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CAST A COLD EYE




CHAPTER 1


The party was still in full swing, but it had been over for a long time as far as the pair from the Advertiser was concerned, Matt could see.


The young reporter, bored out of his mind, accepted his third glass of champagne, or maybe his fourth, shot his cuff to look at his watch yet again, and rolled up his eyes at the photographer.


Well, it wouldn’t be his kind of party, would it? No music, no dancing. Not even outside in the spacious gardens as it would have been a few weeks earlier, before October set in. Instead, polite chat and restrained laughter in the elegant surroundings of the Lethbridge drawing room here at Brome House, all rich, deep colours, dark panelling and antique furniture. Not his scene at all. Experience told Matt what it felt like to wait like this, wishing your host would get on with the knitting – the speeches, the toasts, whatever – so that you could get your story and get the hell out of it, and back to civilisation. In this case, on the road from Brome to Lavenstock. Matt grinned in sympathy, and then, as Caroline came up to him, he forgot all about the pair.


Clive Lethbridge wasn’t anywhere near ready yet to wind up his party. He was very obviously enjoying it, basking in the congratulations which fell upon him like manna as he circulated among one group and another. Expansive, flushed with the triumph of his success, having his hand pumped and his back slapped, Clive was a man on the crest of a wave.


A telephone rang somewhere in the recesses of the house and presently Clive’s secretary, a mousy girl with round thick-lensed spectacles, sought him out, catching him between groups. Briefly, as she spoke to him, Clive stood very still. Then with his heavy, purposeful stride, he left the room.


It was some time before he came back, and it was perhaps only his wife, Caroline – and Matt, who was as usual watching her reactions – who noticed the difference in him.


‘Excuse me a minute, Matt.’ Pushing back the smooth wing of dark hair that fell across her cheek, giving Matt a glimpse of her slow, sweet smile, Caroline left him with only the faint drift of her elusive scent and the touch of cool fingers on his wrist. He watched her walk, graceful and unhurried, her dress a drift of soft dove colour, to the table by the window, where Clive was pouring himself a stiff scotch, downing it in one go and then pouring another.


Matt caught a sideways view of their reflections in the dark window. Standing beside Clive, completing the picture of the pair they presented to the world, Caroline’s petite slenderness was a piquant contrast to Clive’s big, heavyset frame. An unusual, intriguing couple. With a sharp twist of irony Matt thought, not for the first time, that the coarse-grained Lethbridge had at least shown a redeeming streak of sensitivity in choosing Caroline for a wife. Her money, of course, could not have been a disadvantage, either.


All right, one had to respect the man, professionally at any rate. He was a demon for work and extremely competent – in a fairly run-of-the-mill way, yet with occasional flashes of something like inspiration, now flowered into the astonishing, soaring vision personified in the architectural model set on the table in the centre of the room, together with the photographs of its final realisation, humbling Matt as he looked at them yet again. What standards was a man judged by, after all?


With more force than was necessary, Matt ground out the stub of the cigarette he shouldn’t have been smoking. If he’d any sense, he would pack the job in, shake the dust off his feet here and now, tell Conti that he’d either have to find another architect than Clive to collaborate on the production of the book, or find another writer. But he knew he was only making noises. It was too late; he had long since gone beyond the point of no return.


Often lately, in the sleepless reaches of the night, Matt regretted having allowed Conti to persuade him into accepting the commission, but he was well aware that, given the chance again, he’d make the same decision. The work had brought him into touch with Caroline, who, besides being Clive’s wife, worked as a publisher’s reader for Conti. And for the second time in a year, he found his life and its direction turned upside down.


Clive, whatever his other faults, had been only a moderate drinker since his doctor had told him to lay off if he wanted to keep his weight and his blood pressure down, and he’d already consumed what he regarded as his quota. Caroline felt a prickle of unease as she saw the speed with which he now drank this, then another whisky. He was drinking automatically, staring at his own distorted reflection in the rain-spattered lattice of the darkened window behind the drinks table, his face drained of its ruddy glow of self-congratulation. That telephone call. Maybe it wasn’t his reflection he was staring at; maybe he was looking beyond the darkness, to the house on the slope of the far side of the valley, where the Dymonds lived.


‘Clive? What’s wrong?’


He broke his stare, turning to face her. ‘What do you mean, wrong?’ His voice would have sounded normal to anyone else, but she was too used to his moods not to notice the edge to it, to know that his euphoria had left him. A prominent vein pulsed in his temple, as it always did when he was upset, a dead giveaway. A storm signal for rough weather ahead.


She took a steadying breath. ‘I meant the phone call. Was it another one of – of those? You look . . .’ ‘Desperate’ was the word, but not to be used now, with controlled violence just below the surface of his calm.


‘It’s nothing,’ he replied with an effort. ‘I’ve just had enough of this bloody lot, that’s all.’ He half turned as he spoke, pinning a social smile on to his face, and nodding to someone who caught his eye. ‘Clear them out, Caro.’


It was a command rather than a request, and she bit her lip at the arbitrary tone but deliberately stifled her resentment.


‘All right, but you are supposed to be celebrating, don’t forget. People aren’t expecting to go just yet. And Harry’s waiting to say a few words.’


‘Oh God, yes, Harry.’ His strong, blunt fingers had tightened round his glass until the knuckles were white. ‘Harry, by all means. Tell him to get on with it, then.’


Harry Waring, Clive’s senior partner, smooth and late-fiftyish, rosy with good living, was standing beside the table that held the model, cigar in one hand, glass in the other, having just escaped Clive’s new secretary. He took a revivifying sip. God, but she was hard work, no conversation, that one, that Susan – no, Sylvia, Sylvia Johnson, never could remember her name. Difficult to remember her, sometimes – a personality as drab as that potato-coloured dress which did even less for her than her usual dreary skirts and jumpers.


Thoughtfully, he contemplated the model. ‘Astonishing, isn’t it?’ he remarked to Matt, who had just joined him.


Astonishing. The very word Matt himself had chosen earlier. ‘Sure,’ he agreed, though not altogether certain what Waring had intended by the word. Astonishing as an architectural concept, or merely astonishing for Clive Lethbridge?


Waring said suddenly, ‘I’d like a word, Royston. Can we fix a time?’


Matt nodded, surprised. ‘I shall be away for the next week, but when I get back I’ll give you a ring. Will that do?’


‘Yes, do that if you would. Ah, Caroline.’ At the sound of her low, slightly husky voice, Harry turned affectionately towards Caroline, who was in his opinion everything a woman should be – pretty and feminine, socially adept, clever, too. Just the right wife for a man in Clive’s position – though Clive needed a kick up the pants for how he treated her sometimes.


Caroline smiled at him, the luminous blue of her eyes lighting the habitual gravity of her expression. ‘Are you ready, Harry?’


Harry had expected, indeed asked for, the opportunity to make a small speech on this occasion, and he would perform with his usual urbanity, Caroline knew, so that when he began she was surprised that it was hesitantly, without his usual fluent composure. After a moment or two, however, he was into his stride, making a polished and graceful performance of it, conceding the honours for the success that had lately fallen on to the firm justly to Clive’s brilliant, award-winning design, following its success in a worldwide competition.


