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ONE


It was on a Saturday evening in late March that Ben dropped his bombshell.


Thanet and Joan had had a quiet evening at home. They’d eaten supper off trays in front of the television set and were now discussing their holiday plans before going to bed.


‘Didn’t you say the Dracos went Greek-island-hopping last summer?’ said Joan.


‘Yes. They had a marvellous time. The Super came back looking so relaxed we could hardly believe it was the same man. Of course, it was partly huge relief that Angharad was still in the clear.’


Angharad Draco, wife of the Superintendent of Sturrenden Divisional Police Headquarters, where Thanet worked, had been diagnosed as suffering from acute myeloid leukaemia four years ago. So far, she had been one of the lucky ones. The average outlook is only two years of life from diagnosis and there had been general rejoicing when she had passed this milestone and begun to put on weight, regain her spectacular good looks. Now, with every month that went by, the hope grew stronger that the danger really was over.


‘I ran into her in the town the other day,’ said Joan, ‘and she looks wonderful.’


‘I haven’t seen her for ages.’


‘Well, you will at the party.’


They both glanced at the invitation card on the mantelpiece.


Thanet grinned. ‘There are all sorts of rumours flying around . . . marquee, top-notch band, caterers, the lot.’


‘Well, you can’t blame him for wanting to celebrate. Her birthday must mean something pretty special these days.’


The front door slammed and they glanced at the clock. It was only 10.30. They raised eyebrows at each other.


‘Hi!’ said Ben, poking his head into the room.


‘You’re early!’ they said.


‘I wanted to catch you before you went to bed. I’ll just . . .’


‘. . . get a snack,’ they chorused, smiling. Their son’s snacks were a family joke.


He gave a sheepish grin and disappeared.


‘Sounds ominous,’ said Thanet.


‘Certainly does. Must be important. Ten-thirty on a Saturday night? Unheard of!’


‘Perhaps he’s finally made up his mind at last.’


‘Let’s hope so!’


It was decision time for Ben. He was bright enough to have been offered a place at both Bristol and Durham Universities, and had been trying to decide which was his first choice. There had been endless family discussions on the respective advantages and disadvantages and they had all reached the stage where it would be a relief when the decision was made.


Ben came in carrying his ‘snack’ – a triple-decker sandwich flanked by an apple and a banana.


‘So,’ said Thanet when Ben was settled. ‘What did you want to talk about?’


Ben had taken a huge bite out of his sandwich and finished masticating before saying, ‘I’ve made up my mind what I want to do.’ He cast a swift, assessing glance at his parents before taking another bite.


Thanet felt the first stirring of unease. ‘And?’


Another pause. Ben swallowed, then put his plate carefully down on the table beside his chair before saying, ‘I’ve decided not to choose either.’


‘Ah.’ Taken aback, Thanet didn’t quite know how to react. He sensed a crisis looming.


‘What d’you mean, exactly?’ said Joan. Her tone was strained. She was trying, but just failing, to conceal her dismay.


Ben sat back, folding his arms across his chest as if to defend himself from the attack he was sure would come. ‘I’ve decided not to go to university at all.’


Thanet knew his face must be betraying something of the disappointment which welled up in him, and was helpless to prevent it. Not having been to university himself and having always regretted it, he had pinned his hopes on Ben. Bridget had not been academic and he had been happy to encourage her in her chosen career, admired the success she had made of it. But Ben . . . Ben was bright, had sailed through his exams with ease. What a waste it would be, not to take up this unique opportunity to enlarge his mind, his experience, his knowledge. Careful, he told himself. We must be careful. He glanced at Joan and could see her thinking the same thing. Safer to say as little as possible, make sure that no bridges were burned.


‘At all?’ he said, echoing Ben’s last words.


Ben nodded.


‘You mean, you want to defer taking up your place?’ said Joan. ‘Have a year out?’


Thanet could hear the hope in her voice. That could be it, of course. So many young people these days did just that after taking their A levels, eager to see something of the world before they settled down to three or four years of further study. Having missed out earlier, Bridget was travelling at the moment. Perhaps that was it. Perhaps Ben had been made to feel restless by the postcards which had been arriving from the Far East and, of late, New Zealand and Australia?


But Ben was shaking his head. ‘I’ve made up my mind what I want to do, and I can’t really see the point of wasting three years going to university.’


‘What do you want to do?’ said Thanet. Ben had always said he couldn’t make up his mind.


Ben raised his chin and looked straight at his father. ‘I want to go into the police.’


Silence.


