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To Emma and Allan



ONE


On the evening of the day Bridget left home Thanet took Joan to the cinema. He hoped that the distraction would help him to forget that image of the train pulling away from the station platform, taking his beloved daughter out of his life. But it was no good, throughout the film the sense of loss remained, a dull persistent ache lurking at the back of his mind, ready to ambush him whenever he allowed his guard to slip.


One of the advantages of living in the small Kentish town of Sturrenden is that everywhere is within easy walking distance, and the Thanets had decided to leave their car at home. Outside it was a crisp, dry autumn evening with a hint of frost in the air. Joan shivered and turned up her collar, then glanced up at Thanet and took his arm.


‘Come on, darling. Cheer up. She’ll be home again at Christmas.’


Bridget had for many years been set on a career in cookery and now, at the age of eighteen, had left for a year’s cordon bleu and housekeeping course at a well-known cookery school on the far side of London.


Thanet gave a shamefaced grin. ‘I know. Stupid, isn’t it? We spend all these years equipping them for independence and then when they finally achieve it we’re sorry we succeeded! No, I don’t mean that, you know I don’t.’


Joan squeezed his arm. ‘I know.’


‘It’s just that the break seems so final, somehow.’


‘Not final in the true sense of the word. But I know what you mean. There is a sense of finality about it because it’s the end of an era, isn’t it? And however pleased we might be for her, because she’s doing what she’s always wanted to do, we can’t help feeling sad for ourselves because our lives have lost a dimension.’


‘That’s it, exactly!’ said Thanet. He sighed. ‘Time seems to go so quickly. One minute they’re toddlers, underfoot all the time, the next they’ve gone.’


Joan gave his arm a little shake. ‘Come on, cheer up. It’ll be another four years before Ben goes to university.’


‘If he gets in.’


‘My goodness, you are gloomy tonight! Of course he’ll get in! He’s unusually bright, he’s working hard . . .’


The ache had eased a little and Thanet was able to leave the subject alone. They walked on in companionable silence, their footsteps echoing through the quiet streets as they passed the familiar squares of lighted windows behind which people were eating, sleeping, watching television, arguing or sharing jokes in the rich emotional chaos that is family life.


Ben heard the key in the front door and came to meet them.


‘Sergeant Pater rang. Said it was urgent. I told him you’d ring back.’


The Station Officer. And at this time of night . . . In a flash the last vestiges of Thanet’s depression had vanished as the familiar tingle of excitement pricked at his scalp. ‘Right, thanks.’ He went straight to the phone.


Joan pulled a face and headed for the kitchen. ‘We all know what that means.’


Thanet dialled. ‘Bill? Sorry, I’ve only just got in. What’s up?’


‘Report of a suspicious death, sir. Timed at 9.40 p.m.’


Thanet glanced at his watch. Ten-twenty. Someone should have reported in from the scene by now. ‘Heard anything more?’


‘Victim’s a woman in her thirties. Looks like murder. Scalp wound and plastic bag over the head.’


‘Right. What’s the address?’


‘Barnewell Oast, Melton.’


Pater’s tone made Thanet pause. Melton is a couple of miles out of Sturrenden, on the Cranbrook road. And of course, Barnewell Oast was where Mrs Broxton lived!


Vanessa Broxton was a barrister, known to many of the police at Sturrenden because of her work for the Crown Prosecution Service. Hence that note in Pater’s voice. Thanet had himself worked with her on a number of occasions. She was in her late thirties, able and ambitious; he had been surprised when, a couple of years ago, she had started a family, and unsurprised when she had been back in Court a short time after the baby was born. This year she had taken another brief break to have a second child. Presumably Mrs Broxton herself was not the victim or Pater would have said so.


‘I see. Mrs Broxton’s place. Who rang in?’


‘She did, sir.’


‘She all right?’


‘Sounded a bit shaken, naturally, who wouldn’t be?’


‘I’ll get out there as soon as I can. Everyone else organised?’


‘Yes, sir. Sergeant Lineham is already there and Doc Mallard is on his way. So are the SOCOs.’


‘Good. Got any directions?’


Thanet scribbled them down as Pater talked. When he put the phone down Joan was holding out a Thermos flask. ‘You’ll be needing this.’


He kissed her. ‘Thanks, love. Don’t wait up.’


