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ONE



Thanet lay awake, staring into the darkness, ears tuned to catch the slightest sound from along the corridor. Beside him, Joan’s deep, even breathing told him that she was sound asleep. He glanced at the luminous dial of the clock. Midnight.


This was ridiculous.


Moving stealthily, so as not to disturb her, he set aside the bedclothes and padded to the door, shivering slightly as the cold night air penetrated his pyjamas. No one would have believed it was April. Since the rain stopped at around six o’clock the temperature had rapidly plummeted to below freezing point and the house was cooling fast. All the more reason to take a firm stand now.


He eased the door open and glanced along the corridor to Bridget’s room. Yes, as he thought, she was still up.


She was sitting at her desk, staring at the open book before her. Not by look, word or gesture did she acknowledge his presence as he came in.


‘Sprig,’ he said softly, the memory of past confrontations causing his resolution to crumble. ‘Don’t you think it’s time you gave up for the night?’


She stirred, then, like someone awakening from a long sleep, and glanced up at him. ‘I haven’t finished yet.’


‘But it’s past midnight!’


Her mouth set stubbornly. ‘I must finish this section.’


‘What is it?’


‘Biology. I told you. We’ve got this massive test tomorrow.’


‘But . . .’


‘Dad, leave it alone, will you? If it’s got to be done, it’s got to be done. If I go to bed without finishing I’ll never get to sleep.’


Her voice was rising, the familiar edge of near-hysteria, near-desperation creeping in, and once again, in the face of it, he was powerless.


‘All right. But try not to be too long.’ He bent to kiss the top of her head and switched on the electric fire before leaving.


What else could he have done? he asked himself as he returned to his own bed, snuggling up to Joan’s comforting warmth. If he had persisted there would have been floods of tears and when Bridget did get to bed she would have been too upset to sleep. How many other parents all over the country, he wondered, were at this very moment faced by precisely the same dilemma? He had heard plenty of tales of pre-examination traumas, but who could have guessed that the imminence of GCSEs would turn his cheerful, extrovert Bridget into a wan, anxiety-ridden ghost of her former self? The situation had been deteriorating steadily since Christmas, when she had failed several of her ‘mocks’, and lately a combination of overwork, lack of sleep and general listlessness had been giving Thanet and Joan real cause for worry. Endless discussions had brought them no nearer a solution and time and again they had reached the unsatisfactory conclusion that there was nothing they could do other than offer her reassurance and moral support, grit their teeth and stick it out.


Another couple of months and it would all be over, Thanet told himself yet again as he tried to compose himself for sleep. Until it was Ben’s turn . . .


Next morning Joan and Ben were brisk and energetic, Thanet and Bridget heavy-eyed and lethargic. It was Thanet’s turn to do the school run and when he dropped the children off he again noted Bridget’s dragging reluctance as she headed for the school gates. If only there were something he could do to help her. But you couldn’t fight all your children’s battles for them, he reminded himself as he drove off. Learning to cope alone was part of the painful process of growing up.


At this point, normally, his spirits would begin to rise. He loved his work, enjoyed the constant and varying challenge of it, the comforting familiarity of well-known faces, long-term relationships. But at the moment even this solace was denied him. After twenty years Superintendent Parker had retired, and the winds of change were sweeping through the sub-divisional police headquarters of Sturrenden, the small country town in Kent where Thanet lived and worked, in the shape of Superintendent Draco, a Welshman recently promoted from Cardiff.


Thanet glanced at his watch. He’d better get a move on, or he’d be late for the 8.45 morning meeting which Draco had instituted as part of the new regime.


Pater, the duty officer, greeted him with a grin. ‘Morning, sir. You’ll be pleased to hear they’ve decided to start on redecorating your office today.’


‘Oh, no . . . I thought it wasn’t going to be till next month.’


‘Change of plan, sir. DS Lineham is directing operations.’


‘What do you mean, “directing operations”?’


‘They thought it would be quicker and easier if your desks were moved next door.’


‘Oh, great.’


Upstairs the CID section was a hive of activity. In the main room a corner was being cleared to accommodate Thanet and Lineham and the corridor was crowded with desks, chairs, filing cabinets, noticeboards, stacks of files and decorators’ equipment.


Detective Sergeant Lineham, carrying a chin-high stack of folders, grimaced as Thanet advanced, scowling.


‘How are we supposed to get any work done, with all this going on?’


‘It won’t take long, sir. By the time you’re back from the meeting, we’ll be more or less straight.’


‘There are times, Mike, when I find your optimism positively nauseating. How long will they take to do our office?’


‘Two days, they say. Cheer up, sir, it’s all part of our new image.’ But all these upheavals were having an effect even upon the normally cheerful Lineham. His usual mischievous grin was conspicuous by its absence.


Thanet snorted in disgust. ‘New image! Stop provoking me, Mike. I was perfectly happy with things as they were.’


‘I must admit I’ll miss the map of Australia on the ceiling myself.’