Thanet didn’t know what to say. This was the last thing he had expected and his reaction was mixed. He was touched, proud, yes, that his son was choosing to follow him. But he was, above all, dismayed. Apart from the tragedy it would be for Ben to throw away this chance, life in the force was not what it had once been. Over the last decade the problems of law and order had proliferated, slowly seeping out into the rural areas from the cities. He loved his work, had never regretted his choice of career, but of late had often wondered if, had he been starting again, he would have thought more than twice about it.


‘I see. I assume this isn’t a sudden decision?’


Ben shook his head. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for ages. But I knew you’d both be disappointed if I didn’t go to university, so I kept on putting off telling –’


The telephone rang and Thanet went to answer it, not sure whether to be glad or sorry that their discussion had been interrupted. He hoped it might be Bridget but it was Pater, the Station Officer.


‘Sorry to disturb you, sir . . .’


‘It’s all right, it’s too early for me to be enjoying my beauty sleep. What’s the problem?’


‘Report of a suspicious death just come in, sir. Out at Donnington. Body of a young man found in a swimming pool. There was a party going on.’


‘Sounds as though he might have had too much to drink. Have you notified the Super?’


‘He’s out. I left a message on his answerphone, then rang you.’


‘I’ll leave right away. What’s the address?’ Thanet scribbled directions and put the phone down. No need to tell Pater what to do, the sergeant knew the routine off by heart. He returned to the sitting room.


Joan stood up as he came in. ‘We heard.’


‘Yes, sorry, Ben. This is important to you, I know.’


Ben shook his head. ‘It’s OK, Dad, I understand. We can talk about it some other time.’


‘Yes, of course.’ And it was probably best that way, thought Thanet. It’ll give Joan and me time to discuss how best to react.


Outside the air was fresh and cool after the warmth of the house. A light breeze had sprung up, chasing away the ragged clouds which from time to time had obscured the sun throughout the day. The sky was clear and the street and driveway were bathed in the silvery light of a moon that was almost full.


Thanet shivered and turned up the collar of his coat. Donnington wasn’t far, only a couple of miles from Sturrenden on the other side of the river. At this time of night it shouldn’t take more than ten minutes or so to get there. A party, he thought gloomily. The place would be crawling with potential suspects.


He found the house without difficulty. It was in a country lane leading out of the village, one of several properties standing well back from the road. There was a big bunch of balloons tied to the gatepost and a patrol car parked on the verge outside. A uniformed officer waved him down as he slowed.


‘Sorry, sir, there’s no room to park inside at the moment, drive’s crammed with cars already. There was a party going on.’


‘What sort of party, do we know?’


‘Engagement party for the daughter of the house. The dead man was her fiancé.’


Poor girl, thought Thanet as he parked his car. What a way for the night to end.


As he got out another car could be heard approaching along the lane and he saw with satisfaction that it was Lineham’s Escort. He waited for the sergeant to join him and told him what little he knew as they walked to the entrance to the drive. Then they paused for a few moments to look around.


The wrought-iron gates, hung on brick pillars, stood wide open. Just inside them the driveway forked, the narrower arm leading off to the right in the direction of a bungalow where lights still burned. A gardener’s cottage, perhaps? The grounds of the house were sufficiently extensive to warrant one; the drive was a couple of hundred yards long and the moonlight revealed wide lawns spreading away on either side, bisected by flower borders and flanked by stands of mature trees. Cars were parked nose to tail all the way along the drive and in the big parking area in front of the house. This was ablaze with light, a long, low, sprawling structure, 1930s stockbrokers’ Tudor by the look of it, built at a time when domestic help was still readily available. At one end, projecting forwards at right angles to the main house, was a single storey building and as he and Lineham drew nearer Thanet could see it was a separate structure, a block of garages. Somewhere behind the house a dog was barking, a big one, by the sound of it. It had probably been chained up for the evening.


‘Let’s hope things haven’t been disturbed too much,’ he said. ‘Looks as though there’s quite a crowd here tonight.’


But predictably Lineham was too busy taking in the general air of affluence to respond. ‘Four garages!’ he said. ‘Not exactly paupers, are they?’


Thanet grinned. Lineham’s stock reaction to any property larger than the average never failed to amuse him. ‘Fancy the place, do you, Mike? You’ll have to ask for a rise.’


‘Ha, ha. Very funny.’


Thanet could hear more cars arriving in the lane behind them. The SOCOs, perhaps, and Doc Mallard. ‘Come on, let’s get a move on, find out what’s what.’


They quickened their pace. The curtains had not been drawn and they glimpsed people standing around or sitting huddled in small groups. Even from outside the air of shock was evident.


Almost before the reverberations of Lineham’s knock had died away the door opened.


