does he?’ Her
voice sounded more sarcastic than she’d meant it to. 


‘Oh, don’t be like that Meg.’ Her sister looked
hurt. Megan hesitated halfway to the door. She wanted to warn Ceri. Tell her
about the look on Griff Abdulla’s face when he’d found her in the barn. About
Alice Powell’s tears as she ran to see him. But one look at those shining,
pleading eyes made her realise it would be useless. 


‘Okay,’ she said, biting her lip. ‘But please, Ceri,
be careful, won’t you?’


*


Megan was walking across the hospital car park when
her mobile rang. 


‘Meg?’ The sound of Jonathan’s voice made her
stomach contract. ‘Meg, are you okay?’ 


She mumbled something into the phone. He’d caught
her off-balance. She hadn’t had chance to work out what she was going to say to
him. 


‘Listen, I wanted to thank you for last night. I’m
sorry if it got a bit...well...if things went further than you really wanted
them to.’ He sounded as if he meant it. 


‘It’s okay, honestly. I’m fine.’ She couldn’t,
wouldn’t tell him how she really felt. 


‘Are you sure? You don’t sound it.’ 


‘No, really, I am. Let’s just forget it, shall we?’ 


There was a brief silence. She wondered if he was
still there. Then she heard him say her name. ‘Meg…I…I’ve got to go back to
Cardiff this morning, but I’ll call you - all right?’


Oh, sure,
she thought, as she pressed the’ end’ button. She was glad he was leaving. Glad
she wouldn’t have to face him. It would have been acutely embarrassing. 


She made her way to the hospital’s reception desk,
shutting him out of her mind by rehearsing what she would say to gain admission
to the mortuary. But she didn’t have to say anything. Trefor Penhelig was
standing at the desk. He looked very rough around the edges, his shirt creased
and his hair sticking up at the back as if he’d left his bed in as much of a
hurry as she had. 


The expression in his eyes was wary. She wondered if
there’d been some trouble about the removal of Mick Stubbs’ jaw. He took a step
back, as if he wanted to keep her at arm’s length. With a sick feeling she
wondered if Jonathan had told him what had happened at the hotel. 


‘Can’t keep away from the place, it seems!’ Penhelig
shrugged, a rueful smile on his face. She wasn’t sure if he was referring to
himself or to her. ‘You’ve heard the news, obviously?’ 


She frowned. Did he mean the carbon dating results?


‘Appalling oversight on the part of the police,’ he
went on, without waiting for a reply. ‘But I suppose with all the other
shenanigans it’s hardly surprising.’ 


‘Oversight?’ She looked at him blankly.


‘Oh, you haven’t heard, then?’ It was his turn to frown.
‘I thought Jonathan might have told you. It’s the Bog Body. It’s been got at. ‘



Megan’s eyes widened. She could have told him she’d anticipated
this but she kept silent, waiting for him to explain. 


‘I was on my way back to Cardiff when the police called,’
he said. ‘They’d had the results of the C-14 test and they wanted me to do a
post-mortem straight away. I got the body out of the fridge, lifted it out of
the water and...’ he tailed off, his gaze shifting to the wall above her head
as if he was viewing it a second time in his mind’s eye. ‘The face was a real
mess. And the hands had been hacked off. Clean cuts, though, made with
something big and sharp: a meat cleaver or a machete - something like that.’ 


‘So...no fingerprints,’ Megan was thinking aloud. ‘And
no chance of the face being recognised?’ 


‘Not a cat’s chance in hell. Want to take a look? He’s
still on the table.’ 


Megan nodded. As she followed the pathologist to the
mortuary she cursed herself for not working it out earlier. Apparently Lili
Jonas had died simply because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. She
wondered why Jonathan hadn’t thought it worth mentioning. 


She hesitated on the threshold of the mortuary, her
stomach churning at the thought of what she was about to see. Why am I doing
this? She stared at Penhelig’s back as he opened the swing doors. I’m
supposed to be on holiday. Is my life so empty now I don’t have a man in it
that I can’t just leave this to the police? She thought about DS Barry,
about Mick Stubbs and Lili Jonas lying in the fridges just a few yards along
the corridor. There was no doubt that the police had ballsed up on several
fronts. And it would take a while for the new boss to get a handle on things.
She blinked. Is that really why you’re here, or is it just a convenient
excuse? Are you just ghoulish? Have you become obsessed with death? She
took a deep breath, driving the whispering voices from her head. No, she
told herself, some this is not weird obsession. I feel as if my sanctuary
has been defiled. This body was dumped in Borth, just half a mile from my
cottage. And whoever did it is completely ruthless. 


 


 











Chapter 14


 


They had to tread on duckboards to get to the
corpse. Megan was given a white forensic bodysuit that covered everything, including
her shoes. She noticed the police tape that had previously sealed off just the
section of the corridor where Lili’s body had been found now encompassed the
whole mortuary. A bit late in the day for that, she thought. The whole place
should have been sealed off days ago. Whoever had taken over the investigation
was obviously a lot more thorough than Arwyn Barry. 


‘Forensics lot should be here in the next half hour,
‘ Trefor Penhelig said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘Got a new boss: Chief
Superintendent Nia Jones.’ 


A woman. Megan’s eyebrows rose. ‘What’s she like?’


‘Don’t know yet - haven’t met her.’ Penhelig pulled
back the top of the sheet that covered the body, revealing the head. It was a
mess of torn brown flesh and matted orange hair. Megan bent down to take a
closer look. There was nothing left of the face.


‘Looks as if it’s been smashed in with something
blunt and heavy,’ the pathologist said. ‘My guess is the handle of the axe or
machete or whatever was used to chop off the hands.’ 


‘So we could be looking at an ex-con, couldn’t we?’
Megan was staring at the stumps of the wrists that hung down below the edge of
the sheet. ‘Why bother with the hands unless this man had his fingerprints on
record somewhere?’ 


Penhelig nodded. ‘DNA too, I thought, but that’s no
good.’


Megan frowned. ‘Why not?’ 


‘I called the palaeopathologist. Remember her? The
Sergeant Major?’ He grunted a laugh. ‘She said DNA doesn’t preserve well in a
peaty environment. The acid in the water destroys it pretty fast.’ 


‘That’s a shame.’ If the victim was known to the
police, finding his killer could be a lot easier. But with no fingerprints and
no DNA... 


‘I thought about dental records, too,’ Penhelig
said, ‘but the poor devil only had five teeth in his head, so not much mileage
in that one. ‘ 


‘We need a reconstruction of the head.’ Megan
frowned.


‘There must be a way of constructing a 3-D image
from the CAT scan and the photos taken at the crime scene.’ Penhelig nodded. ‘Of
course, Jonathan’s your man for that. ‘ 


She stared at him. ‘Jonathan?’ 


‘His ladyfriend down in Bristol is the UK’s leading
expert on facial reconstruction. A word from him and, well,’ he winked at her, ‘get
the job done overnight, probably. Go through the official channels and you’re
talking weeks.’ 


Megan blinked. Ladyfriend? 


‘Of course, if you were to ask him... ‘ the
pathologist grinned at her. Did he know? Christ, how she wished last
night had never happened. Her stomach had turned to ice but she forced her lips
into a smile. 


‘Okay,’ she said, ‘I’ll give him a call. Have to
talk to this Nia whatsername first though - get the forensics people to email
the photos through.’ She was aware that she was talking too quickly to cover
her embarrassment. ‘What about the CAT scan,’ she said, ‘can we email that as
well?’ 


His grin was replaced by a look of concentration as
he thought about the logistics of what she was suggesting. ‘Don’t see why not.’


‘Just tell me one other thing, will you?’ Megan
pulled back the sheet so that the whole body was exposed. ‘You’ve seen this, I
take it?’ She gestured at the torn flesh where the victim’s penis should have
been. 


Penhelig nodded. 


‘Can you tell if it was cut off? Or has he just been
got at by some animal?’ 


The pathologist shrugged. ‘No way of telling one way
or the other, I’m afraid. In normal circumstances it’d be pretty easy to spot
the difference, but with it having lain in the water so long...’ 


He was cut short by a sudden shouting. There was a
commotion going on in reception. As she turned in the direction the noise was
coming from she heard the creak of duckboards in the corridor outside. 


‘What do you mean, sealed off?’ The angry voice
belonged to Zahur Abdulla. Even through the closed door his accent was
unmistakeable. 


‘I’m afraid you can’t use this section of the
hospital at the moment - it’s a crime scene.’ A woman’s voice with the long,
soft vowels of the Welsh Valleys answered back. ‘We’re installing a temporary
morgue in the car park. The non-forensic post-mortems will have to be done in
one of the operating theatres.’ 


‘Outrageous!’ The man sounded as if he were about to
explode. Megan could imagine him getting hot and sweaty, his thin hair running
into black bootlaces. There was a sound like splintering wood accompanied by
muttered expletives then a woman’s face appeared in the diamond of glass in the
mortuary door. 


‘Nia Jones.’ She sailed into the room with her hand
outstretched as if entering a dinner party. Her round, dimpled face bore no
sign of the tense encounter with Zahur Abdulla. Her bobbed blonde hair was
streaked white at the temples and her navy suit was plain and businesslike,
covering a short, plump body. At first glance Megan thought Nia Jones was the
least likely Chief Superintendent she had ever seen. But no, she checked
herself. This was the only female Chief Superintendent she had ever
seen. Why, Megan asked herself, had she been expecting someone who looked like
a bloke in drag? 


‘I’m afraid Dr Abdulla’s a bit put out about all
this.’ The dimples in the policewoman’s cheeks deepened as she shook hands and
introduced herself to Trefor Penhelig. She blinked in surprise when the
pathologist introduced Megan. 


What stereotypes did Nia Jones operate by, Megan
wondered? She was used to people making assumptions on the basis that she was
a) dark-skinned, b) female and c) had her nose pierced. On visits to police
stations around the country she’d been variously taken for an interpreter, a
secretary and, on one memorable occasion, the person who cleaned the toilets. 


‘Well, I’m very surprised to find you here,’ Nia
Jones gave her a look that she couldn’t read. Was she angry to find her digging
around at the crime scene without permission? Megan braced herself for a
bollocking but the policewoman suddenly beamed at her. ‘I heard you were at the
conference but I’d thought you’d gone home. Any chance we could get our heads
together on a profile?’ 


This took Megan by surprise. With all the trouble
over Mick Stubbs’ death she had expected the police to close ranks. ‘I...er...’
she faltered. 


‘It’d be a huge boost to us.’ The policewoman’s
accent gave the word ‘huge’ two vowels in the middle, as if adding to the
emphasis, and the look in her eyes was almost pleading. ‘As I’m sure you can
imagine morale is pretty low at the minute.’ 


‘Of course,’ Megan nodded.  


‘Actually,’ Trefor Penhelig chipped in, ‘we’ve
already come up with a few practical ideas for geeing things up, haven’t we,
Megan?’ 


She looked at him with a sinking feeling, knowing
what he was going to say. Nia Jones’ face brightened as he outlined the plan
for getting a speedy facial reconstruction done on the Bog Body. 


‘It helps that Megan and Jonathan are mates.’ He glanced
at Megan. She looked at the floor. His emphasis on that last word made her sure
he knew about the incident in the hotel room. ‘I’d try him now, if I were you -
no time like the present, eh?’


*


In a corridor less than a hundred yards from where
Megan was standing, Dai Powell was on his way to collect his wife. But as he
climbed the stairs to the ward someone else was helping her pack her few
belongings into an overnight bag. Father Paul Hawksley stroked Janine Powell’s
shoulder as she eased herself off the bed. 


‘You don’t have to go home if you don’t feel up to
it, you know,’ he said. ‘There’s plenty of room at the presbytery. Alice could
come, too.’ 


She shook her head, her eyes darting this way and
that like a bird on a lawn. ‘Dai needs me, Father,’ she said. 


‘I think you’re the one who needs help at the
moment, Janine,’ he said gently. He took her hand and turned it over, revealing
the ugly stitches in her wrist. ‘You’re in the grip of an evil spirit; a
malevolent force. If you were at my house we could tackle it together. Pray
together.’ 


‘Couldn’t we do that at my house?’ Janine Powell
fixed her troubled eyes on the priest. 


He sighed. ‘Well yes, we could. But what would Dai
have to say? And what about Alice? She needs someone to keep an eye on her. ‘ 


 Before the woman could reply she spotted her
husband marching past the window that gave onto the corridor. ‘He’s here!’ she
hissed. ‘Please don’t let him see you!’


*


Alice Powell took the baby wipes Griff Abdulla kept
in his bedside drawer and cleaned herself up. The yellow bruises were still
there, giving her thighs an unwholesome appearance, like fruit going rotten. 


‘Will I see you tonight?’ 


Griff was lying on his back, eyes fixed on the black
canopy that hung over the bed. ‘Not tonight, baby. Got a visitor.’


Her stomach contracted with a pang of jealousy. ‘Male
or female?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.


‘Female,’ he replied. ‘But don’t worry, baby; she’s
old.’ His eyebrows arched and he wriggled further under the black sheets. ‘Much
too old for me!’


*


Megan was in the side room behind the hospital’s
reception desk. It was the same room she and Jonathan had sat in together a few
days before. She had a blank piece of paper in front of her. She was trying to
write something down; gather her thoughts about a profile, but all she could
see as she sat there, pen poised, was the image of the Bog Man’s butchered
face. 


Something had occurred to her, something that cast
the death of Lili Jonas in a very different light. What if someone had
mutilated the Bog Body as a distraction? What if someone had really wanted to
murder Lili, had read about the discovery of the body in the bog, realised it
was being kept in the place where she worked? Was that too much of a leap of
her imagination? 


She frowned at her mobile phone, which was lying on
the table next to the sheet of paper. Chief Superintendent Jones had asked if
Megan would contact Jonathan while she talked to Trefor Penhelig. In a few
minutes the policewoman would be coming to discuss the case, expecting the
facial reconstruction to be sorted. Megan sighed. There was nothing for it. She
was going to have to bite the bullet. 


‘Megan!’ The warmth with which Jonathan said her
name made her heart sink. ‘Hang on a sec, I’m just going outside.’ She heard
the slam of a door and then the sound of traffic. She wondered who he was with.
‘It’s good to hear your voice.’ He paused, as if expecting her to say something
lovey-dovey back. 


‘It’s a business call, actually Jonathan.’ She was
surprised at how cold and brutal she sounded. 


‘Oh.’ 


If she hadn’t known about the girlfriend in Bristol
she could almost have felt sorry for him. She explained what had happened to
the Bog Body, expecting him to say that he already knew, but he listened
without comment. 


‘Trefor Penhelig says you have a... er...’ she
couldn’t bring herself to say the word the pathologist had used. ‘A friend.
Someone who specialises in reconstructing faces.’


‘Janie Northcliffe. Yes, of course - I’ll call her
now. Shall I give her your mobile number?’ 


They discussed the practicalities of getting the
reconstruction done. There was nothing in the way Jonathan talked about the woman
in Bristol that gave any hint of their relationship, and Megan was damned if
she was going to ask. She kept the conversation as brief as possible, ending
with a curt word of thanks. As she pressed the ‘end’ button on her phone Nia
Jones walked into the room. 


There was a loud creak as the policewoman sat down
on the orange plastic chair opposite Megan. She shifted her behind this way and
that like a hen settling on its eggs. The chairs were the cheapest, most
uncomfortable kind on the market and Megan was not surprised that someone of
the Chief Superintendent’s proportions found them almost impossible to sit on. 


‘So: what’s your take on this, Dr Rhys?’ Nia Jones
leaned forward, her elbows on the table between them. 


‘Please - call me Megan.’ Unlike most high-ranking
police officers she’d worked with, Nia Jones was completely unthreatening. She
seemed to have no ego. Nothing to prove. ‘I need time to work on a proper
profile,’ she went on, ‘but as things stand, I think there are two ways of
looking at this.’ 


‘I’m listening.’ The policewoman nodded.


‘Well, in view of what’s been done to the Bog Body,
it appears that Lili Jonas was simply in the way. That she was killed for the
sole reason that she disturbed someone who wanted to make sure the body was
never identified. ‘ 


Nia Jones nodded. 


‘But something else has occurred to me since Trefor
and I were looking at the body. I’m not sure it’s as clear-cut as it looks.’ 


The dimples in Nia Jones’ cheeks disappeared. ‘Go
on.’ 


‘From what I’ve heard Lili Jonas had quite a few
enemies.’ Megan leaned back in her chair. ‘She was what I’d describe as a
sexual opportunist. Traded sex for favours - apparently with a number of men in
the village as well as some here at the hospital. Her behaviour was pretty much
guaranteed to get her into trouble at some point - either from a spurned lover
or someone’s wife or girlfriend.’ 


‘So you think what was done to the Bog Body could be
some sort of cover?’ The policewoman shifted her weight onto her elbows, making
the formica table shudder slightly. ‘That Lili was the real target all along?’


‘It’s possible,’ Megan said. ‘Anyone who read the
local paper the day after the Bog Body was found would know it was in the
mortuary here. And anyone who knew Lili knew that she worked in that part of
the hospital.’ 


Nia Jones considered this. ‘Well,’ she said slowly, ‘whoever
got at the Bog Body would have to have been able to get into the mortuary
unnoticed. The CCTV system only covers reception, so either they knew that and
got in through the back entrance or they dressed in a way that would prevent
identification - a baseball cap or a hoodie or something...’ 


‘When do you expect the DNA results from the bite
mark on Lili’s body?’ 


‘Monday, I’m told.’ 


Megan sighed. Another two days before any hard
evidence was available. ‘One thing we can do in advance of that is to get
everyone with known access to the mortuary DNA-tested,’ she said. ‘There’s one
person in particular I’d like to eliminate.’ 


‘Who?’ The Chief Superintendent’s nose twitched like
a dog scenting a fox. 


‘Zahur Abdulla. He was Lili’s boss and I think they
were having an affair. ‘ 


‘You sure?’ 


‘I’d put money on it,’ Megan nodded. ‘I saw him
touching her up and his son told me she was in the process of buying a barn on
the family’s land for a knock-down price.’ 


‘His son? The one who found the Bog Body?’ 


‘Yes. And I wouldn’t be surprised if he was one of
the others she was knocking off. She used to spend nights with him in the
mortuary, apparently, sitting with the dead bodies. I think they had a lot in
common. He’s a lecturer in Death Studies and she kept the hair of all the
corpses she’d cut up.’ 


‘Iesu mawr!’
Nia Jones used an expletive Megan hadn’t heard since her grandmother was alive.
Somehow it didn’t sound as bad as Jesus Christ. ‘So he’s another one who would
probably have known about the back entrance to the mortuary.’ The policewoman
nodded slowly. ‘Could he have been jealous of his father, d’you think?’ 


‘Possibly.’ Griff Abdulla hadn’t struck Megan as the
jealous type. ‘But why would he of all people want to mutilate the Bog Body?’
She shrugged. ‘Anyway, from what I’ve heard, there are plenty of other people
who might’ve been jealous of Lili’s relationship with her boss.’ 


‘So we’re talking mass screening, here, are we?’ 


‘Yes. Unless the DNA results from Lili’s body match
someone you’ve already got on file.’ 


Nia Jones nodded again. ‘And even if they do, we
could still be looking for another killer - if Lili and the Bog Man were
murdered by two different people...’ 


‘I think we need to go right back to basics until we
get those results,’ Megan said. ‘I’d like to take a look at the pool where the
body was found. Get an impression of the location, the surroundings. Get a feel
for what sort of person might dispose of a body in a place like that. ‘ 


‘Okay.’ With some difficulty the policewoman prised
herself out of the seat. ‘I’ll get that sorted for you now.’


‘And I’d like to take someone with me,’ Megan added.
‘The young girl who found the body - Alice Powell.’


‘Young girl?’ Nia Jones looked mystified. ‘I thought
it was the archaeologist who...’ 


‘So did I,’ Megan cut in, ‘but he had a girl with
him. A kid on work experience. Her father told me. He’s doing some work at my
sister’s house.’ 


‘So Griff Abdulla actually lied about being the one
to find the body?’ There was a glint in the pale blue eyes. ‘Why would he do
that, I wonder?’ 


‘I don’t know,’ Megan replied. ‘I’ve met him and I don’t
like him.’ Her stomach contracted as she remembered Ceri’s plans for the
evening ahead. ‘Let me talk to the girl about him. From what her father said
she’s round at the guy’s house all the time. If there’s anything really dodgy
about him, she’s the one we’ll get it from.’


 











Chapter 15


 


A low mist clung to the hills between Aberystwyth
and Borth. As Chief Superintendent Nia Jones swung the BMW 5 Series round a
hairpin bend Megan held her breath. If they met anything coming the other way
at this speed, there wouldn’t be much left of the sleek black bonnet. 


The policewoman grasped the wheel like a Sumo
wrestler grappling an opponent. There was much sighing, grunting and a variety
of Welsh expletives as they narrowly missed a procession of oncoming cars.
Every time Megan opened her mouth to ask one of the many questions on her mind
she had to bite her tongue. Distracting this woman could prove fatal. 


The spectacular view of the sea was obscured, but as
they began the sharp descent into Borth village the mist was thinning out. By
the time they reached the sea front they were in bright sunshine. Nia Jones
visibly relaxed, her shoulders and arms dropping and the dimples returning to
her cheeks. 


‘There’s something I’ve been wanting to know since
Lili Jonas’ body was found,’ Megan ventured. ‘The mobile phone that was left in
her locker - has it been examined?’ 


The policewoman nodded. ‘I’ve asked for a printout
of the call register - I can get it emailed to you tonight.’ 


‘But what about texts, voicemail, that kind of
thing?’


‘Nothing but a couple of texts from T-Mobile.’ the
policewoman shrugged. ‘It was a new phone, apparently. She bought it from a
shop in town a couple of days before she died. And before you ask, she wasn’t
on Facebook or Twitter.’ 


Megan frowned. She had been hoping for some clues
from the phone. Intimate texts from her current lovers, perhaps. Or images. Still,
she thought, the call register should be interesting. Especially the timing of
the last call. Anything after about 6pm on the Tuesday night would be worth
investigating. 


‘Fingerprints were a disappointment, too.’ Nia Jones
cut across her thoughts. ‘Nothing on the fridges or the keys.’ 


‘Really?’ Megan would have expected a few clear,
usable prints, if only from the people who were allowed to use the mortuary.
But then, she remembered, they’d be wearing gloves pretty much all the time
when handling the bodies. Had Lili ‘s killer been wearing gloves as well, then?



‘Were there any fibres in the wounds on Lili’s head?’
she asked. ‘Anything to suggest a gloved hand?’ 


The policewoman shook her head. ‘Nothing from the
wounds, no. We’ve taken fibres from the back of her neck, though. Should have
some results on those by tomorrow.’ 


‘Hmm.’ Megan glanced out of the window at the knots
of people on the beach. A few fibres were not going to advance things much. Not
unless they were highly unusual. DNA was likely to be the best evidence from
the scene of death, but if the killer had no criminal record, they’d be back to
square one. The mass screening idea seemed the only realistic option. 


She turned to Nia Jones. ‘How long would it take to
set up a DNA testing station?’ 


