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            Prologue
      

         

         The storm howled. There was no rain yet, but the wind was fierce, punching through sheds and whipping up waves in the sheltered harbour. Boats slammed against each other as many lost their moorings. Up at Liggan Hall, the trees groaned in protest; branches tore from their trunks and crashed onto the ground below. The storm was turning into a gale as it picked up speed. Clouds raced in front of the moon, plunging the scene of devastation into darkness. Shadows flickered on and off in stroboscopic flashes of light; illuminating the chaos then plunging back into darkness and the blind roar of the winds.

         An explosive crack roared across the sky as a gigantic oak finally succumbed to the unrelenting pressure and, slowly at first then with monstrous speed, fell. Animals quaked in their burrows as the reverberations of its impact shuddered through the woods. Birds huddling in its canopy flew up in alarm, their wings battering against the winds.

         In a world turned upside down, the great oak’s anchor thrust out of the earth, a semicircular crown of mud and roots, and a hollowed-out crater beneath. Amongst the debris, the moon shone briefly on a small collection of pale white bones before the clouds once again drew a veil over the scene.

         There would always be storms in Golden. And every now and then, there would be bodies.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
      

         

         Barry Whitchurch put down his mug and slapped his thighs. The sky was light enough that he could go and inspect the damage to the gardens. As head groundsman, he was responsible for the grounds of Liggan Hall. He oversaw both the family and public gardens, along with the lower arboretum. The farms and outer woodlands were managed separately. Truth be told, man and boy, he’d been a gardener rather than a farmer or an arboriculturist.

         Ironically, Fred, the man in charge of the woodlands, was unable to get in due to fallen trees, so Barry had said he would go and see the extent of the damage before returning to the gardens.

         ‘Are we going to open today, boss?’ asked one of the junior gardeners, a young girl with piercings and blue hair.

         Barry wondered what Emily’s pain was. A lot of troubled souls were drawn to gardening, but she worked hard and maybe he was just an old dinosaur.

         ‘Did you drive or walk to work this morning?’ he asked.

         ‘I walked.’

         ‘So you won’t have seen the big old tree lying across the entrance to the car park, then?’

         The staff that had made it to work had had to park on the verge before they went and picked up the chainsaws.

         ‘We’ll be closed today, and depending on what we find now, we might be closed for a few days.’ He studied the small team that had made it in. They would have to do. ‘You’ve all got your radios. Call in to the office with details of damage. Sheila will be keeping note of everything. Don’t bother with the small stuff. We know there’s lots of that.’

         ‘What about broken glass?’ Emily asked.

         ‘Yes, if the greenhouses are damaged, call it in. Do not enter them.’ He paused and thought about it. ‘Also, don’t stand too close to any brick walls.’

         ‘Do you think it’s going to be that bad, Barry?’ That was Sheila, looking concerned. Sheila was an excellent administrator, but would sometimes drive him potty with her adherence to matters around health and safety.

         ‘Don’t know, but I don’t want to find out that a wall has collapsed and one of you is under it. If you see anything that looks off, call it in, and we’ll get the building team down for an assessment.’

         He stood up. ‘Now, you’ve all got your areas. I’m starting with the lower woods and making my way back up. I’ll have my radio on at all times. Let’s go.’

         After leaving the office shed, Barry threw himself into one of the electric buggies. He made it as far as the entrance to the formal gardens, then the path became unpassable. Broken terracotta pots and branches were strewn across the path. He jumped out and walked along a cobbled cut-through that doubled as a water channel, and slipped down to the lower paths between two large yew hedges. The garden had been designed to weave visitors slowly through the various areas of the estate; most workers knew plenty of shortcuts, but Barry knew them all.

         At nine o’clock, the clouds had all but lifted, showing the extent of the damage. Large ornate wrought-iron gates led from the formal gardens into the arboretum, and the lower woods below that framed the river valley. Looking over the canopy, Barry could see gaps that hadn’t been there before.

         He spoke into the radio, ‘Lots of damage in the lower woods. Looks like someone has been playing dominoes. A few trees down in the arboretum. Just going to check on the Old Man.’

         The Old Man was an oak that stood on a prominent ridge overlooking the surrounding estate. It was a feature of Liggan and appeared on a lot of their publicity. It also marked the border between the public grounds and the farmland beyond.

         As Barry walked up the path towards it, he realised he should have seen its crown already, and sadness enveloped him. The Old Man had been a feature of his life. As nippers, he and his mates would race up the hill to slap the trunk. They would climb its branches, claiming that they could see the north coast from the top. That wasn’t feasible, of course. From that angle, they could barely see their own coastline, but that never stopped kids from boasting of their prowess.