With so little traffic about it took only ten minutes to drive to Melton, a few minutes longer to find the Broxton house. Barnewell Farm and the converted Oast which had originally belonged to it stood in a quiet lane on the outskirts of the village. The two houses were about a hundred yards apart, the boundary between them delineated by a row of young silver birches. Thanet recognised Lineham’s Ford Escort and the police surgeon’s cherished old Rover among the cars already parked in the wide gravelled drive. Mrs Broxton’s distinctive red Scimitar was presumably in the garage.


He got out of his car and stood for a few moments taking in the geography of the place. Over to his right, behind the delicate tracery of the birches, he could see the lights of the farmhouse and, at an upper window, the motionless silhouette of someone watching the police activity next door. A potentially useful witness?


Ahead of him the twin cones of the oast houses, linked by a barn, peaked against the sky. The lower roofs of a series of smaller farm buildings attached to them extended left and then forwards in an L shape. The one nearest to him, he noticed, had triple garage doors, but the rest had obviously been incorporated into the house.


As he crossed the drive, feet crunching on the gravel, the front door opened and Lineham came out with the uniformed constable who had been on duty there when Thanet drove in.


‘Ah, there you are, sir. Packham came to tell me you’d arrived. The doorbell doesn’t work.’


‘Hullo, Mike. What’s the story?’


‘Don’t suppose I know much more than you, yet. You know it’s Mrs Broxton’s house?’


‘Yes. Pater told me.’


‘She’s pretty upset, of course, so I thought it best to leave questioning her until you arrived. A WPC is with her.’


‘Has her doctor been sent for?’


‘Yes. He was out on a call but he’ll be along as soon as he can.’ Lineham turned to lead the way inside.


Thanet nodded a greeting to Packham as they went by. ‘I gather it was Mrs Broxton who found the body, Mike?’


‘Yes. It’s her nanny who’s been killed.’


Thanet looked at him sharply. ‘The children all right?’


Lineham nodded. ‘Fast asleep, upstairs.’


‘And it looks like murder.’


‘Not much doubt about it, I’d say. Well, you’ll see for yourself.’


Thanet paused, ostensibly in order to look around, but really to give himself a moment or two to brace himself for the ordeal ahead. Even after all these years he still could not face the prospect of that first sight of a corpse with equanimity. Somehow he always managed to conceal the complicated jumble of emotions which invariably assailed him – pity, anger, horror, sadness, but he had never managed to come to terms with the way this particular experience affected him, or to understand why he felt the way he did. And in this case, well, scalp wounds in particular could be messy, very messy . . . He forced himself to take in his surroundings.


This was presumably the barn which linked the twin oasts. He was standing in a spacious entrance hall which soared two storeys high right up into the exposed roof timbers. On the floor of polished stone flags oriental rugs created pools of glowing colour, and handsome pieces of antique oak stood here and there against the creamy walls. To the right a wide staircase of polished oak boards led up to a galleried landing.


‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ said Lineham admiringly.


Thanet gave an inward smile. He could guess what was coming.


‘But then, we knew they couldn’t be short of a penny.’


Guy Broxton was a successful businessman and the Broxtons’ combined income must indeed be substantial.


Thanet concealed his amusement with difficulty. Confront Lineham with any house bigger than a semi and his reaction was always the same.


‘We’re not here to study the Broxtons’ life-style, Mike. Which way?’


Lineham gestured. ‘In the kitchen.’


The diversion had helped and Thanet followed the sergeant along a short corridor leading off the hall on the right, as ready as he was ever likely to be for what was coming.


Lineham pushed open a door. ‘In here.’


This was the ground floor of one of the oast houses and unusual in that it was an oval not a circular oast. In the days when home-brewed beer had been the norm and every sizeable farm had its own oast house, this was where the hops would have been dried. The kitchen, which had been built into it following the curves of the walls, was every woman’s dream, of a type familiar to Thanet from the illustrations in Joan’s favourite magazine: custom-made wooden units, a green Aga cooker set into a deep chimneybreast of mellow brick, glass-fronted wall cupboards containing an attractive array of china and glass, a floor of polished terracotta tiles, a central pine table and chairs and an old pine dresser displaying a carefully designed clutter of plates and jugs. Cream linen curtains patterned with sprays of wild flowers hung at both windows. The activity in the room was a shocking contrast to what Thanet imagined to be its normal atmosphere of warmth, light and decorative richness. The Scenes-of-Crime team was busy taking samples and photographs and Doc Mallard, bald head gleaming, was kneeling beside the body, which was huddled on the floor beyond the far corner of the table on the same side of the room as the Aga.