‘Well…I think we’d need two,’ the policewoman said
slowly, thinking aloud. ‘One in the village and another at the hospital. It’s
very labour intensive - we’d have to photograph everyone giving a sample to
avoid any potential deception.’ 


Megan nodded, remembering the stunt pulled in a mass
DNA screening operation carried out in Leicestershire shortly after the
procedure was first made available to the police. Two young girls had been
raped and strangled and there had been plenty of DNA evidence. But the killer
had persuaded a mate to take the test for him, evading detection  for weeks
until the friend got suspicious and confessed. 


Nia Jones shrugged. ‘Realistically we’re talking
Tuesday or even Wednesday. I don’t think we’d be in a position to take samples
any sooner than that.’ 


Megan racked her brains for a way to speed the
investigation up. As the car wound through the village she was distracted by
the sight of Dai Powell’s van parked outside the cottage. She wondered why he’d
chosen to leave his house when they were on the way to pick up his daughter.
Alice would have to have an appropriate adult with her when they took her to
the pool where the body was found. 


‘Who’s coming with the girl?’ she asked. 


‘The mother, I think,’ the policewoman said. ‘One of
my sergeants made the call. Why?’ 


‘Oh, it’s just that Dai Powell told me his wife was
in hospital.’ Megan pointed out of the window. ‘That’s his van, outside my
sister’s place. The mother must be back home, then.’ 


Minutes later they passed the golf course and Megan
tried to explain roughly where the pool lay. The only real clue to its
whereabouts was the big, corrugated metal shed near the clubhouse. 


‘It’s behind that,’ she said. ‘Just the other side
of the railway line. ‘ 


The Chief Superintendent slowed to twenty. ‘The sort
of place only a local would know, then?’ 


‘Well, not really,’ Megan said. ‘You’d probably be
able to spot it from the train.’ 


Nia Jones nodded slowly. ‘You obviously know this
place very well. Wish to God we still had a station in the village - used to be
one, you know, years ago, but the powers that be decided it wasn’t needed.’ 


‘I know,’ Megan said, ‘I remember it from when I
came here as a kid. ‘ 


The policewoman grunted. ‘Could bloody well do with
it now - with Barry and his mates off the case it’s a bit like the blind
leading the blind!’ 


Megan stared at the road ahead. Was this the reason
Nia Jones was so keen on having her on board? She certainly had an advantage in
respect of local knowledge. There was a good chance this was the first murder
investigation the policewoman had headed up outside her own patch - a pretty
intimidating prospect, given the circumstances. Was this woman using her to
mask her own shortcomings? Her thoughts were brought to an abrupt halt by the
ringing of her mobile phone. 


‘Hello?’ Megan didn’t recognise the number. It was
Janie Northcliffe, the facial reconstruction expert. She sounded young and very
plummy. Megan flicked the loudspeaker button and began to explain. The woman
punctuated the description of the Bog body with repeated use of the phrase ‘Got
you.’ Megan and the policewoman exchanged glances. 


‘Of course, I’ll do what I can with what you have
available,’ the voice boomed out of the phone. ‘I’d normally have to charge a
lot extra for such a quickie, but as you’re a pal of Jonny’s...’ 


The way she said his name made Megan cringe. She
visualised a tall, slim twenty-something ex-public schoolgirl with glossy
blonde hair and porcelain skin. You’re welcome to him, love, she
thought. 


‘Just one more thing: I will get a mention - when it
goes out on TV?’ 


‘I’m sure we can do that,’ Megan replied through
gritted teeth. She stabbed at the phone to end the call.


‘Cheeky cow!’ Nia Jones grunted. ‘Can’t stand those
lah-di-dah types who think the world owes them a favour. ‘ 


A wry smile flitted across Megan’s face. In all the
other cases she’d worked on she’d found the higher-ranking officers hard work.
Whatever Nia Jones’ motives for wanting her on this investigation, she couldn’t
help warming to the woman. 


At the Ynyslas turn they swerved right, away from
the sea, and Megan pointed out the Powells’ house. As they pulled off the road
a man Megan didn’t recognise emerged from behind the front door. He was tall
with sandy hair and glasses. As she got out of the car she saw that he was
wearing a dog collar. 


‘Good afternoon, Chief Inspector,’ he said, holding
out his hand to Megan. 


‘Er, that’s the Chief Inspector.’ Megan gestured to
Nia Jones, who was still extricating herself from the driver’s seat. ‘I’m Dr
Rhys - forensic psychologist.’ She couldn’t see his eyes. He was wearing the
kind of glasses that react to sunlight and they had turned a dark shade of
brown. 


‘Father Paul Hawksley.’ His lips parted, revealing
small, rather yellow teeth. ‘Parish priest and friend of the family.’ 


Fortunately Nia Jones hadn’t heard the first part of
their conversation. She looked slightly surprised that Alice’s priest would be
accompanying her, but accepted his explanation about her father being out at
work and her mother not well enough to leave the house. 


When they went inside the stone cottage they could
see for themselves that Janine Powell was in no fit state to go anywhere.
Pacing up and down the dark living room, she was dressed in a white
Victorian-style nightgown and her feet were bare. Every so often she would
pause to drag her hand distractedly through her long brown hair. 


Megan stood uncomfortably on the threshold. It was
as if the woman was in a world of her own, so agitated that she hadn’t even
noticed the strangers in her living room. But suddenly the head whipped round,
making momentary eye contact. 


‘Who are you?’ She backed away from Megan, her teeth
chattering. 


‘Janine…’ Father Hawksley took a patchwork blanket
from the back of the sofa and draped it round her shoulders. ‘These ladies just
want to talk to Alice. Where is she?’ 


‘Upstairs.’ Her voice was so quiet Megan could
hardly catch what she said. ‘She doesn’t want to go.’ Janine Powell shook her
head repeatedly, as if trying to convince herself that what she had said was
true. 


‘I’ll go and fetch her.’ The priest got up and
headed for the narrow staircase in the corner of the room. There was an awkward
silence as he disappeared from view. Megan hadn’t moved from her position just
inside the front door. Nia Jones was standing a couple of feet to her left.
Janine ‘Powell’s eyes were on the staircase. Megan thought she was going to
follow Father Hawksley upstairs, but with a sudden movement that set the
patchwork blanket flying out behind her, she bounded across to the window at
the far end of the room. 


She stood looking out with her back to them and
after a couple of minutes Megan became aware of a strange noise. The woman was
humming. She glanced at Nia Jones. She could hear it too. It was a tune Megan
recognised. An old Welsh lullaby. Her grandmother had often sung it to Ceri
when she was a baby. It seemed an odd thing for a woman to hum to herself. 


‘I’m sorry we have to talk to your daughter, Mrs
Powell.’ Nia Jones spoke and the humming stopped. ‘She’s not in any trouble,
you know. You mustn’t worry yourself.’ 


‘Oh, but she is!’ Janine Powell replied without
turning round. 


‘What do you mean?’ 


There was no response. The policewoman glanced at
Megan, her eyes going up to the ceiling. 


Megan went to stand beside Janine Powell, not
looking at her directly but staring out of the window as she was. ‘I think that
if I was Alice, I would be quite upset. It’s not a nice thing to find, is it?’ 


‘It’s evil,’ Janine Powell whispered, still staring
at the fields beyond the garden. 


‘Evil?’ Megan held her breath, conscious that with
the wrong words, the wrong intonation even, the woman would clam up again. 


‘An evil spirit.’ The voice was a little louder this
time. ‘And it wants my Alice - but it mustn’t get her!’ 


There was a loud creak on the staircase and Father
Hawksley appeared, leaning over the banisters with his fingers to his lips. ‘Don’t
try to talk to her, Dr Rhys. She’s in a world of her own at the moment.’ 


Megan bit her lip, annoyed with him for interrupting.
He reached the foot of the stairs, Alice Powell trailing behind him. Her chin
was on her chest and her long blonde hair hung over her face. Megan wondered
how the priest had persuaded her to come out of her room. 


‘Shall we be off, then?’ He made no attempt to
introduce the girl to them. 


‘What about Mrs Powell?’ Megan frowned. ‘Shouldn’t
she have someone with her?’ 


‘Oh, she’ll be fine.’ The priest glanced at the
shrouded figure on the sofa. His glasses had gone transparent in the gloom of
the house and Megan could see his eyes. They seemed full of concern. ‘Now that
you’re out of that hospital you’re happy, aren’t you, Janine?’ 


There was a slight movement of Janine Powell’s head.
She seemed to acquiesce to everything the priest said. 


Father Hawksley opened the front door and stood
aside for them all to file past. Alice was first. She kicked up trails of dust
as she half stamped, half shuffled her way to the car. This was going to be
hard work. When they reached the car Megan held open the passenger door for the
priest. Alice was already climbing in the back and he hesitated, glancing at
the girl. 


‘If you’d like to go in the front, Father,’ Megan
said, flashing him a smile. ‘More leg room for you.’ 


As Nia Jones reversed out Alice Powell turned her
head sharply away and stared out of the window. ‘Alice, I’m Megan and that’s
Nia,’ Megan began. ‘Your dad tells me you want to study archaeology.’ 


There was no sound from the girl. Not a flicker of
response. 


The priest turned his head to say something but
Megan silenced him with a quick shake of her head. ‘We’re heading for the golf
club,’ she went on. ‘Is that how you and Dr Abdulla got to the pool? Perhaps it’s
quicker to walk it from his house?’ A pause, but still Alice stared out of the
window. Here goes, then, Megan thought. ‘Those skulls in his garden are
amazing, aren’t they?’ she said. ‘And those rabbit skins…’ 


The girl’s head whipped round. ‘You’ve been to the
barn?’ Her eyes told Megan that what she had suspected was true. Alice Powell
was jealous. Even if they were not lovers, she was in love with him. 


‘Oh yes,’ Megan smiled brightly. ‘He’s got some
fascinating stuff, hasn’t he? It must be great doing work experience with
someone like that.’ 


A flush spread from Alice’s neck to her face and a
muscle twitched in her jaw. Her expression was one of pure hatred. 


Megan kept smiling. ‘He very kindly showed me round
when I went to see one of the barns that’s for sale. It was a shame, because I
really liked his barn, but the one I was looking at needed far too much work.’
She shrugged. ‘Definitely not for me.’ 


The effect on the girl was almost magical. Her
shoulders dropped and the tension went out of her face. Her mouth turned up at
the edges with the ghost of a smile. ‘He made something for me. Out of rabbit
skins.’ Alice’s voice made her sound even younger than she looked. She had the
local, rural accent that was quite different from the Valleys English spoken by
Nia Jones. 


‘Did he?’ Megan beamed back at her. ‘What kind of
thing?’


‘A throw for the bed.’


‘Awesome!’ A heartbeat. And then she said: ‘I wonder
if you could tell us the best way to get to the pool? The way you and he would
go, I mean?’ Beneath her bag she crossed her fingers.


‘Well, you can’t walk it.’ Alice turned her face to
the window again. ‘Not, like, from the barn - you’d end up sinking into the
bog.’ 


‘So you drive there, then, do you?’ Megan caught the
reflection of Nia Jones’ eye in the rearview mirror. 


‘Yeah. There’s, like, a track over the golf course.
It goes up to the railway line.’ 


‘Can you show us?’ 


Alice nodded. A couple of minutes later she said: ‘There!’
and pointed to a gravelled lay-by on the edge of one the fairways. There was a
crunch of tyres as Nia Jones turned sharp left. 


The shortcut couldn’t be seen from the road. Bushes
concealed a narrow shale track that wound over the turf. A sign nailed to a
wooden stake said: ‘Private right of way. Staff and members of Cors Fochno Golf
Club only.’ 


‘Griff’s dad’s in the golf club.’ Alice sounded defensive.
‘He said it would be okay for us to come this way. Saved us lugging the stuff
all the way from the car park.’ The track ended after about a hundred yards. In
front of them was the large corrugated metal shed Megan had seen from the road.
A few yards further on was the railway crossing and beyond that, hidden from
view by gorse bushes and reeds, lay the bird hide. 


They all got out of the car, following Alice to the
kissing gate that led onto the train track. Near the shed Megan spotted fence
panels stacked in a pile. They were made of woven willow, and apart from the
colour, were very similar to photos Nia Jones had shown her of the object that
had trapped the Bog Body on the bottom of the pool. 


The railway line was single track. White signs with
large red wording in Welsh and English warned pedestrians to stop, look and
listen before attempting to cross. There was no sound but the bleating of sheep
and the low hiss of the wind in the reeds. They all filed across and followed
Alice through a second kissing gate on the other side. 


How easy would it be to get a body across this
physical barrier, Megan wondered? Not very easy at all, she decided. The gates
were the problem. Any large object would have to be raised to shoulder height
to get it over. Could one person acting alone do that? She doubted it. 


She glanced about her. There was no other access to
the pool apart from the causeway that led from the bog itself. To come that way
from the village, as she had on her run the other night, would be a very long
way round. And as Alice had pointed out, cutting across the marshland was
downright dangerous. 


‘This is where you get down to the pool.’ Alice was
standing on a bank in front of the bird hide. The marsh grass was waist high
but she plunged confidently into it, as sure-footed as the sheep that grazed
the rough pasture beyond the causeway. 


Megan had come prepared. Donning waders, she
followed the girl down to the pool. The water was absolutely still. An
evil-looking brown colour, it was hard to believe that anything could live on
its margins. But reeds and bulrushes grew in abundance. 


Megan glanced down at her feet. She had expected to
sink into the grass as she neared the water. But the waders were still dry. The
ground felt spongy underfoot but it supported her weight. Alice had stopped at
the edge of the pool. She was staring at her reflection in the water. 


‘Alice, ‘ Megan began, ‘could you just describe
how...’ she hesitated, wondering if words like ‘the body’ would make the girl
clam up. ‘When you and Dr Abdulla got here that day,’ she went on, ‘what
actually happened?’ 


‘We were just, like, laying the pig lines.’ She was
still staring into the pool. 


‘The pig lines?’ Megan took a step closer. ‘What are
they?’ 


‘It’s what he does,’ Alice shrugged. ‘It’s, like,
his research. ‘ 


‘And you were helping him? What exactly did you have
to do?’ 


Alice pulled a face, as if Megan had asked a really
stupid question. She explained that pigs’ heads and trotters were tied onto
pieces of fishing twine and weighted down in the water. The other ends of the
line were attached to marker pegs that were anchored in the ground at the edge
of the pool. She pointed to a fluorescent orange stick half-hidden by the tall
grass. ‘That’s one,’ she said. ‘He put that one in about six months ago.’ 


Megan asked her how long he had been carrying out
the experiments. 


‘A couple of years, I think. I’ve only been helping
this term, though. You can’t, like, do work experience till Year 11.’ 


Megan was seized by a sudden thought. What if  Griff
Abdulla had tired of having to make do with pigs for his experiments? What if
he’d come across a human who wouldn’t be missed? Some old down-and-out whose
brain was addled with booze. It would be so simple to kill someone like that
and get away with it. Dump his body in the pool in the dead of night and leave
it there for the allotted time. Then get some kid to ‘discover’ it. 


She turned to the girl. ‘What was he doing when it
happened? Was he in the pool as well?’ 


Alice shook her head. ‘He was over there.’ She
pointed to the top of the bank where Nia Jones and Father Hawksley stood. ‘He
was, like, watching me. Said he wanted me to learn how to do it myself. ‘ 


Megan nodded slowly. ‘What did you do when you found
it? Did you shout for him to come and help you?’ 


The girl nodded. Her chin wobbled as she described
how Griff had pulled the body out of the water. She’d gone very pale and Megan
wondered if she was going to break down. She wanted very much to comfort her,
to put a reassuring arm round her shoulders, but she hesitated, knowing that if
she did Alice would almost certainly stop talking. 


It wasn’t hard to imagine how the archaeologist
could have stunted it all up. Alice was young and vulnerable; easy for a man of
Griff Abdulla’s obvious charm to manipulate. But what would be the advantage of
handing his prize experiment over to the police? If he knew the body wasn’t
ancient, why insist on that charade with the carbon dating? She needed to think
this out. The links between the archaeologist, the Bog Body and Lili Jonas were
compelling but confusing. She felt a strong urge to be alone in this place; to
retrace Griff Abdulla’s steps as a way of getting inside his mind. 


‘If you’ve no more questions I think it’s time I was
getting Alice home.’ The priest had scrambled down the bank and was standing
behind Megan. She decided to let the girl go. With a brief nod to Father
Hawksley she climbed up to where Nia Jones was standing. 


‘Will you take them back?’ she whispered to the
policewoman. ‘I’d like to spend a bit longer looking round.’


‘Okay.’ Nia Jones glanced at Alice. The priest was
holding out his hand to help her up the bank but the girl was ignoring him. ‘I’ll
be back in half an hour.’ 


Megan stood by the bird hide, listening as the sound
of the BMW’s engine died away. The wind was getting up, making the hissing of
the reeds even louder. The sheep and even the birds seemed to have disappeared.
Looking north and east all she could see was endless hummocky marshland. She
had to turn right round to remind herself that the village was still there;
that there was a caravan site just a hundred yards away. But at night, with no
lights and no sound but the bleating of sheep, this place might as well be on
the edge of the universe. 


Had Griff Abdulla crept across the railway track
with the body of a tramp in his arms? Surely, she thought, he wouldn’t have the
strength. Had he lured him here, perhaps, with the promise of a few cans of
Special Brew? 


She walked round the corner of the bird hide and
stood in front of the door. There was a notice on it saying Countryside Council
of Wales. She tried the handle. It opened. As it should, she reminded herself.
This small wooden shed was a public amenity for bird watchers. 


Inside it was dark. The horizontal slits that gave a
view of the pool were covered with hinged boards. She blinked as her eyes
adjusted to the gloom. There was a dank, musty smell and something crunched
underfoot as she stepped forward to fumble with one of the shutters. She found
the catch and it dropped open with a thud. In the stream of light that pierced
the gloom she saw what she had trodden on. A small nest lay on the floor with
half a dozen blue, speckled eggs smashed beside it. 


She sank down on the wooden bench beneath the
windows. This should have been a pleasant place. Somewhere to enjoy the sights
and sounds of nature. It wasn’t just the ruined nest that made her feel uneasy.
Was it the smell? The darkness? Or the silence? She couldn’t pin it down, this
feeling that something more than damp had seeped into these wooden walls. She
thought about Janine Powell, her eyes wide and wild as she described what her
daughter had found just a few feet from this place. Something evil, she had
said. What had she meant by that? 


 











Chapter 16


 


As Megan stepped out of the bird hide she shivered.
The warmth of the sun made her realise how cold she’d become, sitting still in
the gloomy little hut. She glanced at her watch. Nearly six o’clock. More than
half an hour since the BMW had driven off but there was no sign of Nia Jones. 


She was beginning to regret her decision to stay
behind. If she’d gone back to the Powells’ she might have been able to get more
out of the mother. But then, she thought, it would be far better to wait until
the priest was not there. Father Hawksley’s relationship with the family had
struck her as very odd; his familiar, almost patronising manner with Janine
Powell and his paternal attitude to Alice. Why had he been so keen to accompany
her to the pool? He had seemed edgy, keen to get her away from the place as
quickly as possible. Why? She wanted to question him, too, but again, it would
have to be on his own, away from Alice and her mother. 


She shaded her eyes, scanning the land between the
road and the railway line. To bring a body here and dump it in the pool without
being seen would take a certain amount of planning and a knowledge of the lie
of the land. Plenty of people might know of the pool’s existence, but how many
would know about the awkward kissing gates and the path across the golf course?



Her eyes lingered on the big metal shed on the other
side of the train track. Anyone who had access to that would have a distinct
advantage, she decided. A body could be stored in there while the killer
decided what to do with it. Difficult to get it through those gates, though.
Unless more than one person had been involved in disposing of the old man’s
corpse. 


She retrieved her shoes from the rucksack she’d left
on the bank. Leaving the waders behind a clump of bulrushes she set off in the
direction of the clubhouse. She was going to find out who used that shed. 


She walked unchallenged into the low, sprawling
building. She’d never been inside before and hadn’t realised how smart it was.
Young girls in crisp white shirts and black skirts bustled about the restaurant
with silver trays of drinks and food. The clientele, mostly middle aged and
dressed in expensive-looking sportswear, stared at her as she approached the
bar. This was obviously a place where everybody knew one another. She should
have guessed that as a lone female in jeans she’d stick out like a sore thumb. 


‘Can I help you, madam?’ The barman stood to
attention. 


He didn’t look much older than the waitresses.
Barely shaving, by the look of the fluffy reddish growth lit up by the rays of
sunlight playing on his chin. 


‘I’d like to speak to the manager.’ Megan smiled to
make it clear she wasn’t trying to make a complaint. ‘Could you point me in the
right direction?’ 


‘He’s on holiday, I’m afraid.’ The boy’s accent was
not local. It was difficult to pinpoint, but she thought it had a trace of the
West Midlands about it. ‘The chairman’s over there, though.’ She followed his
eyes to the other side of the room. A tall, slim man with grey hair was
laughing with a group of women. ‘Is it about membership?’ The boy glanced back
at her. ‘Mr James is the one to talk to about that.’ 


‘Not exactly,’ Megan said, ‘but I would like to talk
to him. Thanks.’ She made her way across the room. Before she reached the group
some of the women had turned to look at her. ‘Excuse me - Mr James?’ She could
feel hostile eyes boring into her as he turned his head away from the lady
golfers. His face was weather-beaten but his beaming smile gave it a magnetic
charm. It was easy to see why he was surrounded by women. ‘I’m sorry to
interrupt,’ she said, smiling back, ‘but I wonder if I could have a quick word
with you?’ 


‘Of course.’ Criss-cross lines appeared above his
eyebrows. ‘You must be Ceri’s sister.’ He stepped away from the women,
extending his hand. ‘Please, call me Geraint.’ This threw her. She had no
recollection of ever having seen this man before. But the name...Geraint James?
Where had she heard that before? 


An image jumped from some crevice of her memory.
Zahur Abdulla and his wife arguing in front of the stable block at Cors Fochno
Farm. That was it. Geraint James was the pathologist’s golfing pal. The one his
wife had accused him of sharing Lili Jonas with. She wondered how on earth he
knew who she was. 





‘Is there somewhere private we could talk?’ From the
comer of her eye she saw the women exchanging glances. Geraint James simply
nodded, ushering her into a small office behind the bar. 


‘I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,’ she
said, settling herself into the chair he pulled out for her. ‘You obviously
know me but I don’t think we’ve met, have we?’ 


‘Not for about thirty years.’ He grinned at her look
of confusion. ‘My wife and I used to babysit for you and Ceri when we were
teenagers. I had a bit more hair then and it was red, not grey! ‘ 


Megan was relieved. She’d begun to think her memory
was playing tricks on her. 


‘I used to hear what you and your sister were doing
because I became your grandmother’s solicitor. I heard Ceri had come to live in
the village and then I saw her when she came here the other day for the West
Wales News - I think she was as surprised as you were that I knew who she
was. ‘


‘You spoke to Ceri?’ 


He nodded. ‘Lent her some wellies. She was trying to
find the pool where that body was found.’ 