The woman was in her late thirties, with fashionably tousled long dark curly hair, deep-set brown eyes and a pointed nose. Her careful make-up could not disguise the hint of ill humour in the set of her mouth, the frown lines scored between the heavy brows. Her simple black dress looked expensive and she was wearing a chunky gold necklace and earrings. The ‘lady’ of the house, Thanet assumed. But he was wrong. She introduced herself as the housekeeper, Barbara Mallis, and gestured them into a large, square hall with panelled walls and a wide oak staircase. The subdued murmur of conversation emanating from the rooms on either side died away as people craned to catch a glimpse of them.


‘I’ll let Mr Sylvester know you’re here.’


But there was no need. A man emerged from the room to the left.


‘Ah, there he is,’ she said.


Sylvester was casually but expensively dressed in cashmere sweater and soft silky cords. He was around fifty, Thanet guessed, with thinning hair and the pock-marked skin of a former acne sufferer. He looked distinctly unhealthy. Heavy jowls and a protruding belly betrayed a penchant for too much rich food and the skin of his face was the colour of uncooked dough.


He acknowledged Thanet’s introductions with a tense nod. ‘This way.’


Sylvester obviously didn’t believe in wasting time on social niceties, thought Thanet as he and Lineham followed him across the hall and along a corridor at the back leading off to the left. They were presumably going to the swimming pool.


‘I gather it was you who found him, sir,’ said Thanet.


‘Yes.’


‘And he was your daughter’s fiancé, I believe?’


Sylvester nodded, tight-lipped. He had stopped in front of the door at the end of the corridor and was fishing a key out of his pocket. ‘I made sure it was locked before we left.’


Thanet’s heart sank. ‘We?’


Sylvester’s shoulders twitched impatiently. ‘Oh, I know, I know, I’ve seen the films, I’m aware that you shouldn’t disturb anything and looking back I can see I should have kept everyone out, but at the time . . . You’re just not thinking straight. You can understand that, surely.’


‘Only too well. Unfortunately it does make our job more difficult.’ It also ensured that if Sylvester himself had helped the unfortunate young man on his way, it would be more difficult to isolate scientific evidence against him.


Sylvester merely grunted and turned the key in the lock. Warm moist air and a smell of chlorine rushed out to greet them. Thanet caught a brief glimpse of dark water shimmering in the moonlight before Sylvester flooded the room with light.


Thanet caught Lineham’s admiring glance and knew what the sergeant was thinking. They really must be loaded. The pool house was indeed unashamed luxury. It must have been around twenty-five metres long and was built entirely of glass, and double glazed, too, for there was no sign of condensation on the windows or roof. Of irregular shape, the pool itself was deep enough to sport a diving board at the nearer end. Comfortable chaises-longues with yellow-and-white-striped cushions which would bring a hint of sunshine to the gloomiest of days were interspersed with groups of exotic potted plants, some of which were as tall as young trees. It would be a real pleasure to relax here after a hard day’s work – a pleasure which from now on would no doubt be blighted by the memory of what had happened tonight.


The body lay at the far end of the pool and as they approached it Sylvester was explaining that the only way he could get it out was to tow it to the shallow end. He had found that it was impossible to lift a dead weight out of deep water without help.


‘You went in after him yourself?’ said Lineham.


‘Yes.’ Sylvester glanced down at his clothes. ‘I had to go and change.’


Thanet was scarcely listening. He was bracing himself for his private purgatory, that first close look at the corpse. By now he was resigned to the fact that he was never going to overcome this weakness of his and that all he could do was grit his teeth until it was over.


And here it came.


This time it wasn’t as bad as he had expected, perhaps because apart from a bruise on one temple there were no outward signs of violence. The young man lay on his back in a puddle of water near the steps leading down into the shallow end, limbs neatly arranged, eyes closed as if he were asleep. He had been in his late twenties, Thanet guessed, well built and handsome, with the sort of looks a male model would envy. His dark hair was still wet, sleeked back from his forehead, his expensive suede trousers and silk shirt sodden.


‘What was his name?’ Thanet asked.


‘Max Jeopard.’


Max Jeopard. Thanet repeated the name in his head. Over the next days, weeks, perhaps months, he would come to know Jeopard in a way that no one else could possibly have known him. Thanet was aware that our view of the people in our lives is subjective, coloured by our own thoughts, attitudes, prejudices, life experience, and rarely do we learn what others truly think of us. But in a murder case the investigating officer is in the unique position of gathering together many different views of one person so that, gradually, a composite picture begins to emerge. Often it is only then that the true cause of the tragedy can be understood.