         When they’d finished climbing and playing on the rope swing, they would roll and tumble down the hill before The Beast would come shouting at them about trespass.

         ‘The Beast’ was the name they’d given Mr Haverstock, owner of Liggan. He would come roaring out, firing his shotgun into the sky. Mikey swore The Beast had once nicked his ear, but everyone knew that’d happened when he tried to vault some barbed wire and got tangled up in it instead.

         But now, Mikey had moved away—might even be dead—and Barry was head groundsman, The Beast was his boss, and as Barry reached the top of the hill, he could see the Old Man was no more.

         The giant oak was lying on one side, its roots having torn up a huge crater of earth, with the canopy lying a hundred feet away. Leaves were still fluttering in the wind, making a mockery of life. The entire tree had simply tipped over. The trunk was unbroken, and Barry knew the wood would be highly prized. For the moment, though, he felt only pity. Pulling out his radio, he set it to Open Broadcast.

         ‘The Old Man has gone.’

         After a moment of silence on the airwaves, Barry heard muffled cursing from the other gardeners. No one there didn’t love that old tree.

         Switching the chatter off, he went to inspect the roots. As he approached, he noticed something tangled at the edge, fluttering in the breeze. It looked like a bit of cloth and struck Barry as odd. As he got closer, he squinted. The fabric seemed to be wrapped around a slender section of white roots. But every part of Barry’s mind told him it wasn’t a root. He had seen enough animal carcasses before to know when he was looking at bones.

         Maybe someone had once buried a beloved pet up there. He got to the lip of the crater and looked down at a small skull nestled in the earth. Nobody could mistake that domed shape and those wide eye sockets. This was no pet. A child’s face had once laughed out of those bones.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         Malachite Peck stretched carefully and sat up. It was a poor consolation that with age came confidence and wisdom, but left you with wrinkles and creaking bones. The fact was that, in a society where getting old was a crime, she was a confirmed criminal—in more ways than one.

         She removed her earplugs and heard the wind outside still going strong. The previous night, as the storm picked up, she’d given up and put them in and promptly slept like a baby. At the foot of the bed were her patio table and chairs, which neighbours had advised she either bring inside or tie down. She’d thought they were exaggerating. Her little rooftop patio was sheltered by other buildings on three sides. She felt her neighbours were worrying needlessly, but she’d humoured them. Despite having experienced lots of foul weather since her arrival, this was the first time anyone had said it would be a rough night. After wrapping her kimono around herself, she opened the French doors and stared in amazement at the wreckage on her patio. She wondered how on earth she’d slept through that.

         The few potted plants she’d accrued were gone. They hadn’t been very big and had no doubt blown off the edge of the roof. She would have to apologise to her various neighbours, but that was the least of her issues by a very long shot. Completely engulfing her patio and blocking her view of the sea was a mangled trampoline. It looked to be ten feet across and must once have been a very fine plaything. Now, it was a battered mess.

         The wind was still whipping along, so she pulled her kimono tight and stepped out onto the patio. The roofing felt was cold and wet under her feet, and she stepped carefully. Bits of terracotta and slate tiles were smashed on the floor. As she leant over the balustrade, she could see some of her plastic pots clogging her neighbours’ drainpipes. The netting from the trampoline cage was slapping against her legs, making her kimono wet, and she headed back into the warmth of her bedroom.

         Mac jumped off the bed and rubbed against her ankles. Not a stray as such—he appeared to be the village cat, if such a thing was possible—but for the past few months, since Malachite’s arrival in the village, he’d adopted her and was allowing her to feed him every day. He also slept on her bed in order to ensure she never forgot her duties. He was pacing back and forth, aware that she was failing to provide him with breakfast.

         ‘Well, Mac, a trampoline. Have you ever seen the like?’

         Chuckling, she headed downstairs. Once she fed the cat, she would grab a photo of the trampoline and add it to her Instagram account. Life in the village was full of unexpected images. Sights that were no doubt mundane to the locals caught her eye, but she was certain no one had seen that before; a trampoline three floors up, trapped on a patio and wedged between the various roofs.

         After a quick coffee, she got dressed and headed out to see if anyone was looking for it. It was the dead days between Christmas and New Year, and holidaymakers had left their bins outside. Along the debris-strewn lane, amongst the wine bottles and ready-meal cartons, were fishing nets and seaweed. A cold wind was sending loose items tumbling along the lane; the sound of a drinks can rattled by.