‘Ah,’ Megan put her elbows on the desk between them.
‘That’s what I’ve come to ask about. I’m afraid it’s turned into a murder
inquiry.’ She watched his face. The smile lines sagged and his jaw tightened. 


‘I can’t say I’m all that surprised.’ He glanced out
of the window. ‘I always thought that Iron Age thing was a bit far-fetched.’ 


Megan followed his gaze. Beyond the low wire fence
that bounded the golf course was the railway line. Over to the left, in the far
distance, were the bulrushes that concealed the bird hide. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘Why
do you say that?’ 


He made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh
and a snort. ‘Oh, I don’t know. Always been a bit of a cynic, me. Comes of
being a solicitor, I suppose.’ He leaned forward, resting his chin on his
hands. ‘So - you’ve been roped in, have you?’ 


‘Yes, I’m working with the police. I’m a forensic
psychologist...’ she hesitated, wondering if he already knew that. He seemed to
know an awful lot about her family. 


He nodded. ‘Arwyn told me you were coming for the
conference. ‘ 


‘You’re a friend of DS Barry?’ 


‘Yes, poor sod. Wouldn’t want to be in his shoes at
the moment.’ 


Megan acknowledged this with an upward flick of her
eyebrows. She didn’t want to be seen to be taking sides. ‘How many staff do you
have working here, Geraint?’ 


‘Oh, just the manager and the green keeper,’ he
said. ‘Why?’ He flashed his wide smile at her. ‘They’re not on your list of
suspects, are they?’ 


That smile might work on the lady golfers, she
thought, but don’t expect me to fall for your charm. ‘What about those young
girls in the dining room?’ she asked. ‘And the lad behind the bar?’ 


‘Oh, they’re just casuals. School kids who help us
out in the evenings and at weekends.’ 


‘Do any of them have access to that shed by the
railway line?’ 


He shook his head. ‘Just the green keeper. It’s
where we keep the mowers.’


‘And his name is?’ 


‘It’s her, actually. Jessica Hawksley.’ 


‘Hawksley?’ Megan frowned. ‘She’s not related to the
priest?’ 


‘His sister, yes,’ Geraint James nodded. ‘She’s very
capable and extremely honest. I really don’t think...’ 


‘I’d like to talk to her,’ Megan cut in. 


The warmth in his eyes vanished. ‘Why are you only
interested in the staff? What about the golfers? You can see that pool from the
eighteenth hole.’ 


‘You’re absolutely right, of course.’ Megan held his
gaze. ‘That’s why the police are planning to carry out mass DNA testing in the
village. They’re linking the body in the pool to the murder of Lili Jonas.’ She
watched the colour drain from his face. 


It was a few seconds before he spoke. ‘I don’t want
to sound callous,’ he said, ‘but all this is going to be terribly bad for
business. I trust the police aren’t planning to cordon off the whole golf
course?’ 


Her eyes narrowed. ‘I really couldn’t say at the
moment.’ 


Was he really worried about the future of the club,
she wondered, or was it the mention of Lili’s name that had spooked him? She
rose from the chair and glanced out of the window. ‘Is Jessica Hawksley about?’



‘I’m afraid not.’ He got up and went to the door. ‘It’s
her day off.’ The benevolent smile returned as he held the door open. ‘You’ll
find her at the pink house next to the churchyard. And, by the way, could you
ask Ceri to drop off those wellies? No hurry, but my daughter’ll be wanting
them when she goes back to university.’ 


Megan blinked. He’d switched from hard-bitten
businessman to avuncular good guy in a matter of seconds. He might have been
Granny Rhys’ solicitor, but she wasn’t inclined to believe a single word he
said. She felt he was trying too hard to be pally, to get her on his side.
There was something about his manner that reminded her of a serial killer she’d
interviewed at Parkhurst: a good-looking, smooth-talking car salesman who had
picked women up in busy shopping centres by pretending to be lost and asking
them for directions. He would tell them he was new in town and ask them on a
date. Those who fell for his charm were murdered in the most brutal way. 


The lady golfers were standing in exactly the same
spot as she walked back through the restaurant. They stared at her with
undisguised hostility. As she opened the glass doors to the car park she heard
a ripple of laughter. Glancing over her shoulder she saw that Geraint James was
back with his fan club. She wondered whether to start walking back to the
village. As if on cue, Nia Jones’ BMW rolled up the drive. 


The policewoman wound down the window, her cheeks
very pink. ‘Sorry for the delay - Alice did a runner. Hell of a time we’ve had
with her.’ 


‘A runner?’ Megan echoed. 


‘She said she felt sick and I stopped the car. She
just bolted. We had to call her dad home from work to help us look for her.
Finally tracked her down at the archaeologist’s place.’ 


Megan opened the passenger door and climbed in. ‘Did
she say why she did it?’ 


‘Wouldn’t say a word - not to me, anyway, or her
father.’ Nia Jones talked over her shoulder as she reversed into a space. ‘The
priest tried to stick his oar in but she wouldn’t listen to him either. She’s
obsessed with that Griff Abdulla. Follows him round like a puppy.’ 


Megan nodded. ‘What did he say?’ 


‘Oh, gave me a mouthful about how irresponsible I
was being, making Alice relive a traumatic experience - words to that effect,
anyway.’ She grunted. ‘Oh yes, and he warned me the force was in enough trouble
already without adding to the list.’ 


‘Arrogant little shit!’ 


Nia Jones nodded, pursing her lips. ‘Anyway, he got
quite worked up when I told him his precious Bog Body had been got at. I asked
him why it mattered to him, as the body wasn’t of archaeological interest now.’



‘What did he say?’ 


The policewoman shrugged. ‘Oh, some bollocks about
respecting the dead. That it should never have been left unattended in the
mortuary.’ 


Megan told Nia Jones what had occurred to her when
she was talking to Alice at the pool. 


‘A human experiment?’ The policewoman’s mouth turned
down at the comers. ‘God, it’s possible, isn’t it? And having seen all that
stuff in his house...’ 


‘A tramp would be the ideal victim, wouldn’t he?’ 


Nia Jones nodded slowly. ‘But why allow the body to fall
into our hands? Why wouldn’t he just pull it out secretly and do his
experiments in private?’ 


‘That’s certainly what you’d expect from someone
like him, isn’t it, given his weird obsession with dead animals? There’s just
one thing, though...’ she tailed off. It had only just occurred to her. 


‘What?’ 


‘Well,’ Megan replied, ‘he’s an academic. These
days, success in academia hinges on getting your research published. It’s
absolutely crucial if you’ve any ambition. Doing the experiment on the sly
would be no good because he’d never be able to publish the results. But if the
body was in the public domain he could put in a legitimate request to examine
it, knowing no relatives were likely to come forward to claim it.’ She spread
her hands, palms up. ‘It would all be above board.’ 


‘Yes, I see.’ Nia Jones chewed her lip. ‘Unless he
could take the credit, it’d be a pointless exercise.’ She paused, her eyes
following a pair of women who were pulling golf bags across the tarmac. ‘But
what about Lili Jonas and the mutilation of the corpse? Where does that fit in
to all this?’ 


‘I don’t know. If Griff had killed the Bog Man then
obviously he wouldn’t mutilate the thing he had taken so much trouble to
preserve.’ 


‘So it could be two killers, then?’ 


Megan sighed. ‘I need to sit down and work it out.
Piece together everything we know and come up with profiles for both murders.
But there’s someone else I need to talk to first.’


*


Ceri was singing as she unloaded the shopping. Trudy
Morgan had decided to go to the police station herself to get the latest on the
murder inquiry, so sneaking off early had been relatively easy. She’d whizzed
round the supermarket and then nipped into Monsoon to buy something new
to wear that night. 


It was ages since she’d bought any clothes. She hadn’t
really felt like it since the move from Wolverhampton and money had been so
tight. But there was a sale on and she wanted to look her best for Griff. She
took the cherry silk camisole from its tissue wrapper and held it against her
chest. She walked over to the hall mirror, angling her body this way and that.
It was a shame she’d lost so much weight. She had hardly any boobs now. Never
mind. He obviously fancied her - otherwise he wouldn’t have tried it on the
other night. 


The memory of kissing him set off a frisson of
desire in her stomach. She smiled at her reflection. Megan said she needed
counselling to get over what had happened in Wolverhampton; some sort of
therapy. But Griff was just the therapy she needed. This time it would be
different. This time she was going to give him exactly what he wanted.


*


The BMW drew up outside the priest’s house. Its pink-painted
facade with geraniums and lobelia trailing from window boxes contrasted oddly
with the grey Gothic spire of the church in whose shadow it lay. St Mary of the
Fathoms was the oldest building in Borth and the graveyard that surrounded it
was full of the skeletons of sailors. 


‘It’s him I really want to talk to,’ Megan said as
they got out of the car. ‘We need to eliminate the sister, obviously, but that’s
really just an excuse.’ 


Nia Jones nodded. ‘It was weird, wasn’t it, the way
he seemed to control everyone in that house?’ 


‘Hmm.’ Megan looked the house up and down. It looked
far too fussy for a man whose main concerns were supposed to be spiritual. ‘I
want to know why he was so keen to come to the pool with Alice this afternoon,’
she said. ‘I didn’t believe that stuff about her dad being too busy. He was
working at my sister’s place the day Alice found the body. I was talking to him
when he got the call. He literally dropped everything. Couldn’t get to her fast
enough. ‘ 


There was a large brass knocker in the shape of a
fox on the shiny black front door. Nia Jones lifted it and slammed it against
the wood. The sound seemed to ricochet off the tombstones in the graveyard
behind them. 


‘Nice view to have from your front room!’ The
policewoman cocked her head at the rows of crumbling, lichen-covered stones. It
didn’t look as if anyone had been buried there for a very long time. The policewoman
was about to say something else when the door swung open. 


Paul Hawksley looked different. After a few seconds
Megan realised it was his glasses. He’d taken them off and the bridge of his
nose bore deep red marks where they’d dug into the skin. He touched them
self-consciously, as if he’d been caught without his trousers on. 


‘Good evening ladies,’ he said, fumbling in his
pocket and pulling the glasses out. ‘What can I do for you?’ 


Nia Jones stepped forward. ‘We’ve been making some
enquiries at the golf club. I believe your sister’s the green keeper there?’ 


He nodded. ‘You want to speak to Jessica?’


‘Is she at home?’ 


‘Yes, she’s in the greenhouse. Please - come in.’ He
held the door as they went into the dark hallway. ‘If you’d like to wait in here,’
he ushered them into small, book-lined room, ‘I’ll just go and fetch her.’ 


The policewoman sank into a lumpy brown armchair
with threadbare arms. Megan perched on the edge of a large wooden desk. On the
wall opposite, in one of the few spaces left by the bookshelves, was a poster
from the film Shawshank Redemption. 


The legend beneath the picture read: ‘Fear can hold
you prisoner. Hope can set you free.’ 


Megan glanced at Nia Jones. She was looking at it,
too. 


‘Would you like to join her in the greenhouse?’ Paul
Hawksley’s face appeared round the door. ‘She says she’s covered in compost and
doesn’t want to bring it into the house.’ He smiled and Megan noticed something
that looked like a bit of spinach stuck between his front teeth. ‘Can I get you
both a cup of tea?’ 


As they walked down the path to the greenhouse they
caught a back view of Jessica Hawksley through the open door. At first sight
she could have been a man. She was as tall as her brother but looked twice as
strong. Her hair was the same shade as his and only a fraction longer. She was
wearing a black T-shirt with several holes in it, through which patches of
taut, tanned flesh could be seen. As they got closer Megan saw that she was
reaching for something above her head. Her hands and wrists were swathed in
gardening gloves and as she yanked a cast iron watering can from a hook near
the roof, a shower of fine black compost fell from the gloves onto the concrete
floor. 


‘Miss Hawksley?’ Nia Jones squeezed through the
narrow door into the greenhouse. . 


As the woman turned to face them Megan caught her
breath. Jessica Hawksley was extraordinarily beautiful. Her gamine hairstyle
revealed high cheek-bones and amber, leonine eyes that slanted upwards at their
outer edges. Her face was as tanned as the rest of her body and she appeared to
be wearing no make-up. Like the priest her eyebrows were fair, but unlike him
her eyes were framed with long, dark lashes. She nodded a greeting and leaned
forward to pick a tray of something from a low wooden shelf that ran the length
of the greenhouse. 


‘Try some of this - it’s Rocket.’ She had the same
Yorkshire accent as her brother. 


As Megan broke off a leaf of the spiky, dark green
herb she realised this was probably what she’d spotted in Paul Hawksley’s teeth.
It had a strong but not unpleasant taste of mustard. She made an approving
noise and glanced at Nia Jones. 


‘Very good,’ the policewoman said. ‘Much better than
the stuff they sell in Morrisons. Have you always been into this sort of
thing?’ 


Megan studied the priest’s sister as Nia Jones
followed this up with a series of questions about her job as a green keeper.
Apparently she’d been working at the golf club since her brother took up his
post, which was about five years ago. She’d never been aware of any break-in at
the maintenance shed and the only other people who had keys apart from herself
were the manager and the chairman. 


There was nothing in her replies that gave Megan any
cause for suspicion. But she found herself wondering what a woman like this was
doing holed up in a tiny village with only her brother and her plants for
company. She looked no more than early thirties. Did she have a boyfriend? Or
was she happy to act as Paul’s housekeeper when she wasn’t mowing fairways at
the golf club? 


There was a crunch of footsteps on the path as the
priest approached with a tray of mugs. Nia Jones took hers and with a brief
word of thanks carried on with her questions. Megan decided to follow Father
Hawksley back to the house. 


‘Could I use your loo?’ She smiled brightly as he
turned to see who was coming after him. 


‘Oh yes, of course.’ He pointed up the stairs. ‘First
door on the right. ‘ 


The bathroom was full of plants. A huge Peace Lily
had been placed on the cistern of the toilet, and would surely poke the eye of
any man who tried to urinate standing up. An equally luxuriant spider plant was
suspended from a basket above the bath. It was hard to see how anyone could
climb in without getting caught up in the tangle of shoots tumbling from it.
Megan smiled at the thought of the priest’s face wreathed in a garland of baby
spider plants. However controlling he was at the Powells’, she suspected that
Jessica was the boss in this house. 


She was tempted to explore the bedrooms for more
hints as to the nature of the occupants, but as she stepped out of the bathroom
the floorboards creaked alarmingly. There was no way she could creep about
upstairs without Paul Hawksley knowing what she was up to, so she went back
down and headed for the study. He was in there, hunched over the pages of a
large Bible. 


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she said, ‘but there’s
something I’d like to ask you.’ 


‘Oh?’ He pushed his glasses back up his nose. ‘I
thought it was Jessica you were interested in?’ 


‘We are, of course, but my colleague’s talking to
her at the moment. It’s about Alice Powell. I should have asked you this
afternoon but it was difficult with her being there.  ‘Yes, I see.’ He gestured
towards the lumpy armchair. ‘Please, take a seat.’ 





‘I’m concerned about her relationship with the
archaeologist.’ Megan paused. This was a tactic she’d developed over years of
interviewing offenders. Catch them off guard with some controversial statement
then shut up. The uncomfortable silences that followed were often more
revealing than anything they said. 


‘Er...I’m not sure what you mean.’ His face had gone
very pink. She could just see his eyes through the tinted lenses and he was
blinking a lot. She prolonged the agony by not responding, just looking at him.



‘You mean Griff Abdulla?’ He clasped his hands, as
if about to say a prayer. Megan simply nodded. ‘You think he’s having a
relationship? With Alice?’ 


Now she had to speak. ‘I think there’s something
going on there, yes. Something inappropriate for a girl of her age. You seem to
know Alice well, so...’ She left the sentence unfinished, her eyebrows arching
a question mark. 


‘I have been getting to know the family,’ he nodded.
‘Janine’s been coming to mass for a few months and I’ve been trying to help her
with...well, with her problems. But Alice doesn’t confide in me and even if she
did I could never betray a confidence.’ 


‘I’m not asking you to betray anyone.’ Megan
searched his face, wondering if he was telling the truth. ‘But Alice is the one
who found the body in Borth Bog. The man she found was almost certainly
murdered and now his corpse has been mutilated. Griff Abdulla has already lied
to the police about what happened.’ She stopped, waiting to see what response
this would provoke. 


He blinked. ‘You think Alice is in danger?’ 


She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. All I do know is that a
woman has been found murdered within two days of that body being found. And the
dead woman would have been Griff Abdulla’s next door neighbour.’ 


She saw him swallow. His cheeks went from pink to
white in a matter of seconds. ‘Lili Jonas?’ 


‘Did you know her?’ 


He shook his head. ‘Only by sight.’ He folded his
hands in his lap and took a deep breath, as if trying to compose himself. ‘I
knew she lived in the village and I used to see her when I went to the
mortuary.’ 


Megan frowned. ‘The mortuary?’ 


‘Yes. I sometimes go there with people who’ve lost a
loved one. Often they’re afraid of going on their own.’


Megan nodded. ‘When was the last time you saw her?’


‘It was the day she died, actually.’ He was staring
at his hands. ‘I’d taken Mair Roberts from the village to see her sister’s
body. I asked Lili if she knew which ward Janine Powell was in, because I
wanted to visit her.’


‘And she told you?’ 


‘No, she didn’t know. I had to ask at reception.’ The
skin above the bridge of his glasses creased into ridges. ‘Why would Griff
Abdulla want to kill her?’ 


‘I don’t know.’ Megan held his gaze. ‘But if Alice
is involved with him, that could be the key. So if you know something.
Anything...’ 


‘No.’ He cut her short. ‘Really, I don’t. But I do
care about her. I care about the whole family. So if there’s anything else I
can do to help...’ He stood up and folded his arms, pulling them into his
chest. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a sermon to write. ‘ 


She got out of the chair and made for the door, but
stopped beside the poster on the wall. ‘Fear can hold you prisoner.’ She
repeated the words beneath the picture. ‘What frightens you, Father?’ 


He blinked a couple of times. ‘Me? I’m not afraid of
anything, Doctor Rhys.’ His mouth turned up at the comers and he tapped the
Bible on his desk. ‘If you’re a believer, there’s nothing to be afraid of.’ 


‘Really?’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Then you’re a lucky
man.’ She held his gaze as she walked past him. What she had seen in his eyes a
few minutes ago had been exactly what she had seen in the eyes of Janine Powell
and her daughter. And what she had seen was fear. 


 











Chapter 17


 


‘I thought you’d forgotten.’ Ceri was standing in
the hall when Megan got back to the cottage. All dressed up and ready to go,
she looked at her sister with reproachful eyes. 


‘I’m sorry.’ Megan dropped her briefcase onto the
tiled floor. ‘I’ve been with the police all day. And when you hear what I’ve
got to tell you I don’t think you’ll want to go.’


‘Don’t, Meg!’ She snatched her bag from the hall
table ‘I’m a big girl now and I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself!’ 


Megan grabbed her sister’s arm. ‘Listen, Ceri, he’s
screwing a fifteen year old kid. I was with her this afternoon. ‘ 


‘What?’ Ceri struggled out of Megan’s grasp. She
stared at her, disbelief curling her top lip. ‘Who is she?’ 


‘Her name’s Alice Powell.’ 


‘Dai’s daughter?’ Ceri snorted. ‘Don’t be daft! He’s
told me all about her - she wants to be an archaeologist and Griff ‘s been
letting her do work experience. ‘ 


Megan took a deep breath. ‘She’s in love with him,
Ceri. This afternoon she ran away from the police and they found her at Griff’s
barn.’ 


Ceri blinked as she took this in. ‘So she’s got a
crush on him,’ she shrugged. ‘Is that so unusual?’ She fixed her sister with a
hard glare. ‘What makes you so sure he’s been sleeping with her? I mean, do you
have any actual proof?’ 


Megan looked away, unable to bear the anger in her
sister’s eyes. ‘Well, she hasn’t come out and said it, no, but the way she was
acting this afternoon, I’d put money on it.’ 


‘Ha!’ Ceri stabbed her finger in the air. ‘You of
all people should beware of jumping to conclusions!’ She slung her bag over her
shoulder and made for the door. ‘Don’t wait up!’ 


As the door slammed behind her Megan sank onto the
hall table. What a mess she’d made of that. So much for the years of
psychological training - she couldn’t even handle her own sister. And of
course, she told herself, Ceri was absolutely right. She had no proof. What she’d
picked up from Alice Powell was based on instinct. She hoped to God she was
wrong. 


With a heavy sigh she picked up her briefcase. At
the foot of the stairs she cocked her head, wondering if the row had woken the
children. But there was no sound. As she walked into the kitchen she did a
double take. The plastic sheeting that had covered the hole in the wall was
gone. The new patio doors were in, giving a spectacular view of the sea. There was
a sign stuck on the frame saying ‘Wet plaster - don’t touch!’ The floor beneath
was spattered brown. She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. Dai
Powell hadn’t done a very good job of clearing up after him. Then she
remembered what Nia Jones had said about calling him out to search for Alice.
Ceri was right. She was getting too quick to judge people. 


She reached for the kettle, swearing as the cuff of
her shirt caught the edge of a plate of congealing spaghetti hoops left over
from the kids’ tea. While the water boiled she set up her laptop on the kitchen
table. She hadn’t eaten for hours but the row had robbed her of her appetite.
All she felt like was coffee. She wanted to get to work on the profiles. Try to
make sense of all the disparate information she’d gathered over the past few
days. But it was hard to stop thinking about Ceri.  


She told herself that even if her theory about Griff
Abdulla killing a tramp was correct, that didn’t make him Lili’s murderer; that
she might be wrong about him killing anyone. But it didn’t help. It wasn’t just
the relationship with Alice. There was something else about him that bugged
her. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. The thought of him touching her
sister made her flesh crawl. 


The kettle clicked off and she reached for the
coffee. She poured hot water into the pot and stared at the dark brown liquid,
wondering what to do. She could call Ceri on her mobile, make-up some story
about one of the kids being ill. That would get her away from Griff, but she
would be furious when she found out what Megan had done. 


With a heavy sigh she sat down at the table. For the
past few years their relationship had been very fragile. It couldn’t have been
much fun for Ceri, stuck at home with two small children while her big sister
was promoted to head of a university department and dubbed ‘Britain’s Sexiest
Sleuth’ by the tabloid press. Megan grunted. What a joke. After last’s night’s
encounter with Jonathan she felt about as attractive as the leftovers on the
worktop. What business did she have warning Ceri off a man after what she’d
been up to?


*


Ceri laughed as Griff topped up her wine glass. 


‘You look very beautiful tonight.’ He reached across
the sofa and touched her hair. The way he did it was delicate and hesitant, as
if he was examining some precious relic from the past. ‘You look quite Arabic,
actually. Like some of my relatives in Jordan.’ 


‘I’m Indian,’ she smiled. ‘Well half, anyway.’ She
told him the story of her father and mother and the scandal it had caused in
the village back in the day. 


‘You remind me of Mariame,’ he said.  


‘Who’s she?’ She arched her eyebrows. ‘Old
girlfriend?’


He shook his head, running his finger lightly along
her knee. ‘She was a queen. The wife of King Herod.’ 