‘Anything important come in since last night? I’m due at the meeting in five minutes.’


There was only routine stuff, however, and Thanet’s report to Draco was brief. He had to admit that the new Superintendent was efficient, and seemed to know exactly what he was trying to achieve. If only he didn’t have the unfortunate knack of putting people’s backs up . . .


‘One last point . . .’ Draco’s eyes, dark and diamond-bright as the anthracite in his native hills, glittered as he glanced from one man to the next, deliberately allowing his gaze to rest for a moment on each one. ‘I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: I want to know everything that goes on in my patch. Everything. So if someone nicks an old lady’s pension book or there’s a fight in a school playground, I want to be told about it. Vigilance is the key word, vigilance and efficiency. And efficiency, as far as we are concerned, means reports. Detailed, literate and accurate reports, which we will all actually read. So just make sure that everyone gets the message. That’s all for today. Thank you for your time.’


The phone rang as they began to file out and he snatched it up. ‘Draco.’ He listened for a moment then covered the receiver and called Thanet back, waving him into a chair.


Thanet studied him as he waited. Typically Celtish in appearance, Draco was short – barely regulation height, Thanet guessed – and thick-set, with close-cropped curly black hair and sallow skin. Even when, as now, he was in a passive role, he emanated controlled energy. It was in the tilt of his head, the intensity of his concentration, the rhythmic tapping of his forefinger on his desk.


‘Yes. Yes, I see. When was this? Yes . . . Yes . . . Definitely. Inform the SOCO and the CCTV sergeant . . .’


Thanet’s interest sharpened. If the Scenes-of-Crime Officer and Closed Circuit Television operative were being notified, it could only mean . . .


‘Yes, of course, the police surgeon too. DI Thanet will be along shortly. Yes.’


The phone went down and Draco focussed his attention on Thanet. ‘As you’ll have gathered, there’s been a suspicious death. Woman pulled out of the river at Donnington Weir. Found by an old lady walking her dog. You’d better get over there.’


‘Any sign of foul play, sir?’


‘That,’ said Draco, impaling Thanet with his glittering stare, ‘is what you’re going to find out.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Thanet turned to leave.


‘Oh, and Thanet . . .’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘When you have found out, I want to know about it. The lot.’


‘Right, sir.’


As he hurried upstairs, Thanet spared a moment to wonder if Draco was going to be able to content himself with being a mere administrator. This was what had always deterred Thanet from seeking promotion. He loved the investigative side of his work, the interviewing of witnesses and suspects, the intellectual challenge and supreme satisfaction of solving a difficult puzzle. To have found himself stuck behind a desk for most of his working life would be anathema to him. At this moment, he wouldn’t have changed places with Draco for all the incentives in the world.


In the CID room Lineham had managed to establish some sort of order and was busy sorting through files on Thanet’s desk. Thanet glanced around. All six Detective Constables were present, each conspicuously busy.


Thanet addressed the room at large. ‘Well, it looks as though we’re going to be stuck with each other for the next two days, and we’ll just have to make the best of it. Anyway, with any luck you won’t be seeing much of me. There’s been a suspicious death. A woman’s body, pulled out of the weir at Donnington.’


Heads turned and glances were exchanged as a ripple of excitement ran around the room. The unspoken word vibrated in the air. Murder?


‘Of course,’ Thanet went on, ‘we have no idea yet whether it was accident, suicide or murder, so don’t get too excited about it. Initially, Lineham and I will go and take a look, and Bentley and Swift will come with us.’ Swift was new to the section and his thin, dark face lit up with a look of ill-concealed satisfaction. Bentley, his usual phlegmatic self, merely nodded. Thanet tried to ignore the others’ evident disappointment. It was understandable, of course. Sturrenden was a fairly law-abiding community and possible murder cases were few and far between. ‘Naturally, if this turns out to be a potential murder investigation, you’ll all be involved, one way or another. So get your heads down and clear off as much routine stuff as possible.’ He turned to Lineham. ‘Anything urgent we’ve got to deal with before we go?’


‘Not really, sir, no.’


‘Right. We’ll be off, then.’


Thanet and Lineham took one car, Bentley and Swift another, in case they needed to divide forces later. It was market day in Sturrenden and the town was crowded with pedestrians thronging down the High Street to the large cobbled area of the Market Square, where traders who made their living moving from market to market would have been setting up their stalls since early morning. Donnington Weir was about two miles out of town but unfortunately was accessible by road only from the far side of the river. It was therefore necessary to cross the one and only river bridge, which as usual on market days was congested with traffic.


‘About time they found a new site for the market, if you ask me,’ grumbled Lineham as they queued to cross the river.