         Mal nipped back into her bookshop and headed to the back of the building, where she kept the bin bags. Returning to the street, she started picking up the debris. Life in Golden seemed to revolve around bins, she thought, and smiled as she noticed other residents performing similar tasks. Some were locals, whilst others were unfamiliar, and she decided either they were here on holiday or visiting their second homes.

         ‘Morning, Mal!’

         Mal turned and saw Bob Yates walking towards her. He was wearing a big fluorescent jacket and carrying a heavy broom. Bob was one of the local fishermen and in summer ran pleasure rides on his boat, a high-speed inflatable. The only time Mal had been on it was far from pleasurable, as the pair of them chased a murderer who was shooting at them. They’d literally dodged a bullet, and since then had become firm friends.

         ‘Morning, Bob. It’s a bit of a mess. Is everyone okay?’

         ‘No flooding. Storm hit at low tide, thank the Lord, but a couple of properties on The Heights have lost their roofs; some boats broke free of their moorings and sank; and one car went over the jetty. But no deaths. Think we got lucky. It’s worse inland. Loads of trees down. Liggan lost a few specimen trees. The A391 is closed, as are many minor lanes. Hope you weren’t planning on going anywhere today.’

         Mal listened in astonishment to the list of damages. She walked with Bob down to the harbour and gasped as she saw the state of the place. The Christmas lights were hanging from poles, ripped off their supports. A bench was jutting out of the front window of the Cat and Fiddle, with broken glass hanging in shards around it. People were picking up shop hoardings and stacking them against the wall as they swept the seaweed back into the harbour. Two women hauled a collection of tangled fishing nets into a pile by the pub wall. Over by the jetty, a group of men were looking down at the bumper of a white pickup truck—the rest of the van was below the rising tide.

         ‘Oh dear, I think my issue will have to wait,’ said Mal, as she tried to take in the devastation.

         ‘What’s that, maid?’ Bob looked at her in concern. ‘Is your roof alright?’

         ‘Do you know I haven’t even checked? No, I’ve gained a trampoline. Up on the top terrace.’ Mal’s hair was playing in the wind, causing her repeatedly to tuck it behind her ears in frustration. ‘Bloody hell. How much longer will this wind last?’

         ‘It’s almost done,’ said Bob, looking at the clouds racing overhead. ‘Forecast says rain tomorrow, so we might have enough time to tidy up in the dry. Small mercies, hey? Anyway, come with me. I think I can solve your trampoline issue.’

         They walked towards the harbour master’s office, and Bob called out to a man busy talking into a handheld mic.

         ‘Alright, Bill, did you say you had lost your trampoline? Think I may have found it.’

         William Hunt was Golden’s harbour master and had juggled the concerns of fishermen, sailors, and water users for years. A local lad who’d spent years in the navy, he’d been pleased to retire home and find a position had opened up for harbour master. Many had applied, but none could compete with his local knowledge and years of maritime experience. His beard was nearly as white as Mal’s hair, but his was at a sensible length and stayed as a dense cloud around his jaw.

         ‘Hang on, Bob.’ He spoke into the walkie-talkie again. ‘Tell them to make for our outer harbour. I’ll send a pilot out to help them in. But if Fowey can accommodate them…’ As he listened to the reply, he shook his head in dismay. ‘Understood. Send them our way, then.’

         Bob cocked an eyebrow as Bill disconnected his call.

         ‘Fowey pretty smashed up as well?’

         ‘Yes, they have a yacht sunk in the channel. The mast is going to cause issues.’

         ‘Nasty business. Who’s trying to come in?’

         ‘Some Londoner. Bloody fool thought he could outrun it. He’s limping in for repairs.’

         ‘Lucky not to go down.’

         ‘Agreed,’ said Bill. He clipped the radio set back onto his waistband and looked at the pair of them, giving Mal a quick nod of the head. ‘Now, what’s this about my trampoline?’

         ‘You have a trampoline?’ asked Mal, blinking. Looking at his stocky figure and serious countenance, she couldn’t quite picture him bouncing up and down.

         ‘Well, strictly speaking, it’s my grandchildren’s.’ He shook his head. ‘Their mother thought it would be a good idea to have one in case they got bored when they come to stay.’

         His tone of voice made clear what he thought about children needing to be constantly entertained. Privately, Mal agreed. Boredom encouraged creativity and mischief. A lot of people thought that was a bad thing, but Mal liked the chaos and energy it stirred up. Boredom was good for the brain. God knows, after five years in prison, she knew all about boredom. The wardens also knew the dangers of boredom amongst a contained group of women with flexible attitudes towards law and order; activities were always laid on in a desperate attempt to exhaust any stirrings of sedition. Mal had used the time to read and learn. She also helped some of the younger women who’d become her friends. But that was prison. Little children shouldn’t be treated like convicts, constantly distracted and mollified.

