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To Keith, again




ONE


As he swung into the drive Thanet felt distinctly smug. Joan had asked him to try to be home by six and it was one minute to. He was still smiling to himself at the thought of her surprise at his almost unprecedented punctuality when the front door was flung open and Ben came racing down the path.


‘Dad! You just had a phone call. There’s been a murder out at Ribbleden!’ At twelve Ben was still young enough to relish the more sensational aspects of his father’s police work and to enjoy parading his imaginary inside knowledge before his friends.


Thanet groaned. The fantasy of the long, lazy, thoroughly self-indulgent evening he had planned lingered tantalisingly in his imagination for a moment or two longer before fading reluctantly away. He gave Ben an accusing look. ‘And you shouldn’t have been listening, anyway.’


‘Oh come on, Dad! I can’t just go deaf every time the phone rings.’


‘You know perfectly well what I mean. But as you did listen, not a single word about it at Scouts tonight, do you hear?’


‘Oh, Dad!’


‘I mean it, Ben. I don’t want rumours flying around. If that’s all it turned out to be, a rumour, there could be all sorts of complications.’


‘Oh all right. If I must . . . On one condition . . .’


‘Condition, my foot! If you think I’m going to submit to blackmail . . .’


‘Blackmail?’ said Joan, as they reached the front door. She looked harassed.


Thanet shook his head. ‘A joke.’ He kissed her. ‘We’ve got a problem, I gather.’


Joan, a probation officer, was due at a meeting at six thirty and it had been arranged that Thanet should do the Scout run and, later, pick Bridget up from Doc Mallard’s, where she and Mrs Mallard were having one of what they called their ‘creative’ evenings. Helen Mallard was a well-established writer of popular cookery books and Bridget’s love of cooking had forged a strong bond between them.


‘Not any more. It’s all organised.’ Joan was fishing in her handbag for her car keys. ‘If you could manage to take Ben and the others to Scouts, as arranged, Jane Orton will fetch them home. And Helen will bring Bridget back when they’ve finished their session.’


‘Fine. Thanks. Ben, disappear for a few minutes, will you? Go on. Your mother’s in a hurry.’ Thanet waited until Ben had gone into the living room and shut the door, then turned to Joan. ‘So, what’s it all about? Ben said something about a murder out at Ribbleden.’


‘That’s right – well, a suspicious death, anyway. I don’t know the details, but here’s the address. I hope I didn’t jump the gun, but as I had to ring Helen Mallard anyway, I arranged for you to pick up Doc Mallard on the way, as she’ll be needing his car to bring Bridget home. Hers is in for servicing.’


‘Thanks, that’s fine. Off you go then, love.’ Thanet paused. ‘What’s the matter?’


Joan was hesitating.


‘That address. High Gables, Ribbleden . . . Damon Tarrant lives there.’


‘Damon . . . ? Ah . . . Possession of drugs, right?’


Joan nodded.


‘The poor little rich boy.’


‘I wish you wouldn’t call him that!’


Thanet held up his hands in apology. ‘All right, I’m sorry. But why so uptight?’


Joan hesitated. ‘He didn’t turn up for his appointment this afternoon,’ she said reluctantly.


‘I see . . . And now you’re worried in case he had something to do with this . . . suspicious death.’


‘Well, not worried, exactly, not in that sense. Concerned would be a better word. He is only eighteen, after all.’


‘Were you told who the victim is?’


Joan’s mouth turned down at the corners. ‘His mother . . . Of course, his not turning up for an appointment could be purely coincidental.’


‘True. But in any case, there’s absolutely nothing you can do about it at the moment, so you’d better get off. You’re going to be late as it is. I’ll let you know what the situation is when I get home. OK?’


Joan nodded. ‘I suppose you’re right. But . . . Oh goodness, it’s twenty past already. I must fly.’


Thanet gave her a quick kiss and a gentle push towards the front door.


‘Ben?’ he called. ‘Ready?’


Doctor Mallard, the police surgeon, was ready and waiting when Thanet’s car pulled up outside the bungalow transformed since Mallard’s recent remarriage by fresh paint, new curtains and a garden full of flowers instead of weeds. Every time he passed it Thanet would marvel at the difference this marriage had made to his old friend after the years of sadness and depression which had followed the death of the little doctor’s first wife. The man himself had also taken on a new lease of life. Gone was the irritability which had made him so uncomfortable to work with, the scruffy, down-at-heel clothes and unpolished shoes. Watching him now as he walked briskly down the path to the car Thanet offered up a brief prayer of gratitude on his friend’s behalf.


Helen Mallard and Bridget appeared at the front door, waving. Thanet got out of the car. ‘Thanks for helping out, Helen,’ he called.


She smiled and made a dismissive gesture. ‘Any time.’


‘It’s very kind of Helen to take so much trouble over Bridget,’ said Thanet as they moved off. ‘Joan and I really appreciate it, and I know Bridget does.’


‘Nonsense. She really enjoys having someone to share her ideas with. It’s a relief for me to get out tonight. I’m definitely persona non grata on Thursday evenings.’ But Mallard’s indulgent smile belied his words. ‘She says Bridget is very talented.’