The policeman in Thanet agreed with Lineham, the private citizen thought that it would be a shame to sweep away a centuries-old tradition merely because of the inconvenience it caused. He contented himself with a non-committal grunt. In any case, there was no desperate rush. The SOCO and CCTV officer would have to get to Donnington and carry out their routine procedures before Thanet and his men could do very much. He gazed around at the colourful market scene. After yesterday’s rain it was good to see blue skies and sunshine. Canvas awnings flapped, clothes on display swung to and fro on their hangars in the brisk wind which had sprung up overnight and puffy white clouds scudded gaily eastwards towards the coast and the sea. Thanet spotted Helen Mallard, the wife of the police surgeon, buying fruit from one of the stalls and according its selection her customary care. A professional writer of cookery books, she shared with Bridget, Thanet’s daughter, a passionate interest in anything and everything to do with the preparation of food. She saw him and waved, came across.


He wound down the window.


‘Hello, Luke, how are you all? I haven’t seen Bridget for ages.’


Until Christmas she and Bridget used to get together once a week for what they called their ‘creative evenings’. It was also through Helen Mallard that Bridget had managed to land a commission to write a children’s cookery comer in the Kent Messenger. Lately, Thanet thought sadly, her interest even in that had waned.


He pulled a face. ‘The prospect of GCSEs is really getting her down.’


‘I gathered as much. Well, if she wants me, she knows where to find me. It might make a change, for her to come over one evening.’


‘I’ll mention it to her. Thanks, Helen.’


The car in front began to move.


‘See you.’


‘’Bye, Luke. Love to Joan.’


Ten minutes later they turned off the main road and drove down the gentle incline into the large public car park at Donnington Weir, a well-known local beauty spot on the river Sture. A grassy meadow studded with mature oaks stretches between car park and river, and on the far side the land rises in a wide landscape of gently rolling pastureland scattered with farms, oast houses, bams and cottages. It is a favourite place, especially in summer, for family picnics and local artists. On this brisk April morning, however, the parking area was occupied only by a few police cars, an ambulance and the old Rover which Doctor Mallard, Helen’s husband, stubbornly refused to part with.


Bentley and Swift pulled in alongside them and all four men put on wellington boots.


Thanet greeted the uniformed PC on duty beside the swing gate leading into the field. ‘Morning, Weaver. Which way?’ Thanet had been scanning the wide, grassy expanse, but could see no sign of activity. From here the river was invisible.


‘Over there, sir.’ Weaver pointed to a small stand of trees over to the left.


‘Right.’


The heavy frost had thawed, but the wind had not yet dried out the residual moisture and their boots made a swishing, squelching sound as they moved through ankle-high grass across ground still sodden from the winter rains. Nearer the water the ground fell away, sloping down to the footpath along the river bank which in summer was rarely without its complement of dog-walkers and strolling couples. This morning it was deserted save for the flurry of activity near the trees. A small, nattily dressed figure was approaching, bald head gleaming and half-moons twinkling in the sunshine.


‘Ah, reinforcements have arrived. Morning, everyone.’


‘Morning, Doc,’ they said, Thanet smiling with genuine pleasure. He was very fond of the little police surgeon, whom he had known since boyhood, and it always delighted him to see Mallard in the ebullient mood which had enveloped him since his second marriage. For many years before that Mallard had been a lonely embittered figure after the lingering death of his first wife.


‘You beat us to it, I see,’ said Thanet. ‘What’s the story?’


‘Well, she’s dead, all right.’ Mallard peered mischievously at Thanet over his glasses. ‘That what you wanted to know?’


Thanet tutted. ‘Come on, Doc, stop playing games.’


‘The young are always so impatient,’ murmured Mallard, putting down his bag and pulling out a notebook. He flipped it open. ‘Female, white, mid-forties, height 5′ 6″, weight about 9 stone, cause of death . . .’ He paused.


‘Well?’ demanded Thanet.


Mallard shut his notebook with a snap. ‘I’m not too sure I want to commit myself, as yet.’


‘She didn’t drown, then?’


‘She might have. On the other hand, she . . .’


‘. . . might not have!’ finished Thanet.


‘Precisely. Look, I’m sorry, but I can’t pronounce yet on this one. You know how tricky drownings can be. She might have had a cardiac arrest or a laryngeal spasm as a result of the shock of falling into the water, or . . .’


‘Or?’


Mallard shrugged. ‘There’s a nasty gash on the right temple. It’s difficult to tell, at the moment, whether or not she got it before or after she went into the river.’


‘You’ll do a diatom test?’


‘Definitely, yes.’


Thanet knew that this test would settle whether or not the woman had died before or after entering the water. Diatoms are microscopic algae, found in both sea and fresh water. Water is sucked into the lungs during drowning, and diatoms enter the bloodstream and are pumped to the heart, entering the body tissues. The presence of diatoms in these is therefore proof that the victim was alive on entering the water.


‘How long had she been in the river?’


Mallard shrugged. ‘Difficult to tell. But by the condition of her hands and feet . . . she went in some time last night, I’d guess.’ The doctor picked up his bag. ‘Well, must go now. See you later.’