Thanet glanced around. There was no sign of a break-in. ‘Are the doors to the garden kept locked?’


‘Yes. Locked, bolted and morticed.’


Lineham was already checking. He nodded confirmation.


So, if Jeopard had indeed been murdered there was no question here of an intruder. Someone he knew, probably someone he knew well, had felt that life would be intolerable if Jeopard continued to walk the earth. Thanet shivered as the familiar frisson of excitement trickled down his spine. It was as if he had caught the first scent of his quarry.


He had to put another obvious question, even though he was sure of the answer he would get. ‘Could he swim?’


Sylvester compressed his lips. ‘Like a fish.’


There was a knock at the door and Barbara Mallis put her head in. ‘Inspector,’ she said, raising her voice to be heard across the intervening space, ‘the police doctor has arrived. And some more of your men.’


‘Right. Thank you. Show him in, would you? And the Scenes-of-Crime Officers too, if they’re there. Tell the others I’ll be out in a moment.’ Thanet turned back to Sylvester. ‘As soon as I’ve got things organised I’d like to talk to you again, get a little more detail. Er . . . is there a Mrs Sylvester?’


‘She’s with Tess, our daughter. The doctor’s with them. I believe he’s giving her a sedative – Tess, I mean. Naturally she’s in a terrible state. Anyway . . .’ Sylvester glanced at Doc Mallard, who was now approaching, accompanied by the SOCOs. ‘I’ll be around when you want me. But my guests – when will they be able to go home?’


‘I’ll be out to talk to them shortly. Perhaps you could assemble them all in one room?’


‘Of course.’ Sylvester hurried off.


Mallard nodded a greeting, holding back for the photographer to take shots of the body. Then he squatted down, peering at the bruise on the temple. ‘Nasty contusion here.’


‘He could swim like a fish, apparently,’ said Thanet. ‘So the question is, was he dead or unconscious when he went into the water? I don’t suppose you’ll be able to tell until the post-mortem.’


Mallard glanced up at Thanet over his half-moons. ‘Quite.’


‘Anyway,’ Lineham said to Thanet while they waited for Mallard to finish his examination, ‘looks as though it’s a suspicious death, all right.’


‘He could have been drunk, slipped, banged his head.’


‘When he was all alone? At his own engagement party? You don’t really believe that, sir.’


Thanet didn’t. ‘Unlikely, I agree. Still, we’ll see.’


Mallard held out a hand. ‘Give me a heave up, will you? Must be getting old.’


Thanet obliged. ‘So, what’s the verdict, Doc? How long has he been dead?’


‘Well,’ said Mallard, ‘you know how I hate committing myself . . . and it’s tricky because it’s so warm in here . . . but I think it would probably be safe to say some time in the last three hours.’


Thanet glanced at his watch. Eleven-forty. And the phone call had summoned him at around eleven. So, some time between 8.30 and 11, then. Not much help, really. ‘Right, thanks, Doc.’ He glanced at the SOCOs. ‘We’ll leave you to it, then.’


Sylvester was waiting in the hall with DCs Bentley and Wakeham. He looked relieved to see Thanet. ‘It’s a bit of a crush but I’ve got everyone together in the lounge.’


Mallard glanced at Thanet. ‘Don’t bother to see me out. I’ll be in touch.’


Thanet nodded and followed Sylvester. He saw at a glance that the man had not been exaggerating. There must have been a hundred people crammed into the room, mostly standing. A few were sitting on the floor or perched on the arms of chairs. Right at the front were seated two elderly women, one of them in a wheelchair. The subdued hubbub of conversation died away and a sea of faces swung expectantly in his direction as he entered.


Thanet introduced himself. ‘I’m sure you are all aware by now of the tragedy which has taken place here tonight. You must be anxious to leave but we’d be grateful if you could be patient just a little longer . . . Then, after giving your names and addresses, you can all go home. But before you do so we should be grateful if you would think hard and see if you heard or noticed anything, anything at all, which could be even remotely connected with Mr Jeopard’s death. I’m afraid that at the moment I can’t respond to any questions because almost certainly I wouldn’t know the answers. That’s all. Thank you.’


He was turning away when a young man darted forward. ‘Inspector . . .?’


‘This is Hartley Jeopard, Max’s brother,’ said Sylvester.


‘A terrible business, Mr Jeopard,’ said Thanet. A platitude, but what else could he say? Hartley Jeopard was a couple of years younger than his brother, Thanet guessed, and resembled him not at all. He was much taller and thinner, for a start, with the apologetic hunch adopted by so many of those who are of above average height. His clothes were nondescript, brown trousers and fawn crewnecked lambswool sweater, and he lacked his brother’s striking good looks. Hazel eyes beneath floppy brown hair looked anxiously down at Thanet from a narrow undistinguished face.