‘The admiration is mutual, I assure you.’


‘Anyway, tell me a bit more about this case. Joan didn’t say much on the phone.’


‘I don’t suppose I know much more than you. A suspicious death at Ribbleden. A Mrs Tarrant.’


‘Of High Gables? Good grief!’


‘You know her, then?’


‘I have met her a few times. Know of her, would be more accurate.’


‘Well?’


‘Well what?’


‘Don’t be tantalising. What do you know of her?’


‘Far be it from me to pass on gossip,’ said Mallard, primly.


Glancing at his companion Thanet caught the mischievous glint above the lenses of the half-moon spectacles. ‘Don’t be infuriating, Doc. If this turns out to be a murder case . . .’


‘It’s just that she has something of a reputation, that’s all.’


‘For what?’


‘Promiscuity.’ Mallard was no longer smiling. ‘And as a matter of fact, it’s not just gossip. I know of at least one marriage she destroyed. It’s a number of years ago now, but the husband was a friend of mine. What I found so hard to swallow was the fact that she’d just been playing around with him. He thought it was the great love of his life, but when it came to the crunch and his wife left him, taking the children with her, and he suggested to Nerine Tarrant that she get a divorce and marry him, she just laughed at him. He was left with nothing.’


‘His wife didn’t come back?’


Mallard shook his head. ‘Said the whole experience had been so humiliating and so disillusioning that she could never trust him again.’


‘So what happened to him?’


‘He left the area, soon afterwards. Last I heard, he was thinking of emigrating.’


‘Nerine . . . It’s an unusual name.’


‘Just what I said, when I first heard it. Apparently Mrs Tarrant’s father was very fond of flowers and named his daughters after two of his favourites, Nerine and Daphne. He owned a nursery, but he died some years ago and Daphne now runs it – very efficiently, I believe.’


‘A real mine of information, aren’t you, Doc?’


‘I get about . . . And don’t forget, Luke, I’ve been living in the area since before you drew your first breath. Turn left here.’


Ribbleden lay at the heart of an unspoiled area of countryside south of Sturrenden, the country town in Kent where Thanet lived and worked. Protected from coachloads of tourists by the maze of narrow twisting country lanes which surrounded it, the village was a sight to gladden the heart of any photographer in search of calendar material. Village green, pond with ducks, picturesque pubs and period houses, they were all there. At this hour of a fine June evening the place was deserted. Presumably the entire population was either eating its evening meal or glued to its television sets.


A moment or two later Thanet was kicking himself for being so naive. As they rounded a bend he saw that the entire population of Ribbleden seemed to be clustered around some tall iron entrance gates.


Mallard frowned. ‘The ghouls are out in force I see.’


‘As usual,’ said Thanet grimly.


The crowd parted reluctantly to allow the car through, closing behind it like the Red Sea behind the Israelites. Ahead, a curving drive led to a substantial Victorian redbrick house ornamented with the gables, pinnacles and turrets so beloved of that era. A number of police and private cars were parked on the gravel near the front door.


‘Lineham’s here, I see,’ said Mallard, nodding in the direction of a red Ford Escort. ‘How is he these days? He seems a lot more cheerful, I must say.’


‘Yes, he’s pretty buoyant at the moment.’


‘Recovered from not getting his promotion last year, has he?’


‘I think so, yes.’


‘Is he going to try again?’


‘No, he seems pretty determined not to.’ Privately, Thanet thought this a wise decision. Mike Lineham was a first-rate sergeant, but he lacked the extra flair essential for the higher rank. In Thanet’s opinion Lineham would never have made the application in the first place if it hadn’t been for his wife. Louise was both determined and ambitious.


‘That’ll suit you, I should think.’


‘True. There’s no one I prefer to work with.’


Thanet got out and stood for a moment taking in his surroundings. The drive continued around the left side of the house and disappeared, presumably in the direction of the garages. The whole place had an air of complacent prosperity. The gravel was weed-free, the lawns and flower-borders well maintained, the house itself, despite its size, in excellent order.


‘What does Mr Tarrant do?’


‘He’s a surgeon at Sturrenden General, with a prosperous private practice.’


Thanet grinned. ‘You’re in the wrong branch of your profession, Doc.’


Mallard smiled back. ‘Bit late to do anything about it now.’


‘Ah, there’s Lineham.’


The detective sergeant had appeared round the right-hand corner of the house. He raised a hand in greeting, then beckoned. The two men began to walk towards him.


‘Evening Mike. Not inside?’


‘Evening, sir, Doc. No. This way. She fell,’ the sergeant explained, ‘from a first-floor balcony onto a stone terrace. Broke her neck, by the look of it.’


‘And you don’t think it was an accident, presumably?’


Lineham shrugged. ‘Difficult to see how. The balcony rail is just that little bit too high for her simply to have overbalanced.’


‘I see.’ Thanet’s tone was abstracted and unconsciously his pace had quickened. They were approaching the corner of the house and he was steeling himself for the moment he dreaded, that first sight of the corpse. He wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.