As they made for the trees, Thanet was interested to note that he was feeling none of his usual qualms at viewing the body. The first sight of a corpse normally filled him with a complex and uncomfortable mixture of emotions, soon past but hard to endure while they lasted. This morning, however, his stomach was steady, his mind clear of the customary clogging apprehension. Why was that? he wondered. Because all signs of violence would have been washed away by long immersion? Or was it possible that at last he had outgrown his weakness?


Trace, the Scenes-of-Crime Officer, came to meet them. ‘Morning, sir. It looks as though she went into the water somewhere further up river. The undergrowth along the bank just here is pretty dense and there’s no way anyone could have dragged her through and dumped her without leaving traces of her passage. I understand they had problems enough getting her out . . .’


Thanet nodded a greeting at the two ambulancemen waiting near by before moving towards the body which was stretched out at the foot of a tree. Mallard’s description had told him what to expect, but the bald facts had conveyed no image of the reality. The woman, even in death, had an interesting face: high cheek-boned, with jutting nose and powerful jaw. Deep vertical creases between her eyebrows hinted at bad temper, short sight or periods of intense concentration. A strong character, he guessed, and perhaps a difficult one. He noted the gash on the right temple, mentioned by Doc Mallard, and stooped to look more closely. Yes, it had been quite a nasty blow. Her long hair, he saw, had been dyed; it darkened perceptibly at the roots.


Closer proximity made him notice her jewellery too: large, tear-drop pearl earrings with gold mounts and a triple choker of pearls. If genuine, they would cost a packet. He glanced at her left hand. Yes, there was a wedding ring, plain gold, and a modest engagement ring with three small diamonds. On the same hand she wore two other rings, both apparently gold, one of a twisted rope design, the other elaborately chased. And on her right hand she wore a large diamond cluster which, again if genuine, would probably pay the deposit on a modest house.


Her shoes were missing but her clothes, too, were interesting: a quilted anorak over a peacock blue cocktail dress with a heavily beaded and sequinned top. A strange combination, surely? He pointed it out to Lineham.


‘Hardly the sort of coat to wear over a dress like that.’


Lineham frowned. ‘Perhaps she was entertaining at home and just slung the anorak on to go outside for some reason?’


‘Possibly.’ Thanet glanced up at Trace, who was watching him. ‘Anything in the pockets?’


‘Just a handkerchief and a set of car keys, sir.’


‘Car keys . . . Did you notice any cars belonging to members of the public back there, Mike?’


Lineham invariably noticed cars.


The sergeant shook his head. ‘No, sir.’


‘We’ll check on the way back. So,’ mused Thanet, ‘no means of identification, so far.’


‘Sir?’ It was Swift, looking uncomfortable.


‘Yes?’


‘I don’t know whether I ought to say anything, as it’s so vague, but . . . I’m sure I’ve seen this woman before, somewhere.’


‘But you can’t remember where?’


‘No sir. It’s so frustrating. I’ve been racking my brains.’ Swift stared down at the dead face, as if willing it to provide him with the information. He shook his head. ‘It’s no good.’


Thanet clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, it’ll come. Just put it out of your mind, that’s the best way.’ He walked across to the river bank. To his right, a couple of hundred yards upstream, was the weir; eight or ten feet below him the swollen waters of the Sture, obscured by a dense tangle of undergrowth. Broken branches and trampled twigs confirmed Trace’s words about the difficulties of retrieving the body. ‘This where you got her out?’


‘Yes, sir.’ One of the uniformed PCs pointed. ‘If it hadn’t been for that tree, she’d be miles down river by now, we reckon. Her hair had caught on that tangle of branches. Apart from that she was floating free.’


The tree in question must have come down during the winter storms; it projected some fifteen feet into the river, its upper branches submerged and well out into the main current. Thanet could visualise the scene clearly, the body carried along by the swollen waters, accelerating as it approached the rush of water over the weir, the twisting tumble as it was carried over the lip into the churn of waters below, the sudden check as the woman’s abundant hair caught in the web of branches lying in wait beneath the surface . . .


‘Have you checked the bank upstream?’


‘We had a quick look, sir, but there’s no sign of a struggle, or of anything out of the ordinary.’


‘Good.’ But they would take another look all the same, thought Thanet. In any case, there was little point in cordoning off the area or setting up screens. He told the ambulancemen they could take the body away, then turned back to the uniformed men. ‘Who was first on the scene?’


‘We were, sir.’


Thanet addressed the older of the two patrolmen. ‘I assume it was a member of the public who discovered the body?’


‘Yes, a woman out walking her dog, sir. She lives in the cottage on the corner just up there, where you turn off the Sturrenden road to come down to the car park. We thought it would be OK for her to wait at home to give her statement. She was pretty shaken.’


‘Fine. Right. So this is what we do.’


Thanet despatched young Swift to take a statement from the witness, then ordered a further search of the river bank upstream, both above and below the weir.


‘Any news, report back to me. DS Lineham and I are going back to headquarters.’