‘Really?’ Ceri felt herself blushing. 


‘Yes, really. And she was so beautiful Herod had her
executed. ‘ He paused, looking straight into her eyes. 


‘That’s terrible!’ She tried to frown, but the wine
made her want to giggle. ‘Why did he do that?’ 


‘He thought she’d been unfaithful.’ Griff’s hand was
moving up her leg to the place where her skirt ended. ‘He had no proof, but he
was insanely jealous. Killing her destroyed him. He was so devastated by losing
her that he slept with her dead body for seven years. ‘ 


‘Oh, God!’ Ceri spluttered on her mouthful of wine. ‘That’s
disgusting!’ 


‘Do you think so?’ Griff’s hand slipped under her
skirt. ‘I think it’s quite romantic.’


*


The setting sun had made a bonfire of the western
sky. Smoky, pot-bellied clouds drifted over the sea and bats streaked past the
windows like cinders. It would be dark soon. Megan wondered what her sister was
doing, alone in a barn on the edge of an isolated farm with a man who
might...what? 


She frowned at the computer screen. She had fed in
every detail of the Bog Body case and the more she analysed it all, the less
convinced she was by the human experiment theory. The thing that bothered her
most was the missing penis. It was a crucial clue to the nature of the murder,
but Trefor Penhelig had said it was impossible to tell whether it had been cut
off or gnawed away by an animal. 


She gazed at the darkening sky, trying to visualise
the body in the water. It had been lying face down, trapped beneath a large,
heavy wooden panel. Was it really likely that an animal could have got to the
victim’s genitals? And what kind of animal would venture into the pool in the
first place? Sheep, cows and horses were the only ones she’d seen there, all of
which were herbivores. A fox was a more likely candidate. Could foxes swim, she
wondered? Even if they could, she reasoned, they wouldn’t be able to tackle
anything that lay under the water. The only other possibility was an otter, and
in all the years she’d been coming to Borth she’d never heard of otters at the
bog. 


Her computer flickered and went dark, breaking off
this thread of thought. She pressed a key and brought up the list she’d made
for the Lili Jonas murder. The profile it produced was very different from the
Bog Body case. The only similarity between the two deaths was that both had
involved head injuries. And the striking thing about Lili’s death was the
apparent absence of any sexual motive. There had been no ejaculant on or near
the body and no clothing had been removed. The bruising on the thighs was too
old to have been caused at the time of death. The only thing that could
possibly be construed to have a sexual element was the bite mark. But the
mortuary technician had obviously put up a struggle, so biting could also be
interpreted as a defensive move by her attacker. 


She thought about the book of hair she had found at
the barn. Lili Jonas had been a superstitious woman. Someone who respected the
dead. And so, apparently, did Griff Abdulla. He might be a womaniser. He might
also be a borderline paedophile. But was he really capable of murder? 


She was startled back to reality by the buzzing of
her mobile. Someone was sending her a text. She grabbed the phone from the
table, thinking it might be Ceri. 


‘Hi Meg, back in Aber for weekend,’ it read. ‘PCs
want me to age bog man teeth. Can I see you Saturday night? Jon x’. 


She stared at it. Cheeky bastard. Did he really
think they could just pick up where they’d left off last night? Nia Jones hadn’t
said anything about asking him back. She frowned. He must be doing some test
that would give an accurate age for the dead man. That would certainly help
narrow things down when his girlfriend’s handiwork was broadcast to the nation.



She deleted the text and turned back to her laptop.
There was an email from Nia Jones. She’d sent the printout of the calls
register from Lili Jonas’ phone. Some of the numbers had names beside them. Ty,
Griff and Boss were the most frequent. Boss? Presumably that was Zahur Abdulla.
There were a couple from someone called Kaz and one simply had the initial ‘G’
beside it. Both of these would need checking out, as would the dozen or so
unidentified numbers. No doubt Nia Jones already had someone doing that. She
certainly seemed a lot more focused than Arwyn Barry. 


Megan scanned the times and dates the calls were
made. The last one was from Ty, the man whose caravan Lili had shared. It was
made at 3.45pm on the day Lili had died. And after that, nothing. No one had
called from the time she died to the time her body was discovered. Had Ty not
missed her, then? Or had he assumed she was spending the night at the barn?


*


Alice Powell waited for it to get dark before
slipping out of her bedroom window. She wriggled from the ledge onto the branch
of an old, gnarled apple tree. In the sky, between the heavy clouds, there was
a thin white scratch of a moon. But it didn’t matter that she could hardly see
her hand in front of her face. She’d been climbing this tree ever since she
could walk and could have shimmied down it blindfolded. 


There wasn’t a car to be seen as she crossed the
road to Cors Fochno Farm. She followed the path to Griff ‘s barn, keeping to
the grass so that her feet wouldn’t crunch on the gravel. She didn’t want his
mother to know she was around. Griff was very particular about that; very
considerate really, she thought. He’d told her how bad things were between his
mum and dad. How his mother leaned on him for comfort. How upset she’d be if
she found out Griff was in love. 


She smiled to herself as she spotted the light in
the window of the barn. The visitor would have gone by now. The woman from the
newspaper who was coming to interview him. ‘Old and desperate’ was how Griff
had described her. Poor thing. She didn’t stand a chance. He’d said as much
when they’d made love that afternoon. Before that stupid policewoman had come
looking for her and got her into trouble with Dad. Griff had stroked her hair
and said: ‘Why would I want a tough old bird like that when I’ve got my
beautiful baby?’ She liked that. No one had ever called her ‘baby’ before. 


As she neared the barn she stopped short. There was
a car tucked round the side. What was that woman doing, still here at nearly
half past ten? Alice crept up to the window. In the candlelight she could see
the woman sitting on the sofa. Griff was sitting next to her. A cold fist
gripped Alice’s stomach when she saw where his hands were.


*


Griff Abdulla reached over the side of the sofa and
took a carved wooden box from the mantelpiece. Inside was a necklace of blue
and orange beads. They glinted in the candlelight as he dangled them from his
fingers. 


‘It’s Egyptian,’ he said, in answer to Ceri’s
quizzical look. ‘Around 3000 BC. Let me show you. ‘ 


Ceri could feel his breath on the back of her neck
as he bent over to fasten them. His hands lingered on the thin straps of her
camisole. 


‘Come and look in the mirror,’ he whispered, his
mouth nuzzling her ear. ‘There’s a full-length one upstairs.’ 


He took her by the hand and led her up the narrow
staircase. In the bedroom he lit more candles before positioning her in front
of a long mirror framed with driftwood. 


‘It was found in the tomb of a princess.’ He was
looking over her shoulder, talking to her reflection, and his fingers were back
on the straps of her top. With a deft movement he slid them down her shoulders
and the camisole flopped down. The candlelight flickered on her breasts. ‘Did
you know, Ceri,’ he said, cupping them in his hands as he pressed himself
against her back, ‘the ancient Egyptians were really worried about handing over
the bodies of beautiful young women to the embalmers.’ 


‘Really?’ she murmured, hardly able to concentrate
on what he was saying. Her skin was on fire in the places where his body was
touching hers. 


‘Uh-huh.’ His lips traced a path from her left ear
to her neck. ‘You see, they knew the embalmers wouldn’t be able to help
themselves.’ He was rubbing against her now. She could feel his erection
through the thin fabric of her skirt. ‘So to discourage sexual intercourse with
the corpses, young girls weren’t given to the undertakers until several days
after their death. ‘ 


‘Oh, that’s...’ she searched for a word, a reaction,
but it wouldn’t come. The sensation of his lips on her neck, his fingers on her
breasts, was overpowering. She bent her head back, her eyes closed, her mouth
searching for his. He tucked his hands under her arms and half carried,
half-dragged her to the bed. 


‘Lie very still,’ he whispered. ‘I’m going to take
all your clothes off. ‘ 


She lay with her eyes tight shut, trying not to
wriggle as he tugged her skirt down over her buttocks. In a few seconds he had
taken off everything. Everything but the Egyptian necklace. 


‘You’re my princess,’ he murmured. His mouth was by
her ear but in a sudden movement he shifted his weight. She winced as his knees
pressed against her outstretched arms, pinioning her to the bed. 


‘Griff!’ She gagged as his pubic hair filled her
mouth. His thighs tightened like a vice around her head and neck. She could
hear his breathing, short and rasping. He was rubbing his cock against the side
of her nose, every movement almost choking her as his weight shifted on and off
her throat. Anger rose like bile in her chest. With a supreme effort she kicked
out with her legs, trying to unbalance him. But it was too late. A sharp jet of
semen spurted across her face. She gasped like someone drowning. It was up her
nose, in her eyes and dribbling into her mouth. 


‘Here, have a tissue.’ He leaned across the bed and
pulled some from a box on the side table. He dabbed her eyes and she winced. It
stung. She opened her mouth but no words would come. She started to tremble,
her teeth chattering violently. 


‘Shush, shush, baby.’ He stroked her hair, pausing
to wipe a trickle of semen that was running down the side of her face. ‘Mmm.’
He licked his finger. ‘That was very good.’ 


She stared at him as he eased himself off her and
pulled up his trousers. That was it, then, was it? He’d put her through
that...that painful, horrible, degrading... 


She shot off the bed and grabbed her clothes,
struggling into them as she made for the door. Her brain went into some sort of
automatic mode, overriding her emotions as it told her quite calmly that she
had left her shoes in the lounge. She ran down the stairs, scooped them up and
ran barefoot into the cold night air. The gravel cut into her flesh but she
didn’t feel a thing. All she wanted was to get into the car and drive. Drive as
fast she could away from this place. Away from him. 


‘Ceri!’ She could hear him coming after her as she
scrabbled in her bag for the keys. ‘The necklace!’ 


She leapt into the car as he appeared at the door.
Jamming the key into the ignition she shot away down the drive, her hand
clawing at her throat. She felt for the button to let down the window. As the
cold night air rushed into the car she ripped the beads from her neck and threw
them onto the gravel. 


‘Christ, what a bloody, bloody bastard!’ She
screamed it as she lurched out of the gates of Cors Fochno Farm onto the main
road. ‘Was he fucking that fucking princess? Is that what it was about?’ The
memory of his cock in her face, his scrotum rubbing against her throat, against
the beads, made her gag. She felt so humiliated, so utterly stupid, for
allowing herself to be used in that way. ‘Never again!’ She spat the words at
her reflection in the windscreen. ‘Never, never again! ‘ 


*


Megan stirred in her sleep when the front door
opened. She was vaguely aware of footsteps in the hall. She peered at the
luminous figures on the clock beside her bed. Eleven thirty-nine pm. With the
comforting thought that her sister was safely home, she drifted back into
oblivion. 


Much later, when the sun was piercing the curtains
with thin white shafts of light, her mobile phone invaded her dreams. She was
alone by the bird hide at night, standing on the edge of the pool, and Ceri’s
body was floating in the water. She was trying to reach out to her, but there
were birds flying around her head, shrieking at her, and she had to put her
hands over her face to protect herself. The sound they were making
metamorphosed into the ring tone of her phone and as it grew louder and louder
she woke up with a start. 


It took a few seconds for her to realise that the
ringing in her ears really was the phone. As she grabbed it from the bedside
table she caught sight of the clock. It was 7.15am.


‘Megan, it’s Nia.’ The policewoman sounded tired and
very sombre. ‘It’s Griff Abdulla. He was found dead half an hour ago.’











Chapter 18


 


The body of Griff Abdulla was sprawled on the black
silk sheets of his king-size bed. He was lying on his side facing the door,
naked apart from what looked like a leather belt around his neck. But his face
was no longer a human face. The creature it most closely resembled was a pig.
Glazed eyes bulged from swollen purple lids and his mouth was stretched wide by
some object that was still inside. 


‘An apple,’ Nia Jones said, following Megan into the
room. ‘Wait till you see what’s stuffed in the other end.’ 


As Megan walked round the end of the bed she caught
her breath. At first glance Griff Abdulla appeared to have grown a tail. A
long, white object was protruding from his buttocks. 


‘A human thigh bone, would you believe?’ Nia Jones
stood with her arms folded, the trace of a smile on her lips. In the white
forensics body suit she looked like a jolly snowman. ‘Ten inch circumference -
and that’s just the bit that’s sticking out. What’s inside, well...’ She
shrugged. ‘Whatever turns, you on, I s’pose!’ 


Megan’s heart missed a beat as she thought of Ceri,
still asleep at the cottage. What had gone on here last night? Had her sister
been involved in this? 


Death from sexual asphyxia was something she had
only read about. Without exception the victims were men who had killed
themselves accidentally while engaged in some dangerous sexual activity. They
had died because there was no one there to undo whatever device they’d used to
deprive themselves of oxygen. 


There were photographs in the pathology textbooks on
the shelves of her office showing corpses adorned in a variety of objects from
silk stockings to leather masks. Sometimes there were steel clasps or some other
constricting device around the penis. Objects like apples, oranges or some sort
of gag were often placed in the mouth to restrict breathing. Objects in the
anus were common enough, too, but she had never witnessed anything as
masochistic as this. 


Her eyes travelled up the body to the head. From
this angle she could see that there was a second belt looped into the one round
his neck. This was fastened to the bedhead. It looked like a classic case of
cerebral hypoxia. Starving the brain of oxygen to increase the sexual high. And
that was always auto-erotic; something men did on their own. She couldn’t, wouldn’t
believe that her sister had been party to something as kinky as this. 


‘Who found him?’ She was on automatic pilot, asking
routine questions while trying to decide whether or not to tell Nia Jones about
Ceri. 


‘The mother. They were supposed to be going for an
early morning horse ride. ‘ 


‘Where is she now?’ 


‘Back at the farmhouse with the husband. In a
terrible state, of course. Couldn’t get any sense out of her.’ The policewoman
bent forward, staring at the long white bone on its cushion of wrinkled black
sheets. ‘Trefor Penhelig’s on his way. Hopefully we’ll get an idea of whether
he choked himself to death or ruptured himself with this thing up his jacksy.’ 


Megan nodded. What she wanted to say now would
involve mentioning Ceri. Any suggestion that this might not have been
self-inflicted would put her sister in the frame.


‘Guv!’


A summons from below sent Nia Jones downstairs.
Megan went over to the window and pushed it open. It was a relief to focus on
the vibrant greens and yellows of the marshland rather than the ruined body on
the bed. She took a deep breath of air, trying to get the vile smell of the
room out of her lungs. The stench had hit her as soon as she stepped into the
barn; a combination of the rabbit skins Griff Abdulla had hanging in his
kitchen and the stink coming from his body. It wasn’t decay – too early for
that – but the contents of his insides, which must have oozed into the bed. 


She started running through the possible scenarios
in which he could have ended up in this state. The first, and most obvious, was
that Ceri had turned him down and he had done this to himself after she had
left. The second, which she refused to believe, was that Ceri had been a
willing participant in a session of sado-masochism and had run away when she
realised it had gone too far. The third was that someone else had arrived after
Ceri had gone. Someone who had gone along with his sexual predilections, but
had taken it to extremes and killed him by accident. And the final possibility
was that Griff Abdulla had been murdered by someone who had deliberately made
it look like an auto-erotic act gone wrong. 


Megan trawled her memory for anything else she could
remember about death by sexual asphyxia. A vivid image flashed into her mind: a
page from Simpson’s Forensic Medicine. The colour photographs in the
book were all incredibly gory, but this one had stayed in her mind because it
was so very bizarre. It showed a man lying on his back on the floor, wearing
what looked like a dressing gown or a raincoat. It was open at the front,
revealing his naked torso. On his chest was what looked like a dog lead and at
the base of his penis was a horseshoe-shaped metal device with a heavy-duty
screw through the top of it. A piece of string was looped through the metal,
the inference being that the victim had used the dog lead to connect his penis
to some other part of his anatomy to increase his sexual gratification. 


The photo had also shown the room in which the
victim was been found. A few inches from the body, just above the man’s right
shoulder, was a magazine. It was open at a page showing a man in bondage gear
with a very large, erect penis. Megan could remember some of the text
accompanying the photograph. It said that the scene of such a death would
usually contain pornography within sight of the victim. She turned away from
the window, forcing herself to look at the body on the bed. She walked right
round it, scanning the bedside table, the floor. Then, very gingerly, she lifted
the valance on the mattress. But the only magazines she spotted were a couple
of copies of Archaeology Today. 


Dipping in the pocket of the overalls she was
wearing she pulled out a pair of forensic gloves. She flicked through the
magazines, looking for anything vaguely pornographic. The only human image,
other than a head and shoulders shot of the editor, was the mummified corpse of
a Victorian climber who had disappeared on Mount Everest. His back was the only
part of his body that was visible through a pile of stones, and it still bore
the tattered remains of a plaid shirt. It would take a huge leap of the
imagination to regard that as titillating, she thought. 


She glanced at the belt round Griff Abdulla’s neck.
It was pulled so tight that the flesh bulged over the edges of the leather. She
frowned. There was something else she recalled from the pathology book.
Something to do with the method of asphyxiation. Padding - that was it. The
victims were usually found with padding round their necks to stop the noose or
whatever they were using bruising the skin. 


She bent closer to the head, trying not to look at
the distended face with its piggy eyes. The belt was so thin it would have been
impossible to have padded it without the padding sticking out. Then something
else occurred to her. Scratch marks. The victims of sexual asphxia would often
claw at their throats in their dying moments, desperately trying to free
themselves. But in this case the skin above and below the belt was unmarked.
So, she thought, no scratches, no padding and no pornography. It was looking very
much as if Griff Abdulla had died at the hands of someone else.


*


‘Bloody reporters!’ Nia Jones bustled into the room.
‘Trudy Morgan from the West Wales News - God knows how she got wind of
this.’ She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. ‘She’s parked a van in front of the
gate, would you believe? Been trying to pump the SOCOs on their way in.’ 


‘What did you say to her?’ 


The policewoman grunted. ‘Told her to piss off - not
in so many words, but I made it clear that if she didn’t make herself scarce I’d
give the first interview to the Western Mail.’ She cocked her head at
the corpse. ‘Anyway, what d’you reckon? Any thoughts?’ 


As Megan pointed out the absence of the signs she’d
been looking for Nia Jones nodded. ‘Hell of a coincidence, isn’t it, that he
dies within a week of finding the Bog Body and within three days of the murder
of his next door neighbour?’ She sniffed. ‘Just had a call from my sergeant at
the farm. Gwenda Abdulla says she heard a car heading away from the barn about
half past eleven last night. Need to find out who that was.’ 


‘Just one car?’ Megan blinked. ‘Is she sure about
that?’


‘Why?’ Nia Jones was looking straight at her, as if
she could read her mind. There was no point trying to protect Ceri. She was
going to have to talk to the police sooner or later and it would look so much
worse if Megan pretended she didn’t know her sister had been here last night. 


‘I think I know who it was.’


‘Who?’ The dimples had gone. For all her cuddly
frame, Nia Jones had the look of a Rottweiler in her eyes. 


‘My sister.’ Megan swallowed hard. ‘She had a date
with him. Here. I begged her not to go but she wouldn’t take any notice. ‘ 


The frown line between the policewoman’s eyebrows
deepened as Megan explained. The hardest part was trying to convince her that,
despite Ceri’s vulnerability after the break-up of her marriage, she would have
run a mile from anything involving sado-masochism. 


‘Just let me talk to her first, will you?’ Megan pleaded.
‘I know it’s not protocol, but I need to get to her before this gets out. Find
out what went on last night before she finds out he’s dead.’ 


‘I can’t do that.’ Nia Jones pursed her lips. ‘I’m
sorry, Megan, but if she was the last person to see him alive...’ 


‘I know,’ Megan shook her head. ‘I shouldn’t have
asked.’ 


‘If I come with you - no uniformed officers - would
that help?’ 


Megan shot the policewoman a grateful smile.


*


Ceri was up and dressed when they arrived at the
cottage. She was sitting at the kitchen table, a half-empty pot of coffee and
an overflowing ashtray in front of her. As Megan walked in she looked up. 


‘Ceri, this is...’ Megan faltered, shocked at her
sister’s face. Bare of make-up, with her hair scraped back in a wispy
pony-tail, she looked haggard, ghostly. 


‘God, Ceri!’ Megan gathered her up, rocking her like
a child as her shoulders shook with sobs. Guiding her sister round the table
she grabbed a wad of kitchen roll and dabbed at her face. ‘What’s happened?
Where are the kids?’ 


‘Up...up...’ Ceri stammered, jerking her head
towards the door. 


‘Upstairs?’ 


She nodded. ‘They’re...’ She sniffed loudly and blew
her nose on the kitchen roll. ‘Watching a...D...VD.’ Her teeth were chattering
so much she could hardly get the words out. 


‘Okay, now take deep breaths.’ Megan exchanged
glances with Nia Jones over her sister’s shoulder. She led Ceri into the living
room and sat her down on the sofa. The policewoman followed at a discreet
distance and stood in the doorway. ‘Just try to tell me,’ Megan stroked her
sister’s hair the way their mother used to do when they’d fallen over and hurt
themselves. ‘Tell me what happened.’ 


In staccato sentences punctuated by sobs, Ceri told her
about the sordid encounter with Griff. She was so distraught she appeared not
to notice the policewoman. 


‘So you ran away from him?’ Megan’s shoulders
dropped as relief flooded through her body. ‘And he tried to follow you?’ 


‘Yes.’ Ceri’s voice was a hoarse whisper. ‘Wanted
his bloody necklace back, can you believe?’ Her lip started to tremble and she
bit it. ‘I threw it out the sodding window!’ She looked at Megan, her mouth
twisting into a bitter smile. ‘It broke. Beads went everywhere. Serve him bloody
well right, eh?’ 


‘Ceri,’ Megan took a deep breath, looking her sister
straight in the eyes, ‘there’s something I’ve got to tell you.’ She paused for
a fraction of a second, searching for the right words, but there was no right
way of saying this. ‘Griff ‘s dead.’ She watched Ceri blink, her mouth drop
open. No words came out of it. Megan glanced at Nia Jones. ‘We think he may
have been murdered. ‘ 


Ceri’s hand shot to her mouth and she doubled over,
retching. At the same moment Nia Jones’ mobile phone rang out. As Megan grabbed
the kitchen roll to wipe her sister’s face she heard the policewoman’s voice
receding. She must have moved back into the hall, because Megan couldn’t catch
what she was saying. When she came back into the room Ceri was a little calmer,
lying on her side on the sofa taking deep breaths. 


‘Megan,’ Nia Jones face seemed to have relaxed. ‘Can
I have a quick word?’ 


They both stepped into the hall and the policewoman
closed the door behind her. 


‘What time did your sister arrive home last night?’ 


‘I...er...’ Megan frowned. ‘I was asleep...I’m not
sure...’ She blinked, an image of the luminous figures on the bedside clock
flashing into her mind’s eye. ‘Hang on...yes, I do know - it was 11.39 - I woke
up went the door went.’ 


The lines on Nia Jones’ forehead relaxed and she let
out a long breath. ‘Looks like she’s in the clear, then.’ 


‘What? How?’ 