‘Here we are, sir.’


It was the familiar scene of disciplined activity. Sketches were being made, measurements and photographs taken. Trace, the Scenes-of-Crime Officer, was waiting for the police surgeon officially to pronounce death before launching on the painstaking task of taking his samples. And at the heart of it all lay the inanimate object that had once been the miracle that is a live human being. Thanet took a deep breath and moved forward to look as Mallard dropped to his knees beside the body.


Nerine Tarrant lay sprawled on her back on the wide stone terrace, limbs splayed, neck at an unnatural angle, feet pointing away from the house. She must have been in her early thirties, Thanet thought, and even now, in death, was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen: classic oval face, high cheekbones, and a Dallas-style tumble of long dark expensive curls. Already, in mid-June, her skin was tanned to a rich honey (sunbed? he wondered), and her simple linen dress the colour of an unripe lemon enhanced the slim youthful body, the long shapely legs. A second, closer look told him that he had underestimated her age. The faintest lines at the corners of eyes and mouth reminded him that Damon Tarrant, aged eighteen, was her son. Late thirties, then, he decided. But exceedingly well preserved. He would guess that a great deal of money had been spent on maintaining that youthful façade. And to what end? To die only half-way through her allotted span in the garden of her own home on this tranquil June evening. No one deserved an end such as this.


Thanet’s gaze swung upwards. A white-painted wooden balustrade edged the covered balcony which ran right along this side of the house at first-floor level. An unusual feature for a Victorian house, surely? Perhaps this section had been added on later. On the ground floor two sets of french windows led out onto the terrace and stepping back he could see that there were two matching sets on the balcony above, one open, one closed.


‘Her bedroom and sitting room,’ said Lineham’s voice in his ear. The two men had been working together for so long that the sergeant could gauge to a second the right moment to break into Thanet’s thoughts. ‘The open windows lead into the sitting room. The bedroom windows are locked.’


‘And there’s no other access to the balcony?’


Lineham shook his head.


‘Have you looked at the sitting room yet?’


‘Only a quick glance. There’s no sign of a struggle, if that’s what you’re thinking. And the balcony rail is about three foot six high. At a guess, Mrs Tarrant was around five seven, so the rail would have come roughly to the top of her thighs.’


Thanet glanced from balcony to body and back again. ‘From the way she’s lying it looks as though she came over head first, wouldn’t you agree?’


‘Yes. Did a somersault, I’d say.’


‘Did you bring up the question of suicide, with her husband?’


‘Touched on it, that’s all. He’s pretty shocked, of course, I thought it could wait. But he dismissed the idea out of hand.’


‘They always do,’ said Thanet. ‘All the same, in this case I’d think it a pretty remote possibility. If you really want to kill yourself there are far more certain ways of doing it. That balcony can’t be much more than – what? – fifteen feet from the ground?’


‘Something like that, yes.’


‘If you threw yourself from that height you’d quite likely end up in a wheelchair for the rest of your life . . . No, I think we can safely rule out suicide.’


‘Or accident, sir, surely. I mean, if she’d been leaning on the rail and just fallen, either because she was dizzy, or drunk, or even drugged . . .’


‘Are there any indications, up there, that she had either been drinking or taking drugs?’


‘No, sir, not that I could see. But as I said, I only took a quick look . . . I was just speculating.’


‘Right, sorry, go on.’


‘Well, if she just toppled over, for whatever reason, surely she would be lying closer in to the house.’


‘I would have thought so, yes. She could have been sitting on the rail, I suppose.’


‘Most unlikely,’ said Lineham promptly. ‘It’s too narrow, only about three inches wide.’


‘Hmm. Well, it looks as though you’re right, and she was helped on her way. If she was leaning on that rail, all anyone would have to do would be to bend down, lift her legs off the ground, give one hard shove, and that would be it.’


Mallard closed his bag with a snap and stood up.


‘Well, Doc?’ said Thanet.


‘I’d be very surprised if the PM shows she died of anything but a broken neck. One never knows, of course, the unexpected is always a possibility . . . But there seems to be no sign of a struggle. Difficult to see how she could have fallen over of her own accord, though.’


‘That’s what we thought . . . If she’d taken any drugs, would you be able to tell?’


‘Here and now, you mean?’


‘Yes.’


‘Unlikely – though it would depend on what they were and how and when they were taken. Most tablets dissolve pretty quickly and are absorbed into the bloodstream, so it’s impossible to tell until the analyst has had a go at some samples.’


‘What about constriction of the pupils?’ said Lineham.


‘Unreliable. It’s quite normal for pupils to be either dilated or constricted after death, and you sometimes even get irregular dilation, with one pupil much larger than the other. Anyway, this woman’s look all right to me.’


‘And injection marks?’ persisted Lineham.


‘There are certainly no obvious punctures, but as you know, they’re not always visible. Is there any suspicion that she was involved with drugs?’


‘No, none, at the moment,’ said Thanet. ‘It’s just that her son was up on a drugs charge recently.’


‘Hard drugs?’


‘No. Cannabis.’