There were handclaps for him as well as Clive when he paused appropriately so that Clive, who had by now taken a grip on himself, could acknowledge the accolade, and murmur something deprecating about it all being a team effort. Harry resumed, smiling. Yet Caroline, accustomed to his witty and humorous deliveries, again detected something a trifle forced, almost as if, she thought, he were trying to convince himself as well as his audience of the value of the splendid design, which of course was nonsense, an aberration on her part; no one else appeared to have noticed. Her eyes unconsciously searched the room for Matt, but if she had expected to be able to read on his face confirmation of what he was thinking, she was disappointed.


He was leaning negligently against the wall, a little apart from the rest, a tall, rangy man with a fading tan, straight, grey-threaded fair hair and contrastingly marked dark brows. A strong, mature face, experienced and knowledgeable. He was thirty-six and looked older, and there was a wry quality about him, a way of looking at himself as well as others, that might just, one day, turn to cynicism. At that moment, as if at some prearranged signal, he turned his head and their eyes met, and things carefully unspoken between them ever since they had been introduced were suddenly and silently said.


Caroline felt a wave of actual faintness. It was as though some support to which she had been desperately trying to cling for weeks had given way, and she was adrift, fighting breathlessly against a tide that was inevitably going to carry her away, into forbidden waters. Desperately, with an almost physical effort, she forced herself and her attention back to what was going on.


Harry had finally finished. Glasses were being raised, the photographer’s bulbs flashing. The young reporter’s usually laboured shorthand flowed under the influence of the champagne. Caroline was asked to pose with Clive for a photograph which would be on the front page of next week’s Advertiser. Clive was asked for a quote. And then the party was really over.




CHAPTER 2


Clive was in the habit of working at home one day per week, more if he happened to be pressed. It gave him personal space, time to catch up on the backlog of correspondence which accumulated during the week, and to review his plans without constant interruption. There was peace here, unlike his main offices in the centre of Birmingham, where everyone was on top of everyone else and there was no room to swing a cat. He had to have this mid-week change of gear; he needed it – especially today, the morning after the celebration party.


For by God, he thought savagely, simmering with controlled rage as he remembered yet again, no slimy-tongued anonymous telephone caller was going to mess up his life! He’d managed so far to ignore the insinuations and threats – well, let them get on with it and see how far they were prepared to go. Nobody was better at brinksmanship than he was. He’d had plenty of practice.


So. He sat quite still for a moment, taking a deliberate hold on himself, then opened his diary, without which he swore he couldn’t function. His secretary noted down his appointments and sometimes also reminders of Caroline’s social commitments so that they shouldn’t clash. He had the habit of using the book almost like a scratch pad, jotting down the odd thought or calculation, sometimes making a quick sketch as an idea occurred to him, as well as making his own notes of things to be done each day. On principle, he always made this list longer than he could reasonably be expected to accomplish . . . yet rarely was it left unfinished at the end of the day. It was his way of driving himself, of going that bit further and therefore getting one up on the next man, which was, he figured, the way any thrusting, successful man should operate.


At length, he shut the book with a decisive snap and leaned back in his chair.


He saw with satisfaction that today the weather at least was in league with him, the morning very warm for early October, after the previous day’s rain. There were still roses on the bushes outside the open french window, the perfume drifting in. MacAllister would see Brome House at its best, and not need too much persuasion to put his money into financing the project. Because now, now was the time to do it, to approach MacAllister with this latest success behind him. His gaze rested on the Svensen Centre model, now standing on a small table beside the window, and he smiled.


Situated out here, midway between Lavenstock and Birmingham, the location of Brome House was convenient, the setting idyllic. He had cultivated the habit of bringing business associates and prospective clients here, so that they could meet and discuss their business in a leisurely manner. A walk round the garden, drinks on the terrace, lunch afterwards in the gracious dining room – no need to take anyone out to lunch when Caroline, with the help of Janice Wharton, could provide better food than any local restaurant, and act as hostess at the same time. It was all part of the softening up process, which almost always worked.


Clive smiled again, hitched his chair forward and began work on a pile of routine papers, but his mind still circled round his cherished plan. She would come round, he told himself – he’d find a way to make her see his point of view. He was confident of his ability to find some means of putting pressure on her, making her agree to do as he wished. He fully intended anyway, Caroline or no Caroline, one way or another, to go ahead, but it would be easier with her support.


The plan, like a rich fruit-cake, had improved with keeping. He would do a first-class conversion job on Brome House here, turning the whole place into a set of prestigious offices – without, of course, spoiling the leisured country-house atmosphere. Clients liked that sort of thing – and the conversion would be an advertisement in itself. He and Caroline and Pippa would then move to the new house he planned to build on the site he had acquired lower down the valley. It was time Caroline’s ideas were changed; it was ridiculous and outmoded these days to think of the three of them rattling around in a house this size, just because her family had inhabited it for generations. A pity the house was still in his wife’s name; it had been the only thing he hadn’t been able to persuade her to make over when her father’s estate had been settled. Caroline could be very stubborn about some things.


He could hear Sylvia Johnson already moving about in the room next door, which she used as an office. It was only twenty to nine, twenty minutes before her starting time. Sylvia, too, worked here on Clive’s non-city days, but she was so unobtrusive she never got in the way, and so capable he was beginning to wonder after only six weeks how he had ever doubted anyone could replace Amanda, that hitherto irreplaceable paragon of efficiency.


He reached for a blue file marked ‘Oddings Cottage.’ As he did so, the stutter of a motorbike starting up broke the silence of the morning, then roared away.


Clive sprang up and leaped through the open french windows, shading his eyes against the bright sunlight as he reached the gravel drive outside, which completely encircled the house. He was just in time to see the bike disappearing through the main gates. Without stopping to think, he charged across the lawn towards the lodge.


The back door was open. A young woman was standing by the scullery door, taking an overall from a peg.


‘Where’s Terry gone?’ Clive demanded, stepping in uninvited, panting only slightly from his sprint. Though heavily built, a daily stint of jogging was part of his programme for keeping himself fit.


The woman spun round, paused when she saw who it was and what mood he was in, then answered calmly, beginning to roll up the overall, ‘Up to the university, Mr Lethbridge. He has a seminar this morning.’


‘Seminar? Why didn’t he tell me that yesterday? I told him then I should want him to mow the lawns if it was fine.’


Janice Wharton tucked a strand of escaping hair more firmly behind her ears, a neat, brown-haired woman in her late twenties or early thirties. ‘I expect he forgot. It was only Saturday when he did them, wasn’t it? His usual day.’


‘He’s not damn well paid to forget! And whether he cut them then or not’s immaterial. When I say I want something done, I want it done. All that rain’s made the grass shoot up, and I particularly wanted the grounds to look their best today. He knew that – why the hell didn’t he tell me yesterday he wouldn’t be here?’ Clive demanded, thrusting a pugnacious face close to hers, the prominent vein throbbing in his temple.