‘Inspector, I’m worried about my mother.’ He glanced at the woman in the wheelchair. ‘It’s been such a terrible shock for her . . . Would it be possible to take her and my aunt home right away?’


‘I didn’t realise she was here. Yes, of course. I can come and see you tomorrow morning. Give Sergeant Lineham your address, will you, while I have a word with her?’


Jeopard’s mother did indeed look ill. Her pallor was alarming and she was gripping the arms of her chair as if to prevent herself from sagging forward. What on earth was Sylvester thinking of, Thanet thought angrily, to have herded her in here like this? But the man had only been obeying instructions. Perhaps, before that, the two women had been given some space and privacy. Thanet hoped so, anyway. As he murmured condolences and apologies for holding them there his genuine concern must have shown because Mrs Jeopard’s expression lightened a little and her sister gave a little exclamation of relief when he said that Hartley could take them home immediately. ‘I will need to talk to you, though. Between 10 and 10.30 tomorrow morning?’


‘Yes, of course. Thank you.’ Mrs Jeopard was controlling herself with difficulty. Her lower lip trembled as she spoke and Thanet was glad that Hartley arrived at that moment to take charge of her wheelchair. Her sister, he saw when she stood up, was almost as tall as her nephew. Genes were responsible for some curious family quirks.


A buzz of conversation broke out behind him as he left the room. A man and a woman were just coming down the stairs: Mrs Sylvester and the family doctor, Thanet guessed. He was right. Tess was under sedation, he learned, and shouldn’t be disturbed. The doctor left and Thanet told the Sylvesters that as soon as he had got his men organised he would like to interview them first. ‘Have you got a room we could use?’


Sylvester frowned, thinking. ‘Most of them are being used for the party. There’s the den, I suppose . . .’ He glanced at his wife as if seeking approval or suggestions.


But Mrs Sylvester wasn’t really listening. She was looking put out. ‘I wanted to go back up to sit with Tess. Just in case she wakes up.’ She was a little younger than her husband, in her late forties, with a floaty mane of streaked blonde hair, bright blue eye shadow and a lipstick that was far too harsh for her skin colour. She was wearing a tight sequin-covered black lace dress which revealed every curve and shimmered as she moved. And she was, Thanet realised, saying one thing to her husband and trying to communicate another. The look she was giving him was fierce in its intensity, pregnant with words unspoken.


Sylvester frowned at her. Either he couldn’t work out what she was trying to tell him or he was deliberately choosing to ignore it; Thanet couldn’t make up his mind which.


‘Perhaps a friend could sit with her for a little while?’ suggested Thanet.


‘Yes. How about Anthea?’ said Sylvester.


For some reason this suggestion upset Mrs Sylvester even more. ‘What, after –?’ She glanced at Thanet and broke off.


Interesting, he thought. What was going on here? But perhaps he was misreading her. Perhaps she was simply reluctant to relinquish her role to someone else and was angry that Sylvester had suggested an alternative.


She compressed her lips. ‘All right,’ she said grudgingly. Then to Thanet, ‘I hope this won’t take long . . .’


Thanet wasn’t going to be forced into giving a promise he might not be able to keep. How could he possibly tell, at this stage, how long the interview might be? ‘Thank you.’


‘I’ll see if I can find her,’ said Sylvester. He disappeared into the sitting room, returning a few moments later with an exotic creature in a scarlet satin cheongsam. Her long dark hair had been put up in a knot secured by a long wooden pin, enhancing the chinese effect, but the matching heavy make-up was streaked and blotchy, her eyes swollen with tears shed and unshed. Here, apparently, was someone who really did mourn Max Jeopard’s passing.


‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’ Sylvester was saying.


The girl gave a determined nod. ‘I’ll be glad of a bit of peace and quiet.’ She gave Mrs Sylvester, whose face was stony, a somewhat shamefaced look before going upstairs.


Thanet watched her go. No doubt about it, there were interesting undercurrents here. He glanced at Lineham and could see that the sergeant was thinking the same thing.


Sylvester patted his wife’s shoulder. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Tess’ll be all right with her.’ He turned to Thanet. ‘They’ve been friends for years.’


Five minutes later the Sylvesters were leading the way to the ‘den’. Thanet followed with Lineham on his heels, aware of a sense of rising anticipation. This was the part of his work that he enjoyed most of all, the interviewing of suspects. It was where he would begin to understand the complex web of relationships which surrounded the dead man, the point at which, for Thanet, Max Jeopard would start to live and breathe again.