Trudging back across the field Lineham said, ‘Looks as though we might have a problem with identification, sir.’


‘Mmm. I don’t know. It wouldn’t surprise me if it’s not too long before someone reports her missing. She looks pretty well-heeled, don’t you think? I should say she’s come up in the world.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘Those rings. Modest engagement ring, the rest of her jewellery – if it’s genuine – pretty expensive. Either her husband has had a successful career, or she has.’


‘She could have come downriver for miles,’ said Lineham.


Something in the Sergeant’s tone made Thanet glance at him sharply. Now that he came to think about it, Lineham had been unusually subdued all morning. Normally the prospect of a possible murder investigation aroused all the Sergeant’s enthusiasm.


‘Anything the matter, Mike?’


‘No. Why?’


Now Thanet was certain. He knew Lineham too well. But if the Sergeant didn’t want to talk about it . . . ‘Just wondered . . . Anyway, I think we’d better take a good look at a map. Come on.’


Back in the CID room they were still studying a large-scale map of the area when Pater, the Station Officer, came on the line. ‘I’ve got someone on the phone, sir, says his wife is missing. Sounds as though she could be the woman we pulled out of the river this morning.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Salden, sir. Lives at Telford Green.’


Which was in the right direction, upriver from Sturrenden on the river Teale, a main tributary of the Sture. ‘Put him on.’


‘Mr Salden? Detective Inspector Thanet here. I understand your wife is missing?’


‘Yes. I didn’t find out till this morning, but her bed hasn’t been slept in.’


‘I wonder, could you describe her for me?’


‘She’s five six, slim, long blonde hair, brown eyes . . .’


‘How old is she?’


‘Forty-five.’


‘I see. And do you happen to know what she was wearing last night?’


There was a pause. Then, ‘A deep blue cocktail dress, with those shiny things on the top . . . What d’you call them . . .?’


‘Sequins?’


‘Yes, that’s right, sequins.’ The man’s voice suddenly sharpened. ‘Why?’


Thanet sighed. This was one of the worst parts of his job, and he especially hated having to communicate news like this over the telephone. But it would be unfair and rather pointless to keep Salden in suspense while they drove out to Telford Green.


‘I’m sorry, Mr Salden, but I’m afraid I might have some bad news for you.’





TWO



‘Here we are, sir.’


For the last few minutes the two police cars had been running alongside the tall red brick wall of Telford Green Manor, where Salden lived, and now the gates had come into view. Lineham turned in past the little octagonal gatehouse and as arranged the other car continued on into the village.


Salden was due back shortly from a visit to the mortuary where, Thanet knew, he had confirmed that the dead woman was his wife. Thanet wasn’t looking forward to the interview. Above all things he hated questioning the newly bereaved, having to probe at a raw wound when the witness was least able to bear the pain. It had to be done, however, and if this turned out to be a murder case . . . well, Thanet was as aware as the next man that in cases of domestic murder it is the husband who is the most likely suspect.


Meanwhile, he and Lineham had been doing their homework and studying a large-scale map of the Telford Green area. The main road to Sturrenden, which lay five miles to the east, ran at this point more or less parallel to the river Teale, which flowed into the Sture two miles downriver. The road to Telford Green, a small community with a population of around 500, cut away diagonally, crossing the Teale in the centre of the village. The Manor grounds were sandwiched between the two roads and ran right down to the Teale on the far side of the bridge in the village.


The rest of Thanet’s team had been detailed to go into the centre of the village and work their way along the river bank, looking for signs of anything out of the ordinary.


The driveway to the Manor was about half a mile long, curving to the left between impressive mature oaks and copper beeches before straightening out in an avenue which afforded a fine view of the house, which was black and white, long, low and timbered.


Lineham whistled as it came into sight.


‘They can’t be short of a penny.’


As this was the Sergeant’s standard reaction to every dwelling bigger than a four-bedroomed detached, Thanet ignored it. What interested him much more was what was going on in front of it. A bulldozer was parked between a car and a police motorcycle, and a group consisting of a uniformed policeman, three men and two women seemed to be having a heated discussion. All six turned to look as Thanet’s car approached.


‘Wonder what’s up?’ said Lineham, parking neatly alongside the bulldozer.


They both got out.


‘Detective Inspector Thanet, Sturrenden CID,’ said Thanet, addressing the company at large. ‘What’s going on?’


They all started to speak at once, and Thanet raised a hand. ‘One at a time, please.’


One of the women stepped forward. ‘Is it true?’ she said. ‘About Mrs Salden?’


She was around fifty, short and dumpy, with untidy fluffy brown hair, a round ingenuous face and unfashionably uptilted spectacles. Her clothes were drab – brown tweed skirt, cream blouse with Peter Pan collar and a shapeless brown speckled cardigan.


‘Sorry,’ said Thanet, ‘you’re . . .?’