You know very well why, Janice thought, endeavouring to step unobtrusively back. If Terry had mentioned the seminar, Clive would have kicked up an almighty fuss, no doubt about that. All right, in the end he would probably have conceded the point because, to give him his due, he never went back on his word, and he’d promised when they came here that Terry could run his studies alongside the job – but the concession wouldn’t have been given before he’d left Terry abject and humiliated. And humiliation wasn’t something her husband swallowed easily. He’d learned to keep more of a rein on his temper lately, but he’d only stand so much.


Janice’s hands were clenched into fists at her side. She wished fervently that Terry would at least try to be diplomatic with Clive – why wouldn’t he see that he mustn’t throw away this chance which had been given them like another life?


It was still something so wonderful she couldn’t quite believe it, an opportunity for Terry to get himself qualified for a decent job, to work for a degree, and at the same time have somewhere as incredible as this to live.


‘I’ll see if I can find time to do the grass,’ she told Clive. After all, it was only time that it took. There wasn’t much effort needed. You sat on the mower seat and steered the machine round, and the motor did the rest. She’d done it before once or twice, when Terry had an essay due.


‘Mrs Lethbridge will need your help in the house this morning,’ Clive returned shortly, suddenly coldly formal. ‘Do I have to remind you that’s what we employ you for?’


Quick colour stained Janice’s cheeks, but all she said was, ‘We’re well ahead with preparations for the lunch, and if I hurry with the cleaning, I’ll get through.’ She reached for the overall and tucked it under her arm.


He said nastily, ‘I sometimes wonder whose benefit this arrangement we have is for,’ and left her without another word.


Janice glanced at the clock, saw she still had a few minutes in hand and took the time to get herself together. She found she was shivering and stood by the sink, her arms crossed, holding herself tight, looking round at every detail of the bright kitchen.


This little house, Brome Lodge, was part of the remuneration for their husband-and-wife services as home help and handyman in the house and garden. She was so proud of it; they had made it so nice, she and Terry, painting and papering and doing up the old furniture Caroline had found for them in the attics of the big house – really good stuff, some of it had turned out to be. After the appalling years of trying to bring up two children in terrible rented rooms, or even squats, it was very nearly paradise to her. There wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to keep it.


Meanwhile, letting Clive Lethbridge’s barbs get under her skin was a luxury she couldn’t afford. She had better get on if she wanted to get that grass cut before that client of his arrived. Locking the door and pocketing the key of her little kingdom, she began to walk up to the house and thought, as she did every day of her life, I wonder what he’d do if he knew.


A few minutes ahead of her Clive, as he went back, again taking the short cut across the unmown lawn, debated whether he shouldn’t get rid of the Whartons. It had been a mistake to let Caroline persuade him with a hard-luck story when old Ganson had died and the lodge had become vacant. He wasn’t averse to being regarded as a benefactor, and Janice, according to Caroline, had become indispensable, but Terry, besides being unreliable, wasn’t much cop, not as a gardener anyway. He did what he was told to do – when he felt like it – but he was no substitute for Ganson. It was only the fact that he was extremely handy with the cars and odd jobs around the house that had saved him so far. All the same, he was also employed to cut the lawns, and cut them he had not. Still fuming, Clive went through the french windows into his study.


Sylvia had put the post on his desk while he had been out, unopened. Mail that came here was usually of a personal nature; anything else waited at the office until the following day, unless it was urgent, when he would be contacted. He had picked the pile up and was beginning to throw out the unsolicited junk when Sylvia walked in, drawing back in a startled manner when she saw him.


‘Oh, excuse me! I didn’t hear you come back in.’


‘Did you want something?’ He spoke curtly; it would take some time for him to recover his composure.


‘Oh well, only that file, with those notes of Matt Royston’s you promised to check. I put it out yesterday for you to bring over; it needs tidying up.’


He gestured towards his briefcase, not raising his eyes, putting an electricity bill to one side. She took the file out of the briefcase, made for the door and paused. ‘Mr Lethbridge?’


‘Yes?’


‘There’s something I’d like to have a word with you about – but it doesn’t matter, it can wait,’ she added hastily as she watched him pick up another envelope and draw in a sharp, audible breath.


‘Yes, later,’ he said roughly, not looking at her.


She didn’t move for a moment, still watching him. ‘When you can spare a moment,’ she said at last, and went out so silently he never heard her.


Clive knew what he ought to do with the thing. Tear it into bits and flush it down the loo, as he had with the others. But just for a moment, he was scared. Frightened as he hadn’t been since he was a kid, waiting for the results of the exam that could take him away from the aunt who had brought him up, and the stuffy respectability of working-class Nottingham, never to return.


Then the model caught his eye again, reassuring him.


The whole project had been envisaged and financed by a health-conscious Norwegian millionaire. Having recently visited Epidaurus, he had returned home fired with the rediscovered beliefs of ancient Greece, that the mind and body are so interdependent it is futile to treat one without the other, determined to reproduce another healing centre such as Epidaurus, though better, in Norway. The brief for the competition thus launched had included a hospital, theatre, library, and a gallery to house the millionaire’s art collection. Peace and tranquility were paramount requirements; music, books and theatre were to be freely available, patients would be surrounded by paintings and sculpture, and other works of art, inside and outdoors. The whole – view, ambience, art treasures – was calculated to free the mind so that the body could be treated, or vice-versa. To be, in the jargon, a total and enriching experience.


The basic design was good – all right, outstanding, a complex of glass and steel so radical there’d been doubts about its viability – but the brilliance lay in the use to which it had been adapted, in the marriage of the site with the buildings themselves, in producing a solution so perfect to the requirements. Chosen from hundreds submitted from around the world, now finished and in use, it was set in the mountains, amongst bracing air and the dappled shade of light woodland, with breathtaking views from the windows. It was to be known as the Svensen Centre.


Clive walked across to the window and stared out.


A couple of miles away was the opposite slope of the valley with, almost directly facing Brome House, the house where they lived. Mr Marcus bloody Dymond and his wife. Built sometime during the 1930s, it was pleasant, largish, mock-Tudor style with a garden which had been something of a showpiece until Enid had at last been forced to succumb to her illness and take to a wheelchair. The garden had been her sole interest in life, and she still managed, with the aid of special long-handled tools, to do a very small amount from her chair, but this was limited, owing to the sloping site of the garden, and as far as Clive could gather, the whole thing was becoming a burden. That husband of hers apparently had neither the knowledge nor an enthusiasm equal to hers to cope with it.


So she had nothing to do all day except sit at her window staring through those damned binoculars. Bird watching, she called it, which was another way of saying spying. Spying on the occupants of Brome House and setting her sights on Oddings Cottage, nestling beneath the shelter of the big house. For a moment remorse touched Clive, then a puzzled fury drove it away. How could Dymond have found out? How could he possibly have found out?


There was, of course, the boy – though he wouldn’t have thought . . . But it must be so; it had to be.


It was Dymond who had sent the letter, of that he was sure, just as he was certain Dymond had sent the others – and been the instigator of the telephone calls. Savage thoughts churned in Clive’s breast. To hell with him! No way was he going to be intimidated by a jumped-up schoolmaster, or anyone else! Survival of the fittest was what it was all about.