Thanet approached. ‘Hullo, Doc.’


Mallard glanced up over the top of his gold-rimmed half-moon spectacles. ‘Careful, floor’s slippery. Spilt milk. Better come round the other way.’


Glad of the momentary delay Thanet paused to inspect the pool of milky liquid and the small saucepan lying on the floor against the base of the wooden units before walking around the table and approaching the body from the far side. He steeled himself, looked.


For a flicker of time he couldn’t make sense of what he saw. In his dread of this moment he had temporarily forgotten the plastic bag which Pater had mentioned, and the unnatural sheen of blood-smeared plastic encasing the woman’s head caught him unawares. Then his brain reassimilated the information and he saw that she was lying on her side, her face partly obscured by the mass of curly fair hair which had fallen across her cheek. She was small and slender, neat buttocks encased in tight green corduroy trousers stained now by the voiding of the rectum common in cases of suffocation, her tiny feet encased in fashionable brown suede laced ankle boots. Her knitted jacket was a glorious kaleidoscope of greens, browns, creams and near-black neutrals. If he hadn’t already been told that she was in her thirties, from what he could see of her he would have guessed that she was much younger, even in her teens, perhaps. The richest years of her life should have lain ahead.


Thanet welcomed the familiar surge of anger, the anger which invariably spurred him on and gave an edge to his determination to succeed in each new murder investigation. No one, under any circumstances, had the right to deprive another human being of the most precious gift of all, life.


Mallard put a hand on the floor to heave himself up. ‘We could turn her over now, if you like. I didn’t want to move her until you’d seen her.’


Thanet glanced at Trace, the SOCO sergeant. ‘Got all the photographs you need?’


‘Yes, sir. Sir . . .’


‘What?’


‘The back door. I thought you’d like to know. It’s unlocked.’


‘Is it, now? Interesting. Thanks.’ Thanet studied the position of the body for a moment longer, then glanced at Lineham. ‘Give me a hand, Mike.’


Together they bent down and gently rolled the woman over. Her bulging eyes stared sightlessly up at them, her congested features further distorted by the plastic. Her trousers were spattered with the spilt milk, Thanet noticed, the heel and side of one boot still wet with it. He stood back while Mallard continued his examination and tried to work out what had happened. Careful not to touch he bent to inspect the corner of the kitchen table nearest to her. It was smeared with blood. He pointed it out to Lineham.


‘There must’ve been a quarrel,’ said the sergeant, ‘in the course of which the saucepan of milk was knocked over. She stepped back, slipped in the greasy liquid and fell, banging her head on the corner of the table. Then someone decided to put the bag over her head and finish her off.’


‘Looks like it,’ agreed Thanet. ‘What d’you think, Doc?’


‘That’s your department,’ said Mallard, levering himself to his feet again. ‘We’ll know more after the PM, of course, but on the face of it, yes, the fact that the head wound bled so much indicates that she was alive when she hit her head, and it would seem pretty obvious that she was then suffocated.’


‘When did it happen, d’you think?’


‘I was waiting for that one.’ Mallard glanced at the Aga. ‘It’s warm in here, so it’s tricky.’ He considered. ‘You know how I hate committing myself at this stage but, well, say within the last four hours, to be on the safe side.’


Thanet glanced at his watch. Ten-fifty-five. Some time between 7 and 9.40, then, when Mrs Broxton had rung in.


Mallard snapped his bag shut. ‘Right, well, I think that’s about it for the moment. I’ll let you know when we fix the PM.’ He held up a hand as Thanet opened his mouth. ‘Don’t bother to say it. Yes, it will be as soon as possible.’


Thanet grinned. ‘Thanks, Doc.’


‘Bridget gone yet?’ asked Mallard, as Thanet escorted him to his car.


Helen Mallard, his wife, was a professional writer of cookery books and had for a number of years encouraged Bridget in her choice of career. She and Bridget regularly met to dream up new dishes and it was through Helen that Bridget had first landed a commission to write a children’s cookery column in the Kent Messenger.