‘That call was from my sergeant at Cors Fochno Farm.
They’ve been checking Zahur Abdulla’s mobile. There was a text from his son
sent just after midnight last night.’ 


‘Oh, thank God!’ Megan felt as if her knees were
about to give way. ‘What was the text? What did he say?’ 


‘He was reminding his father that it was his mother’s
birthday today. ‘ Nia Jones gave a little grunt. ‘Poor cow - I think I was a
bit hard on her this morning. I know people say some strange things when they’re
in shock, but she was so...arrogant. Like it was our fault that her
precious son had a bone up his arse.’ 


‘So what are you going to do now?’ 


The policewoman folded her arms under her bosom and
let out another long breath. ‘Get up to Pendinas for the post-mortem.’ She
glanced at her watch. ‘Body should be arriving soon.’ She cocked her head at
the closed door. ‘And I’ll get someone to take a written statement from your
sister - we can do it here, no need for her to go to the station.’ She shot
Megan a sympathetic smile. ‘You up for the p-m?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘Just give me half an hour, will you?’
After she had shown Nia Jones out Megan pushed open the door of the living
room. Ceri was sitting up, a lighted cigarette in her hand. As she moved it to
her mouth her hand trembled. 


‘Have you eaten anything today?’ Megan took the
cigarette from her and stubbed it out. 


‘N... no,’ Ceri mumbled. ‘Couldn’t face it.’ 


Taking her sister’s hand Megan pulled her from the
sofa and guided her into the kitchen. ‘Soup and toast?’ She pulled a tin from
the cupboard. 


‘I...don’t... ‘ 


‘You’ve got to try, Ceri. For the kids’ sake, if
nothing else. You can’t let what that bastard did to you set you back again -
God knows you’ve had enough to contend with these past few months.’ 


Ceri slumped over the table, burying her head in her
arms. ‘What is it with me, Meg?’ The words were a muffled yell. ‘Have I got a
sign on my head saying Sucker?’ 


Megan reached across and stroked her hair, searching
for the right words. ‘It’s love you want, not sex,’ she whispered, feeling like
a total hypocrite. Her body still ached from the frantic session with Jonathan
the night before last. ‘No one can blame you for what happened.’ 


Ceri looked up, her eyes glassy with tears. ‘But you
warned me and I didn’t take any notice!’ 


‘Well, you’re in good company there. Shame I can’t
practise what I preach.’ 


Ceri listened in silence as Megan told her about
Jonathan.  


‘So you’re not the only one who’s feeling
embarrassed and humiliated.’ Megan gave a wry smile. ‘Not much consolation, I
know.’ 


To her relief, Ceri smiled back. Reaching forward
she gave Megan a hug. ‘Thanks,’ she said simply. ‘It does help. ‘ 


Half an hour later she had eaten almost all the soup
and a round of toast and there was a flicker of the old Ceri in her eyes; the
fiercely independent, fun-loving girl she’d been in her twenties. ‘I’m going to
stop all this,’ she said, nodding slowly as she stared at the table. ‘The fags,
the booze...and men. Definitely men. Six months off, that’s what I need. Just
me and the kids.’ She took a deep breath. ‘That’s all I need, isn’t it?’ She
stood up, not waiting for an answer, and pulled Megan’s jacket from the back of
a chair. ‘And you’re going to need this, aren’t you?’ She was smiling again - a
brave smile, Megan thought. ‘Could be in for a very late night.’


*


The mortuary had been moved to one of the upstairs
operating theatres at Pendinas Hospital. Trefor Penhelig grimaced as he tried
to remove the thigh bone from the archaeologist’s anus. 


‘Christ,’ he said, ‘I’ve seen some bloody weird
things shoved up people’s arses over the years, but...’ he paused as he yanked
and twisted. 


Megan caught Nia Jones’ face out of the corner of
her eye. The policewoman was shaking her head and trying not to smile. The
black humour that often emerged at scenes of death was something Megan had
always tried to avoid, but she couldn’t help feeling a grim sense of divine
retribution. For what he had done to her sister and what he had probably done
to Alice Powell, this man had got his comeuppance. However, some half-buried
memory made her check herself. In her prison interviews she had encountered at
least half a dozen men who were clearly victims of a miscarriage of justice.
All of them had had some stain on their characters - something that had turned
a jury against them where the evidence presented in court was equivocal. And
she was in danger of doing the same to Griff Abdulla. He might be a pervert who
didn’t deserve the slightest shred of sympathy, but he was still a human being.
And if someone else had done this to him, he deserved justice. 


An urgent squelching, like a plunger clearing a
drain, echoed round the bare walls of the operating theatre. With a loud grunt
the pathologist pulled the bone clear of the body. It was a truly revolting
sight, dark liquid pouring onto the steel table in its wake. 


‘Did it kill him?’ Nia Jones looked away, her face
clenched as if she were afraid to breathe. 


‘Well, it didn’t do him a lot of good.’ Penhelig
shook his head. ‘Difficult to say until we open him up, of course.’ He laid the
bone on a sheet of plastic on the worktop. ‘To look at his face, you’d say he
died from asphyxia, but I don’t think it’s as straightforward as that. There’s
something else.’ The pathologist walked round the body and pointed to Griff
Abdulla’s right temple. Megan and Nia Jones followed behind. ‘Beginnings of a
bruise there,’ he said, glancing from the body to the two women. ‘Could have
been knocked unconscious, then asphyxiated.’ 


‘So you don’t believe he did this to himself?’ Holding
her nose, Nia Jones bent her head closer to the body to inspect the bruise. 


‘Hard to say at this stage. I need to take a look at
the skull itself. Could be a fracture there.’ 


‘And if there is?’ Megan raised her eyebrows. 


‘Then I’d say there’s a pretty good chance of foul
play. Otherwise he could have bruised himself - possibly in the course of
performing a sex act, or if he’d simply banged his head on something the day he
died.’ 


Ceri would be the one to ask about that, Megan
thought grimly. Could he have got that bruise while he was with her? Highly
possible, she decided, given that he would have to have been sitting on Ceri’s
face to do what she’d described. The bedstead had large brass knobs on it. If
her head had been on the pillow Griff Abdulla’s would have been right up
against the bars. 


‘What about time of death?’ she asked. ‘How long had
he been lying there when his mother found him?’ 


The pathologist’s mouth slid into an upside down ‘U’
and he shrugged. ‘Body was still warm when I got there.’ 


‘So he must have died in the early hours of the
morning, then?’ 


‘Not necessarily, no. The weather’s been very warm
the past few days - even at night it’s not really cold – and that slows down
the drop in core temperature. I’ll have to look at the stomach contents for a
better idea. ‘ 


Megan’s eyes fixed on the dark shadow on the side of
Griff Abdulla’s head. Had someone knocked him out before tying the belt round
his neck? She glanced at the thigh bone on the worktop. It wasn’t difficult to
imagine someone using it as a weapon. Her train of thought was interrupted by a
loud tapping. There was someone outside the operating theatre. Nia Jones went to
the door and peered through the glass spyhole before opening it. Megan’s jaw
dropped when she saw who was there. She’d forgotten all about the text she’d
received last night. It had never occurred to her that he was already here, in
the hospital. 


‘Got those results for you.’ Jonathan didn’t ‘t see
her at first. He was looking at the bundle of paper in his hand. ‘Pretty clear,
actually. I was worried that the water in a peat bog might destroy the amino
acid structure of the teeth, but it hasn’t. I’d put him at fifty-five, give or
take a year either side.’ He looked up with a smile, which turned into a
lopsided grin when he caught sight of Megan. 


She didn’t return it. Turning away from him she
picked up the thigh bone with gloved hands, pretending to examine it. There was
a brief pause before she heard Jonathan pick up his conversation with Nia
Jones. 


‘Janie’s emailed the image of the head. We can get
it on TV tonight. ‘ 


Megan heard a rustle of paper. Out of the corner of
her eye she saw Trefor Penhelig walk away from the body on the table. 


‘Oh, it’s Father Christmas!’ The pathologist
chuckled. 


Megan frowned. She wanted to see the image but that
would mean talking to Jonathan and she wasn’t sure she could be civil to him. 


‘Come and have a look, Meg.’ Hearing him say her
name was like a slap round the ear. ‘By the way, we on for tonight?’ 


The latex stretched over her knuckles as her grip
tightened on the thigh bone. At that moment she would willingly have used it on
him. With a deep breath she laid the bone down and joined the little group by
the door. 


She studied the image in silence, ignoring Jonathan’s
question. She could feel Nia Jones’s eyes on her. This was horribly
embarrassing. She wondered how much Penhelig had told the policewoman before
she arrived. Perhaps Jonathan had already been to see Griff Abdulla’s body and
the three of them had been having a good old gossip about her. The thought of
it made her cringe. 


‘Been thinking about that apple.’ Jonathan broke
away from the group, avoiding Megan’s eyes. He walked over to the head end of the
body. ‘We might have ourselves a bite mark, there,’ he said. He nodded slowly
as he stared at the pale green circle of fruit framed by the corpse’s purple
lips. ‘All we have to do is compare it with the one on Lili Jonas’s arm and...’
He turned to them with a shrug. 


Of course.
Megan was cross with herself for not thinking of it. Griff Abdulla could be
eliminated instantly as the killer of Lili Jonas if his teeth didn’t match the
mark on her body. She glanced at Nia Jones. The policewoman’s eyes were
glittering. How much easier her job was going to be if they did match. Because
if they didn’t, Megan thought, they were looking at the possibility of three
different killers on the loose.


*


Alice Powell was lying on the sofa in a pink
towelling dressing gown with a black cat embroidered on the pocket. Her father
was sitting on a stool beside her, stroking her hand. Janine Powell was
standing by the window, her back to them, staring at the ghostly shapes of
sheep in the darkening fields. She was wearing the same white nightdress she’d
had on the day before and was singing the same lullaby: ‘Cysga, cysga hen
blant bach...’ Sleep, sleep, little old children... 


The television competed with the sound. The regional
news bulletin was repeating what had already been broadcast on the local radio
station. 


Alice stared unblinking at the ceiling as Griff
Abdulla’s smiling face appeared on the screen. But his photo gave way to
another image. An old man’s eyes stared out from a face framed with wild white
hair and a shaggy beard. 


‘This is a computer-generated reconstruction of the
man found in Borth Bog by the dead archaeologist,’ the reporter said. ‘Police
are appealing for anyone who recognises the man, who’s believed to have been
around fifty-five years old when he died, to contact them on this number. ‘ 


Janine Powell wheeled round. She stared at the image
on the screen. With a cry like an animal in pain she ran out into the night. 


 


 











Chapter 19


 


Janine Powell stumbled through the graveyard of St
Mary of the Fathoms in her nightgown and slippers. In the weak light of a new
moon the tombstones jutted out like crooked teeth in an overcrowded mouth. She
reached the door of the vicarage and lifted the heavy fox knocker. As she waited
for an answer her eyes darted about the graves like a bird anticipating a cat.
The door opened, light streaming onto her body, turning the thin cotton
transparent. 


‘Janine!’ Paul Hawksley stood on the threshold. His
eyes slipped from the white, frightened face to the small breasts with their
cold, erect nipples. He jerked his head up as if he’d been stung and reached
back into the hall, pulling a long grey overcoat from a row of hooks on the
wall. Fumbling like a blind man he wrapped it round her shoulders and ushered
her inside. 


She sat trembling in the tatty armchair in his
study, cradling a mug of tea. He, too, was shaking, but for a different reason.



‘Tell me, Janine,’ his voice was low, as if he was
afraid of being overheard, ‘what on earth’s happened?’ 


‘I’ve seen the Devil, Father.’ She blinked half a
dozen times as she looked at him. ‘I saw him tonight on the news.’ She raised
the mug to her lips, her hand shaking so much that the pale brown liquid
slopped onto her nightdress. ‘He’s coming after me,’ she whispered. ‘What am I
going to do?’ 


*


The crescent of teeth marks gave the bruised apple
the look of a Halloween pumpkin. It sat on a worktop, mocking them with its
eyeless smile. Jonathan had taken less than ten minutes to confirm that Griff
Abdulla was not responsible for the bite on Lili Jonas’ arm. He had disappeared
almost immediately after delivering his verdict, much to Megan’s relief. Now
she and the policewoman were back in the temporary morgue, waiting for Trefor
Penhelig to examine the archaeologist’s skull. 


Megan frowned as she watched the pathologist run a
scalpel across the bluish-purple flesh on the temple. The puzzle of the three
deaths was becoming more and more complex. If Griff Abdulla had killed
Lili Jonas - for whatever reason - it wouldn’t have been difficult to
understand why he might be murdered himself a few days later by one of the
woman’s many lovers. Griff’s own father would have been number one on Megan’s
list of suspects, as he was the only man she was certain had been having a
relationship with the dead woman. But the bite mark indicated that Griff didn’t
t kill Lili. 


‘Crush fracture to the right temporal lobe!’ Trefor
Penhelig cut across her thoughts, his voice almost gleeful. ‘Blunt instrument
or a fist, I’d say.’ 


‘Enough to kill him?’ The high stool Nia Jones was
perched on creaked as she wheeled round. 


‘Hard to say at this point.’ Penhelig wiped his
forehead with the sleeve of his overalls. ‘Get a better idea when I take the
top of the skull off - see if there’s a bleed in the brain.’


‘But it’s looking like an attack rather than an
accident?’


‘Oh, yes,’ the pathologist sniffed. ‘Don’t think
matey-boy did this to himself. Put it this way: if he had done it by accident
he’d have spent the evening in A&E, not in a kinky sex session.’ 


‘So,’ Nia Jones turned to Megan, ‘what are the
possibilities?’ Her south Wales accent gave particular emphasis to the ‘p’,
sending a drop of saliva shooting onto the grey lino. ‘Could Griff have been
killed by one of Lili’s lovers? Someone who killed her in a fit of jealousy,
then went after him a few days later?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘That’s one possibility, yes, with the
lover mutilating the Bog Body to muddy the waters.’ She sat back on her stool,
arms folded, frowning at the body. ‘Problem with that,’ she said, ‘is that Lili’s
murder shows a high level of forensic awareness. No prints on anything in the
mortuary, no weapon left at the scene. If this was a crime of passion I’d
expect it to be a lot more spontaneous. Lili’s death was planned and carried
out in cold blood, I’m certain of that. ‘ 


Nia Jones nodded. ‘So that leaves us with the more
straightforward scenario of Lili being killed by the person who murdered the
Bog Man because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time...’ The furrow
between her eyebrows deepened. ‘Griff had a head injury, just like Lili and the
Bog Man, but if it’s the same killer, what’s his motive for getting rid of Griff?’



Megan shrugged. ‘It doesn’t make any sense. Unless Griff
was killed by someone else, for some reason that has nothing to do with the
first two deaths - and like you said, that seems far too much of a coincidence
in a place the size of Borth.’


*


A tall, white church candle was the only light
burning in the study of the presbytery. Father Hawksley was kneeling on the
floor whispering the Lord’s Prayer, his hands clasped round the wooden rosary
that hung from his neck. Janine Powell knelt beside him, the mud-spattered hem
of her nightdress trailing out from the grey woollen overcoat draped round her
shoulders. The flickering light softened her face. She was tiny, waif-like;
more like her daughter than ever.  


‘Oh Lord, deliver this woman from evil,’ the priest’s
voice rose from a whisper to a stern command. His hands moved from the rosary
to her head, clasping her round the ears and pulling her to his chest. ‘In the
name of Jesus,’ he hissed, ‘I command you to leave her!’ 


She fell backwards onto the carpet and he fell with
her, his hands protecting her head from the sturdy wooden legs of the armchair.
They lay side by side in the candlelight for a long moment, staring at each
other. Both were panting for breath, spent like lovers. 


‘Don’t be afraid, Janine,’ he whispered. ‘He can’t
hurt you now.’


*


Trefor Penhelig had gone to find a new blade for his
circular saw. In his absence Megan drew closer to the body. She forced herself
to look at the blackened mess on the table where the bone had emerged. 


Retrace the killer’s footsteps - walk in
his shoes. 


It was a phrase she often used in her lectures. She tried
to recreate the scene in her mind. The killer finding the thigh bone, deciding
to use it in a way that was not only violent but sexually humiliating. Her hand
made a fist as she pictured it. 


‘What is it?’ Nia Jones was standing behind her. 


Megan shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Something about this
auto-erotic stunt bugs me. It’s the same with the Bog Body: that missing penis?
We can’t prove it was removed by the killer, but there seems no other plausible
explanation for it not being there.’ She bit her lip. ‘So that suggests revenge
was the motive for the Bog Man’s death: sexual revenge.’ 


Nia Jones frowned, her head cocked to one side. ‘Yes,
go on.’ 


‘Now look at this death.’ Megan was thinking aloud. ‘Griff
Abdulla’s whacked on the head. If the killer wants to make his death look like
an accident there are plenty of other ways to do it. Pushing him down the
stairs, drowning him in the bath...’ 


Nia Jones’ eyes narrowed. ‘You think the sexual
stuff was revenge in his case, too?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘Think about Griff and the Bog Man
then think about Lili. The men’s deaths have a definite sexual element but the
woman’s doesn’t. If all three were killed by the same person, what does that
tell you?’ 


‘That the killer hates men? That he’s a homosexual
with a grudge?’ 


‘Could be either or both of those. Or someone who’s
been abused by men as a child.’ She didn’t correct the policewoman’s assumption
that the killer was male; didn’t point out that it could just as easily be a female
with a grudge against men. It was unlikely, of course, but not impossible; a
woman could have knocked Griff unconscious with that thigh bone. And a woman
could have overpowered Lili Jonas, although she’d have to have been a match for
her in terms of physical strength. 


Nia Jones pressed her lips together. ‘It’s an
interesting theory, but I’m afraid that for the time being we’re going to have
to pursue the routine stuff.’  She slid off the stool, her shoes squeaking on
the lino. ‘I’m going to call a case conference with the SOCOs. She gestured at
the body on the table. ‘I think his parents are going to be our first port of
call - assuming we can get some sense out of his mother. From the sound of it
they’ve had to drug her up to the eyeballs.’ Her own eyes rolled up as she
swept out of the room. Obviously she hadn’t forgiven the woman for her attitude
at the scene of death this morning. 


Megan thought about it as she waited, alone, in the
mortuary. The brief glimpse she’d had of Gwenda Abdulla outside the stables
certainly hadn’t left a favourable impression in her own mind. She’d obviously
hated Lili Jonas; she’d accused her husband of having an affair with her. How
would she have felt, then, about her son being so close to the woman she saw as
her rival? What if she’d discovered that Griff was also having a sexual
relationship with Lili? What might that have done to her state of mind? Could
it have unbalanced her enough to commit murder? 


Megan frowned. Gwenda Abdulla must be familiar with
the layout of the hospital and her son had no doubt told her all about the Bog
Body - enough for her to be able to use it to cover her tracks if she’d decided
to kill Lili. But that still left the puzzle of who killed him. Would Gwenda
want to murder her own son? No, Megan thought. Not like that. No mother would do
something that grotesque to her own flesh and blood. 


Wouldn’t she? As she stepped out of the lift into
the floodlit car park a little voice inside her head reminded her of Diane
Blackman. Of the sick, violent sexual assaults she had perpetrated on her own
daughters; assaults that had culminated in murder. Blackman had herself been
the victim of sexual abuse at the hands of her parents, passing the vile legacy
on to the next generation. Was Gwenda Abdulla cast in the same mould? Could she
be responsible for all three deaths? And if so, who was the Bog Man? 


‘Megan!’ 


The sound of her name made her jump. Jonathan had
crept into the mortuary as silently as a cat. Before she could turn round his
hand was on her arm. 


‘Can we talk?’ She could feel his breath on her
neck. ‘I’ve obviously done something to offend you.’ She broke free and took a
step forward, but he jumped in front of her. ‘Please, Meg - tell me what I’ve
done!’ His hazel eyes had the look of a puppy caught chewing a shoe. She backed
away but he reached out and grabbed her hand. 


‘Let me go!’ 


‘Not until you’ve told me what’s wrong.’ He pulled
her to him and she could smell his aftershave, the scent bringing images of the
hotel bedroom flooding into her mind. With an effort she shook him off. 


‘If you really want to know, I don’t like being lied
to!’ She stepped back, folding her arms tight under her chest. ‘You know damn
well I wouldn’t have slept with you if I’d known about your girlfriend!’ 


‘Girlfriend?’ Shadows rippled his forehead. 


‘Oh, don’t be coy!’ She gave a ghost of a laugh. ‘Trefor
told me all about you and Janie Northcliffe.’ 


He rolled his eyes. ‘Oh God, that’s ancient history!
I’m not with her, Meg – it was a fling that happened ages ago.’ He took a step
towards her. 


‘Well she sounded pretty bloody friendly for someone
you shagged and dumped!’ She shoved him with her elbow and he lost his balance,
almost falling onto Griff Abdulla’s supine body. ‘Or maybe it was her that did
the dumping?’


‘It was never that serious, Meg, honestly. That’s
why we’re still friends.’


‘Whatever!’ She didn’t care what he had to say. He’d
embarrassed her; humiliated her. There was no way he was going to talk his way
out of it. 


Nia Jones bustled into the room, raising an eyebrow
when she caught sight of Jonathan. 


‘I was just... er...asking Megan what she thought of
the reconstruction.’ He straightened up, brushing his hair back from his
forehead. 


‘Right.’ The policewoman gave Megan a sideways look.
‘I’m getting statements off the Abdullas and then I think we need a case
conference pretty sharpish. We’ve had a few calls already about the Bog Man -
one from a woman in Birmingham who reckons it’s her husband.’ 


‘Birmingham?’ 


‘I know: seems unlikely but she says she’s got a
photo. I’m getting a colleague in West Mids to email it over. The SOCOs are
getting everything ready downstairs - you coming?’ She held the door open. 


Half an hour later Nia Jones was passing a computer
printout of a photograph to the dozen people crammed into a small office that
was serving as an incident room. Much to Megan’s relief, Jonathan had
disappeared. 


‘He’s an ex-con who went missing after he came out
of prison five years ago,’ the policewoman announced. ‘Name of Ray Welson.’ 


‘What was he inside for?’ one of the SOCOs piped up.


‘He was a nonce. They did him for a string of
offences dating back several years.’ Nia took the photograph back and handed it
to Megan, along with a copy of Janie Northcliffe’s computer image of the Bog
Man. ‘The wife’s name is Beverley Hall. We’re trying to get her over here but
she’s on kidney dialysis so it’s tricky. In the meantime I’m getting West Mids
to send names of victims. ‘ 


Megan studied the two faces. The man in the
photograph had short hair and no beard, but there was something about the eyes.
In both images they were narrow and close-set, topped with wild, bushy
eyebrows. 


‘They could be the same man,’ she said, ‘but how can
we prove it one way or the other? I mean, we’ve got no DNA, no fingers to
compare prints with...’ 


‘I’ve got Jonathan Andrews on the case,’ Nia Jones replied.


‘Oh?’ Megan felt a surge of heat rise up her neck. ‘I
thought the dental records were no use?’ 