The woman flushed, an ugly brick red. ‘Edith Phipps,’ she said. ‘I’m Mrs Salden’s secretary. And this is Mrs Pantry, the housekeeper. And will you please tell these men that in the circumstances nothing can be done, for the moment, now that . . . Is it true?’ she repeated. ‘Is Mrs Salden really . . .?’


Thanet dragged his attention back from the fact that, without a single word being exchanged, he had taken an instinctive dislike to Mrs Pantry the housekeeper. ‘Er . . . yes, Miss Phipps, I’m afraid it has been confirmed. Mrs Salden is dead.’


‘Then I should think that settles it,’ said the uniformed PC to the other three men. ‘Sorry, sir, PC Kimberley. This is my patch, and Miss Phipps called me in to try and settle a dispute. These men are bailiffs. Mrs Salden has an order for possession against a chap called Greenleaf who’s been living in her woods and they’ve come to enforce it, as he’s been refusing to move after the notice expired.’


‘And the bulldozer?’ said Thanet.


‘Greenleaf lives in a ramshackle sort of hut, sir, that he built himself. The bulldozer was to demolish it.’


‘And I’m simply saying,’ broke in Edith Phipps, ‘that they can’t go on with this, now that the circumstances have changed.’ She was holding herself under a tight control, her hands, tightly clasped and white-knuckled, betrayed her agitation. ‘We don’t know if Mr Salden will still want to go ahead, and anyway he certainly won’t feel like being bothered with all this, when he gets back, he’ll be too upset. Please,’ she said to Thanet, ‘send them away. Otherwise there’ll be so much trouble . . .’


‘Trouble?’ Thanet looked at PC Kimberley.


‘The village people are opposed to the eviction, sir. A number of them are waiting down in the woods, near Harry’s – Greenleaf’s hut. I’ve sent to headquarters for reinforcements.’


‘Then I agree,’ said Thanet. ‘The eviction should be postponed. Mr Salden will have too much on his mind to be bothered with this sort of problem.’


The taller of the two bailiffs shrugged. ‘So long as you’re willing to take the responsibility, Inspector.’


‘I am.’


‘OK.’ He glanced around, as if reassuring himself that there were plenty of witnesses, then said, ‘Come on then, Ted, we’ll be off.’ And to the bulldozer driver, who had been standing by smoking a cigarette and looking bored, ‘You too, mate.’


The bailiffs got into their car and drove off. The other man shrugged, took his cigarette out of his mouth, spat, replaced the cigarette and then climbed into the seat of his cab.


‘Right,’ said Thanet. ‘If you’d just wait here, Kimberley, I’d appreciate a word with you later.’ He turned to the two women. ‘Shall we go indoors?’


His words were drowned by the full-throated roar of the bulldozer starting up, and he had to repeat them. Mrs Pantry led the way through the heavy oak front door into a huge entrance hall open right up to the roof rafters. A wide, highly polished oak staircase led up to a galleried landing. The stone-flagged floor was incongruously adorned with a modem bordered carpet square in strident tones of orange and green.


‘May I enquire which of you two ladies saw Mrs Salden last?’


The women looked at each other.


‘I did,’ said the housekeeper, reluctantly.


‘What time would that have been?’


‘About twenty to ten last night, when she left to visit her mother, in the village.’


‘I haven’t seen her since yesterday afternoon,’ said the secretary.


‘Right, well perhaps I could have a word with you later, Miss Phipps.’ He looked at the housekeeper. ‘Is there somewhere private, where we could talk?’


‘We could go into the kitchen.’


‘Fine.’


Thanet’s sitting-room and dining-room would both have fitted comfortably into the kitchen, which had evidently been built on to the house in the days when there was no servant problem and there would probably have been eight or ten people sitting down for meals at the long pine table. A row of bells, each labelled with the name of a room, hung near the door. Apart from its size it would be a pleasant room to work in, with a chestnut brown Aga exuding a comforting warmth, a more than adequate supply of oak-faced units, and yellow and white checked curtains at the windows, which looked out on to the back garden. A smell of baking hung in the air.


They all sat down at one end of the table.


‘Now then,’ said Thanet, ‘perhaps you could tell us about last night?’


While she talked he studied the housekeeper, seeking a reason for that apparently irrational recoil he had experienced upon being introduced to her. She was a big, raw-boned woman in her sixties, heavily built and . . . no, not clumsy, exactly . . . He sought the word. Graceless, yes, that was it, graceless in all her movements. Although she was wearing a flowered dress beneath a blue nylon overall she looked as though she would have been much more at home in trousers, her feet planted firmly apart on the quarry-tiled floor. Her hair was cropped, the ends chunky and uneven as though she had cut it herself, standing in front of a mirror. It was an unbecoming style, emphasising the strong masculine planes of her face, the heavily unplucked brows and beginnings of a moustache. Thanet wondered about the circumstances that had brought her here. Was she a live-in housekeeper or a daily, imported from the village? He asked her.


‘Oh, I’m full-time, live-in.’