         ‘Well, you are welcome to come and retrieve it,’ said Mal, with a twinkle in her eye. ‘But it’s a mangled wreck and three floors up on my roof patio.’

         Bill growled and thrust his hands into his pockets. ‘God damn it. I told her to tether it properly. Should have done it myself.’

         Mal wondered who he was referring to—possibly the daughter-in-law. From the way he’d called her their mother, he probably wasn’t talking about his own daughter.

         ‘They don’t learn if you always do it for them,’ suggested Bob. ‘Mind you, bet she’s not the one that will have to go get it.’

         Bill snorted. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

         Clearly, Bob also knew the woman in question. As Mal had no inkling of the family politics, she decided not to get involved.

         She cleared her throat. ‘Well, it’s not going anywhere, and I’m not using the patio in this weather, so it can wait.’

         That wasn’t strictly true. Mal enjoyed taking her morning coffee outside; wrapped up in a blanket, watching the sunrise over the water, the gulls drifting overhead as they greeted the dawn.

         ‘Just call me when you’re free. I think today you have your hands full.’

         Turning, she left the two men with a smile as she retraced her steps, bending down to put a plastic bottle into the bag. As she slowly worked her way along the harbour front, she also retrieved a washing line, a tattered coat, and a broken bucket. All went into the bag as the gulls swept down on the food waste strewn across the lanes. Ahead of her were two children, racing after crisp packets and Coke cans as they clattered along the concrete road, their mother shouting warnings as they went.

         Despite the chaos, the village was pulling together.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         Barry turned his back to the bones and switched his radio to a private channel. He knew Sheila would be busy coordinating all the damage reports, but this had to take priority.

         ‘Sheila, there’s a skeleton up here, buried in the roots of the Old Man.’

         He paused as she processed his words and responded to her flurry of questions.

         ‘No, long dead, I’d say. Leastways, I couldn’t see any flesh. I need to go speak to Mr Haverstock, but I need to stop anyone from coming up here. Do we have anyone spare?’

         He listened to her reply and grimaced.

         ‘No one else? Okay, send him up and tell him to hurry. Don’t tell him what it’s about, and I need you to keep this to yourself as well.’

         Switching the radio off, he sat down on the grass and waited for Lachlan Jones. Truth be told, Lachlan was a pleasant lad in his early twenties, longer than a bean pole and just as skinny. He was one of life’s dreamers, drifting away from the simplest of instructions. But once something caught his fancy, Lachlan would work like a machine until the task was done. He particularly liked cleaning the clay pots that everyone else put off until there was nothing left to do. He did the best job as well. One year, he’d scrubbed off all the moss from the pots that the publicity team had put together for a photo shoot. Lachlan just shrugged and said moss indicated poor horticultural management and walked away, leaving the PR department fuming. Barry had laughed and set Lachlan to another task well away from the staged photoshoot areas.

         Now he watched as Lachlan ambled up the hillside towards him.

         ‘Morning, Barry. That’s a bloody sad sight.’

         ‘That it is, lad.’ Barry got to his feet. ‘Now, I need you to do me a favour.’

         He showed the bones to Lachlan, who looked suitably curious, then stepped away respectfully.

         ‘I’ll be back in an hour, but we need to inform the police—’

         ‘Call in the feds!’

         Barry stared at Lachlan patiently. ‘We are not in America.’

         ‘I know, but feds sounds way cooler. Gangsta style.’

         Barry shook his head and scowled. Why did the youth today have to Americanise everything?

         ‘Whatever. Wait here. Don’t allow anyone else to approach. And don’t tell anyone about the bones. Is that clear?’

         Lachlan thought about it. ‘How close can they come?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Well, what if someone is walking by, down there, along the path, and they see me up here and think, “What’s Lachlan doing up there by himself? I’ll go and keep him company.” How close can they come?’

         Barry ground his teeth. ‘No one will be walking by this morning.’

         ‘So who am I stopping?’

         ‘Well, just in case.’

         ‘In case…’

         Lachlan tipped his head, trying to understand the contradictory instructions.

         ‘I just need you to secure the site. You know…’ Barry faltered, wondering if he should’ve got Sheila to send someone else.

         ‘You want me to keep the bones company?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Reckon they’ll be feeling unsettled right now. They were used to the dark and had mice and moles for company. Now, it’s all sunshine and birds. Must be a bit disconcerting, like.’