‘They’re not,’ the policewoman leaned back in her
chair, her eyebrows tilting upwards. ‘He says he can compare photos with X-rays
of skulls - with a bit of computer wizardry.’ 


‘Ah, right,’ Megan nodded. She remembered the
lecture he’d given at the conference -something about estimating the degree of
distortion in a photograph. 


‘He’s feeding it down the line to someone in Cardiff.
Reckons we’ll have a result in an hour or so.’ 


Megan’s mind raced as she stared at the images in
front of her. A nonce, Nia Jones had said. If the Bog Man was a child abuser,
the missing penis made perfect sense. A revenge killing by a victim; a child
who was grown up by the time his attacker came out of prison. But who was the
child? And how did the body end up in a pool on a stretch of marshland in west
Wales? 


 











Chapter 20


 


Trudy Morgan was in her element. She was sitting in
the best restaurant in Aberystwyth with champagne in her hand and a reporter
from a national newspaper hanging on her every word. 


‘If you can get us an exclusive,’ he said, topping
her up, ‘I’ll make sure we repay the favour.’ He winked over the rim of his
glass. ‘There’ll be the fee, of course, but I’m talking prospects here...’ 


He didn’t need to say any more. A job in London
beckoned, she was certain. This was the story she’d been waiting for; after
years of dross the West Wales News had finally struck gold. The ‘Curse
of the Body in the Bog’ - that’s what the nationals were calling it. And thanks
to her carefully-cultivated contacts at Aberystwyth nick, she had an ace up her
sleeve. 


‘I think I’ve got just what you’re after,’ she
smiled. ‘One of my staff was the last person to see the archaeologist alive. It
was what you might call an out of hours job.’ Her eyebrows flicked up and down.
‘I’m almost certain they had sex.’ 


‘Really?’ The reporter locked eyes with her. ‘What’s
her name? I mean, I’m assuming this is a woman we’re talking about?’ 


‘It might be,’ Trudy teased, batting her lashes at
him. If he thought she was going to hand it to him on a plate he was more
stupid than he looked. ‘Tell you what,’ she said, putting her face close enough
to smell the alcohol on his breath, ‘You order another bottle of that and I’ll
go and make a quick call - okay?’ 


*



Megan was holding a square of clear plastic up to
the light. Sandwiched between two layers was a dusting of tiny fibres. 


‘Black wool/acrylic mix, made in China, bog standard
as far as retail outlets go.’ The Scenes of Crime manager was summing up the
evidence gathered from all three murders. 


Megan sighed as she passed the fibres back to him.
None of what she’d seen so far amounted to much. The DNA result from the bite
mark on Lili’s body had yet to come through and the only new thing she had
learned about her attacker was that he or she had been wearing gloves that
could have been purchased almost anywhere in the UK. 


Similar-looking fibres had been found on the thigh
bone at the scene of Griff Abdulla’s death, which suggested they’d been killed
by the same person, but until the second set of fibres had been properly
analysed there was nothing conclusive. 


She glanced at a computer printout on the table in
front of her. The investigation of Lili’s mobile phone contacts appeared to
have drawn a blank as well. ‘G’ turned out to be Geraint James, the chairman of
the golf club. He’d been questioned about his relationship with Lili but denied
anything other than a professional association. He’d been her solicitor for the
past few months, acting on her behalf over the purchase of the barn. He also
appeared to have a watertight alibi for the time of her murder. He’d spent the
early evening taking part in a golf tournament, followed by a prize-giving
dinner at the clubhouse. It was the same alibi given by Zahur Abdulla and both
had been borne out by other members of the golf club. 


‘What about Kaz?’ Megan’s eyes moved down the
printed list of names. 


The Scenes of Crime manager stuck out his bearded
chin and frowned. 


‘Here.’ She put her finger next to the name.’ It’s
got “Kathleen” written next to it. Who’s that?’


‘Oh, that’s Lili’s stepmother.’ 


‘Has she been contacted?’ 


‘This morning, yes. She’s in Ireland at the moment.
She and Lili’s father are living in a caravan in the Cork area. They’ve been
there for the past six months.’ He grunted. ‘Apparently the dad’s an alcoholic
- I don’t think it’s even registered that his daughter’s dead. From what the
stepmother said, she couldn’t care less about Lili.’ 


Megan scanned the sheet again. ‘What about the
unidentified calls - have they been checked out?’


‘That’s ongoing.’ He glanced at Nia Jones, whose
hand had shot from the table to her jacket pocket. 


‘Message from West Mids,’ she said, scrolling
through a text on her mobile phone. ‘Ray Welson was jailed sixteen years ago
for multiple sexual assaults on two children, one male and one female.’ She
looked up. ‘Names should be coming through shortly.’ Her chair scraped on the
lino as she rose to her feet. ‘Let’s have a break for five minutes, shall we?
Can we have some coffee, Martin?’ She glanced at the young officer who had
driven Megan to the police station the day Mick Stubbs died. 


As Megan watched him disappear through the door she
wondered how old the two child abuse victims were likely to be now. Several
years might have elapsed between the time the offences were committed and the
date of his trial. It was difficult even to hazard a guess at their ages. 


As she helped herself to coffee she caught sight of
Jonathan coming through the door. He went straight over to Nia Jones, a look of
triumph on his face. They stood in a huddle for a couple of minutes before the
policewoman turned, beaming, to the people standing round the table. ‘It’s a match!’
She waved the CAT scan in the air. ‘How accurate did you say, Jonathan?’ 


‘I’m ninety per cent certain,’ he smiled back, ‘which
is as good as it gets with this sort of thing.’ He caught Megan’s eye and she
turned away, reaching for the milk jug.


*


‘Ceri?’ The voice at the other end of the line was
breathless, excited. ‘I take it you’re about to file the scoop of your life?’ 


‘Trudy?’ Ceri rubbed her eyes. She had fallen asleep
on the sofa and the phone had woken her up. 


‘A little bird told me you had a very close
encounter with Griff Abdulla last night.’ 


There was a pause. Ceri stared at the receiver. How
the hell did Trudy know about that? 


‘I notice you’re not denying it, so my source was
obviously right.’ There was another pause. ‘This could make both of us a lot of
money.’ 


Ceri’s mouth had gone dry. ‘What...do you mean?’ she
stuttered. 


‘Oh come on Ceri, how long have you been a hack? You
shagged him, didn’t you?’ 


Ceri’s surging heartbeat made her feel lightheaded. She
swallowed hard. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. ‘ 


‘Listen, sweetheart, don’t go all coy on me,’ Trudy
sneered. ‘You’re a journalist and you were the last one to see that poor
bastard alive. You’ve a duty to report this and if you don’t, you needn’t
bother turning up for work on Monday. ‘ 


The line went dead. Ceri slumped back on the sofa. Before
she had dropped off to sleep she had felt so strong, so determined, telling
herself that she and the kids were going to be all right on their own because
she had the cottage and she had her job. Her whole body began to tremble. If
she lost her job on the paper she was sunk. Unless you were a fluent Welsh
speaker there simply were no other media jobs within a fifty mile radius of
this place. And if she went ahead and did what Trudy was demanding... She
shuddered at the thought of what it would be like, living in this village with
everyone knowing what she’d done.


*


Megan sipped her coffee, aware that Jonathan was
making his way across to where she was sitting. She didn’t want to talk to him
but short of walking out of the room it didn’t look as if she had much choice.
She was saved by the ring tone of her phone. 


‘Meg?’ 


Something was very wrong. She could tell from the
way her sister said her name. 


‘What is it? What’s happened?’ She turned away from
Jonathan and the others, her face crumpling as she listened to Ceri’s anguished
voice. 


‘You mustn’t do it, ‘ she said, shaking her head at
a diagram of a heart and lungs on the wall in front of her. 


‘But my job, Meg,’ Ceri wailed. ‘What the hell am I
going to do if I lose my job?’ 


‘Listen, your life won’t be worth living if this
gets out. You of all people should know that.’ 


‘I know, but what am I going to do?’ Ceri’s voice
was a frightened whisper. 


Megan felt her shirt stick to her skin as she turned
away from the wall to glance at the police officers. The press needed something
new: something that would make them lose interest in Ceri. ‘Okay, listen,’ she
said. ‘This is what you do: you phone her back and say you’ve got a better story
than the one about you and Griff. Tell her a forensic dentist’s been brought in
on the investigation and there’s been a major new development in the past half
hour. Tell her she’ll get an exclusive in return for dropping the story on you.
‘ 


As she returned to her now-cold cup of coffee Megan’s
stomach turned over. She wasn’t sure how she was going to pull this off. 


‘We’ve got names!’ Nia Jones announced, peering at
her phone. ‘Julia Nanette Hall and Adrian Ralph Welson.’ She nodded at the
puzzled faces. ‘Yes: his stepdaughter and his own son.’ 


‘So it was incest and underage sex?’ The Scenes of
Crime Manager frowned from behind his rimless glasses. 


‘Technically, no, because the original charge of
buggery with the son was reduced to an assault charge before it got to court.
It was what he did to the girl that got him the long sentence.’


‘And the children,’ Megan asked. ‘Where are they
now?’ 


Nia Jones folded her arms under her colossal bosom. ‘They
went missing fifteen years ago. Disappeared the day the verdict was due to be
handed down. As they’d both turned sixteen by then there was nothing anyone
could do. Beverley Hall says she’s never heard from either of them since.’ She
shrugged. ‘We’ll run a search, obviously, but I’d be very surprised if anything
turns up.’ 


Megan nodded. They were bound to have changed their
names. She did the maths in her head. If both were at least sixteen when their
attacker went to prison they’d have to be thirty-plus now. When Welson came out
of jail they’d be mid-to-late twenties. Revenge or fear could have driven
either of them to track him down on his release. Could Welson have been
murdered in the West Midlands and his body brought to Wales to be dumped? Or
had he come looking for one of his victims and found them in Borth? If either
were true, the killer had to have some fairly recent connection with the area. 


She thought about Welson’s wife. Beverley Hall, she
called herself. Not surprising that she’d dropped his name and reverted to the
one she had before she married him. Megan could hardly begin to imagine how it
would feel to marry someone and then discover be was abusing your own child.
You would want to kill him. Absolutely no doubt about that. 


‘Nia,’ Megan frowned, ‘you said the wife was a
kidney patient - does that mean we can rule her out as a suspect?’ ‘Oh, I think
so,’ the policewoman nodded. ‘She’s in a pretty bad state from what the West
Mids guys said - wheelchair-bound. ‘ 


‘And she’s been like that for a while?’ 


‘Since before he came out of the nick, they said.
Hopefully we’ll get her over here tomorrow,’ Nia Jones glanced at her watch, ‘and
in the meantime I think we’d better call it a day.’ She scanned the faces in
the room. ‘I want you all to leave the hospital the back way, through the
kitchens. Front entrance is crawling with journos. I don’t want them knowing
about this yet - not until we’ve had time to do the search on the victims.’ 


Megan blinked. What was the woman thinking of? The
search was going to be useless if names had been changed and in the meantime
they were losing valuable time. The only real chance of getting to the killer
was by revealing the identity of the Bog Man and getting more people to come
forward. Otherwise their only lead was the wife, who would very likely have her
own agenda, especially if her own daughter was down as a suspect. So why was
Nia Jones being so cagey? Was she worried that the killer would go to ground if
the identity of the Bog Man was revealed? If that was the case, the sight of
the reconstructed face on the TV news was likely to have had the same effect.
What on earth did she hope to gain from hushing it up? 


She was about to argue the point when something
struck her. By keeping quiet she could kill two birds with one stone. Leaking
this to the press as an exclusive would get Ceri off the hook and speed
things up. She glanced at the policewoman, who was getting to her feet. If she
played this carefully Nia Jones wouldn’t twig who the leak had come from; after
all, there was obviously some officer at Aberystwyth HQ with a loose tongue,
otherwise Trudy Morgan would never have known about Ceri’s date with Griff
Abdulla. 


She slipped her notebook into her bag. She was going
to have to get Jonathan on her side for this. She could feed Ceri the story but
the newspaper would want the story corroborated by someone authoritative. 


‘Jonathan,’ she hailed him from across the room. She
wanted to make sure that everyone, including Nia Jones, heard what she was
saying. ‘We still on for dinner?’ 


A bewildered smile spread across his face.


*


It was already dark when Geraint James set out on
the short journey from his house to the golf club. He was about to turn into
the car park when his Alfa Romeo almost collided with Dai Powell’s van. Both
vehicles pulled up sharp and Dai was out in the road in a flash, gesturing at
Geraint to wind down the window. 


‘I’m looking for Janine,’ he gasped, his face white
in the light streaming from the clubhouse. ‘Have you seen her?’


Geraint shook his head. ‘Would you like me to ask in
the club?’ 


‘No, she wouldn’t be in there.’ He ran his fingers
distractedly through the front of his hair, making it stick up like wisps of
wire wool. ‘I thought you might have seen her on the road in the village - she
went out in just her nightie.’ 


‘That doesn’t sound good, Dai.’ The tiny criss-cross
lines above Geraint’s eyes made his scant eyebrows look like a half-done piece
of needlework. ‘Do you want me to call the police?’ 


‘No, thanks - I’d rather look for her myself. She’s
upset enough as it is and she doesn’t like the police.’ 


‘Okay,’ Geraint nodded and cocked his head towards
the clubhouse, ‘but you call me if you need help, you hear?’ As the van drove
off he steered the Alfa into a space. There was music coming from the building;
a birthday party for the Lady Chairman. But there was another woman waiting for
him in the shadows a few yards from the entrance.


*


‘So you don’t hate my guts any more?’ Jonathan
smiled at Megan over the top of his wine glass. 


‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far...’ She arched her
eyebrows. ‘Let’s just say I can be very forgiving when it comes to getting a
member of my family out of a tight spot.’ She was trying to be careful: trying
not to let him work his charm on her a second time. Yes, she was grateful.
Between them they had pulled it off; persuaded paper to run the exclusive
without naming its sources. She wondered what the headline would be. Probably
something along the lines of ‘EVIL PAST OF BOG MAN ‘. 


She hadn’t had to beg. Jonathan had been very keen
to patch things up. She wasn’t sure she believed what he’d said about Janie
Northcliffe being a brief fling that had hastened the end of his marriage, but
she’d decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. He’d redeemed himself by
being in complete agreement with her about getting the Ray Welson story in the
public domain. He was a maverick, as the incident with the jawbones had shown.
Waiting for routine police work was not his style. 


‘What now?’ He ran his fingers along the stem of his
glass. ‘Oh, I don’t mean...’ he grimaced, ‘I’m not trying to...’ 


‘I know.’ She nodded, a wry smile on her lips. ‘The
investigation.’ 


‘Yes. There’s the wife, of course, but I suppose
there’s not a lot else we can do till the paper brings people out of the
woodwork.’ 


‘Well, there is something.’ She looked at him in the
candlelight, noticing the way his hair fell across his forehead as he leaned
towards her. ‘I want to go to the bird hide.’


‘What, now?’ He looked at his watch. ‘It’s very
late.’


‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘Won’t be anyone about, then,
will there? I want to see what it was like for the killer. That body must have
been dumped under cover of darkness. Unless I go there myself, in the dark, I
can’t get a proper idea of how it was done.’ 


‘And you think that’s going to help you find out who
did it?’ He folded his arms and sat back in his chair. ‘Okay - I’m up for it.’
His left eye crinkled in something like a wink. ‘Must say - you certainly know
how to show a bloke a good time.’ 


*


‘Jay! Are you in there?’ Dai Powell hammered the fox
door knocker and bent down to bellow through the letter box. ‘Janine!’ 


The door opened on a chain and Paul Hawksley peered
through the narrow gap at the man standing on the doorstep. 


‘Is she in there?’ Dai pushed against the door,
rattling the chain. ‘Where’s my wife?’ 


‘She has been here, yes.’ The priest steadied the
door with his foot. ‘Where’s Alice? You haven’t left her alone, have you?’ 


‘She’s in the van,’ Dai hissed. ‘Not that it’s any
business of yours!’


‘But it is my business, Dai.’ The eyes were
inscrutable behind the tinted spectacles. ‘Alice and Janine have both come to
confession at St Mary’s. I have a duty to them and I care about their welfare.’



‘Oh, that’s a good word for it!’ The door shuddered
as he put his shoulder to it. 


‘Alice!’ the priest called out. ‘Alice! Are you
okay?’ 


The passenger window of the van slid down and a
small, pale face leaned out. 


‘It’s all right, Father.’ Her voice was barely
audible as the wind gusted round the geraniums in the window boxes of the
house. ‘Dad knows.’ 


‘You knew?’ Dai tried to grab the priest’s shirt
through the gap in the door. ‘She told you?’ 


‘Yes, she told me.’ Paul Hawksley held the door at
arm’s length like a shield. ‘It was a confession, Dai. She had to tell someone.
You can’t blame her for that - the poor girl was terrified. ‘ 


‘And Janine? What have you two been cooking up?’ He
stepped back, looking at the lights in the upstairs windows. ‘Oh, very cosy, I’m
sure - I bet you’ve got her tucked up in one of those beds up there!’ 


‘I think you’d better go home, Dai. Janine’s in safe
hands. She’ll come home when she wants to.’ 


‘Come on, Dad,’ Alice called. ‘You have to let her
be!’


A gobbet of spittle hit the fox knocker as Dai
kicked the doorstep and lurched towards the van. 


 











Chapter 21


 


‘I can hardly see my hand in front of my face!’
Jonathan fumbled for the door handle as Megan pulled the key from the ignition.



‘I’ve got a torch in the boot,’ she said. ‘Hang on a
second.’ She pulled her coat together as the wind whipped it open. As she made
her way round to the back of the car the squat outline of the mower shed loomed
to her left, only just visible against the starless sky. 


‘What a God-forsaken place!’ Jonathan took her arm
as they picked their way across the hummocky grass to the railway crossing. It
felt strange, feeling his body against her as they stumbled through the
darkness. Strange but somehow reassuring. 


The torch bounced off the corrugated walls of the
shed, which seemed to rattle with every gust of wind. In the lulls between
gusts the hissing of the reeds rose from the bog like angry snakes. 


‘Okay,’ Megan said as they reached the kissing
gates, ‘1 want you to pretend I’m dead.’


‘What?’     . 


‘I want you to be the killer. See if you can get a
body through these gates.’ 


‘Oh!’ His teeth appeared in the shadows of his face
as he grinned. ‘Okay - what do you want to do? Lie down?’ 


‘I think I’ll have to.’ Megan shone the torch at her
feet, checking for sheep droppings. ‘To make it realistic, I mean. I’m trying
to work out how easy it would be to transport a body from a car to the pool.’ 


‘Go on, then. You’d better give me the torch.’ 


She handed it over, wondering if the killer would
have had one. Hard to see how he could have managed without one. If it was
a he. It would have to have been a man if the body was disposed of in this way.
A woman could never drag a dead man this distance. Unless, as had occurred to
her before, the body was disposed of by two people. 


‘God, I should never have let you have that sticky
toffee pudding for dessert!’ With a grunt Jonathan heaved her onto his shoulder
in a fireman’s lift. To do this he’d had to put one arm between her legs. She
winced as the inside of his elbow pressed against the bruise on her pubic bone.
The pain brought the memory of their night together sharply back into focus.
She hoped he wasn’t expecting a repeat performance as some kind of quid pro
quo for the newspaper story. 


‘I don’t...think...I can do this,’ he panted, almost
losing his balance as he pushed against the metal bars of the kissing gate. The
opening was so narrow it was impossible to squeeze the two of them through at
the same time. 


‘Can I put you down a minute?’ He gasped as he set
her down on the grass. ‘Phew! The only way I could get you through there is if
I held you clear of the gates, above my head. It’s not that you’re particularly
heavy, but...’ 


‘You couldn’t do it.’ She nodded. ‘And if you couldn’t
do it with me, imagine what it’d be like with a six-foot tall, fairly chunky
bloke. ‘ 


‘No way,’ Jonathan replied, wiping his forehead with
the sleeve of his jacket. 


‘Unless there were two people involved...’ 


‘It’d still be tricky.’ He reached for the gate and
swung it to and fro. ‘They’d have to hold the body above both their heads to
get it across. And unless it was on some sort  of stretcher it’d sag in the
middle, which would be a big problem. It’s the sort of thing you’d almost have
to rehearse to know what equipment you’d need to pull it off.’ 


‘Which makes it more likely that the murder took
place over there.’ She took the torch from him and shone it over the track
towards the bird bide. The beam fell far short, the wooden building lost in the
dark clumps of bulrushes that crowded round the pool. 


‘How could that happen?’ Jonathan followed her as
she squeezed through the kissing gate. ‘What would bring two people to a place
like this?’ 


‘Well,’ Megan shivered as the wind tugged the legs
of her jeans, ‘you said the Bog Man could have been a rough sleeper, remember?’



‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘That would’ve explained the lost
teeth.’ 


‘What if he was sleeping in there?’ She gestured
towards the bird hide, whose sloping roof was now visible in the torch beam. ‘What
if he’d come looking for one of his victims when he got out of jail?’ 


‘I suppose it’s possible. Why would the victim be
living in Borth, though? And how would this Welson bloke have known?’ 


‘No idea,’ Megan shrugged. ‘I’m just trying to draw
something logical from what we know about the crime scene.’ 


Suddenly Jonathan grabbed her arm. ‘What’s that
noise?’ 


‘What noise?’ She stopped dead, straining to hear
above the hiss of the rushes. There was a creak, like someone stepping on
floorboards. Then another. A rhythmic straining of wood. 


‘It’s coming from the bird hide.’ Jonathan put his
hand on hers, steering the torch beam at the wooden walls. ‘Do you think it’s
the wind? Sounds like it’s about to collapse.’


‘Let’s go and see.’ Megan dropped her voice to a
whisper, although she wasn’t sure why. There was something about the creaking.
It was too regular, too human. She took a few steps forward and grasped the
handle of the door. As she turned it the wind whipped the door open.


The torch beam fell on the naked buttocks of a man.
The slim, tanned legs of a woman criss-crossed his waist. There was a thud as
she released him, followed by a scrabbling for clothes and expletives from him.



Megan was frozen on the threshold. She didn’t know
what she’d been expecting when she opened the door, but it certainly wasn’t
this. As the couple pulled on their clothes the torchlight caught the woman’s
eyes. Their catlike shape was unmistakeable. Jessica Hawksley. The priest’s
sister. Megan blinked as the beam fell on the man’s face. Geraint James. The
chairman of the golf club. Absurd as it was, the first thought that flashed
into Megan’s mind was what her grandmother would have made of her solicitor
getting caught in flagrante. 


‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at,
sneaking up like that?’ Geraint James squared up to her, tucking in his shirt,
his eyes searching her shadowed face. ‘You?’ He went to push past her. 


‘What am I playing at?’ Megan stood her
ground, blocking his exit, her hands on her hips. She could feel Jonathan
behind her, his arm on her shoulder. ‘I’m investigating a murder. You,
on the other hand, appear to be committing lewd behaviour in a public place.
Are you aware that it’s a criminal offence?’ 