He was eager for the process to begin.




TWO


The den turned out to be a small square sitting room equipped with a huge television set and saggy leather armchairs from which it would clearly be a struggle to get up. Impossible to conduct an interview from their depths; Thanet elected to lean against the windowsill, Lineham to sit sidesaddle on the broad arm of one of the chairs. Despite their apparent disharmony of a short while ago the Sylvesters presented a united front and chose to share one, she perched on the edge of the seat, tugging down the skirt of her tight black dress which had ridden halfway up her thighs, her husband sitting on the arm beside her, one hand resting on her shoulder. They watched apprehensively as Lineham took out his notebook and flicked it open.


‘Right, well, perhaps you could fill us in on this evening,’ said Thanet.


The Sylvesters stared at him. It was interesting that they didn’t look at each other, Thanet thought. It was, he felt, almost as if they were afraid to. If so, why?


Mrs Sylvester put her hand on her husband’s knee, her painted fingernails standing out like drops of blood against the pale velvety cords.


‘Where . . .’ Sylvester cleared his throat, tried again. ‘Where d’you want us to begin?’


Alarm bells were definitely ringing in Thanet’s mind. He was becoming convinced that the Sylvesters were not simply suffering a natural distress engendered by the events of the evening. They were frightened. It showed in the sheen of perspiration beginning to appear on Sylvester’s forehead, the whiteness of Mrs Sylvester’s fingertips where they gripped her husband’s knee with excessive force. Was one of them responsible for Jeopard’s death? Or did each suspect that the other might be? He refrained from the obvious response. ‘What time were people invited for?’


Mrs Sylvester visibly braced herself, removing her hand and straightening her back. ‘Eight o’clock,’ she said. ‘But they didn’t start arriving until around a quarter past.’


‘And Mr Jeopard?’


‘A little earlier,’ said her husband. ‘Around a quarter to eight, I should think.’


His wife was nodding. She was being as matter of fact as possible, but the fear still lurked at the back of her eyes. ‘Must’ve been. I was still getting ready.’ She put up a hand to fluff out her hair, unconsciously miming what she had been doing at the time.


‘He lives locally, I gather.’


‘Yes,’ said Sylvester. ‘At least, that is, his family home is here. But he and Hartley both have flats in London. Hartley came down last night, I believe, so that he could drive his mother and aunt to the party tonight, but Max drove down from town this evening.’


‘How was he?’


‘His usual self,’ said Mrs Sylvester. Her tone was tart and she cast an uneasy glance at her husband, conscious of having betrayed rather more than she would have wished.


‘Which was . . .?’


‘Full of himself,’ said Sylvester shortly. ‘Look, Inspector, there’s no point in pretending. We weren’t too keen on Tess’s choice of a husband. But not, I assure you, to the extent of pushing him into the swimming pool to make sure she didn’t marry him!’


Even if someone else did. The unspoken words hovered in the air and Thanet allowed a brief, uncomfortable silence before he nodded, content to accept the statement at face value for the moment. Time would tell whether or not it were true. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Mr Jeopard was in a good mood – why shouldn’t he be? After all, it was a special occasion for him. In your opinion, then, there’s no question of it being suicide?’


‘Suicide! Good God, no!’ Sylvester had relaxed sufficiently to appear amused rather than shocked at the suggestion. ‘Max was the last person in the world to want to kill himself. He enjoyed life far too much.’


‘Then could it have been an accident, d’you think?’


‘Difficult to see how,’ said Sylvester reluctantly.


‘Oh I don’t know, Ralph,’ his wife protested, a hint of desperation in her tone. ‘He could have slipped, hit his head on the side as he went in.’


‘Oh come on, darl! Those tiles are all special non-slip, you know that. Cost us a bomb. And we know he wasn’t drunk, we were talking to him in the supper queue just before he disappeared. What the hell was he doing in the pool house, that’s what I want to know. He was only supposed to have gone for a pee!’


‘I know that, but . . .’


‘I’m sorry,’ interrupted Thanet. ‘Let’s go back to what we were saying, shall we? So in your opinion at least, Mr Sylvester, it couldn’t have been an accident, either. We won’t close our minds to the possibility of course, but meanwhile we have to look closely at our third option.’


There was a brief silence. Mrs Sylvester was staring at Thanet as if mesmerised, clearly terrified of what was coming. Without looking at her husband she put up her hand to feel for his, which closed over it, gave it a reassuring squeeze. ‘No point in pussy-footing around, is there?’ Sylvester said. ‘We all know what we’re talking about, don’t we? Murder.’