‘In that case, in the present economic climate, I think you’ll find it difficult to make a case for drug tests to be done.’


‘I doubt that we’d even suggest it, at the moment. We’re just looking at possibilities. We might ask for an alcohol test, though.’


‘Fair enough. Right, well if that’s all . . . Any chance of getting someone to run me home, Luke?’


‘Yes, of course. Er, just one more question, Doc . . .’


‘I thought you wouldn’t let me get away without asking. Time of death, of course . . . When was the body discovered?’


‘Five forty-five,’ said Lineham.


‘Yes, well I’d put it at any time within the last four or five hours.’


‘From two o’clock onwards, then,’ said Thanet.


‘Something like that.’


The two men escorted Mallard to a car and then turned back to look up at the house.


‘Have you had a chance to find out anything about the household yet, Mike?’


‘Mr Tarrant, Mrs Tarrant, their son, Mr Tarrant’s mother and her companion.’ Lineham was ticking off his fingers. ‘And Mrs Tarrant’s sister lives in the coach house at the back of the premises with another woman. I’m not sure of her connection with the family, but the local bobby is here, PC Driver. He’ll be able to fill us in, I’m sure.’


‘I’ll have a word with him later. You’ve been busy, Mike. Well done. Who discovered the body?’


‘The husband.’


‘Ah.’


The two men exchanged glances. There was no need to say what they were both thinking. In a domestic murder, the police always look first at the husband, then at the person who discovered the body. When the two were one and the same . . .


‘And he’s very cut up, you say.’


‘Certainly seems it, yes.’


‘Where is he?’


‘In his study.’


‘Right, we’ll go and have a word with him. But we’ll take a quick look at Mrs Tarrant’s sitting room first. I just want to get the geography clear in my mind.’


As they set off briskly for the front door Lineham said, ‘Surprising how often the old chestnut, comes up, isn’t it, sir? You know, “Did she fall, or was she pushed?” ’


‘Yes. Though in this case there doesn’t seem to be much doubt about the answer. The point is, why?’




TWO


The massive front door of High Gables was surrounded by panels of stained glass depicting the four seasons. The house faced west and as Thanet and Lineham entered the sun streamed in, creating a brilliant multicoloured archway on the white-tiled floor of the hall. Had this been the magical effect the architect intended? wondered Thanet as he and the sergeant paused for a moment to exclaim. Then Lineham led the way past tall green plants in huge white ceramic pots, up the green-carpeted stairs and along a corridor to Nerine Tarrant’s sitting room.


Here, the predominant colour was blue: powder-blue carpet, pale blue curtains with deep blue patterned borders, and an entire wall covered with a collection of blue-and-white plates. The room was saved from coldness by touches of a deep vibrant pink in upholstery and cushions, and by the lavish arrangement of summer flowers in a glossy pink bowl on a table near the open french windows.


Thanet crossed to the balcony, which was about five feet wide and furnished with white cane chairs and table. Lineham was right. The rail was around three foot six high and it was difficult to see how Nerine could possibly have fallen over without being pushed, even if she had had a sudden attack of vertigo.


Thanet turned back into the sitting room and wandered around, hands clasped behind his back to remind himself to resist the urge to touch. It was an attractive room, yet now that he looked at it more closely there was something subtly wrong with it. What was it? Pondering the question, he stooped to examine a photograph: Nerine Tarrant and her husband on their wedding day, posed against a background of silver birches and daffodils naturalised in grass. Tarrant was gazing adoringly down at his bride, while she . . . She was directing a brilliant, seductive smile at the photographer. Was he being unfair? Thanet wondered. Was this impression of her unjustifiably coloured by what Doc Mallard had told him? He looked again, noting the determined tilt of the chin, the proprietorial hand laid casually on her new husband’s arm. There was no doubt, looking at the photograph, who was going to be the giver and who the taker in this marriage.


Greedy whispered a little voice in his brain, and he thought, that’s it, that’s what’s wrong with this room. It was too crowded, too cluttered with objects, as though Nerine hadn’t known when to stop, how to say no to herself. Had this attitude carried over into her relationships?


‘A real looker, wasn’t she?’ Lineham was peering over his shoulder.


‘What’s her husband like?’ said Thanet. According to the photograph, tall and slim, as fair as Nerine was dark. How had the years dealt with this young man so patently in love with his fairytale bride? ‘No,’ he went on as Lineham opened his mouth to speak, ‘don’t tell me. I’d rather judge for myself.’


Down the stairs again, across the hall and around a corner. As they entered a corridor a young woman with long brown hair caught up in a ponytail closed a door half-way along, glanced at them, then hurried away in the opposite direction.


‘Who was that?’ said Thanet.


Lineham shook his head. ‘No idea. Old Mrs Tarrant’s companion, perhaps? In any case, she was coming out of Tarrant’s study.’


It was a square, masculine room furnished with club-style leather chairs, tall bookshelves filled with leather-backed volumes and an impressive antique kneehole desk in glowing mahogany. There were two people in the room, a man and an older woman. Tarrant was sitting at his desk, head in hands, in an attitude of despair, the woman standing beside him, hand on his shoulder. He glanced up as the door opened. He looked dazed.