‘Oh, come on!’ Jessica Hawksley stepped forward,
slipping her hand round her lover’s waist. She looked as cool as a cucumber,
not a hair out of place. ‘You’re not going to get birdwatchers coming here at
this time of night!’ She drew herself up to her full height, peering over Megan’s
shoulder. ‘I see you haven’t come alone...’ There was a mocking tone in
her voice. The implication was obvious. That Megan and Jonathan had been
planning exactly what she and her boss had been up to. 


Megan ignored the accusation, fixing her eyes on
Geraint James. ‘Is this where you bring all your women?’ She knew as the words
came out that she was on very dangerous ground. She was thinking of Lili Jonas;
about those yellow bruises on her thighs. He’d denied any involvement with her,
but if this was the sort of thing he got up to behind his wife’s back... 


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ 


The torchlight distorted his features, but she could
see she’d hit a raw nerve. Jessica’s hand dropped from his waist. 


‘I’m talking about Lili Jonas. The mortuary
assistant.’ She left the words hanging in the air, watching the green keeper’s
face. The eyes narrowed to amber slits as her mouth set in a hard line.
Suddenly she whipped round, shoving Megan so hard that she staggered back into
Jonathan’s arms. The torch veered wildly up to the roof of the hide as Jessica
Hawksley stormed off into the night. 


‘Jessica!’ Geraint James tried to follow, but
tripped over Megan’s feet and fell flat on his face in the muddy grass. He
tried to pull himself up, but his left leg buckled under him. ‘Christ,’ he
moaned, ‘I think I’ve broken my ankle!’ 


Between them they managed to lift him off the grass
and back into the bird hide. Megan sat with him in the gloomy little hut while
Jonathan went to the golf club to summon an ambulance. 


‘You won’t say anything, will you? At the club, I
mean.’ His voice was very different now. Aggression had given way to an
attitude of total defeat.


‘Well, that depends,’ she replied. His sheepish words
made her think about Patrick. About the way he had betrayed her and thought he
could talk his way out of it. ‘I assume your wife doesn’t know about Jessica?’ The
tone of her delivery conveyed exactly what the deal was. 


‘No, she doesn’t,’ he said, ‘but listen, this Lili
thing: I admit we did have a brief fling, but it was ages ago and it meant
nothing.’ He winced as he tried to shift his injured foot, crunching the
crushed eggshells on the wooden floor. ‘I know how that must make me look, but
this is different. With Jessica, I mean: I love her. I really love her.’ He
sounded as if he meant it


‘But you’re still with your wife?’


‘It’s...complicated.’ 


‘I bet it is!’ Megan grunted. ‘Tell me,’ she said,
almost enjoying the feeling of sticking the knife in, ‘what’s an attractive
woman like Jessica doing with a man like you? She could have her pick of men
around here, couldn’t she? Why saddle herself with a married man who’s at
least, what? Twenty years older?’ 


‘Believe me, it’s what I ask myself every time we...’
a fragment of his voice seemed to break off, as if he couldn’t handle this
needling. Megan thought how pathetic he sounded. A long way from the urbane
charmer who’d had the lady golfers eating out of his hand. Perhaps he really
was in love. And from the way Jessica had reacted to his implied infidelity,
the feeling was mutual.


*


By the time they left the golf club it was almost
midnight. Megan slowed down as they drove past the cottage, wondering if she
should offer Jonathan a bed for the night. It was certainly an easier option
than driving him all the way back to the hospital to pick up his car. 


‘This is my sister’s place,’ she said, slowing to a
stop. ‘You can stay if you like, but it’ll have to be the sofa.’ She stared
straight ahead of her, avoiding his mischievous hazel eyes. 


‘Sounds good to me! ‘ He opened the door and jumped
out before she could reply.


*


Jessica Hawksley could hear voices in the kitchen
when she let herself into the presbytery. She stood in the hall, gauging
whether it was safe to go in. After traipsing back through the village on foot
she was in a foul mood and desperate for a cup of tea. But if Paul had one of
his parishioners in there... 


She was used to tiptoeing around him. Making herself
scarce if he was making funeral arrangements with a distraught relative or
counselling someone in a crisis. But she recognised this voice. It was the
woman he’d been visiting in hospital: the one whose daughter he was so
concerned about. Jessica wondered what she was doing here at this time of
night. 


Creeping forward she pushed the kitchen door very
gently so that it opened just a crack. She caught her breath. The woman was in
her nightdress, standing by the sink with the kettle in her hand. And Paul was
in his dressing gown. 


 











Chapter 22


 


The sound of gulls on the roof woke Megan before it
was fully light. There was a fireplace in her bedroom and the squawking
travelled straight down the chimney. She pulled on her dressing gown and tiptoed
downstairs, glancing into the living room where Jonathan was bundled up in a
blanket on the sofa. The curtains were open and she went to pull them shut. No
point in him waking early too, she thought. 


They’d both been very late going to bed, drinking
whisky and talking in whispers so as not to disturb Ceri and the children. But
he’d been very well-behaved. He’d taken the blanket and kissed her demurely on
the cheek when she announced she was off to bed. And she hated to admit it, but
part of her was slightly disappointed that he hadn’t tried just a little bit
harder. 


She took a deep breath, telling herself that what
she’d felt last night was down to the whisky. As she detached the
cream-coloured curtains from their rope tiebacks she caught sight of a board
outside the newsagent’s across the road. It had a headline scrawled in black
across a white poster: BOG MAN WAS SEX FIEND. God, she thought, it’s
there in black and white. No going back now. There would be posters like
this in newsagents all across the country. 


She tiptoed back out of the room, heading for the
kitchen. Nursing a mug of tea she sat in the big wooden rocking chair they’d
found when they were clearing out the attic. Ceri had polished it up and
positioned in front of the new glass doors. It was the perfect vantage point
for looking out to sea. As Megan gazed at the horizon it changed from a smoky
grey to a hazy blue. The waves, still angry with the high wind of last night,
scoured the shingle with a loud scraping sound that penetrated the house. But
she was looking at them without seeing them, thinking about the killer; convinced
that he or she was waking up somewhere very close; possibly in this very
village - or near enough to know the place as well as any of the locals. 


If her theory about Ray Welson sleeping rough in the
bird hide was right, there was a chance someone in the village might remember
seeing him. No doubt the newspaper would have dug out some archive photograph
of him from the trial to use alongside the story, which might jog somebody’s
memory. But that would only help if Welson had been seen with someone else.
Someone he’d been pursuing. Someone who had ended up killing him. 


She thought about the two victims. What would make a
teenager from the West Midlands run away to a place like this, she wondered? At
the talk she’d given at the police conference she’d described it as a remote
rural area where people could reinvent themselves. It was also the number one
UK tourist destination for people from Birmingham. If you wanted seaside, this
was the nearest. Had Ray Welson’s victims been brought here on holiday? If so,
it would be a place they were familiar with; perhaps the only place outside
their home that they knew well. 


‘You’re up early!’ 


Ceri’s voice made her jump. 


‘I didn’t hear you come in last night.’ Ceri reached
for the kettle and topped it up under the tap. ‘Did it work out okay? With the
paper, I mean?’ A slight tremor in her voice betrayed just how fragile she was
feeling. 


‘It was fine.’ The rocking chair creaked as Megan
stepped out of it. ‘No sources named - and a promise from Trudy Morgan to run
nothing about you and Griff.’ She took her sister’s head in both hands and
kissed her on the forehead. ‘So don’t worry, you hear?’ 


There was a loud, stagey cough from the other side
of the room. They both turned to see Jonathan’s sleepy face in the doorway. His
jaws were dark with stubble and his hair was sticking up where he’d lain on it,
but there was an unmistakeable twinkle in his eye. 


Ceri’s eyebrows did the high-jump. ‘Oh, Meg, you
didn’t tell me you’d brought someone home...’ 


Before Megan could respond a snatch of musical notes
drifted from the living room.


‘Oh, sorry, that’s mine!’ Jonathan dashed down the
hall. 


Seconds later he reappeared, his phone in his hand. ‘Nia
Jones,’ he mouthed at Megan. 


From his replies she could tell that the Detective
Superintendent was furious about the newspaper article. Jonathan acted his part
like a true professional. No, he had no idea who could have leaked the
information... But with the incident room located in the hospital, the
potential for that sort of thing was bound to be greater than usual... If there
was anything more he could do to help with the case... 


Evidently there was. After several ‘okays’ and ‘of
courses’ he ended the call. ‘She’s calling you next,’ he said, with a shrug and
a grin. ‘But she wants me up at the hospital a.s.a.p.’ 


‘Why?’ 


‘Oh, some screening thing she’s setting up. She
wants dental impressions of all the staff to compare with the bite mark on Lili
Jonas’ body. Says it’ll be quicker than DNA testing.’ 


Megan frowned. ‘Well yes, I suppose it would be, but
why the hospital? Has she had some information about Welson’s victims? Does she
think one of them works there?’  


Jonathan unhooked his jacket from the back of the
kitchen chair where he’d hung it last night. ‘She didn’t say so, no.’ 


‘But that’s...’ The ringing of Megan’s phone 
stopped her in mid-sentence. She listened in silence for a couple of minutes as
Nia Jones sounded off about the article in the paper. 


‘Apart from anything else it’s driven Welson’s wife
completely loopy,’ the policewoman said, her south Wales accent even more
pronounced now her blood was up. ‘She refuses to come and see the body or talk
to us about the victims. She says she’s been trying to rebuild her life for the
past fifteen years and now it’s all blown up in her face again.’ 


Megan felt her stomach turn over. She hadn’t thought
of the effect the article might have on Beverley Hall. No wonder Nia Jones was
apoplectic. Welson’s wife was their only real lead so far. They were supposed
to have been interviewing the woman this morning and now she’d clammed up. 


‘There must be something we can get from her,’ Megan
said, trying not to let her voice betray her guilt. ‘What about photographs?
There must be photos of the victims in her house.’ 


‘She says she burnt them all.’ Nia Jones gave a
humourless grunt of a laugh. ‘Reading between the lines, I think she blamed the
daughter for leading Welson on. The kid was in care when she ran away, so there
was obviously no love lost between them.’ 


‘So you’re just giving up?’ Megan couldn’t hide her
incredulity. ‘I mean, this dental thing at the hospital: isn’t that a waste of
resources at this point? I’d have thought you’d be much better advised to
concentrate on following up calls from the public.’ 


‘We haven’t exactly been inundated.’ Nia Jones’
reply had a sarcastic edge. She was telling Megan to back off. Megan wondered
if she suspected the newspaper story had come from her. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to
go - call coming in on the other line.’ 


Megan stared at the phone, then at Jonathan. 


‘Do you want to come with me?’ There was a
sympathetic look on his face. Obviously he’d gathered from the conversation
that to all intents and purposes she’d been dropped from the investigation. 


‘No thanks.’ She took a breath and strode past him
into the hall, retrieving her bag and pulling out a well-thumbed address book. ‘There’s
someone I need to get hold of. Let me know how it goes at the hospital, though.’
She said this in lieu of a goodbye. Picking up her phone she opened the patio
door, stepping out onto the shingle garden that blended seamlessly with the
beach. 


She was thinking about the newspaper article. The
Birmingham papers would have picked it up by now; a local link with the story
that was making national headlines. They’d have been digging since the early
editions hit the news stands; looking up their own archive reports of the
Welson case. And the people who’d be digging faster than anyone would be the
local TV news people. They’d want something on the morning bulletins. She
flicked her address book to ‘L’. Delva Lobelo. The presenter of BTV News, Delva
had become a close friend since interviewing Megan for a documentary a couple
of years ago. If anyone could get behind the bald facts the police had given
out about the Welson case it was Delva.


*


Alice Powell lay in bed watching the shadows of the
apple tree playing on the ceiling. She felt dead inside but a delicate
fluttering in her belly reminded her that she was not. 


‘Griff!’ She whispered his name in case her father
heard. If she closed her eyes she could pretend that he was here, his beautiful
face beside her on the pillow. Without him her life was empty. There was no
point in getting out of bed. No point in living. 


She heard the creak of the bathroom door. Dad. The
toilet flushed but there was no buzz of his electric razor. Just the clump of
his boots on the landing. He was dressed, then. She wondered if he was going
after Mum again. 


She’d never seen him as angry as he was last night.
Even more furious than when she’d told him about the baby, if that was
possible. She knew he was glad that Griff was dead. He said he was a weirdo
whose pervy ways had finished him off. She didn’t believe this, of course; it
was just gossip. Wicked gossip from people who didn’t know Griff the way she
did. There had been an accident. That was all she knew. Griff would never have
taken his own life. He loved her. Whatever had been going on with that woman
journalist the night he died it was her he loved. 


Dad didn’t understand about that. Probably couldn’t
remember what it felt like to be in love. He wanted her to have an abortion,
but she couldn’t. This was the only bit of Griff she had left. 


Mum had known for a while but had said nothing. Then
she’d started cutting herself again. Father Hawksley was a bit of a geek but at
least he’d calmed her down - until that picture had come on the news. She
couldn’t understand why Mum had got so worked up about it. After all, she
was the one who’d found the body. If anyone was going to be freaked out it
should be her, not Mum. 


She turned over and buried her head in the pillow,
tears seeping into the pink cotton case. Perhaps Mum was right; perhaps it was
a curse and everyone who’d touched it was going to die. Was she going to die
too? Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Herself, Griff and the baby.
Together.  


*



‘Megan? I thought you were on holiday? Hang on a
sec.’ Delva Lobelo sounded as if she was swallowing something.


‘Sorry,’ Megan said. ‘Are you in the middle of
breakfast?’ 


‘No, it’s okay,’ Delva’s familiar laugh boomed down
the line. ‘I was just finishing a bit of toast. It’s been a crazy morning -
just nipped into the canteen. What’s up?’ 


Megan perched on the sea wall watching the waves
crash onto the beach as she explained. ‘Oh God,’ Delva groaned, ‘I wish I’d
known you were in on this - we’ve really been scraping the barrel trying to get
a new angle for the bulletins.’


‘Well, I don’t think I could tell you much that you
don’t already know,’ Megan said. ‘I’m desperate for more information about
these victims of Welson’s. I’m pretty certain one of them came to live in the
Borth area and he must have followed him or her here after his release. Whoever
it is they’re living under an assumed name.’ She paused. ‘You weren’t at the
trial, by any chance, were you?’ 


‘No - it was before my time - but one of my mates
was. Billy McDonald from The Birmingham Post. I was talking to him about
half an hour ago, actually.’ 


Megan sat up straight. ‘Does he remember the
victims?’


‘He didn’t see them because they gave evidence from
behind a screen, ‘ Delva said, ‘but he knew things about them that never got
into the papers. He was living with a social worker at the time and she was the
girl’s caseworker. There was a rumour going round that she was pregnant when
she ran away.’ 


‘Pregnant?’ Megan echoed. ‘By Welson?’ 


‘Presumably, yes. Billy said there was nothing
Social Services could do about it because she turned sixteen a few days after
she disappeared.’  


‘So he has no idea what happened to her or the boy?’


‘Nobody has. And believe me - I’ve been on the case.
We’ve had a reporter camped outside the wife’s house all morning but she won’t
talk. According to Billy there are no other relatives. I even tried tracking
down the social worker, but no joy. She emigrated to Australia five years ago.’



Megan hurried up the beach towards the cottage, a
host of new possibilities crowding her mind. If the girl was pregnant had she
kept the baby? Did Welson know about the pregnancy? Could the baby have been
the reason he came looking for his victim? 


‘Listen Delva,’ she said, panting as she scrambled
up the shingle bank, ‘I’ve got some ideas but they’re nothing more than a set
of hunches at the moment. I promise that if I get anywhere with this you’ll be
the first to know. Thanks a million.’ 


She burst through door of the cottage and grabbed a
pen and paper from the worktop, ignoring her sister’s puzzled face. 


‘He’s gone,’ Ceri said. ‘He said he hoped to see you
later. ‘ 


‘Oh, right,’ Megan muttered. She wasn’t listening.
She was working out dates and ages. If Julia Hall had been pregnant at the
trial her baby would have born sometime during the following summer. So the
child would be just over fifteen years old now. And Julia herself would be
about thirty-one. As she stared at the figures an image flashed in her mind’s
eye. The diary. The one she’d found in the attic. Fifteen years ago Granny Rhys
had recorded the birth of an unusual baby whose mother was a teenager. She
leapt to her feet, scraping the wooden chair on the tiled floor, and scrabbled
in her bag for the little brown leather book. 


‘Are you okay, Meg?’ Ceri peered at her over the rim
of her coffee mug. 


‘I’m fine... fine.’ Megan fumbled with the pages of
the diary, trying to find the entry she’d chanced on in the attic. The word ‘webbed’
jumped out from one of the June entries. That was it. The baby had been born
with webbed fingers and needed an operation to separate them. She read on. Damn!
It didn’t say if the child was a boy or a girl. 


‘Ceri,’ she turned to her sister, her cheeks
flushed. ‘Where does Eirlys Evans live?’ 


‘Eirlys Evans?’ Ceri looked vague. 


‘You know - Granny’s old friend. Used to be a
receptionist at the surgery. ‘ 


‘Oh, yes, I know her. Nosey old so-and-so. What d’you
want her for?’ 


‘Listen, I haven’t got time to explain…’ Megan tried
not to sound irritated. ‘Please, just tell me where I can find her - it could
be really important.’


*


Eirlys Evans was putting on her coat ready to go to
chapel when Megan knocked at the door. Not St Mary of the Fathoms, but the tiny
Welsh Presbyterian building tucked behind the paper shop. 


‘Bore da,’
she said, a look of confusion on her pink powdered face. 


‘Bore da
Eirlys,’ Megan said, breathless from sprinting down the street. ‘I’m sorry to
disturb you, but I found something of my Gran’s that I really need to ask you
about.’ 


‘Well, bach, I’ d ask you in for a cup of tea
but...’ 


‘It’s okay,’ Megan cut in, ‘I can see you’re going
out. It’s just a very quick question.’ 


In a few short sentences she explained about the
diary. ‘You see, I need to know who that young girl was.’ 


The whiskery hairs on Eirlys’ upper lip twitched as
her mouth pulled into a tight line. ‘I can’t tell you that.’ She shook her
head. ‘Patient confidentiality.’ 


Megan took a breath. ‘Eirlys, this is a murder
inquiry,’ she said, looking straight into the woman’s hooded eyes. ‘If you won’t
tell me, you’ll be getting a visit from the police.’ This was not strictly true
but it worked like a charm. 


‘It was Janine Powell.’ The words hung in the air like
a rumble of thunder. 


Megan stared at her, unable to speak for a moment.
Janine Powell. Alice’s mother. Christ, she thought, did Alice Powell
drag her own father’s body out of the bog? 


‘She’s married to Dai Double Glazing.’ Eirlys
glanced up and down the street as if she was afraid of being overheard. ‘They
live at Ynyslas turn.’ 


‘And she was sixteen when the baby was born? A baby
girl?’ 


Eirlys nodded. ‘Gave birth to her in a caravan. No one
even knew she was pregnant. Dai delivered her himself.’


‘Dai?’ 


‘Her husband, yes.’ Eirlys was looking at her as if
she was a simpleton. ‘He was only seventeen, poor lad. Hell of a thing for both
of them. ‘ 


Megan’s mind was racing. Was Dai Powell the son of
the child abuser? If Janine Powell was really Julia Hall, was he Adrian Welson?


‘Just one more thing,’ she said, her heart hammering
in her chest, ‘Are they from round here? Are they local people?’


Eirlys shook her head. ‘Not born here, no, if that’s
what you mean. They’re Yow-yows, though you wouldn’t know it now, to hear them
speak.’ 


Megan blinked. ‘Yow-yows?’ 


‘You know - it’s how the Brummies talk, isn’t it?
"Yow" instead of "you". ‘ 


Megan nodded as the penny dropped. With a brief word
of thanks she ran down the road to where her car was parked. It would take her
five minutes to get to the Powells’ house. She summoned up a mental image of
the thin, frightened-looking woman she’d last seen staring out of the window in
a nightdress. Impossible for her to have done it, surely? She didn’t look as if
she’d have the strength even to tackle her own teenage daughter. But her
husband...if he wasn’t Adrian Welson but some other Birmingham boy she’d run
away with, he could still be the killer, defending her when Ray Welson came
looking for his child. She frowned, putting her foot down on the accelerator.
If he was Adrian, that meant he had married his own stepsister. And if
so, who was Alice’s real father? 


‘Slow down!’ She said the words aloud as she sped
past the golf course. It wasn’t her driving she was telling herself off about.
Her mind was racing ahead of itself. She reminded herself she had no proof that
Janine Powell was one of Welson’s victims. Hundreds of Birmingham people
settled in this part of Wales, and the most common were those who had spent
caravan holidays in the area. Janine and Dai could simply have been a pair of
teenagers whose holiday romance had turned into something more serious. 


‘But she was in the hospital!’ Megan said it as the
thought entered her head. Janine Powell had been in hospital when the Bog Body
was taken there; when Lili Jonas had been murdered. And her husband would have
visited her. Could have sneaked into the mortuary to mutilate the body and
encountered Lili Jonas - a woman he had admitted that he despised. And Griff
Abdulla? The man who had almost certainly taken Alice’s virginity at an age
when she wasn’t even old enough to know her own mind... 


It all fitted. Dai Powell was no sociopathic serial
killer who murdered for kicks; he was like a cornered animal, fighting for the
very survival of his own flesh and blood. But whose blood? Was Alice his
daughter - or his half-sister? 


She could see the roof of the Powells’ house now,
beyond a row of wind-bent trees that hugged the road. Instinctively she pulled
in a few yards before she reached it. She didn’t want to announce her presence.
Better to approach on foot. She walked along the deserted road, her heart
pounding. She was going to have to be very, very careful how she handled this.
Any hint to Dai that she knew...  As she turned into the drive she saw
immediately that his van was not there. The surge of adrenalin slowed down. She
would have to get what she could from Janine; find out where he had gone. She
walked up to the front door and reached for the bell. Her finger stopped an
inch away from it. From inside the house she could hear a strange, staccato
sound. A cross between a snuffle and a grunt, like an animal in pain. Moving
her hand away from the bell she tried the door handle. It wasn’t locked. As she
stepped into the dark hallway a rank, musky smell caught her nose and throat.
She tried to swallow but her mouth was bone dry. 


 











Chapter 23


 


The living room of the Powells’ house was in
darkness, heavy velvet drapes drawn against the morning sunshine. The strange
snuffling noise had stopped when Megan opened the door. She paused. The musky
smell was even stronger in here. A sick feeling swept over her. It was the same
feeling she had experienced in the bird hide; a creeping sense of some malign
presence in the very walls of the place. 


In the gloom she could see something that looked
like a bundle of rags on the sofa. Her hand shot to her mouth and she stumbled
over to the window, grabbing the curtains and yanking them open. 


Light flooded the room. Megan let out a small,
involuntary cry as the bundle on the sofa stirred. What she had taken for rags
was actually animal skins. Tufts of brownish-grey fur trembled in the draught
from the open window. Rabbit skins. Now she remembered why the smell had made
her so uneasy. It was the same smell she had encountered at Griff Abdulla’s
barn. As she stood, transfixed, a head appeared, sending the fur blanket
sliding off the sofa onto the wooden floorboards. 