Thanet grimaced. ‘Saw her off this morning.’


‘Helen will miss her.’


‘So will we! Oh, give Helen our congratulations, by the way. I saw her latest book in Hatchards in Maidstone this week. Eat Yourself To Life. Good title.’


‘We thought so. I’ll tell her. Thanks.’


After several attempts the Rover’s engine coughed into life.


‘You never know,’ said Thanet through the car window, ‘if it makes enough money you might even be able to afford a new car.’


Mallard was always having to put up with good-natured teasing on the subject of his car.


Mallard switched his lights on and engaged first gear with a flourish. He raised his chin in pretended affront. ‘I will ignore that remark, or this could be the end of a beautiful friendship.’


Thanet gave the Rover an affectionate pat as it went by and stood for a moment smiling indulgently at its vanishing tail-lights. He had known Mallard since childhood and he and Joan had always been fond of him, had remained loyal friends during the bad years after the lingering death of Mallard’s first wife from cancer. The tetchy, irritable, scruffy Mallard of those days was virtually unrecognisable in the spruce, buoyant man he had become since he met and married Helen, and Thanet never ceased to marvel at the transformation.


Back in the house there was a lot to do. Briskly he issued instructions, sending the solid, reassuring Bentley, accompanied by a WPC, to interview the owner of the silhouetted figure glimpsed at that upstairs window in the farmhouse next door, in case it turned out to be a woman living alone. He hoped it would. Solitary women often took a lively interest in the affairs of their neighbours.


Finally he turned to Lineham. ‘Right then, Mike. Let’s go and see what Mrs Broxton has to tell us.’




TWO


Vanessa Broxton was huddled miserably in a corner of one of the deep, soft sofas in the drawing room, feet tucked up beneath her, discarded shoes on the floor. WPC Barnes, who had been keeping her company, stood up as Thanet and Lineham entered the room.


‘D’you want me to stay, sir?’ she asked quietly.


‘Yes, please.’


Mrs Broxton glanced up. ‘Hullo, Inspector Thanet, Sergeant Lineham.’ She grimaced. ‘I never thought we’d be meeting under these circumstances.’


‘No. May we . . .?’


‘Yes, of course.’


She swung her legs to the floor, tugging the hem of her skirt down, and slipped her shoes on.


Thanet chose a chair opposite her and Lineham retreated to one slightly behind him and off to one side. This room, the ground floor of the other oast, was also oval. Floorlength curtains in shades of apricot and turquoise hung at the windows, the colours echoed in the apricot fitted carpet and sofas and chairs upholstered in shades ranging from deep cinnamon to peacock blue. Between two of the windows a floor-to-ceiling bookcase revealed that this was a literate household where the printed word was considered just as important as the ubiquitous small screen – more so, perhaps; the television was conspicuous by its absence. Silk-shaded lamps cast warm pools of light on furniture that glowed with the unmistakeable patina of age.


Vanessa Broxton was wearing a straight charcoal grey skirt and white tailored blouse, part of her workaday uniform, no doubt. Slung loosely around her shoulders was a thick blue knitted jacket and as Thanet watched she crossed her arms and tugged it more closely around her, hugging herself as if to contain the shock she must have sustained. He had never seen her look so vulnerable before. Of medium height, she seemed to have shrunk since he last saw her, and her usually immaculate short straight dark hair was dishevelled as though she had been running her fingers through it. Her long narrow face was striking rather than beautiful, with heavy dark brows and prominent nose, and her best feature by far was her eyes which were a very dark brown, almost black. In Court Thanet had seen them glitter like anthracite but tonight, as they watched him, waiting for him to begin, they were soft, bewildered and, not surprisingly, afraid.


‘Do you feel up to answering some questions?’


‘Yes, of course.’ She sat up a little straighter, bracing herself.


‘The dead woman was your children’s nanny, I gather.’