‘And how long have you been with the Saldens?’


‘Eighteen months, now.’


Thanet was intrigued by the note of bitterness in her voice and he glanced at Lineham. Take over. He and Mike had worked together for so long they were like an old married couple, Thanet reflected as Lineham went smoothly into action. In this sort of situation there was rarely a need for them to communicate in words and Lineham was used to having to take over without warning. Thanet knew that one can often learn more about a witness by watching and listening than by conducting the interview oneself.


Mrs Salden’s disappearance had apparently been discovered at 7.30 a.m. when Mrs Pantry took up a tray of early morning tea. Her bed had not been slept in and although the housekeeper was surprised she was not really alarmed. She simply thought that Mrs Salden must have spent the night at her mother’s cottage in the village. It had happened before, from time to time.


‘Where was Mr Salden?’


‘They have separate rooms.’ The housekeeper’s mouth tightened in disapproval.


‘So what did he say, when you told him that his wife’s bed hadn’t been slept in?’


‘He seemed, well, contused, like. Put his hand to his forehead, as if he was trying to pull his thoughts together. He had just woken up, you know,’ she added defensively.


So Mrs Pantry’s loyalty lay with Salden rather than his wife, thought Thanet. Interesting, but scarcely surprising. Remembering the dead woman’s strong, determined face, he couldn’t really imagine her getting on well with this woman. What had soured the housekeeper so? he wondered. He tried to imagine her face transfigured by a smile or softened by tenderness, and failed. What a joyless life she must lead.


‘In fact, he told me he hadn’t got home till four this morning,’ she added.


‘Where had he been?’


‘At his mother-in-law’s place. She died about half-past three.’


‘And his wife was there, too?’


‘No. But I didn’t know that then, did I?’


‘Look,’ said the sergeant, ‘I’m getting a bit confused. Let’s go back, start at the beginning. Were Mr and Mrs Salden both here last evening?’


‘Early on, yes. They was having a dinner party, see.’


Hence the beaded dress, thought Thanet.


‘Many guests?’ said Lineham.


‘No, only two. Mr Lomax and . . . Miss Trimble.’


An interestingly scornful inflection, there, Thanet thought.


Lineham frowned. ‘Lomax . . . An unusual name . . . That wouldn’t be Mr Douglas Lomax, the borough councillor, by any chance?’


‘Yes, that’s right.’


Well done, Mike.


‘And Miss Trimble?’


‘Lives in the village. She’s always round here. Mrs Salden encouraged her.’ Mrs Pantry gave a disapproving sniff and brushed an imaginary piece of fluff off her nylon overall as if dismissing the undesirable Miss Trimble as of no importance.


‘She works here?’


A derisive snort. ‘She’s a hairdresser in Sturrenden. That unisex place at the bottom of the High Street.’


It certainly sounded an ill-assorted dinner party, thought Thanet. With an unusually small number of guests. A married couple might invite another couple for an informal supper, but to give a dinner party for a borough councillor and a hairdresser . . . He scented intrigue. What had been going oh?’


‘I see,’ said Lineham. ‘So what time did these guests arrive?’


‘Josie – Miss Trimble – came first. Bang on 7.30.’ Unfashionably punctual, her expression said, ‘Mr Lomax got here about a quarter of an hour later.’


Mrs Salden, it seemed, had come downstairs shortly after Josie’s arrival and had come into the kitchen to tell Mrs Pantry that dinner might have to be delayed, as the nurse had rung from old Mrs Carter’s cottage to say that the old lady was asking for Mr Salden. He had left at once, having arranged to ring at about eight to tell his wife what time he was likely to be back.


‘Odd, wasn’t it?’ said Lineham. ‘Asking for him, rather than for her daughter?’


A reproving look. ‘Mrs Carter was very fond of Mr Salden. Like a son he was, to her.’


‘I see. So it wasn’t unusual for the nurse to ring up and ask him to go and see the old lady?’


‘Well . . .’ For the first time, Mrs Pantry seemed unsure of her ground. ‘I dunno. I can’t say, I’m sure. I don’t know what half their phone calls is about. It’s just that last night I had to know, see, because of dinner getting spoiled.’


‘Quite . . . So what happened then?’


At eight o’clock Mr Salden had rung to say that he would be staying on at the cottage for a while, and that dinner should proceed without him.


‘Mrs Salden didn’t think of cancelling the dinner party?’ said Lineham.


‘Oh no. Why should she? She wasn’t to know it’d be any different this time. Mrs Carter has been ill for over a year, very ill . . . Cancer . . . There’s been many, many times when they thought she wouldn’t last the night, but she did. And when that keeps on happening, you get to expect just another false alarm, don’t you?’


Lineham nodded. ‘True.’


Mrs Pantry had then served dinner, and as soon as they had finished the last course, at about half-past nine, Mrs Salden had apparently rung the cottage, because a few minutes later she had come into the kitchen to say that she was just going to pop down to see her mother and to ask Mrs Pantry to serve coffee in the drawing-room. She didn’t expect to be long.