         Barry stared at Lachlan and wondered if the boy had the makings of a poet. He certainly looked at the world oddly.

         ‘Let’s go with that. Stay here, do not leave for any reason, and I’ll be back as quick as I can.’

         Moderately convinced that Lachlan wouldn’t wander off, Barry headed downhill as quickly as he could and back to Liggan Hall itself. Using a set of keys, he passed through a garden door into the private gardens and smiled again at how beautiful they were, if somewhat battered that morning.

         Liggan Hall had been opening their gardens to the public for decades, just small charity events. Then, twenty years ago when Henry Haverstock started to run the estate instead of his father, he had made a business of the gardens. Now the gardens wrapping around the house were the only private area of the estate. Henry’s parents had initially disagreed with their son’s plans, but as the money and the accolades poured in, his mother, at least, came around to the idea.

         Strictly speaking, Barry should’ve reported to Henry, but Mr Lionel Haverstock had been his boss first, and he still viewed the old man as his gaffer. He’d come a long way since the days he thought of his boss as The Beast. Besides, he had no time for Henry. A man who couldn’t tell a bluebell from a primrose was bad enough, but plenty of other reasons existed to despise Lionel’s heir.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
      

         

         It wasn’t so much that Lionel Haverstock felt life had let him down, so much as his family had. He was the sole heir to the Haverstock Estate, and when his parents mercifully spared him their further existence, he inherited the lot. With their passing, he experienced neither joy nor sadness. His wife, Imogen, twenty years his junior, made more of a fuss than he, but it was a big day for her. Finally, she was lady of the manor, and by elevating their deaths into notable events, she cast more shine on herself.

         Imogen had been a millstone from the day he married her. Over the decades, whilst he’d done nothing to confront her, he’d also ensured that days spent in his company were neither welcome nor pleasurable. That arrangement seemed to suit her as well. As long as someone was there to pick up the bills, along with a house suited to entertaining and impressing her friends, she appeared content.

         Lionel leant back in his chair and looked out from his study to the grounds beyond. The storm had ravaged the garden and any plans to have drinks on the terrace after his birthday celebrations were now on hold. He wasn’t disappointed. Eighty-five was just a figure. He wondered if anyone was celebrating the fact that he’d survived so long. He was certain his wife wasn’t, and he doubted his sons were, either.

         Both boys were equally disappointing. The elder, Henry, was a braggart, the younger son was craven, and both were fools. Henry spent his life hanging around with people impressed by his wealth, of which he frequently reminded them. Lionel wondered when his son would actually start earning the wealth he spent so freely. Liggan Estate was more than just some gardens for tourists. When Lionel complained about the expenses, Henry explained they were what was necessary to impress people. Public relations had to be earned, and a business was nothing without an excellent reputation. Lionel felt that a business was nothing without sound financial planning, prudent budgeting, and long-term resilience. Those three tenets made his eldest son yawn.

         His younger son, Algernon, spent his days in disappointment, for which he blamed his parents. Despite his lifestyle, he was missing a title. Lots of boys at school had titles and an attitude that Algernon hadn’t quite mastered. In the company of the aristocracy, he was unctuous; with everyone else, he was superior. He’d married Daisy because of her wealth—that choice had been between her and a Lady Felicity. With the latter, he would’ve eventually gained a title but also a shedload of debt and some dreadful run-down property. Following Daisy’s father’s bankruptcy, it seemed Algernon had chosen unwisely, and was forever running back to his father for loans that never got repaid.

         Lionel wondered whether, if Algernon and Daisy divorced, he would still see his grandchildren. As long as he had money, he imagined he would. He had five grandchildren, but only one of them was worth anything. Algernon had twins—ugly, grasping little things, Fred and Fenella. Through his first marriage, Henry had Jasper, Lionel’s eldest and most promising grandson. Then, with his second wife, Henry had Persephone and Percy. Lionel was convinced his daughters-in-law were competing for the daftest children’s names available.

         A knock on the door shook him out of his bad mood, and he called out that whoever it was should enter—anything to distract him from his own company. When the door opened, he saw the caller was Barry, the estate manager. Normally, Barry would deal directly with Henry—as Henry was in charge of the public side of the estate—but his company was welcome, nonetheless.

         ‘Morning Barry, I see the garden has had a bit of a battering this morning. Can I help with anything?’