Thanet immediately experienced a painful wave of empathy. How would he feel, in Tarrant’s position? And how could he possibly question a man in this state, and at such a time? It was the part of his job that he hated most, tormenting people when they were at their most vulnerable. Many of his colleagues, he knew, disagreed. They took the view that now would be the time to press home the advantage. The end, they argued, justified the means, and in pursuit of the truth all other considerations should be put aside. Thanet was equally determined to get at the truth – but not in such a way that he wouldn’t be able to live with himself afterwards. What is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul?


‘This is Detective-Inspector Thanet, Mr Tarrant,’ said Lineham.


The man nodded. ‘Do sit down,’ he said, waving his hand at some chairs.


Thanet and Lineham complied, Thanet pulling a chair up to the other side of the desk, Lineham retreating to one against the wall.


‘I’d better be going, then, Roland,’ said the woman.


‘Oh, Beatrix, forgive me . . .’ Tarrant rubbed a hand wearily across his eyes and forehead. ‘Inspector, this is Mrs Haywood, who has been kind enough to keep me company. She lives in the coach house, with my wife’s sister. She . . .’ He shook his head as if to clear it, preparatory to giving some apparently complicated explanation.


‘I don’t suppose the Inspector wants to hear about me,’ said Mrs Haywood. Tall and angular, with untidy greying hair escaping from a bun, she was wearing what Thanet privately labelled ‘arty’ clothes: long flower-sprigged skirt with a wide flounce at the hem, shapeless white blouse, a felt waistcoat with flowers appliquéd down the front and several indian cotton scarves, loosely tied and floating around her as she moved. She was, understandably, looking pale and shaken. ‘I’ll be back later, Roland.’


‘Perhaps we could have a word with you afterwards, Mrs Haywood?’ said Thanet.


‘Oh . . . Yes, of course.’


Thanet waited until she had gone, then turned back to Tarrant. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you at a time like this, Mr Tarrant, but I’m afraid that I really shall have to ask you a few questions.’


Tarrant waved a hand, wearily.


‘I quite understand. Yes, of course I do.’ It sounded as though he was trying to convince himself. ‘You’ll want to know when I found her . . .’ His voice thickened and he swallowed, hard.


‘That’s right. And one or two other details . . .’


‘Of course, of course.’ Tarrant made a visible effort to pull himself together, sitting up straighter and squaring his shoulders.


The surgeon had not worn as well as his wife, Thanet thought. Although well groomed, there was a visible paunch beneath the expensive dark suit, and the abundant fair hair had receded and thinned to little more than a token covering of the scalp. The dryness which is so often the bane of the fair-skinned had created a network of fine lines on his forehead and around the pale blue eyes. He looked a good ten years older than her.


Thanet sat down again.


‘Perhaps we could begin by asking you to tell us exactly what happened when you got home this afternoon, sir?’


‘Yes . . .’ Tarrant frowned and massaged the side of his forehead for a moment or two with tiny circular movements, as though trying to erase a pain – or perhaps reactivate a memory he had tried to blot out?


Behind him, through the open window, the garden stretched serene, the trees at the far end washed with an almost eerie crimson glow from the setting sun.


‘I got home at about, oh, twenty to six, I suppose. I went straight upstairs. Nerine – that’s my wife – was usually in her sitting room at that time of day. But she wasn’t there, so I knocked at her bedroom door. It was locked, so I knew she couldn’t be in there, either . . .’


‘I’m sorry to interrupt,’ said Thanet. ‘But perhaps you could just clarify that statement?’


‘Clarify . . .?’ Tarrant looked puzzled, then his brow cleared. ‘Oh, I see what you mean. Well, my mother lives with us, and she has a passion for clothes, jewellery and make-up – especially my wife’s clothes, jewellery and make-up, I’m afraid. She is suffering from Alzheimer’s disease – senile dementia – so she’s rather confused and finds it difficult, after living here all her life, to understand that some parts of the house are out of bounds, so to speak, and that everything in the house is not hers to do what she likes with. Once or twice she’s made rather a mess of my wife’s bedroom and eventually my wife got into the habit of locking the door whenever she left the room. So this afternoon, when I found the bedroom door locked, I knew she wouldn’t be in there.’


‘I see. Thank you.’


‘So I went downstairs, looked in the drawing room and the kitchen, but I couldn’t find her anywhere . . . Then I thought, it’s a lovely afternoon, perhaps she’s still sunbathing in the garden. So I went out onto the terrace and . . . and found her.’


Abruptly, Tarrant swivelled around in his chair to gaze out of the window.


Thanet guessed that he was fighting for control. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t suppose I can even begin to imagine how painful this must be for you.’


Tarrant swung back. ‘At least you didn’t say “I know how painful this must be for you.” God, when I think of how often I’ve said those very words myself, to people whose relations had died . . . You just have no idea, no conception of what it’s really like, until it happens to you – and of course, you never really expect it to. Tragedies are things that happen to other people.’ He shook his head despairingly. ‘I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear all this. Please, go on. Ask me all the questions you want.’ Then go, go and leave me alone, for God’s sake. The man’s unspoken cry was almost audible.