‘The guests didn’t leave at that point?’


A disapproving sniff. ‘Not they. Anyway,’ she added grudgingly, ‘as I was carrying the tray of coffee through I did hear Mrs Salden ask that Josie to wait till she got back, as she especially wanted to speak to her.’


‘But she didn’t come back?’


‘Not to my knowledge. Mr Lomax left about a quarter or twenty past ten, and I went to bed soon after.’


‘So you didn’t hear either Mr or Mrs Salden come in, or Miss Trimble leave?’


‘No. But she stayed till eleven, I believe.’


‘What makes you say that?’


‘There’s a note for Mr Salden, on the table in the hall. I was dusting,’ she added defensively, ‘and couldn’t help seeing it.’


Lineham was looking at Thanet. Anything else you want to ask?


Thanet gave an imperceptible shake of the head and stood up. ‘This note, Mrs Pantry. Is it still on the table in the hall?’


‘I think so, yes.’


‘Let’s go and see, shall we?’


He waited while she reluctantly dragged herself to her feet.





THREE



Mrs Pantry led them to a long oak table set against the wall at the far side of the hall and picked up a piece of paper. ‘Here it is.’ She handed it to Thanet.




10.35.     Marcia


Bernard rang. Is staying on at Holly Cottage. Don’t wait up.


     Josie.


P.S.


Waited until 11 p.m. then gave up. See you tomorrow,


after work. J.





Edith Phipps had been hovering near the stairs and now she approached them. ‘Excuse me, Inspector. I thought you’d like to know. Mr Salden’s home.’


Thanet turned. ‘Oh, thank you. Where is he?’


‘In the drawing-room. Through there.’ She pointed.


A knock at the door, then a second, brought no response. Thanet waited a moment longer, then lifted the latch and went in.


The room was long and low, ceiling and walls striped with ancient, honey-coloured oak beams infilled with white-painted plaster. Thanet didn’t think much of Marcia Salden’s taste; instead of the old rugs, mellow colours and antique furniture which the room demanded, it was furnished with a heavily patterned fitted carpet, modern dralon three-piece suite and – most incongruous of all – in the far corner, a cocktail bar. Salden was slumped in an armchair beside the inglenook fireplace. As they came in he raised his head in a dazed fashion and then put his hands on the arms of the chair preparatory to levering himself up, as if his legs alone were incapable of taking the strain.


‘Please,’ said Thanet, trying not to stare too obviously at an enlarged photograph hanging on the wall near by. Surely that was Princess Anne shaking hands with Salden? ‘Don’t get up.’


He introduced himself and he and Lineham sat down.


‘I understand that you have identified your wife?’


Salden nodded.


‘I’m sorry.’


Salden said nothing. He was considerably older than his wife, in his late fifties, Thanet guessed. Short and overweight, with round face, thinning hair and an aura of soft living, he would have passed unnoticed in any group of middle-aged businessmen, his conventional dark suit, sober tie and well-polished shoes almost the uniform of his class and status. Only the dazed look of someone in shock would have singled him out.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said. For the first time his eyes focussed on Thanet’s face. ‘What happened?’


Thanet shook his head. ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out. Do you feel you can answer a few questions?’


A nod.


‘When did you last see your wife, Mr Salden?’


Salden’s forehead wrinkled, as if this were an impossibly difficult question. ‘I . . . Oh God, I can’t seem to think straight. I’m sorry.’ He rubbed his hand across his eyes. ‘It must have been, oh, between a quarter and half-past seven last night.’


‘When you left to go down to the village, to visit your mother-in-law?’


‘Yes.’


‘But you spoke to Mrs Salden after that, I understand.’


Salden stared at Thanet. ‘Did I? Oh, yes, you’re right, I did. On the phone. I rang to tell her not to hold dinner for me. We had guests, you see.’


‘You were sufficiently worried about your mother-in-law not to want to leave her?’


‘Well, it was partly that. But she’d been asking for me, and when I got to the cottage she was asleep. I thought I’d better wait until she woke up. Over these last few months there’s been little enough we could do for her except be there, when she wanted us.’


‘Yes, I see. But you spoke to your wife again later, I believe?’


‘Did I?’ repeated Salden. He frowned, shook his head. ‘No I didn’t. I’m sure I didn’t.’


‘Didn’t she ring the cottage herself, soon after half-past nine?’


‘Ah, I see what you mean. Yes, Mrs Pantry told me . . . No, she must have spoken to Nurse Lint. I’d gone out, by then.’


‘But I understood you stayed with your mother-in-law until she died, in the early hours of this morning.’


‘Yes, I did. But I went out for a walk, earlier. Just for some fresh air . . .’


‘So you didn’t see your wife, when she went down to the cottage, after dinner?’


‘No. Nurse Lint told me she’d left shortly before I got back.’
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