         The younger man walked in and closed the door behind him, seeming to be in no hurry to speak. Thinking of Barry as a younger man was amusing. Lionel remembered chasing Barry and his friends out of the orchards. The village lads had always taken a perverse pride in scrumping from the Liggan kitchen gardens. Barry was always the fastest up over the walls. Lionel couldn’t imagine Barry climbing much of anything anymore without the help of a ladder. And as for himself, his days of running anywhere were long past.

         ‘Is everything okay? No one’s been hurt, have they?’

         Falling trees were an absolute nightmare for public liability, but this storm had come at night, so the grounds and woods should’ve been empty.

         Barry scratched his beard. ‘Not as such, but we have made a discovery. The Old Man has fallen over.’

         Lionel’s shoulders slumped. ‘Ah, now that’s a crying shame. I thought he would outlast me, outlast all of us, if it came to that.’

         Barry rubbed his face again.

         ‘Actually, there’s more to it than that.’

         Just as he was about to speak again, the door was flung open, and Lionel’s eldest son stormed in. ‘What the hell is this about a body being found on the estate?’ He glared angrily at the two men then addressed Barry directly. ‘I’m in charge. You should have come to me directly. What the hell do you mean by pestering my father about it?’

         Barry took a step back from the onslaught and cleared his throat. ‘But your father is the actual landowner, and I just thought—’

         He was cut off by Lionel, who stared at the two men. ‘What body? What are you talking about?’ His voice was harsh. ‘Barry, you said no one was injured.’

         ‘These are old bones, father, up by the big tree on the hill.’

         ‘The Old Man.’

         ‘Yes, whatever. Sheila told me. She made me look a right fool. I didn’t know what the hell she was talking about.’ He was snapping at Barry again, having dismissed his father’s comment.

         ‘Sorry, sir. As I said, I wanted to inform your father first. I was then coming to find you. I tried you on the walkie-talkie, but there was no reply.’

         ‘Bloody hell, man. I’m not wedded to that thing. You should have come and looked for me.’

         ‘Well, as I said, I needed to tell someone. We’ll need to call the police.’

         ‘The police!’ said Henry.

         Lionel looked at his son, surprised that he should sound so worried. ‘Henry, if a body has been found, we have to inform the police immediately.’

         ‘But they’ll close us down until they’re satisfied.’

         ‘With all due respect,’ Barry told Henry, ‘we won’t be opening for the next day or two anyways. The garden isn’t safe for visitors.’

         ‘What? Bloody hell. Surely the storm hasn’t caused that much damage. Can’t we just rope sections off?’

         Lionel shook his head. ‘Henry, you’re focusing on the wrong thing. We have a death on the grounds.’ Turning his gaze back to Barry, he carried on. ‘How long do you think the body has been there? You’re sure it wasn’t hit by the tree falling?’

         Barry was fiddling with his cap, uncomfortable at being caught in the middle of another father-and-son row. ‘No, Mr Haverstock.’ Formality was his refuge. ‘These are bones. Looks like the body was buried under the tree. When the roots pulled up, it brought the bones with it.’

         ‘Christ,’ said Henry. ‘Who the hell buries a body on our land? Father, do you know anything about this?’

         ‘Of course I don’t.’ Lionel glared at his son as Barry cleared his throat.

         ‘I’m afraid there’s a bit more,’ said Barry. ‘Given the size of the bones, it’s pretty clear that this is a child’s grave.’

         Both of the Haverstocks stared at Barry in horror. An unknown burial on their land was bad enough, but a child’s body was a nightmare scenario.

         ‘Right, well, I guess that’s ruined our Spring Festival plans. And what about your birthday celebrations?’ Henry was speaking quickly, trying to assess how much damage this would cause. ‘I bet we can’t keep this out of the papers. Who’s guarding the site?’

         ‘Lachlan—’

         ‘Lachlan Jones! That idiot? It will be all over the village by lunch.’

         Barry clenched his jaw and shoved his cap into a coat pocket. ‘No, it won’t. Lachlan’s a good lad. Might not see the world the same way as the rest of us, but he won’t say a word.’

         ‘If he does, I’m holding you responsible.’

         Lionel slammed a hand on the table, making both men jump. ‘Is that all you can think?’ A tear slid down his face. ‘Your first thought is money. Your second thought is blame.’ Lionel shuddered to his feet, his whole body shaking. ‘I’m a foolish old man, and I should have changed my will years ago.’

         Barry and Henry stared at the older man as he glared at his son, unaware of the tears on his face. His hands flapped furiously as he waved at them to leave.

         ‘Get out of my sight, and when the police arrive, let me know.’

         ‘Father, I—’

         ‘Get out!’ roared Lionel, in a voice breaking through his tears.