Scrunching up the letter in his fist, the tell-tale vein beginning to jump again at his temple, Clive reached deliberately for the telephone and dialled the number of the Lavenstock Police. Then, before it was answered, he changed his mind and put the receiver back.


Damn Dymond! Damn, damn, damn him.




CHAPTER 3


After lunch had been cleared away and MacAllister had left, Caroline thrust a letter into her pocket for posting to Pippa, her nine-year-old daughter, who was in Brittany, convalescing after chicken pox, staying with family friends.


She went down the drive, a slim figure in her cream linen suit, walking alongside the front lawn Janice had mown into immaculate stripes. A pile of manuscripts waited her attention, but she needed a breath of air after her busy morning, and moreover to be alone to be able to think over what was to be done. There had been no chance this morning, and last night, after the party, she had been so exhausted she had sunk immediately into oblivion, almost as soon as her head touched the pillow. An oblivion perhaps self-induced, so that she could postpone facing up to the dizzying realisation of what had been admitted, albeit unspokenly, between herself and Matt.


But whether she wanted to think about it or not, it had been there, with her all morning, worrying her, yet making her alive to a new awareness of herself, as if all her life she’d been asleep and untouched until now. Moments of near-panic intervened. Perhaps he didn’t after all feel the same way; maybe she’d been imagining . . . But the doubts didn’t last long. She knew with certainty that he did. The recognition had been total and mutual.


She shouldn’t be allowing herself to think this way – it wasn’t playing the game. A phrase of Clive’s came to her. ‘It’s only a game, you know,’ he was wont to say, having done something that had gone too far. Which was all very well, if everyone knew the rules, and stuck to them. Like playing hostess for Clive as part of the game of keeping up appearances, of pretending there was nothing wrong with a marriage that was a blank, a façade, an as yet unvocalised failure.


Why, she asked herself despairingly, had she ever married Clive?


Her mother had died when Caroline was a very young child, leaving her to the tender mercies of her father, a cold and domineering man, under whose influence her own identity as she grew up had struggled to survive. He had taken an instant dislike to Clive as soon as she brought him home – was this why she had uncharacteristically rushed headlong into the marriage? Because she had known that if she didn’t make this stand, she herself might sink without trace under the weight of her father’s overweening personality? A bid for independence? Or because Clive wanted to marry her – and Clive always got what he wanted?


Certainly he had warmed her with the energy and fire of his ambition; his vitality had excited her – but love? It was hard to tell, now. When the fire had died down, the gulf between them had gradually widened, and for years they had had nothing in common, except Pippa, the child they both loved so deeply.


Her mind veered away from that old, painful problem, only to be faced with another, newer one.


Lunch, after all, had passed off successfully and pleasantly, which should have pleased Clive, but she wasn’t so sure that it had. During the meal, through his favourite pork tenderloin cooked with apples, cream and calvados, to the dark, fragrant coffee and cognac, she had sensed an unusual preoccupation in him. He hadn’t been turning the whole battery of his charm – which was considerable when he wanted it to be – on MacAllister, even though he had told her beforehand how important this meeting was to be.


With a sense of foreboding, she had guessed the reasons for its importance. It was all to do with this brash scheme of Clive’s to turn Brome House – her home! – into offices. No! She clenched her fists in the pockets of her skirt. It was out of the question, so wholly unacceptable that it couldn’t be thought about. How could Clive even contemplate such a thing? But that was symptomatic of their relationship, that he didn’t know how he was hurting her. He should have known, and cared – but it had been a long time since Clive had known what she was thinking, if he ever had. Well, this was something he wasn’t going to get his hands on. She was rather shocked at her own way of expressing that – she had, after all, quite willingly surrendered everything else. That she now regretted doing so was another matter – but so was Brome.


Halfway down the drive she turned along a narrow gravel path between clipped yew hedges and into the small, circular walled garden with a cool green pool in the centre, which was her special retreat. The wide stone parapet of the pool, on which she sat, was warm in the sun, roses and clematis clothed the brickwork, a golden carp occasionally flashed from under a lily pad, and through the opening in the wall she could see the house stretched before her in the sunlight.


Maybe it hadn’t all that much architectural merit – too many generations of Baddesbys had added or subtracted a wing here, a storey there, changed a window or two according to their own personal idiosyncracies and the fashion of the time – nevertheless it had somehow settled into an unusually charming and attractive whole. Visitors were apt to enthuse about it, and with its mellow red brick and its sweeping pantiled roofs enclosed in the shelter of dark yews, it was photogenic enough to have warranted a recent colour feature in the county magazine. Caroline loved it uncritically; it was her home and she would be quite ruthless in defending it to her last breath.


The sun in the warm enclosed space brought out the incense smell of the thyme, crushed underfoot. It reminded her of being in church, and gradually the same sort of peace stole over her. She didn’t have to make a decision about Matt, not yet. He was going away today and she had a whole week to come to terms with herself, so that when they next met, she would surely know how to act.


As she came out of the main gates and set off towards the village post office, she almost bumped into a man who was just emerging from the narrow lane which ran alongside the house.


‘Marcus, well, what a surprise!’


As a child, Caroline had often been afraid of this dark, sardonic man with the caustic tongue, and even now she was never quite at ease in his company. Marcus Dymond had been a regular visitor to the house many years ago, in the days when he and her father had played chess together twice a week, a lean, aloof and austere figure. Recently, however, she had scarcely seen him at all. When she visited his invalid wife, he was invariably, and purposely, she fancied, otherwise occupied. Why he didn’t want to see her was all too understandable, but what, she wondered, was he doing here now? Coming from the lane that led to Oddings Cottage?


He didn’t look particularly pleased to see her, but neither did he seem discomfited. Indeed, he was uncharacteristically forthcoming.


‘In the interests of what my doctor is pleased to call fighting the flab, I walk a good deal since my retirement,’ he remarked with a faintly mocking smile, forestalling any question. ‘I came down the valley and found myself faced with either a long walk round or, after a somewhat undignified scramble over a fence, the necessity of trespass. I’m afraid I chose the latter.’


His spare frame held not an ounce of flab, and he knew as well as she did about the fence. As for trespassing . . . accusing Marcus Dymond of it would be somewhat like forbidding the Pope the freedom of the Vatican.


‘I thought of taking a look in at your garden while I was up here and reporting back to Enid,’ he added. ‘She still takes an interest, you know.’


‘You’re very welcome. I’ll come round with you.’


He waved the suggestion away. ‘No, no, don’t bother. A peep through the gates will suffice.’


‘Why don’t you bring Enid up in the car one day? I’m sure she’d love to see the garden again,’ Caroline said impulsively. ‘Bring her before the maples are past their best.’


‘In the highly unlikely event of my ever not being persona non grata at Brome, my dear Caroline, I would willingly do so. As it is . . .’


He left the sentence unfinished, but Caroline could supply the rest.


The last time he had come to the house, he had told Clive exactly what he had thought of him, using such biting sarcasm that even Clive had flinched. She knew that Clive believed Marcus was the one who had been harassing him, and she thought he might have every reason to be afraid of what this man might do, but not in that way. He was capable of malice, certainly, but making anonymous telephone calls – no. His weapons would be more direct – or more subtle.