‘Look, I’m not sure that you’re really in a fit state to be questioned at the moment. Perhaps we could go away for a while, come back later, when you’ve had a little more time to recover from the shock . . .’


‘Recover!’ Tarrant gave a harsh, bitter, laugh. ‘Oh, make no mistake about that. I’m never going to recover from this, Inspector. Never. I can’t even begin to imagine life without her . . . So you might as well ask your questions. Now is as good a time as any.’


The outburst seemed to have helped. Tarrant was looking much more in command of himself.


‘Very well . . . When you went into your wife’s sitting room, did you go out onto the balcony?’


‘Not actually out onto it, no. I did walk across as far as the french windows, just to see if she was out there.’


‘So how long, in all, would you say this process of looking for your wife took?’


‘Five minutes?’


Lineham made a note. Thanet could visualise it. Body found 5.45 p.m.


‘Did you see anyone during this time?’


Tarrant shook his head. ‘No.’


‘I understand that your mother has a companion?’


‘Marilyn Barnes, yes. Perhaps I should explain that, contrary to the impression I may have given just now, we lead separate lives, Inspector. Fortunately this house is constructed in such a way as to make that possible. It is, broadly speaking, shaped like an H. The hall and staircase form the central section; my wife, my son and I live in one of the long, vertical arms, my mother, Miss Barnes and her small son in the other. My mother, as I said, does tend to wander, rather, but part of Miss Barnes’s job is to try to prevent that happening.’


‘What about your son? Was he home at the time?’


‘No. I noticed his car was missing, when I parked mine.’


Thanet did not betray his quickened interest. For the first time there was something not quite straightforward in Tarrant’s tone . . . Nothing as definite as a lie, but a reservation of some kind . . .


‘Has he come home, since?’


‘No.’


‘So he doesn’t even know about his mother’s death yet?’


Tarrant shook his head.


‘Do you know where he is?’


An uneasy laugh. ‘You can’t have any teenagers or you wouldn’t be asking that question, Inspector. When he goes out, I never know where he is, how long he’s going to be or who he’s with.’


Then you have been far too lax with him. Battles or no battles, Thanet was determined that his children’s adolescence was going to have some kind of positive framework, however long they had to spend hammering out the rules together. Freedom should be a common goal, independence something to be worked for by parents and children alike, not a dangerous weapon carelessly bestowed upon those too immature to know how to handle it.


‘How old is he?’


‘Damon? Eighteen.’


‘He’s still at school?’


‘No. He’s very bright, and took his A levels early, last year. He’s having a year out while he tries to decide what to do.’


‘He has a job?’


Tarrant shook his head, regretfully. ‘Not at the moment.’


Thanet was thinking of that missed appointment with Joan. ‘So you have no idea whether he was at home, earlier in the afternoon?’


‘None, I’m afraid. Look here, Inspector, why all this interest in Damon? If he’d been here earlier, and seen his mother fall, do you seriously think he wouldn’t have reported it, or rung me, immediately?’


‘I’m just trying to get a clear picture of the situation in the house, this afternoon,’ said Thanet evasively.


‘But why?’ Tarrant’s suspicions were aroused now and he was staring at Thanet as if trying to read his mind.


‘In the case of a sudden death we have to investigate the circumstances as thoroughly as possible.’


‘Now wait a minute. You’re not suggesting – you can’t be suggesting that my wife’s death was anything but a simple accident? My God! That is what you’re suggesting, isn’t it?’


‘I’m not suggesting anything at the moment, Mr Tarrant. I’m merely trying to find out what happened. But I think it only fair to tell you – and I’m sorry, because I know that this will cause you additional distress – that we have to take the possibility into consideration.’


Tarrant jumped up out of his chair and stood glaring down at Thanet, running a hand over his head. ‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this! You surely don’t think she was . . .’ But he couldn’t bring himself to say the word and for a moment there was total silence in the room.


‘Mr Tarrant, please, do sit down again. I assure you that at the moment I have a completely open mind. Nevertheless, you must see that I have to consider the possibility.’


‘But why? Who could possibly want to . . .?’


‘That is one of the questions I have to ask you.’


Tarrant shook his head in bewilderment and subsided into his chair. ‘The idea is preposterous. There’s no one, no one . . .’


‘Well, perhaps you could help us by giving us some idea of what your wife was going to do today.’


But Tarrant was still staring at Thanet, trying to adjust himself to this new and appalling idea.


‘Mr Tarrant?’ said Thanet, gently.


‘Sorry . . . I . . . What did you say?’


Thanet repeated his question.


Tarrant made an effort to concentrate, blinking and again pressing his fingers into his temples.


‘Nothing special, so far as I know. She always has . . . had her hair done, on Thursday afternoons.’


‘Where?’


Tarrant told him, and Lineham made a note.


‘But apart from that, you had no idea of how she was going to spend her day?’


‘Sorry, no.’


‘When did you last see her?’


‘After breakfast. I went up to say goodbye to her. She always has a tray in her room.’