         As the men left the study, Henry turned around and jabbed Barry in the chest. ‘You will not repeat that conversation to anyone. My father was clearly overcome with shock. Which, by the way, wouldn’t have happened if you had come to me first.’ He drew a deep breath and straightened the sleeves on his jumper before continuing. ‘I’m going to call the police now. When they arrive, my father is not to be disturbed. I don’t want him distressed any further. And if I find Lachlan has talked to anyone, it will be your head on the block.’

         As he stormed off towards the estate offices, Barry could see two gardeners out on the lawn talking excitedly and pointing in the direction of the Old Man. He shook his head. Some secrets could stay buried for years, but others would be public knowledge before the sun set.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      Chapter Five
     

    

    
     Mal stretched her back and looked around the harbour as the dying wind gently tugged at her hair. The bench had been removed from the pub window and the section boarded up. The glass had been swept up, as had most of the other debris. It was amazing how quickly things could be sorted when an entire community came out with buckets and brooms.
    

    
     She’d been on her feet for the past three hours, bending, picking, and sweeping, and was fit to collapse.
    

    
     ‘Hello, would you like some soup?’
    

    
     Mal turned to see a young woman smiling at her, holding a stack of cardboard cups with lids on.
    

    
     ‘I’ve got broccoli and blue, or mixed veg.’
    

    
     Mal was embarrassed to feel herself salivating, but a warm bowl of fresh soup was exactly what she needed right then. The young woman smiled at her, her red curls tied up into a bun on her head. She was wearing dungarees, white fisherman’s wellies, and a big smile. Sensing Mal’s confusion, she hurried on.
    

    
     ‘I’m Holly. I run Forget-Me-Nots.’ She pointed at one of the little shops on the harbour front. ‘Ice cream in summer, and soup in winter. I wasn’t too badly affected by the storm, so I thought I’d rustle up some soup for everyone out working today.’
    

    
     Mal groped in her pockets, annoyed that she had no change to hand. The soup smelled delicious.
    

    
     ‘No charge,’ Holly said quickly. ‘The food would have gone off, anyway.’
    

    
     ‘Well, thank you,’ said Mal warmly. Village life was still a new concept to her, and whilst it often felt claustrophobic, at times like this, she could see the appeal. ‘That’s very generous of you.’
    

    
     ‘Just us locals pulling together.’
    

    
     ‘You’re not a local, though, are you?’ said a new voice, and Mal turned to see an old woman walking towards them. She was the most old-fashioned woman Mal had ever laid her eyes on. She looked as though she’d stepped out of a pre-war movie wearing sturdy navy shoes with a small solid heel; tights and a brown woollen skirt; brown woollen jumper under a darker-brown woollen coat; a neat little navy hat protected her permed grey hair; and hanging off one arm was a handbag with a brass clasp—like the Queen used to favour—held tightly against the woman’s chest.
    

    
     Holly narrowed her eyes. ‘I’ve lived here all my life, Mrs Kitto. I was born here, for God’s sake. So was my mother. I reckon that makes me local.’
    

    
     Mal winced. What made someone local was a thorny issue for some Cornish people, but normally, being born in the county was good enough.
    

    
     ‘I remember when your grandmother arrived with her up-country attitude. Selling ice creams to fishermen…’ The old woman scoffed at the notion. ‘She wasn’t local then, and you’re not local now.’
    

    
     ‘Give over,’ snapped Holly, ‘you remember Methuselah being born, you do. I may not be as local as you, but I reckon I’ll do.’
    

    
     The younger girl’s voice didn’t carry much humour, and Mal felt the situation was turning unpleasant. The older woman’s expression showed she was also ready for a fight.
    

    
     ‘Morning, ladies,’ said a fresh voice. ‘Although if Holly is passing out the soup, I guess it must be afternoon.’
    

    
     Mal turned, smiling at the sound of salvation. Sophie Taphouse was the village police officer and Mal’s first friend in Golden. Although she wasn’t actually assigned to the village—no police officer was in these days of cuts and fresh thinking—the fact that Sophie lived in the village meant she was everyone’s first port of call when problems arose. The situation seemed to work well. Sophie had pride in her village and would do anything to support it and put her residents’ needs first.
    

    
     ‘Everything alright, Mrs Kitto?’ she asked the older woman.
    

    
     ‘Not by a long shot, but nothing more than we can handle.’ Mrs Kitto rearranged her handbag. ‘You’ll be needing to know that the chapel has lost several tiles, and the gutter has come off.’
    

    
     Sophie pulled a little notepad from the breast pocket of her stab jacket. She flipped it open and nodded. ‘Yes, I have that noted.’
    