She looked at him with a troubled face. ‘I – I’m so terribly sorry.’


‘You always did have a tender conscience if I mistake not, but I imagine Brome will continue to get on well enough without me, if that’s what you meant,’ Marcus answered dryly.


‘I was thinking more of Oddings Cottage. I know you’d set your mind on buying it.’


‘Not,’ he replied, lifting a sardonic eyebrow, ‘at nearly double the price it’s worth.’


There was very little Caroline felt she could say to mitigate what, after all, had been one of the most indefensible things Clive had ever done. He had known the Dymonds were hoping to buy the old cottage when it came on the market. It was really two small one-storey cottages which had been knocked together at some time, and all the rooms being on one level, it would have been ideal for Enid, incapacitated as she now was. Clive, however, had offered way above the asking price, which not unnaturally was promptly accepted, and now Enid must look at it from her window, disappointed, while Clive . . .


Dymond, who had been intently watching her expressive, revealing face, remarked ironically, ‘One of our more enlightened architects, we must expect to see great things arising from this determination to have the property. Anything less would be quite disgraceful – would it not?’


Before his retirement, Marcus had taught maths at what had once been the old endowed grammar school in Lavenstock and was now, to his deep disapprobation, a comprehensive school. Caroline at this moment saw why his pupils had been reputed to go in such terror of him: she was afraid he was looking right into her mind and reading there just what Clive intended – not to renovate the cottage at all, but to knock it down and rebuild his new modern-style house there, where he hoped to take Pippa and herself to live, so that he could carry out his plans for the big house. The cottage wasn’t worth restoring, or so he said; at its best it could only ever have been an Elizabethan slum. Some interfering busybody had got a preservation order put on it, but there were ways and means, he asserted with a laugh, of circumventing that, if you knew what you were about.


‘And what if you can’t?’


‘I don’t budget for failure,’ he’d answered forcibly. ‘I budget for success, and what’s more, I make bloody sure I’ve got my sums right, so there’s no possibility of anything else.’


Hurriedly now, she asked Marcus, ‘How is Enid?’


‘A little better, I fancy.’ He added abruptly, ‘No, that’s not true. She’ll never be better; we all know that, don’t we? But some days are less worse than others.’ He paused. ‘I’ll tell her I’ve seen you, and that you’ve asked after her. Au revoir, Caroline.’


One might have thought Marcus Dymond a man incapable of affection; in reality, Caroline knew his devotion to his wife was utter and complete. This had been especially evident since her illness, something that gave a more sympathetic insight into his difficult character.


‘Give her my love, will you? And tell her I’ll be down to see her early next week.’


Dymond raised his deerstalker and left her.


The silvery chimes of the bracket clock in the dining room were sounding a quarter to four just as Caroline eventually stepped back into the dim coolness of the house. She would have to stir herself if there was any work to be done that afternoon – but first, some tea. She found the kitchen empty and was just about to pick up the kettle when Sylvia Johnson came in, moving in that noiseless way she had, startling Caroline. She carried a tray with used cups and teapot and, when she saw Caroline, exclaimed, ‘Oh, Mrs Lethbridge, what a pity, you’ve just missed tea! But I can soon make some more.’


Slightly irritated by the implication that she wasn’t prepared to make her own, Caroline felt all the same, glancing at the righteous expression on the girl’s face, that she’d better not offer. Sylvia peered into the kettle, saw there was enough water left in it and plugged it in, then reached another blue and white china cup and saucer from the dark oak dresser ranged along one wall. Caroline was surprised to see her hand trembling, enough to make the cup rattle on the saucer.


‘Are you all right, Sylvia?’


‘Oh yes, quite all right, thank you, Mrs Lethbridge.’ In a tone that quite clearly indicated she was not. She began to fuss with preparing the fresh pot of tea.


Oh dear. Sylvia was not a young woman with whom Caroline felt instant rapport – indeed, she found her tiresomely uncommunicative – and though she had tried on the few occasions they’d been alone to find some common ground, she’d so far failed. But clearly now she couldn’t, however much she might wish, leave her to her troubles.


‘Come on, something’s bothering you – what is it, has Mr Lethbridge been getting at you? He can be a bit sharp sometimes, but he thinks very highly of you, you know –’


‘Oh goodness, no, it’s not Mr Lethbridge!’ Sylvia answered with such fervour that Caroline looked sharply at her. Heavens, she couldn’t be getting some sort of crush on Clive, could she? She wasn’t all that young – old enough to have passed that stage, certainly, Caroline would have thought. ‘He’s never like that with me . . . not unless I’ve done something really stupid.’


‘And from what I gather, you don’t usually do that, do you?’ Caroline smiled, causing a small gleam of self-satisfaction to flash across the other’s face. ‘So what’s the trouble?’ she repeated, watching Sylvia pour boiling water on to the leaves in the teapot. ‘Anything I can do to help?’


‘It’s – it’s only – well, the thing is, I can’t make my mind up.’ Sylvia adjusted her slipping spectacles with an ungainly gesture, sliding her forefinger along her nose. Caroline perched on the edge of the table, prepared to listen. ‘You see, I’ve had the chance to go to America.’


‘Well, lucky you!’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that. But it was only temporary, my coming here to work for Mr Lethbridge, as you know –’


‘While Amanda has her baby.’


‘Yes, but I was beginning to hope – think it might be more permanent, that Amanda might change her mind about coming back after the baby comes.’ Sylvia fiddled with a spoon, trying to hide her embarrassment.


‘That’s always a possibility, of course, but if you’ve had another chance, I should take it. Amanda’s very career-minded.’


‘I know, and my aunt who lives in Boston has got me the promise of this marvellous job there, knowing I only had a temporary position here – and she’s sent me my plane ticket and everything.’ Her plain, sallow face was doleful, her eyes owlish behind the thick spectacles.


‘Maybe I’m being obtuse – but what’s the problem?’


‘I – it’s just that I – I don’t like leaving Mr Lethbridge in the lurch.’


‘Goodness, he’ll find someone else easily enough,’ Caroline said gently. ‘Jobs like this aren’t easy to find; there’ll be a queue.’


‘Ye-es.’


‘So why the hesitation?’


‘I’d rather not say,’ Sylvia answered primly in a voice little more than a whisper, casting her eyes modestly down.


Caroline looked at the bent head and the lank, mousy hair dragged back into an unbecoming sort of pony-tail. She’d been right in her earlier supposition; Sylvia did have a thing about Clive. Well, it shouldn’t be all that surprising. Clive had considerable physical voltage and could be infinitely charming when it suited him, when anything pleased him, and Sylvia had undoubtedly done that, with her ability to smooth his path efficiently. Caroline felt very sorry for her; unrequited love was extremely painful at any age, while it lasted. She didn’t feel it could be serious, but one never knew, and Sylvia struck her as being deep. Surely she didn’t really mean it, about not going to America?


‘Well, I know if I were you, I wouldn’t refuse. Opportunities like this don’t happen every day, do they? And you say your aunt’s sent you your ticket? When is it for?’