‘Yes. No. Well, not exactly.’ She ran her fingers through her hair and gave an embarrassed little laugh. ‘Sorry, I’m sounding positively incoherent, aren’t I? Let me explain.’ She took a deep, ragged breath. ‘My usual nanny, Angela – Angela Proven – has been with me ever since I had Henry – that’s our first baby, he’s twenty months now – but yesterday she was rushed into hospital for an emergency appendectomy. This left me in a terrible fix. My husband is away in Brussels on business and I had a case starting in Norwich this morning. I have a housekeeper who comes in daily, but she has two children herself and can’t be here at night. As it was a Sunday none of the staffing agencies was open, of course, and neither my mother nor my mother-in-law lives close enough to take the children. I just didn’t know what to do. You’ll appreciate the problem with my particular line of work, Inspector. It’s not like an office where if you take a day off you can catch up later. If a barrister fails to turn up in Court on a day when there is only one case in the list, not only the judge but the Court officials, the jury, all the witnesses, everyone has to go home . . . And apart from the fact that it doesn’t help your career to acquire a reputation for unreliability, this particular case was important to me. Work is always slow to pick up after such a long break and this was my first decent case since I started back after Alice was born. It was expected to last about three weeks and involved my staying away from Monday to Friday in Norwich . . . I’m just trying to explain how it came about that I asked Perdita to look after the children for me.’


‘That would be Perdita . . .?’


‘Perdita Master. I’ve known her for years, we were at school together. Not that we’ve ever been close friends, but living in the same area we’ve run into each other from time to time and kept up with each other’s news. So when I met her at the hospital, it seemed like an answer to a prayer when I found she’d just left her husband and was looking for somewhere to stay for a few days while she sorted herself out. Sorry, I forgot to say, she was a trained nanny, before she got married –’


‘I’m sorry to interrupt, but you said, at the hospital . . .’


She raked her fingers through her hair again. ‘Yes. Oh God, I’m not doing very well, am I, I feel such a fool . . .’


‘You’ve had a severe shock . . . I assume you accompanied Miss Proven, when she was admitted to hospital.’


‘Yes. Well, she went by ambulance and I followed by car, with the children – as I say, I had no one to leave them with . . . Anyway, I waited for a bit and then Angela was taken into the theatre and it seemed pointless hanging around for hours, especially with the children, so I decided to go home and on the way out I ran into Perdita. She’d been visiting her mother, who was in for some tests. Naturally we each explained what we were doing there, and when she heard about the fix I was in she suggested we could do each other a good turn. If she came and looked after the children until the weekend, when I could interview for a temporary nanny until Angela gets back, she could have a few days respite in which to sort out what she was going to do . . .’


‘She’d just left her husband, you say?’


‘Yes, on Saturday, the previous night. There’d been a frightful row, I gather, and she’d walked out on him. She’d gone to her mother’s, but Giles had followed her there and –’


‘Sorry, would that be Giles Master the estate agent?’


She nodded. ‘Yes.’


The firm of Master and Prize was one of the larger estate agents in the town and had been founded by Giles Master’s father, who had died a few years previously. Thanet knew most of the businessmen in Sturrenden by sight and some of them quite well; like Master, who was a few years younger than Thanet, many of them had attended the same school as he. He hadn’t liked Giles much as a boy and had had no reason to change his opinion since.


‘Anyway, as I was saying, when she walked out he guessed she’d go to her mother’s house and followed her there, made an awful scene banging on the door and shouting because her stepfather wouldn’t let him in. So when I saw her on Sunday afternoon she was trying to think of somewhere to go – not too far away, because of her mother being in hospital – where he wouldn’t be able to find her . . . He’s terribly jealous and possessive, she’s had a hell of a time with him, poor girl . . .’ For a moment the flow of her narrative halted as the memory of Perdita’s fate caught up with her again. Then she shook her head, took another deep breath and went on. ‘Anyway, we both thought it would never occur to him to look for her here . . .’


‘You think that’s what happened?’


Mrs Broxton hesitated, frowned down at her lap. ‘How can I say?’


She paused and Thanet waited. She had remembered something, he was sure of it, and was debating whether or not to tell him.


‘I don’t actually know anything other than what happened to me.’


So she had decided against it. Could he have been wrong? He decided to go along with her, for the moment. ‘And what was that?’ Thanet had been wondering: if Mrs Broxton was supposed to be on a three-week case in Norwich, what was she doing here, at home? Unless the case had gone short, of course.