‘And she seemed perfectly normal?’


‘Yes.’ Tarrant shook his head. ‘If I’d only known that was the last time I’d see her alive . . .’


How often, Thanet wondered, had he heard these words from shocked and grieving relatives, anxious to have bestowed upon that final encounter some special significance. But he knew that this is possible only if one always treats one’s loved ones as if seeing them for the last time, an impossible counsel of perfection.


‘And she was well? No complaints about dizziness, for example?’


Tarrant hesitated and Thanet could almost hear him thinking. If I say yes it would be such an easy way out . . . ‘No.’ The regret in his voice was evident.


‘She wasn’t taking any medication?’


Tarrant shook his head.


‘Or drugs of any kind, in fact?’


Thanet hoped he had slipped that particular question tactfully in, but Tarrant reacted strongly.


‘Drugs? What do you mean? What are you implying?’ But he didn’t wait for a reply. ‘Oh, I see . . . Now look here, Inspector, just because Damon had a spot of trouble over cannabis, it doesn’t mean that this is a household of junkies. My God, you never miss a trick, do you?’


‘I only meant . . .’


‘I know damn well what you meant, and you’re wrong. If Damon had been dabbling in the hard stuff, believe me, I’d know. I’ve been keeping a pretty close eye on him for any symptoms, I assure you, and as for Nerine . . . The idea is ludicrous . . .’


‘Very well. I’m sorry. But I had to ask, you must see that.’


Tarrant glared at him for a moment or two longer, then sank back into his chair, his expression softening. ‘Oh, I suppose so. But you must see . . .’


‘Believe me, I do. And I don’t like asking these questions any more than you like answering them.’


Tarrant gave him an assessing look. ‘Then perhaps it’s my turn to apologise . . .’ He rubbed the back of his hand over his forehead. ‘I don’t usually lose my temper like that.’


‘These are not usual circumstances.’


‘No, thank God. Anyway, carry on, will you? I’d like to get this over with.’


‘Right. Well, if we could go back a little . . . You spent the day at the hospital?’


‘Sturrenden General, yes.’


‘And you left at what time?’


‘At around 5.15.’


‘And you got home at about 5.40, you say?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Did anyone see you arrive?’


‘Not to my knowledge.’


Was there a hint of reservation there?


‘You’re sure?’


‘Well I didn’t see anyone myself. But with several other people living here I can’t speak for them, naturally.’


‘Apart from your mother, Miss Barnes and her son, does anyone else live in the house?’ A reasonable question, in the circumstances. Nerine Tarrant could scarcely have run an establishment of this size without help.


‘We have a housekeeper who comes in from eight in the morning until four in the afternoon. And a woman who comes in to clean three mornings a week.’


Their names were duly noted by Lineham.


‘And your wife’s sister lives, I gather, in the coach house. Where is that? I’m afraid I haven’t had time to look around yet.’


‘At the back of the house, near the garages. Yes, she bought it some years ago, when their father died. Daphne had lived with him until then, but it was a large house, much too big for one, and the coach house was empty . . . We offered it to her rent free, but she preferred to buy.’


‘And Mrs Haywood . . .?’


‘Ah, yes. Well, Daphne is unmarried, but she was engaged, once. Her fiancé was killed in a car crash and she kept in touch with his mother, Mrs Haywood, who was at the time living in a rented house. When that was pulled down for a motorway project she had nowhere to go and Daphne suggested she come and live with her.’ Tarrant shrugged. ‘I must admit I wasn’t too keen on the idea. I could see Daphne being saddled with an ageing woman who was strictly speaking no relation of hers, but she was very set on it and Mrs Haywood moved in. They’ve lived together – quite harmoniously, I might add – for some years now. Mrs Haywood runs the house, and with Daphne working full-time it seems to have worked out very well for both of them.’


‘Fine. Well, I think that apart from one more question, that’s about it for the moment, Mr Tarrant. Thank you for being so cooperative.’


‘You’re wrong, you know,’ said Tarrant. ‘Thinking that my wife might have been . . .’ He steeled himself to say it. ‘might have been . . . killed, deliberately.’


‘I didn’t say I thought that. I said, if you remember, that it is a possibility we have to take into account. But it does in a way lead on to my final question. And I apologise in advance for causing you pain by asking it.’


‘What?’ said Tarrant, warily.


‘Your wife . . .’ Hell, there was no way to cushion the impact. ‘Did you have any reason to believe that she was not faithful to you?’


Tarrant stared at Thanet for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he said quietly, ‘I see that I was mistaken, Inspector. I thought that, contrary to my expectations, you were a reasonably civilised human being.’ His voice rose. ‘Get out, will you?’ He made a violent, dismissive gesture. ‘Just get out!’


Without another word, they left.




THREE


Outside the study door Thanet and Lineham grimaced at each other.


‘You’d no option. You had to ask,’ said Lineham.


‘Yes, I know. Especially after what Doc Mallard told me about Mrs Tarrant.’ Briefly, Thanet filled Lineham in.


‘Ah, so you’re saying that Dr Tarrant’s reaction . . .’