‘Next Friday, twelve-fifty from Heathrow,’ was the prompt reply, indicating that perhaps the idea hadn’t been dismissed out of hand after all.


‘So soon! Friday, that’s the fifteenth, isn’t it? You’re in luck, as it happens. I have an engagement for lunch not too far away from the airport. Would you like me to drive you there?’


For a moment Sylvia looked nonplussed, as if such kindness didn’t often come her way, or perhaps at having her mind made up for her, but she quickly recovered herself and all of a sudden said, yes, it would all be for the best, wouldn’t it, and yes, she would appreciate a lift.


Clive wasn’t going to be pleased. It would mean finding another replacement, and not just any old temp either, until such time as Amanda came back. Caroline decided she would have to do something herself about this. It might make up for encouraging Sylvia to leave at such short notice. Though on reflection she had a strange sort of feeling, that the boot was on the other foot, that it was she who had been manoeuvred, especially when she remembered that she had asked Sylvia some time ago to make a note in Clive’s diary about her lunch appointment in Maidenhead.




CHAPTER 4


Deep in the intricacies firstly of Baillie-Scott domestic architecture way up on the west coast of Scotland, then Mackintosh’s School of Art in Glasgow, Matt had had reason to appreciate the breathing space the last ten days had given him, and the work which necessarily had to occupy the forefront of his mind.


Hitherto, his work as a newspaper and television journalist had taken him to remote and troubled places of the world, where danger and risk were parts of the business he took for granted. He thought he’d learned to put a glass wall between his emotions and that which had to be met and faced in earning his bread and butter. Last year, however, spent in the unspeakable horrors of famine refugee camps in the third world, had put paid to that theory. But only because that damnable recurring dysentery had laid him low, he told himself, debilitating him mentally and physically, leaving him with nothing to fight an almost suicidal despair and anger at the blindness and stupidity of human beings, and bringing him as near a nervous breakdown as ever a man of his sort and condition could come. It had been not only sensible, but necessary, to accept medical advice and opt out for a while, go home and let his mind and body heal.


He had in the early days of his career worked for the architectural press – a long time since now, but a good newspaperman should be able to cover anything, he’d been told when he was a cub reporter still wet behind the ears. So he’d accepted the offer to work in collaboration with Clive on this book, which was concerned with the influence of British architects during the last hundred years on modern European architectural development, the final achievement chosen to illustrate the theme being this greatly acclaimed design of Clive’s.


Working with Clive hadn’t been easy. Matt was also pretty damn sure Clive was hell to live with, and that was why Caroline was near to breaking point.


Or was she? He had immediately sensed the strains of her marriage when they first met, but he couldn’t be sure of her yet, of her strengths and weaknesses – and he would never make the mistake of underrating her capacity for loyalty, or the depth of her love for her daughter. And maybe being on the edge of tension was naturally part of her, a necessary part of her marriage, too – and if it wasn’t, what reason had he to think that he, Matt, had anything to do with it?


He’d never experienced anything like this before: up to now, his sex life had been taken care of by transient affairs, unmemorable for anything more than a passing attraction and perhaps a mild affection. He’d believed anything else unnecessary to him and his chosen way of life. Then, this shattering realisation that with Caroline, his needs took on another dimension entirely: a tenderness, a need for her, permanently and totally committed, as he himself already was.


He could be mistaken about her in every way, though on the strength of an answering look, that night of the party, across a crowded room, cornier than corny, he was prepared to believe not. But he sensed there were frontiers she wasn’t yet ready to cross, and he had no intention of forcing the pace, of ruining the relationship before it began. The first move might have to come from him, but the final choice must ultimately be hers.


Accordingly, he made himself stay away from Brome for another couple of days after he got back, working in the privacy of his hotel room on the material he had collected. He’d asked for accommodation where the noise of his typewriter and tape-recorder wouldn’t be likely to disturb the other guests, and had been given a room in the annexe, which turned out to be pleasanter than in the main building, less overheated and with easier access to the car park and the extensive grounds, where he could stretch his long legs occasionally.


By late afternoon he’d almost finished the final draft of his last night’s notes when the telephone rang. It was Caroline.


The full-blooded screams ringing out down the corridor would have done credit to a prima donna, a role for which Mrs Peach undoubtedly had the physique to qualify, and sometimes the temperament, too. This time she wasn’t acting. Her face under her careful make-up drained of colour; then, with no more breath for screaming, she made for the kitchen.


‘In the study,’ was all she could get out at first. ‘I went in for his tea tray and there he was – oh my God!’


Janice Wharton switched off the chicken soup whizzing round in the food processor, whose noise had prevented her from hearing the screams, and looked up as Mrs Peach rushed in, a sense of dread clutching her. Her hands reached out to grab the table for support as the meaning sank in. She stood rigid, her blue-over-alled figure silhouetted against the cheerful red Aga.


‘Is he – he isn’t –?’ she began, in a dry, hurting whisper.


‘I think,’ announced Mrs Peach, ‘I’m going to faint – or be sick.’


Torn between necessities, Janice took a few jerky, uncoordinated steps, hesitating between Mrs Peach and the door.


‘Don’t!’ The older woman recovered with speed as Janice’s hand finally reached for the knob. ‘Don’t you go into that there study, Janice, for God’s sake. There isn’t nothing you can do, anyway.’


Caroline was aware of something out of the ordinary as soon as she had parked her car in the garage, formerly one of the old stables. For one thing, Mrs Peach’s orange Volkswagen Beetle was still there, K registration and looking as if it had emerged from the showroom yesterday. One careful lady owner, in this case no contradiction in terms, as Clive had once remarked with a rare spark of humour.


The sense persisted as she opened the kitchen door, where an unnatural silence reigned, rather than the activity usual at this hour, when the evening meal was normally well under way. Also very oddly, Mrs Peach was sitting at the old-fashioned scrubbed-top table, leaning back ostentatiously with her eyes closed, the teapot and the brandy bottle in front of her. Janice was crouched against the Aga, as if, despite the warmth of the evening, she needed all the heat she could extract from its slow-ticking oven.


‘Still here, Mrs Peach? Shouldn’t you be at home by now?’


The older woman sprang to her feet. ‘Oh, Caroline!’


Mrs Peach had known Caroline since she was a little girl, and she was the last person in the world to be deliberately cruel, but now that she was recovering somewhat from the initial shock, her natural sense of drama was returning fast. She clutched her hands in front of her imposing bosom. ‘There’s been a terrible accident!’


Caroline stopped abruptly, halfway across the kitchen. She forced herself to say it. ‘It’s Pippa. It’s Pippa, isn’t it?’


‘No, no, m’duck, thank God it’s not her!’


‘I think you’d better sit down.’ Janice threw a look at Mrs Peach, pulled herself together, and since ‘accident’ wasn’t to her an acceptable euphemism for murder, told Caroline straightly what had happened.


Then, as Caroline stood transfixed, they heard the sound of the first of the cars arriving.


‘Who found him?’