‘My case went short,’ she said. ‘After the mid-day adjournment the defendant entered a plea. So naturally I decided to come straight home – well, I had to go back to the hotel to collect my stuff and pay the bill, of course. Anyway, I got away about three. I didn’t bother to ring Perdita, I thought I’d easily be home between five and six.’ She grimaced. ‘Unfortunately my car broke down on the M11.’ She ran her hand through her hair again. ‘Oh God, what a day! There wasn’t much traffic about and no phones in sight. I didn’t dare get out of the car and set off to walk to the next one.’


Thanet nodded sympathetically. Ever since the motorway murder of Marie Wilkes, a young woman who had been seven months pregnant at the time and who had had to walk only a few hundred yards in broad daylight to telephone for assistance, women travelling alone whose cars broke down on motorways had been advised to lock the doors, stay inside and wait until help arrived, however frustrating the delay.


‘It really does make me so angry, that women have lost the freedom to behave normally.’ Briefly Mrs Broxton’s eyes flashed with remembered fury and frustration. ‘I was kicking myself for not having had a phone put in the car, or at least getting one of those emergency kits I read about, with a sign one can put up in the back window. I thought no one was ever going to stop, but eventually a police car pulled up and sent for the RAC. But it was another three-quarters of an hour before they arrived . . . I assure you I really heaved a sigh of relief when I at last arrived home. And then, of course –’


‘Sorry, what time was that?’


‘About half past nine, I think.’ She waited a moment, in case Thanet had a further question, then went on, ‘When I got to the front door I could hear Henry screaming. He always insists on having his bedroom door left open at night and with the galleried landing sound tends to carry, you can hear him if he so much as whimpers. Inside, I called Perdita, but there was no reply so I went straight up to the nursery. He was in a terrible state, practically hysterical . . .’


‘Presumably he still sleeps in a cot.’


‘Yes, thank God, or . . .’ She shuddered and put her hands over her eyes, as if to blot out the images conjured up by her imagination.


‘What about the baby? Alice?’


The first hint of a smile, there. ‘Sound asleep, thank God. She sleeps like a log, always has. Fortunately she’s in a separate room, so that there’s no chance of Henry disturbing her. He does tend to wake in the night and make a fuss until someone comes.’


‘Right. So you comforted Henry . . .’


‘Yes. I thought he’d take ages to go to sleep, he was in such a state, but in fact he went out like a light, within minutes. I think he had cried himself to the point of exhaustion.’


‘So then what did you do?’


‘Well, naturally, the first thing I did was go and look for Perdita – that is, I glanced into her room, it’s across the corridor from Henry’s . . .’


‘Is that normally Miss Proven’s room?’


‘No, that’s next door to Henry’s – well, between Henry’s room and Alice’s, actually. This is just a spare room, Angela sometimes has a friend to stay and she’ll sleep in there . . . Anyway, Perdita wasn’t in there, I didn’t for a moment think that she could have been, and not heard Henry screaming . . . So then I went downstairs . . .’


Suddenly, as if impelled from her seat by an invisible force, Vanessa Broxton stood up and walked around to pick up a cigarette box from a sofa table behind the settee upon which she had been sitting. She opened it, peered inside then slammed it down in frustration. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry, has anyone got a cigarette?’


Thanet looked at Lineham and WPC Barnes, both of whom shook their heads. ‘Go and see if you can find one,’ he said to the woman police constable.


Vanessa Broxton had returned to her seat. ‘I haven’t had a cigarette for over two years, I gave up when I was pregnant with Henry.’


‘I think, under the circumstances, you can allow yourself a little laxity,’ said Thanet.


WPC Barnes returned with a packet of Silk Cut and offered it to her.


‘Thank you. There’s a lighter on the table there . . .’ Mrs Broxton put the cigarette to her lips with a hand that shook and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes. ‘That’s better.’ She opened her eyes and gave a shamefaced grin. ‘It’s disgusting, but it helps.’


Thanet smiled, content to wait. He knew she was bracing herself for the worst part of her story.




THREE


After a few more puffs Vanessa Broxton pulled a face, reached for an ashtray and stubbed the cigarette out. ‘I think I can manage without this after all. Sorry, where was I?’


‘You went downstairs . . .’


‘Ah, yes. I glanced in here, first. I thought perhaps she’d fallen asleep on the settee, or had been listening to music with headphones on, but the room was empty. So then I went to the kitchen . . . and . . . and found her. Well, you saw for yourself . . .’


‘Did you move the body at all?’