His wife made a little moaning sound and he leaned forward to put his free arm around her shoulders. ‘It’s all right, darl,’ he murmured into her hair. ‘Don’t worry.’


She jerked away from him, twisting to look directly into his face. ‘How can you say that, Ralph? Someone is deliberately killed, under our own roof, and you say don’t worry?’ Her voice went up, almost out of control, and Thanet could tell from her expression that once again she was willing Sylvester to hear what she was not saying aloud.


Thanet found himself leaning forward as if to catch those unspoken words. What was it that she was trying to communicate to her husband?


‘We don’t know that it was deliberate yet, do we?’ said Sylvester.


‘It’s what you just said!’


‘Not exactly. I said that’s what we were talking about.’


‘What’s the difference? You’re just splitting hairs! I don’t –’


‘There’s a big difference darl, surely you must see that? Someone might have killed him, yes, but not because he intended to. It could have been murder by accident, sort of, if you see what I mean.’


Now he was doing it too, staring intently into his wife’s eyes as if to convey an unspoken message. And it seemed to work because after a moment Mrs Sylvester relaxed a fraction and looked at Thanet. ‘Would that be possible, Inspector?’


‘Possible, yes. How likely, we don’t yet know. It’s all speculation at the moment. We won’t get anywhere until we’ve established the facts, so if we could go back to what we were saying . . .? Mr Jeopard was in a good mood earlier in the evening, you say. Did you see any sign of problems with any of your guests?’


They were shaking their heads.


And they were lying, Thanet was sure of it. He could tell by the way they still studiously avoided looking at each other and by the glazing of their eyes as they strove to conceal the truth.


‘We weren’t exactly keeping an eye on him,’ said Sylvester. ‘I was moving around all the time, topping up people’s drinks. And you were busy circulating, weren’t you, darl?’


Mrs Sylvester was nodding. ‘People were spread out through all the downstairs rooms.’


‘Including the pool house?’


Again the head-shaking double act.


‘No. Just in case anyone had one over the eight and fell in,’ said Sylvester.


‘You know what young people are,’ said his wife with a false little laugh. ‘Sometimes they get carried away, even jump in with their clothes on. We didn’t want to risk any accidents. And even if they all behave perfectly there’s always the chance of a glass or a bottle getting broken and that’s dangerous where people walk around in bare feet.’


‘So we locked the door and left the lights off, to show it was out of bounds, so to speak.’


‘And the key?’


‘Always hung on a hook beside the door.’ Sylvester shifted uncomfortably. ‘Looking back, I suppose it would have been sensible to take it away altogether, but we never do. The place is only ever locked for extra security. And tonight, well, it never occurred to me to do anything else. After all, you’d have to be pretty brazen, as a guest, to ignore a hint like a locked door with the key removed.’


‘Right. So you both saw Jeopard from time to time, but neither of you noticed any sign of a scene, a quarrel or disagreement of any kind?’


Once again the shutters came down. ‘No.’


Thanet didn’t press the point. No doubt the truth would emerge eventually. ‘So how did you come to find him in the pool house, Mr Sylvester?’


Sylvester hesitated a moment, as if uncertain where to start. ‘As it was an engagement party, it was arranged that the two families would sit together at supper – that is, Max, his mother and aunt, Tess, my wife and myself.’


‘We had one table set aside for us,’ said his wife, ‘specially laid and decorated. Just to mark the occasion. It was Tess’s idea.’


‘So when it got to time for supper –’


‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Thanet. ‘But, just to be clear on this, did you have caterers in?’


Sylvester glanced at his wife. Your province.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It was a buffet meal. Just before it was served they set up a number of small tables, in the various rooms, so people could eat in comfort.’


‘Can’t stand eating off my knee,’ said Sylvester. ‘Hopeless if it’s a knife and fork job.’


‘And what time was supper served?’


‘Nine-thirty,’ said his wife. She paused in case Thanet had any further questions before continuing. ‘We all collected our food from the buffet, then found somewhere to sit. Afterwards the caterers cleared everything away, including the tables. We’ve done it like that before and it works very well.’


‘So the six of you queued up for your food with everyone else and took it to your table?’


‘Yes,’ said Sylvester. ‘Well, sort of. Mrs Jeopard is in a wheelchair, as you saw, so she and her sister chose what they wanted to eat, then Tess carried their plates and Max pushed his mother’s chair to our table, got her and his aunt settled. Then he and Tess went back to collect their own food. About five minutes later Tess got back and sat down. We all assumed Max would join us shortly and it must have been a good ten minutes before his mother said she wondered where he’d got to.’