By the time the investigating officer arrived, Detective Chief Inspector Gil Mayo from Divisional Headquarters in Lavenstock, ten minutes behind his sergeant, the sombre routine machinery of violent death was already rolling smoothly into action. The room was thick with photographers, the scenes-of-crime team, and the grey dust of fingerprint powder. The police surgeon arrived, pronounced life extinct, and now that the photographer had finished with his stills and his video camera, was ready to examine the body further.


‘Mrs Peach,’ answered Sergeant Kite, who’d already been gleaning information from P.C. Trenchard, the local man. ‘Lady from the village who helps to clean two or three times a week.’


‘Hm.’ Mayo stood in the centre of the room, being careful not to move about too much, so as not to disturb the evidence, looking impassive, even bored. A tall, solidly built Yorkshireman, just the wrong side of forty, with thick, strong hair, disciplined from its inclination to curl by a short haircut, deep-set eyes that could disconcert by their concentrated observation, he was by nature not inclined to speak overmuch. Now he stood silently, taking it all in, absorbing all-important first impressions of his surroundings, getting a gut feeling about the case. His trained eye ranged round the room, noting each feature and filing it for further use.


The room was a shambles, but that couldn’t disguise dark oak panelling, good, solid furniture with the sort of patina that only came from years of dedicated polishing, several very good modern paintings and some old oriental rugs, their blues and reds softened by time. One wall was devoted to framed photographs of what was presumably the work of the dead man – municipal buildings, an art gallery, dozens of houses, a factory or two. Some had been knocked askew in the violent attack on the room, but none had been broken. His glance passed on, coming back to the body.


Mayo was necessarily familiar with death in its more horrific manifestations, but appearances to the contrary, he hadn’t yet come to regard it with indifference, become case-hardened as some of his colleagues were – or allegedly so. Well, everybody had to learn to cope in their own way, and his was total detachment, as far as this was possible. Shut your mind off from everything but the hard facts, the input that fed the computer called the brain, and don’t cloud the issue by being squeamish, or emotional. Difficult. Nearly impossible, but you’d damn well better do it. It was there, a crime to be solved. Violent death, the ultimate silencer, the irrevocable end, somebody’s answer to jealousy, greed, revenge, fear. Always shocking, and evil hanging wherever it had occurred, like a miasma. In this room now, like the smell of blood, and of death itself.


Clive Lethbridge was still in the position he had been found, slumped forward over his desk, arms outspread, his head slightly to one side, the back of it brutally smashed in. Dark, sticky blood, greyish brain tissue and fragments of white bone were matted in with the thick, wiry hair.


There was blood all over. It had spattered the walls and the curtains and the windows and the back and sleeves of the cream silk shirt the victim was wearing, and run down behind his left ear to soak his collar, and spread out on to the papers beneath his head and body. God, a right old mess.


‘Probably stunned with one blow from behind, then killed by further blows,’ the doctor pronounced, straightening up. ‘All that blood. Indicates the heart went on pumping for some time after the first blow. Which was made with something heavy, with a sharp edge and used with considerable force, I might say.’


‘With something like that, for instance.’


Ison followed Mayo’s pointing finger to where an extremely handsome and heavy cut-glass inkwell lay rolled on its side on the carpet, its brilliant refractions winking in the evening sun which streamed through the open french window. Surmounted by a domed, cut and faceted lid mounted in silver and hinged to the base, it was a half-sphere, about the size and shape of half a coconut, with a small hollow designed for ink, when being put to its original use. A deeply cut pattern of vertical incisions segmented it, continuing underneath the base to repeat and catch prismatic reflections from each other. The glittering ruby highlights, so pretty in the sun, came from the dried blood on the serrations at the edge of the base, which, Mayo had no doubt, would match exactly the jagged edges of the wounds in the smashed skull.


‘Probably.’ Ison in fact had no doubts either, but caution was second nature to him. ‘The P.M. will make certain.’


‘How long’s he been dead?’


‘Not all that long. According to the body temperature, and the temperature in here, which is warm, about an hour, I’d say.’


‘Four twenty-five?’


‘Give or take.’


Ison rolled down his sleeves and side-stepped the scenes-of-crime officer, D.C. Dexter, who knelt on the floor, hands encased in thinly stretched, transparent protective gloves. At that moment he was lifting the inkwell with extreme care, preparatory to packing it in a sterile container. Besides the blood adhering to it, there would almost certainly be minute traces of skin and hair and brain tissue . . . though probably, unless the murderer had been particularly careless, no fingerprints. Villains nowadays saw too many TV cop shows.


‘Strewth, heavier than it looks, this, must weigh all of four or five pounds, I reckon,’ Dexter grunted.


‘Lead crystal, by the look of it. Victorian, at a guess, wouldn’t you say, Kite?’


‘I wouldn’t know.’ The tall, lanky sergeant eyed the ornate piece of craftsmanship disparagingly. ‘Not the sort of thing I go for myself . . . even supposing I could afford it.’ The expression on his slightly ingenuous, normally cheerful face endorsed his opinion of the richly comfortable circumstances that the deceased had apparently enjoyed. ‘Easy enough to handle, though, I should think. Get a good grip on the silver mounting, with the lid in your palm, and bingo!’


‘A man’s hand, yes. Or both of a woman’s.’


‘Hardly a woman’s crime, though, is it?’ the doctor commented, snapping his case shut. ‘Nasty, brutal.’


Mayo said, ‘You’d be surprised, some of the women I’ve known.’


Ison, packing his instruments, conceded the point with a wry smile. ‘As you say.’


But male or female, one-handed or two-handed, the murderer had operated from behind. The desk over which Lethbridge slumped was a very large one, almost square, the kind known as a partners’ desk, with drawers back and front, and was set towards the centre of the room, and at an oblique angle to the window. When he was attacked, he had been sitting facing the room, his back to the garden. The french windows were wide open, and fastened back.


‘So he either knew his murderer, and therefore was unsuspecting when he moved behind him for some reason – or somebody crept up from outside and did for him,’ said Kite.


Ison nodded. ‘Either way, the first blow would have knocked him out sufficient to quieten him, if that was all that was wanted, even if it didn’t actually kill him. The rest was either making sure or just being vindictive.’


‘Whichever, he was disturbed in the middle of what he was doing, wasn’t he?’ Kite leaned gingerly forward, peering over the dead man’s shoulder. A pencil was still gripped between the fingers of his right hand, and a long, deep line from where the large, confident handwriting stopped had scored the only visible page, most of which, however, was obscured by the rusty stain of dried blood.


‘As soon as you can,’ Mayo remarked to Dexter, with a nod at the mess on the desk, ‘get me the lab report on that. I’d like to know what he was working on.’


Things moved with speed and efficiency when Mayo was around, but he was inclined to expect results the day before yesterday. ‘Do my best, sir, but you know how it is. We’re up to our eyes as usual.’ He met Mayo’s grey stare. ‘Yes, right. Right, sir.’


‘We all have our problems,’ said Ison, and left.