‘No.’ She shuddered, compressed her lips. ‘I did touch her, though. I felt her pulse, just to be sure . . . But I could see she was dead . . .’ She shook her head. ‘I couldn’t believe it. It seemed like a nightmare, there in my own kitchen . . .’


‘Did you touch anything else?’


‘I don’t think so, I may have done.’ She pressed her fingers to her temples again. ‘I don’t really know. I’m sorry.’


‘So then what did you do?’


‘Went straight to the phone, of course, to ring the police.’


‘That would be the phone in the kitchen?’


‘No. I couldn’t . . . Not with Perdita . . . I used the one in the hall.’


‘Mrs Broxton, when I asked you just now if you thought Mrs Master’s husband had found out she was here, I had the impression you remembered something . . .’


She gave a wry smile. ‘One thing I should have remembered is that nothing much escapes you, Inspector. Yes, there was something . . . I suppose I was just giving myself time to make up my mind whether to mention it or not . . . I didn’t want to be unfair to Giles. But of course, it’s not a matter of being unfair, is it? Apart from the fact that if I don’t tell you someone else is bound to, with the work I do I really ought to know that I have to tell you everything, down to the last detail . . .’


‘So what was it, that you remembered?’


‘Well, yesterday, when Perdita and I came out of the hospital, we could see that Giles was waiting for her, by her car. I suppose he’d guessed she’d probably visit her mother some time during the day and had decided to hang around so that he could catch her on the way out. At this point Perdita and I separated. Perdita was going to drive to her mother’s house to collect her things, and then come on to mine. She and Giles had a brief argument, then she got into her car and drove off.’


‘Did he follow her?’


‘No. Not to my knowledge, anyway. He stood looking after her for a moment or two, then went to his car. He was still sitting in it when I left.’


‘So what are you suggesting?’


‘I’m not suggesting anything, Inspector, merely telling you what happened.’


But it was clear why Mrs Broxton had thought the incident could be significant. Master didn’t sound the type to give up easily: if he had decided to try again, later in the day, to see his wife, had gone to her mother’s house only to find that she was not staying there any longer . . . He could well have remembered seeing her with Vanessa at the hospital and put two and two together.


‘Mr Master knows where you live?’


‘Yes, he does.’ She ran a hand wearily through her hair again. ‘Oh God, what a mess . . .’


The brown eyes were dulled now, almost glazed. Shock was beginning to catch up with her.


‘We’ve nearly finished, Mrs Broxton, then you can rest. I wonder, do you happen to know the address of Mrs Master’s parents? We’ll have to let them know what’s happened.’


‘Oh God, yes. As if they didn’t have enough to cope with as it is, with her mother so ill in hospital . . .’


‘We’ll tell her stepfather, first, I think, and leave him to break the news to his wife when he feels she can cope with it. If you could just give us his name?’


‘It’s Harrow. They live in Wayside Crescent, Sturrenden. On the Pilkington estate. I don’t know the number, I’m afraid.’


‘Not to worry, we can easily find out. The next thing I wanted to ask you was this. These keys were in Mrs Master’s pocket. Do you recognise them?’ Thanet held them out.


She leant forward to inspect them. ‘Yes. They’re the keys to this house. I gave them to her. Front door, back door.’


‘Why d’you think she would have been carrying them?’


Vanessa Broxton shrugged. ‘She probably took the children out for a walk this afternoon and didn’t want to carry a handbag. I’ve done the same myself.’


Thanet nodded. A reasonable enough explanation. ‘Yes, of course. The next point is, do you happen to have noticed if there is anything obviously missing from the house? There seem to be no obvious signs of forced entry or disorder, I don’t suppose you’ve even thought to check, in the circumstances . . .’


She again ran a hand through her hair, glanced about the room. ‘Oh God, no, I haven’t. It just didn’t occur to me, everything seemed to be in order, as you say . . .’


‘Tomorrow, perhaps, when you have time.’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘I only ask because I don’t know if you realised . . . Your back door was unlocked when we arrived this evening.’


This brought her head up with a jerk, eyes now alert and wide open with shock. ‘Was it? Oh God, I never thought to check . . . What a fool . . . He could still have been out there, after I got home. All I could think of was getting away from . . . getting out of the kitchen, ringing the police, getting somebody here, anybody . . .’ Her hands were clasping, unclasping, kneading each other in her agitation.