‘That’s right,’ agreed Mrs Sylvester. ‘We didn’t pay any attention at first. Like my husband said, we assumed he’d gone to the loo – which was, in fact, what Tess told us. When Max’s mother said she wondered where he was, I mean.’


‘What time would that have been?’ said Lineham.


‘Well,’ said Sylvester, working it out. ‘Supper was arranged for 9.30, and I think it was on time, wasn’t it, darl?’ He waited for his wife’s nod. ‘Then it would have taken us about ten minutes to get settled. Usually, at parties, we serve ourselves last, but on this occasion there was a bit of fuss made about the special table and so on, and everyone waved us to the front of the queue.’


‘So you sat down about twenty to ten?’


‘Thereabouts, I should think. Then it was another ten minutes or so, like I said, before any comment was made about Max not having come back yet, and it must have been a further five or ten before I went to look for him.’


‘Around ten o’clock, then?’


‘It must’ve been about then,’ said Mrs Sylvester. ‘Tess had been getting restless and I think by then she felt we’d all waited long enough, so she said she’d go and see if she could find him. But my husband said no, she was to stay and enjoy her supper and he’d go instead.’


‘So I did,’ said Sylvester. ‘Trouble was, there were so many places to look – a cloakroom and two bathrooms for a start, then tables had been set up everywhere, like we said – hall, lounge, dining room, conservatory, and quite a few of the young people had settled down on the stairs and the upstairs landing. And everywhere I went people kept on delaying me – saying what a great party it was and so on, and I had to keep stopping to chat. I even went into the bedrooms, to make sure he hadn’t crashed out on one of the beds, unlikely as that seemed.’


‘Did you ask people if they’d seen him, as you went around?’ asked Thanet.


‘No. What was the point? If he’d been there I’d have spotted him. I was sure I’d find him somewhere, talking to somebody. I just thought he’d probably got engrossed in a conversation and hadn’t noticed how time was slipping away.’


‘Max was like that if he was really interested in what someone was saying,’ said Mrs Sylvester. ‘Sort of intense.’


‘Anyway,’ said her husband, ‘he was nowhere to be seen. The only place left to look was the kitchen and it was on way my back from there that I thought of the pool house – it’s at the other end of the corridor which leads to the kitchen, you see. I didn’t expect to find him there but as I got nearer the door I could see the key wasn’t hanging on its hook, it was in the lock. And even when I switched the lights on in there, at first I thought the place was empty. I didn’t go right in, there seemed no point, just glanced quickly around. But as you saw, the deep end is nearest to the door and the diving board obscures your view of the pool, so it was only as I swung around to turn away that I glimpsed something dark in the water. When I moved for a better view I saw that there was a body floating on the surface. I kicked off my shoes, tore off my jacket and dived straight in. I suppose I must have realised it was Max, but I wasn’t sure until I got him out, and that was a real struggle, I can tell you. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to get a dead weight out of water, but in the deep end it is absolutely impossible – if you try to push it up on to the side you just go under. So I towed him to the shallow end and even then I had problems getting him up the steps, it was like heaving a couple of sacks of potatoes.’


‘Ralph!’ protested his wife.


‘Sorry, darl, but that’s the way it was. Anyway, I could see right away that he was dead, and it was hopeless, but I knew I mustn’t take that for granted, I’d still have to make an effort to revive him. I also knew that every second counted, that I couldn’t delay by going to fetch help. God, I was wishing I’d taken first-aid classes, I can tell you. I felt absolutely useless. I put him on his stomach for a few minutes first, tried to pump some water out of him, then rolled him over and tried to give him the kiss of life – to the best of my ability anyway. I’d only ever seen it done on television.’ Sylvester shook his head, his face screwed up in distaste. ‘Not an experience I would wish to repeat. But after a few minutes I could see I wasn’t getting anywhere so I rushed back to the party, asking if anyone knew about resuscitation.’ He shook his head again. ‘I’m sorry. I can see now that this will make things difficult for you, but at the time . . .’


‘A natural thing to do in the circumstances,’ said Thanet. ‘I’d probably have done the same myself. So how many people went to see if they could help?’


‘We all poured in,’ said Mrs Sylvester. ‘It was awful. Tess had hysterics, as you can imagine . . .’


‘But nothing could be done,’ said her husband heavily. ‘So we got everyone back out as soon as we could. Then we rang the police.’


But by then irreparable damage would have been done as far as finding any useful scientific evidence was concerned, thought Thanet ruefully. Well, it was pointless to bemoan the fact. ‘What time was it when you found the body?’
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