‘Mr.’


‘But . . .’


‘Up to consultant status, doctors are “Dr”. After that, they’re “Mr”.’


‘But why? They’re still doctors, aren’t they?’


Thanet shrugged. ‘No idea. I’ve always assumed it’s because when they become consultants they’re so obviously important that they don’t need a special form of address.’


‘Stupid sort of system, if you ask me.’


‘Anyway, what were you going to say, Mike?’


‘I can’t remember now.’


‘Something about Mr Tarrant’s reaction.’


‘Ah, yes. Are you suggesting, then, that he reacted as strongly as he did not because he considered your question an insult to his wife but because you’d hit the nail on the head and he hated to admit it?’


‘The thought had crossed my mind. Ah, here we are.’


They had arrived at a green baize door.


‘I’ve only ever seen these in stately homes,’ said Lineham. ‘I didn’t know they had them in houses like this.’


‘Any house where there were lots of servants, I imagine. To cut off noise and cooking smells . . . and I suppose also to draw a symbolic line between upstairs and downstairs.’


‘Just as a matter of interest, where exactly are we going?’


‘To see Mrs Haywood. And Mrs Tarrant’s sister too, of course. I imagine she’s home from work by now. Come to think of it, she should have been home from work some time ago . . .’


‘That’s a point. I wonder why she wasn’t the one to rush over and give Mr Tarrant moral support.’


‘Too upset, perhaps? Anyway, I just thought it would be interesting to go out the back way, see a bit more of the terrain.’


They were now in a short passage with doors along one side. Thanet glanced in: storeroom, flower room with sink and shelves of vases, and finally a large square kitchen. This was a sight to gladden any woman’s heart, with custom-made pine units, acres of work surface and cupboard space and every imaginable gadget. It was immaculately tidy and spotlessly clean. On the pine table was a note, weighted down by a salt cellar. Lineham picked it up and they read it together. ‘THURS: chicken mayonnaise, potato salad, green salad, strawberries and cream, all in fridge’.


‘Note from the housekeeper?’ said Lineham. ‘Tonight’s supper, I presume. Very nice, too. Just the job for a warm summer evening.’


‘Mmm . . . Mike, I’ve just realised . . . When we get back from seeing Mrs Haywood I want to take a look at Mrs Tarrant’s bedroom, but presumably it’s still locked. Go and tell one of the men to get hold of a key in the next half an hour or so, will you? I’ll wait for you outside.’


Thanet saw the coach house as soon as he stepped out of the back door, some fifty yards away on the far side of a gravelled yard. A sleek Porsche was parked in front. Daphne’s, he presumed. He didn’t know her surname, he realised. The nursery must be doing well.


He could understand her wanting to own this place rather than live in it by grace and favour. Solidly built of stone, with a steeply pitched slate roof and dormer windows, it was an attractive little property by any standards. Ideally situated, too, away from the road and surrounded by the extensive gardens of High Gables. Over to the right were the garages for the main house, obviously converted from another outbuilding. Room for three cars, Thanet noted. One of the spaces was empty.


Lineham appeared around the corner of the house, predictably gazing in the direction of the garage. ‘A Mercedes and a Jaguar XJS!’ he said. ‘And a Porsche 844! Not exactly short of a penny, are they?’


‘I don’t suppose that’s much consolation to Mr Tarrant now.’


Lineham pulled a face. ‘True. Bentley’s going to track down the key, sir. Oh, and one interesting thing I noticed. There’s a path which goes in the direction of the garden boundary, leading off the terrace where the body was found.’


‘And there are french windows downstairs . . . So anyone wanting to get in unobserved . . .’


‘Exactly, sir.’


Beatrix Haywood must have been watching for them; as they approached the front door, it opened.


She put a finger across her lips, adjuring silence. ‘Come in,’ she whispered. ‘This way.’


She led them through a narrow hall into a large square sitting room and closed the door behind them. ‘That’s better,’ she said, in a normal voice. ‘I didn’t want to disturb Daphne – Miss Linacre. She has a migraine . . . Sit down, won’t you?’


She perched on the edge of a hard-backed chair.


She was getting on for seventy, Thanet estimated, and it was scarcely surprising that she was still looking upset. A sudden brush with violent death is liable to shake the hardiest of constitutions.


‘Thank you. I’m sorry to hear that. Miserable things, migraines, aren’t they? She suffers them regularly?’


‘Oh yes, as far back as I can remember.’


‘Brought on in this instance, I suppose, by the shock of her sister’s death?’


‘Oh no. That’s just made it ten times worse. She came home from work early with it this afternoon, and went straight to bed.’


‘What time would that have been?’


‘Around twenty to five, I suppose.’


During this brief conversation he had been glancing around the room. It was comfortably and conventionally furnished with fitted carpet, chintz curtains and chair covers. On a small table near the fireplace pride of place was given to the photograph of a young man with a weak, rather effeminate mouth and a quantity of untidy brown shoulder-length hair. Mrs Haywood’s dead son? he wondered. But the most striking feature of the room was the number of pictures, which covered every available inch of wall space.
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