There was a knock at the door. WPC Barnes opened it and went out, came back a moment later. ‘Mrs Broxton’s doctor is here, sir.’


Just at the psychological moment, by the look of it. Thanet stood up. ‘Good. Bring him in.’


The doctor was short, middle-aged, brisk. He nodded at Thanet then went straight to Mrs Broxton, took both her hands in his. ‘Vanessa, my dear, what a terrible business. How are you?’


‘Better for seeing you, Peter.’ She gave him a wan smile. ‘But I think the appropriate expression in the circumstances is, “As well as might be expected.”’


‘I’d better take a look at you.’ He glanced at Thanet, raised his eyebrows.


‘Yes, we’ve finished here for the moment,’ said Thanet. Then, to Mrs Broxton, ‘WPC Barnes will stay here tonight, so if you need anything . . .’


‘Thank you, Inspector. You’ve been very kind.’


At the door Thanet turned. ‘Oh, just one small matter . . . We’d like to take a look at the room Mrs Master was using . . .’


Vanessa Broxton waved a hand. ‘Please, whatever you need to do, just do it. Anything, anything at all . . .’


‘Thank you. If you could just tell us where it is?’


‘Up the stairs, turn left, then straight along the corridor. It’s the second door on the right. The children’s rooms are opposite and Henry’s door is open, so if you could be as quiet as possible . . .’


‘Of course.’


Outside in the hall Perdita Master’s body was just being removed by two ambulancemen. Thanet watched them leave before going in search of the dead woman’s bedroom.


‘If the back door was unlocked it could have been an intruder, couldn’t it?’ said Lineham as they mounted the stairs.


Thanet shrugged. ‘Or whoever killed her unlocked it to get out.’


‘You think it might have been the husband, and she let him in herself?’


‘Early days, Mike. Early days. Let’s not start speculating too soon.’


‘In any case, it’s odd that Mrs Broxton didn’t think to check that the back door was locked, before ringing us, don’t you think?’


‘Oh, I don’t know. I think it’s quite feasible that she was too shaken to be thinking clearly.’


On the galleried landing Thanet paused to look around. Above him massive honey-coloured oak beams lit to dramatic effect by strategically-placed spotlights rose in graceful curves, horizontals and diagonals. Below, the generously proportioned hall added a further dimension of light and space.


Lineham was concentrating on more mundane matters. ‘But she’s not stupid. In the circumstances you’d think her first thought would be to make sure the house was secure. After all, as she says, for all she knew the murderer could still have been around.’


Thanet shrugged. ‘You know as well as I do, Mike, that people don’t always think or act logically in situations of stress.’


They turned left as instructed along a broad corridor. More ancient beams straddled the ceiling and at one point they had to duck to pass beneath. Ahead of them, on the left, a door ajar indicated that they were approaching Henry’s room and Thanet glanced at Lineham and put a finger to his lips. Henry had had enough traumas for one evening.


The room which Perdita Master had so briefly occupied was pleasant and comfortable, with a green fitted carpet, cream-washed walls and sprigged floral curtains. Double doors on a fitted cupboard opened to reveal a neat washbasin built in to one half, hanging and shelf space for clothes in the other.


She had brought very little with her: toilet things, several changes of underwear, another pair of cord trousers, cream this time, a couple of blouses, a pair of flat shoes. The most interesting item was a sketchbook on the bedside table. It was relatively new, the first pages taken up by sketches of flowers, grasses and trees. The last ten or twelve were a different matter. One was full of quick studies of two children, a small boy and a baby – Henry and Alice? – the last two of more detailed portraits of a man, drawn from several different angles.


He showed them to Lineham.


‘Her husband?’ said Lineham.


Thanet shook his head. ‘I know Master. That’s not him.’


‘Perhaps Mrs Broxton will know who he is.’


They both stared at the sketches. The subject was in his late thirties or early forties, Thanet guessed, with straight hair worn rather too long for Thanet’s taste and a narrow, sensitive face. The eyes were deepset, depicted with a distant, somewhat contemplative expression, the mouth rather weak.


‘A lover?’ said Lineham.


‘Could be.’ Thanet was still looking at the drawings, admiring now the skill of the artist. ‘She was good, wasn’t she? I wonder if she was a professional.’
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