‘Alice?’ Megan blinked. She’d been expecting to see
Janine lying there. The mother was the strange one: the frail, nervous creature
who paced around in a dressing gown singing to herself. What was her daughter
doing, wrapped up in the dark in rabbit skins? 


‘You!’ Alice’s eyes were red and puffy in her pale
face. ‘What are you doing here?’ 


‘I’m, er, looking for your mother.’ Megan hesitated
for a moment, weighing things up. ‘Is she here?’ 


The girl shook her head. 


‘Oh? Well I’m sorry for letting myself in,’ Megan
tried to sound casual. ‘I was hoping to talk to her.’ She walked across the
room and perched on the arm of the sofa. By one of the legs of the coffee table
she spotted a bottle of vodka and packet of something with a pharmacist’s
sticker across the label. Oh God, she thought, what the hell’s been going on
here? 


‘I don’t want to pry, Alice,’ she said, her heart speeding
up again, ‘but you look really upset...’ She tailed off, wondering whether she
should be calling an ambulance rather than trying to talk to the girl. 


Fresh tears streamed down Alice’s face and she
slumped forward, her arms wrapped round her head like someone caught in an
explosion. 


‘Is it Griff?’ Megan said softly. 


Alice’s head moved back and forth, her face still
hidden. 


Megan fought an overwhelming urge to gather the
child in her arms. She had to find out what she’d taken. She looked okay and
she was still conscious but... With trembling hands she examined the packet of
pills. Seroxat. Probably Janine’s, she thought. Anti-depressants
prescribed by the hospital pharmacy when she was discharged. The date on the
sticker bore this out. She slid the foil-wrapped plastic out of the box. With a
sigh of relief she saw that not a single tablet was missing. She glanced again
at the vodka bottle, which was two-thirds full. She must have caught the girl
just in time. Or maybe it was all an act? Some grand, theatrical gesture to
terrify her parents into giving her some attention. 


The question she had asked herself in the car was
hammering away in her head. Was Dai Alice’s real father? Obviously the girl was
in no fit state to be asked such a thing and the chances were she didn’t even
know. After all, her mother was hardly likely to tell her she was the bastard
child of a convicted paedophile. If Megan was going to get to the bottom of
this it was going to have to come from Janine. 


‘Alice,’ she said, stroking the girl’s soft, blonde
hair, ‘where are your mum and dad?’


*


Janine Powell clung to Paul Hawksley’s arm as they
made their way through the churchyard. 


‘Janine, you’d better let me go now.’ He wriggled
free as they neared the arched oak door of St Mary of the Fathoms. ‘It wouldn’t
do for people to... ‘ he tailed off, shrugging helplessly as her mouth turned
down. 


‘Can I come home with you after Mass?’ she
whispered. ‘I can’t face him, Father. Not yet.’ 


‘Listen,’ he turned to her, gazing into her
frightened eyes. ‘You can stay with us as long as you want. I only wish that
Alice...’ 


‘She’ll be all right, Father,’ Janine whispered. ‘Dai
loves her more than anything. I know it seems hard to believe, when she’s... ‘
She paused, her face contorted by memories too terrible to put into words. ‘But
it’s true. He’d never hurt her.’ 


‘I hope you’re right, Janine.’ The priest shook his
head. ‘If only I could tell someone. If only I could explain!’ He waved his
hands, palms outstretched, as if pleading with the Almighty to intervene.


*


‘Dad’s gone looking for Mum.’ Alice seemed calmer
now. Megan had fetched cola from the fridge and poured her a large glass after
hiding the vodka bottle and the pills in a kitchen cupboard. 


‘What happened? Was there a row?’ 


‘Not with Mum, no.’ Alice blew her nose on the piece
of kitchen roll Megan had tom off. 


Megan frowned. ‘You mean he had a row with someone
else? With you?’ 


‘Yes.’ Alice screwed the corner of the kitchen roll
into a stiff point. ‘On, like, Friday night, when I came back from Griff ‘s.’ 


‘You were at Griff ‘s on Friday night?’


Alice clapped her hand to her mouth as if she was
going to be sick. ‘He was with...someone else,’ she mumbled through her
fingers. ‘I saw them through the window...’ Her shoulders began to shake again.
‘It freaked me out...’ She held the kitchen roll up to her eyes, new tears
sending it transparent. ‘Dad caught me coming back and...it all came out. About
the...’ 


‘About the what?’ Megan tried to keep her voice steady
but her mind was in a jumble. Was she wrong about Dai? Had Alice killed Griff?
Was that possible? 


A tear ran down the girl’s chin onto her pyjamas. ‘About
the baby, ‘ she whispered.    ‘ 


‘Baby?’ Megan echoed. She stared at the girl.
Pregnant at fifteen. By a man who would probably have been jailed as a sex
offender if he hadn’t been murdered. God, she thought, is this history
repeating itself’? 


‘What did your dad say?’ Megan held her breath. 


‘He went...absolutely ballistic!’ A sob sent a
tremor through the girl’s body. ‘He locked me in my room.’ She swallowed hard. ‘I
could’ve, like, got out if I’d wanted to. Down the tree by my window.’ 


‘But you didn’t?’ 


Alice shook her head. ‘I was...’ She paused and took
a deep breath. 


‘What?’ Megan took her hand and squeezed it. She
didn’t want to put words into the girl’s mouth. Had Alice been afraid of what
she might see? Of what Griff and Ceri might be getting up to? The thought of it
made her shudder. 


‘I was too freaked out.’ Alice stared blankly ahead
of her. Her face had a calm, almost mask-like quality now. ‘But it was nothing
to how I felt the next day. When I heard on the news that he was...’ 


Megan nodded. Alice was trying so hard to be brave
but she couldn’t even bring herself to say the word. No wonder she’d been on
the brink of a suicide attempt. ‘And your dad,’ Megan ventured. ‘What did he
say when he found out about Griff being...’ she tailed off, afraid of sending
the girl over the edge again. 


‘He just... kind of hugged me.’ Alice blinked as she
remembered. ‘He told me, like, there were police cars at the farm but we didn’t
know why until it came on the news.’ She wiped her face on her sleeve. ‘Dad was
good, actually, but Mum...’ 


‘What about Mum?’ 


‘She just freaked.’ Alice shook her head slowly. ‘Not
the first time it came on TV, but - you know - when they showed that face.’ 


‘You mean the face of the man you found?’


Alice nodded, biting her lip. 


Megan’s eyes widened. ‘What did she do when she saw
it?’ 


‘Just ran. In her nightie. Ran out the door and didn’t
come back. ‘ 


So, Megan thought, the sight of Ray Welson’s face
had been a shock to Janine. Would she have reacted like that if she’d known he
was dead? ‘When did this happen, Alice?’ she asked. ‘Was it last night? Has
your dad been out looking for her all night?’ 


The girl shook her head. ‘Not all night, no. He did
go looking last night - we both went.’ She stared at the carpet. ‘She was with
Father Hawksley and he wouldn’t let Dad in. I think she’s been there all night.
‘ 


Megan took a breath. Did the priest know, then? And
why had Janine run to him after seeing Welson’s face on TV? Was it
because she had put two and two together and realised her husband was a killer?
Or to confess to something she had helped him to do? Megan searched her memory
for the brief conversation she had had with the woman. Evil. She had described
the Bog Man as evil. Why would she say that unless she had some idea of who the
dead man was? And she had said ‘it’ was trying to get Alice. Had she helped her
husband to dispose of Welson’s body? That would explain her state of mind since
the body was found; hardly surprising that she’d gone on to form the bizarre
belief that the Bog Man was some sort of evil spirit pursuing Alice from the
grave. 


She looked at the girl. ‘So your dad’s gone back
there this morning, has he?’ 


‘I don’t know.’ Alice glanced at the big pine clock
over the fireplace. The hands showed twenty past eleven. ‘He’s been gone a
while. I was still in bed.’ 


‘Did he say anything?’ Megan persisted. ‘Did he say
where he was going?’ A new, disturbing thought had occurred to her. That other
people were now in danger. If Janine had started talking, had told the priest
and his sister about Welson’s death... 


‘No, he didn’t,’ Alice cut in. ‘He just said he was
going out.’ 


Megan was on her feet, checking her watch against
the clock. ‘You’ve been to Mass, haven’t you Alice?’


The girl nodded, her pale eyebrows arching.


‘What time does it start?’ 


‘It’s like, ten-thirty. Why?’ 


‘Because if your mother spent the night at the
priest’s house, there’s every chance she’s gone to church with him this
morning. If I was your dad, that’s where I’d go: Father Hawksley can’t lock him
out of the church, can he?’  


Alice jumped off the sofa and ran into the hall.


‘Where are you going?’ Megan hurried after her. 


‘I’m coming with you,’ she said, shoving her feet
into a pair of trainers.


*


The bag of tools rattled in the back of the van as
it hurtled along the narrow, stony track that led to St Mary of the Fathoms. A
loud thud made Dai Powell glance over his shoulder. It was the axe. It had
fallen out of the bag and was sliding around like an egg in a pan. Never mind,
he thought. Be stopping soon. 


As his head whipped back he saw his own eyes in the
rear view mirror. The muddy irises stared back at him like those of a stranger.
Like a killer. He blinked and turned away, frowning at the road ahead. He was
a killer. He had murdered three people. The thought of it made bile rise in his
throat. He reminded himself, as he had done a hundred times since last night,
that none of them was worth jack shit. The tart who worked in the hospital;
that fucking pervert at the farm; and... 


His hands slipped on the steering wheel as he took a
corner. The thought of his father always made him break out in a sweat. Just
give him to me alive for eight seconds. I want to break his jaw. I want to
smash his face. Like a bad song in his head. Playing over and over when he
was too small, too powerless to do anything. And all those years the bastard
was in prison. Never thought he’d come looking. No jaw breaking or face
smashing then. No, that had come later. In that dirty old shed. Naked. Trussed
up like an animal. The look on his face. The sheer, bloody terror when he saw
the knife... 


Reaching the end of the track he pulled up, cut the
engine and wound the window down. The only sound was the bleating of the sheep
grazing on the rough pasture of the bog. All he could see of the church was the
spire. A tall hedge of escallonia separated the parking area from the
graveyard, blocking his view of the main body of the building. But he could
tell from the handful of cars parked on this potholed stretch of gravel that
the service was still in progress. 


He reversed the van until it was out of sight of the
other cars, behind a row of hay bales belonging to the neighbouring farm. He
glanced at his watch. Eleven twenty-five. Not long, now, he thought. Have to
get Jay back. Get her and Alice away from here. And shut that fucker up. 











Chapter 24


 


It was pointless trying to argue with Alice. Megan
would have preferred to go alone, but the girl was determined and in her state
of mind it probably wasn’t a good idea to leave her on her own. 


When Megan pulled into the church car park it was
empty. 


She got out and walked the length of the hedge,
spotting the corner of a bumper behind a stack of hay. She stepped round the
bales. 


‘That’s Dad’s.’ Alice was behind her. ‘He must be in
the church.’ The girl followed Megan as she headed for the lych-gate that gave
onto the graveyard. 


‘No Alice. Stay in the car.’ 


‘But I want to come with you.’ 


‘Listen, I need your help.’ She took her phone from
her jacket pocket and handed it over. ‘If I’m not out in fifteen minutes I want
you to call the police.’ 


‘But...’ 


‘No questions - there isn’t time.’ She looked into
the girl’s troubled blue eyes. ‘Just trust me, Alice. Please.’ 


The churchyard was deserted. Megan glanced at her
watch. Ten to twelve. She wondered if Dai Powell had been hiding in his van,
waiting for the congregation to leave. As gently as she could, she pushed the
heavy oak door. She could hear a voice. A man’s voice. It was coming from
behind an elaborately carved wooden screen on the far side of the church, to
the left of the altar. She tiptoed across the stone floor, through pools of
red, yellow and blue cast by the stained glass windows, pausing to listen
again. It was the priest. And he sounded absolutely terrified. 


She crept closer. 


‘I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong!’
Father Hawksley’s voice had risen to a higher pitch than she remembered it. ‘I
only wanted to help...’ 


Megan heard a man’s cough followed by what sounded
like spitting.    . 


‘Stealing someone’s wife? You call that help?’ It
was Dai Powell. The venom in his voice made her flinch.


‘Please, just listen to me, will you?’ The priest
sounded as if he was pleading for his life. ‘I know all about your father.
Janine told me what he did to you. ‘ 


There was a deadly silence. Megan edged nearer to
the screen. There was a large wooden candlestick on a table in front of it.
Instinctively she reached out and grabbed it. 


‘I don’t blame you, Dai. Anyone who’s been through
what you went through...’ There was a loud creak, as if someone was shifting
their weight on a bench or a table. ‘And I can understand why you didn’t want
to tell Janine...but can’t you see what it’s done to her?’ Megan heard the
priest clear his throat. ‘All these years she’s been so afraid. Terrified that
he was going to come looking for Alice.’ 


Megan’s eyes narrowed. Had Janine really not known
about Welson coming to the village? Or was that just what she’d told the
priest? Beyond the screen there was another eerie silence. Her hands tightened
on the candlestick. Then she heard a stifled murmuring, like someone trying to
talk through tears. A woman. 


‘Hush, Janine, don’t go upsetting yourself again.’
Father Hawksley’s voice was a hoarse whisper. 


‘Did he see her? Did he touch her?’ Janine Powell’s
voice was so much like her daughter’s that if Megan hadn’t known the girl was
in the car she’d have sworn it was Alice. 


‘Of course be fucking didn’t!’ The words echoed
round the walls. Shall I tell you what he did, the bastard? Only turned up at
the fucking school! Nearly bloody shit myself when I spotted him, hanging round
the gates in his filthy old clothes!’ Megan was so close to the screen now she
could hear Dai Powell breathing when he paused. ‘I phoned the teachers. Told
them to keep Alice back. I sat in the van, then, watching him. When all the
kids had gone I followed him. All the way through the village to the bog. Found
out where he was laying his stinking bones. Then I went back to fetch Alice,
when I knew he was well away from her. Christ, I couldn’t wait for it to get
dark! ‘ 


‘The bird hide?’ Janine’s voice was almost a
whisper.


‘How did he know, Dai? How did he know you were
living in Borth?’ The priest sounded as if he was playing for time. Megan
wondered what Dai Powell was threatening him with. She pictured something heavy
with a blade; the kind of weapon he’d used to mutilate his father’s corpse. 


‘Oh, didn’t she tell you?’ Dai Powell’s voice had a
hard, sarcastic edge. ‘I thought she told you everything!’ 


‘No, Dai,’ Janine whimpered, ‘I didn’t.’ 


‘He used to bring us here on holiday, didn’t he?
Playing Happy bloody Families with her mother.’ There was another loud creak
and a thud, as if someone had jumped off something onto the floor. ‘D’you know,
it was the only time we got any peace? Can’t do much in a caravan, see? Walls
are a bit too thin, aren’t they Jay?’ 


Megan heard a high-pitched wail. 


‘Dai, please! Look at the state she’s in!’ Paul
Hawksley was shouting now. ‘You’ve got to leave her alone!’ 


‘Leave her alone? Like you’ve been leaving
her alone? Do you know what I did to that bloody bone-digger up at the barn? Do
you? Is that what you want, Father?’ 


There was a crash and a scream. Megan dived round
the side of the screen, brandishing the candlestick like a sword. She stopped
dead when she saw what had happened. Dai Powell was lying on the stone floor
with an axe in his hand. Janine was staring down at him, her long, pale fingers
wrapped round the base of a huge silver crucifix.


*


The police arrived before Alice could get to her
father. She had phoned them before Paul Hawksley emerged from the church
carrying her mother in his arms like a child. Alice had run after them but
Megan had stopped her. There was so much the girl needed to know. But not here.
Not now. 


‘The kid’ll be all right,’ Nia Jones said as a uniformed
female officer led Alice to a waiting car. ‘We’ll take her to see him later on.’
She shrugged her plump shoulders. ‘Worse case scenario’s a fractured skull -
might get away with concussion if he’s lucky.’ 


Megan nodded slowly, staring after the girl. All
right? She doubted it. Being pregnant at fifteen was bad enough. But how
was she going to feel when she found out her dad had murdered the father of her
unborn child? And that he wasn’t her dad at all, but her half-brother? And that
the corpse she’d pulled out of Borth Bog was... 


‘Megan!’ 


Nia Jones was calling her, beckoning her back inside
the church. She walked towards the policewoman on automatic pilot, watching the
ambulance bearing Dai Powell disappear down the lane. She felt desperately
sorry for him. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt sympathy for a killer. He’d
been a decent enough father to Alice even though she wasn’t his, taking on the
child of the man he hated above all others. The love he felt for Janine had
obviously been very powerful. Megan asked herself what she would have done in
his shoes, confronted by a monster like Ray Welson. But one death had led to
another. And another. Lili’s murder was a means to an end, but Griff? She could
see now that his murder was a classic case of projection. The news of Alice’s
baby must have triggered the same feelings Dai Powell had experienced years
ago, when Janine had told him she was pregnant with his father’s child. That
explained the extreme violence, the sexual degradation of the corpse. Dai
Powell had vented a rage that had been only partially sated by his father’s
murder; a rage that would probably never leave him. He had been in love with
Janine as a teenager but he had been unable to save her from his father. Both
had been victims. And the only way for Dai to stop being a victim was to turn
into a controller, like his father. Yes, Megan thought, Dai loved Janine, but
it was a twisted kind of love; a love that wanted her helpless and afraid.


*


Megan took a deep breath of sea air. The sun was
still very hot for late September. It felt good on her bare skin. Emily was a
few feet away, paddling in a rock pool, and Joe was asleep in his buggy. Ceri
was ambling across the shingle towards them, a bag of doughnuts in her hand. 


‘There was a rumour going round the office this
morning,’ Ceri said as she set the bag down on the sand. ‘They reckon the
police found something at Dai Powell’s house.’ She gave her sister a sideways
glance. ‘A pickle jar with something very strange floating about in it: is it
what I think it is?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘Nia Jones called me this afternoon.
Strictly confidential, though.’ She shot a stern look at her sister. 


Ceri nodded back. ‘Don’t worry. It’s a family
newspaper. We couldn’t possibly print the word penis.’ She smiled and
bit her lip. ‘God, it’s not funny, is it? You know, it reminds me of something Griff
said.’ 


Megan blinked. It was the first time Ceri had
mentioned the archaeologist’s name since the night of his death. 


‘It was when I went to interview him for the paper.’


Megan watched her face, waiting for her lip to
tremble, her eyes to fill with tears. But to her relief, her sister seemed
perfectly calm. 


‘He said the mutilation of the genitals might mean
there was a supernatural element to the death.’ Ceri was staring at the sea,
faint lines appearing on her forehead as she remembered. ‘Apparently there was a
belief in Roman times that possessing the body part of a murder victim would
give you magical powers.’ 


‘How weird!’ 


‘I know - that’s what I said.’ Ceri’s mouth turned
down at the edges. ‘But why would he have kept it? That’s a really sick thing
to do.’ 


Megan sighed. ‘Part of me feels sorry for him. Poor
guy didn’t stand much of a chance with a father like that. But the more I think
about it, the more I feel he was probably very much like his father.’ 


Ceri frowned. ‘Why?’ 


‘Because of the hold he had over Janine: he didn’t
tell her Ray was dead.’ Megan sifted sand from one hand to the other, watching
the breeze blow it sideways. ‘There are two ways of interpreting that. You
could say it was because he didn’t want to upset her, to burden her with that
knowledge. But by keeping it from her, by pretending Ray was still alive, he
kept her under his thumb.’ 


‘How?’ 


‘She was always afraid that Ray would come looking
for Alice.’ Megan shrugged. ‘She was completely paranoid about it. That’s what
made her cut herself. And he used that fear. It made her absolutely dependent
on him.’ 


‘So in a weird way, Griff was right; it was a power
thing.’ Ceri’s eyes widened. ‘God, imagine having that...thing hidden in
the house!’ 


‘I suppose he kept it to remind himself his father
really was dead,’ Megan shrugged. 


‘And in the end, the power trip didn’t work, did it?’
Ceri said. ‘Because his wife went off with the priest.’ 


‘Yes.’ Megan gazed out over the sea, shading her
eyes. ‘And in a way he’s just as controlling as Dai. He’s a man that needs to
be needed.’ 


‘So you think she’s in his power, now, instead of Dai’s?’


‘Yes,’ Megan said. ‘But it’s what she wants. She and
Dai were like two sides of a coin. Both abused, both coping in different ways.
It made him a control freak - but she’s a perfect example of regression.’ 


‘What, you mean she acts like a child?’ 


Megan nodded. ‘It often happens to abuse victims. In
their minds they go back to a time before the trauma happened; a time when they
were happy.’ 


‘Do you think Paul Hawksley’s going to make her
happy?’ There was a faraway look in Ceri’s eyes.  


‘Well, he’s giving up the priesthood so it must be pretty
serious,’ Megan replied. ‘He’ll probably be in his element, with Alice and her
baby to look after as well.’ Her eyes wandered across to Joe, still fast asleep
in his buggy. She hoped against hope that it would work out, for all of them;
that Alice’s baby would have better luck in life than its mother and
grandmother had had. ‘It’s strange,’ she said, running her fingers through the
sand, ‘when I went to his house that time, there was a poster in his study with
a quote about how fear can hold you prisoner. I got the feeling he was afraid
of something. Now I know what it was.’ 


Ceri’s forehead crinkled. ‘What?’ 


‘Love.’ Megan shrugged. ‘He knew he was falling for
Janine and he was terrified.’ 


There was a sudden, muffled buzzing from inside her
bag. A text message. She hesitated a moment. This was her first whole day of
relaxation since arriving in Borth. But she couldn’t help herself. Rummaging in
her bag she pulled out the phone and clicked on the message: ‘Hi Meg, fancy a weekend
in Cardiff? Hope to make a better impression this time and I’m not talking
teeth! Love Jon x.’ 


‘Let me guess...’ Ceri raised her eyebrows.


Megan groaned as her sister grabbed the phone.


‘Keen, isn’t he? Will you go?’ 


Megan shaded her eyes, scanning the horizon as if
the sea might hold the answer. Was she afraid of love, like the priest? Was the
heartache Patrick had caused going to blight every future relationship? Make
her afraid to let any man into her life?


‘I don’t know,’ she murmured, ‘I really don’t know.’



‘Are you mad?’ Ceri pulled a face as she passed the
phone back. ‘You’re going to let that bastard ruin your life?’


Megan turned to her with a wry smile. ‘I presume you
mean Patrick?’ 


‘Well?’ Ceri spread her hands on the sand. ‘You’re not,
are you? I mean, look at you - no ties, no kids - you should be having the time
of your life!’


There was no mistaking the wistful look in Ceri’s
eyes. Not so long ago it would have been a look of envy, but that had changed.
It was as if she had finally grown up. Accepted her situation with a quiet
determination to make the best of it. And she had the good grace to want the
same for her sister. 


Staring at the screen of her phone, Megan reached
out and squeezed Ceri’s arm. With a flick of her thumb she selected ‘Reply’. 
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