    
     ‘The Harbour Watch has had its window smashed in. Although you can see that for yourselves.’
    

    
     Sophie nodded again.
    

    
     ‘Someone best have a word with the harbour master,’ Mrs Kitto continued. ‘Shoddy work that was, not securing the bench properly.’ From her tone, nothing short of twenty lashes would be appropriate. ‘There’s a wall of ivy down on Priory Hill.’
    

    
     Sophie checked her notes again, nodding once more as Mrs Kitto ran through a list of issues in the village.
    

    
     ‘And finally, Ben Gothers has parked on the double yellow lines outside the surgery again.’
    

    
     ‘The surgery car park is flooded this morning, and Mr Gothers was probably in picking up prescriptions,’ said Sophie in a placating voice. ‘I think on days like this, we have to give and take a bit. Besides which, old Harry’s car is there as well.’
    

    
     Mrs Kitto scoffed and clasped her bag against herself, her skin taut across her knuckles. ‘He don’t count. He’s been parking there long before there were ever yellow lines.’
    

    
     ‘Wow.’ Holly laughed. ‘It really is one rule for locals, and another one for outsiders with you, isn’t it?’
    

    
     Sophie jumped in quickly to cut off Mrs Kitto’s response, giving Holly a pleading frown, then smiled at Mrs Kitto again. ‘That’s a very comprehensive list and matches everything I have.’
    

    
     Mal watched in amusement as the older woman seemed mollified by the praise.
    

    
     ‘Well, some things can’t be taught, Officer Taphouse. Those of us that go back know what needs to be done in times like this. It takes more than a bowl of soup to fix things when proper work is called for.’
    

    
     Mal had been watching the three women jibing and jostling, but felt the older woman had landed a blow Holly would not ignore.
    

    
     ‘Well, at least I know about the missing trampoline.’ Holly jutted her jaw out. ‘Seems like you don’t know everything.’
    

    
     Mal winced. She didn’t want to get pulled into this argument. She just wanted to sit down and enjoy her lunch, which was rapidly cooling down.
    

    
     ‘A trampoline?’ asked Mrs Kitto.
    

    
     ‘Aye, that’s right,’ said Holly. ‘Bill told me he’d lost his. Told me when I delivered him his soup.’ She grinned tightly at the older woman.
    

    
     ‘Well now, that’s news to me as well,’ said Sophie quickly, as she wrote it up in her notebook. ‘Looks like us locals, 
     
      all
     us locals,’ she stressed towards Mrs Kitto’s direction, ‘have something to add on days like this. I’m very grateful, Holly. I’ll go and have a word with Bill about it now.’
    

    
     She was about to leave and Mal felt she should speak up and save her a mission, but she was loath to draw the attention of a woman who appeared to be the village harridan. She had never seen her before, but that wasn’t surprising. Bookshops weren’t for everyone, and this one in particular didn’t strike Mal as a reader.
    

    
     If Mrs Kitto judged Holly, who’d been born in town, as an incomer, then God knows what she thought of Mal. She wasn’t concerned about the woman’s poor opinion, but she just didn’t wish to engage with her.
    

    
     As Sophie turned to leave, Holly piped up again. ‘Is it true about up at Liggan? The dead body.’
    

    
     Sophie stepped back towards the three women, her face severe. ‘Now, Holly. I don’t know who you’ve heard that from, but can I ask you not to repeat it?’
    

    
     ‘So, it’s true then?’
    

    
     ‘Holly!’ Looking cross, she glared at both Mal and Mrs Kitto. ‘Whatever is going on up there isn’t helped by people gossiping about it down here. Is it?’
    

    
     ‘Death comes to Golden again,’ said Mrs Kitto, ominously.
    

    
     ‘Please,’ said Sophie, with a slight pleading tone. ‘And it’s not a body. It’s old bones.’
    

    
     ‘I heard it was a child!’
    

    
     ‘Holly Champlain, I thought I made myself clear. Everything is under control, and there’s nothing to be alarmed about,’ she told Mrs Kitto, ‘or excited about.’ she continued, glaring at Holly. Then she looked at Mal. ‘Honestly, we’re not always like this.’
    

    
     ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ said Mrs Kitto, flustered at having been reprimanded by an officer of the law. Pulling her coat around her, she left the other three women, taking one of the narrow lanes heading uphill towards the chapel.
    

    
     ‘She is such a witch,’ said Holly, as the woman moved away. Mrs Kitto was close enough to have heard Holly but
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Dead Winter Bones.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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