Mayo walked to the window, thinking about the layout of the house. The study was a double-aspected room, set on the corner of the house, with long views of the gardens and the gravelled main drive, which divided outside the study to sweep round, encircling the entire house. Flanking the drive were rose beds and herbaceous borders. There was a yew hedge at some distance, and a shrubbery alongside the road. At the back were extensive lawns, beyond which lay an orchard.


‘Any idea where that leads?’ he asked Kite, pointing to a path crossing the lawn, apparently opening on to a lane which separated the property from the adjoining one.


‘According to Trenchard, eventually up on to the Lavenstock road. A bit of a scramble, and private property anyway, though apparently that doesn’t stop anybody. It’s a favourite picnic spot down by the stream.’


‘Did he say who owns the place next door?’


‘Chap called Comstock – runs a stud farm. He uses the lane for access, but it belongs to Brome House. They seem to use it mostly for delivery of heating oil and stuff for the garden.’


A wide area just outside the french window had already been cordoned off. Some of the gravel from the drive was on the carpet just inside the window, not necessarily brought in by the murderer since there was also a small gritty patch of it under the pedestal of the desk, near the dead man’s feet in their highly polished tan slip-on shoes.


‘Terrible stuff, gravel, for treading indoors,’ Kite said feelingly, watching Dexter, who was still crawling about on the floor, scoop the two separate lots into plastic bags, seal and label them. His wife had briskly refused to have it laid on the drive of their new house, especially with the kids running in and out and herself busy with her new career. She’d opted for mock-stone slabs instead. You wouldn’t have thought it could do much harm to the rugs in here, though. Tatty old specimens, Sheila wouldn’t give them house room. Spoiled the look of the good fitted carpet they were spread on.


‘Not quiet, either,’ added Mayo absently, staring down at the Georgian console table which stood between the window and the bookcase, its bare top greyish now with fingerprint powder. Was that where the inkwell had stood, conveniently to hand for any intruder? It was the only flat surface of its kind in the room that had not apparently been holding some bibelot or objet d’art, though it was difficult to tell in the chaos of the room.


‘Anything strike you as odd about this lot, Martin?’


Kite looked at the cushions thrown on the floor, the pictures knocked off the straight, books swept to the floor. ‘Not very convincing, is it?’ he said, after a moment’s thought.


‘Right. As if somebody in too big a hurry to take much trouble wanted to suggest robbery as a motive for the killing. Or,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘as a cover-up for destroying this thing here – the only thing that has actually suffered any damage, you’ll notice.’


‘What is it?’


Mayo was peering down at the baize-covered table on which remained all that was left of the Svensen Centre model, a heap of Perspex and balsa, recognisable for what it had once been only by the metal label which had been fixed to the base. ‘Model of some sort. Must have been that hospital or whatever he won that prize with. Wasn’t there a picture in last week’s Advertiser?’


‘And a big write-up. I remember. Clever bloke.’


‘Well paid for it, any road,’ remarked Mayo, beginning to prowl around the room, carefully avoiding touching anything, ‘if this house and what’s in it’s anything to go by.’


‘Well, likely this is all family stuff. Wife’s family,’ Kite added, having forgotten for the moment that Mayo, being newish to the division, might not know this. ‘The Baddesbys, been grinding the faces of the poor around here since Adam was a lad, and not short of a bob or two, neither.’


Mayo made no answer to this beyond a swift, sharp glance at Kite. He twisted his head sideways to look closer at a modern painting hanging wildly askew. ‘This wasn’t handed down, though.’ If it was indeed an original Hockney, it hadn’t been given away with cornflake tops, either.


Kite did his best not to avert his eyes from it. ‘Well, it takes all sorts,’ he said at last, not being able to think of anything else to say and uncertain as to whether his gaffer might actually be admiring the painting.


Kite hadn’t quite got the measure of Mayo yet, what really made him tick; they’d only worked together on a few cases so far. Despite that blunt Yorkshire façade, he seemed easy enough, yet Kite had the feeling it wouldn’t do to push your luck with him. Wasn’t married, though he had been once; whether widowed or divorced was still a matter of speculation in the division. He had a daughter, but he didn’t invite questions about his personal life. Truth to tell, he seemed to be something of a loner, a mite austere. He didn’t smoke, play games or even follow them, not even cricket, which for a Yorkshireman must be tantamount to treason. It was rumoured that he liked music, the heavy stuff, symphonies and that. He read a lot.


But Kite wasn’t going to hold that against him. He was disposed to like Mayo. He was a damned good policeman, with a steady record of success behind him, and a seemingly predictable future ahead in the way of promotion prospects. He was fair, and didn’t hog the limelight. Kite wouldn’t have resented this last anyway. Having sweated to reach sergeant early, his own desire for promotion had received an unexpected check. Give it time, he told himself; it takes time to adjust to the idea and circumstances of two ambitious parents in one happy family.


Happy, he repeated. That’s right. They’d work it out, sure they would.


A scrunch of gravel under tyres announced the arrival of the mortuary van. They watched, soberly, as Clive Lethbridge’s body, plastic-sheeted, was carried out.


‘Right, then,’ Mayo said abruptly, ‘let’s get moving. Can’t afford to waste time.’ He moved across to the small room adjoining the study and peered in. Little more than a cubbyhole with a desk occupying one wall and an electronic typewriter standing on it, plus a filing cabinet, a plan chest and a photocopier. The room at present was crammed to capacity with a large fingerprint man and the photographer. ‘We’ll make a start on that lot when the lads have finished, see what turns up. Farrar can give me a hand. The rest of the house I’ll leave you to organise.’


Kite looked gloomy. ‘Not exactly a semi, is it?’ He thought of attics and cellars, the kitchen, a vast room so old-fashioned it was trendy again, and a bathroom which still had its original mahogany seat. God knew how many bedrooms. Folks with so much room they never threw anything away.


‘Take you a bit longer, that’s all. I’ll see you’re not shorthanded. You can have Deeley.’


Kite rolled up his eyes.


Despite a regrettable tendency to flippancy, Mayo knew Kite was conscientious and thorough, often acute, and that he could rely on him. He thought that given time, they’d make a good team. ‘Cheer up, son. There’s none of us here for a good night’s kip. Meanwhile, let’s get the day’s pattern established – who came and went, where he’d been, who he’d been seeing and so on.’


Kite pulled out his notebook. ‘According to Mrs Wharton, he didn’t go out, had no visitors. He was working alone here all day, had lunch alone, and tea.’


‘That simplifies things – who’s Mrs Wharton?’


‘Yet another of the helpers in the house . . . Gawd, how the other half lives!’


Hands in pockets, Mayo surveyed his sergeant. ‘Pack it in, lad.’


Kite’s round, candid face assumed innocence.


‘Now you’ve got it out of your system, can we contrive to manage without the snide socialism, and get on with the business?’


‘Yes, sir; sorry, sir.’ Kite, whose leftist sympathies had long been little more a habit, had merely been firing token shots, more as a gesture of independence than anything else. He looked sheepish and consulted his notes. ‘Tea was brought in about half-three by Mrs Peach, give or take a few minutes. At five to five, when she came in to collect the tray before going home, he was dead. Which more or less squares with what Doc Ison tells us.’


‘An hour and a half, during which he wasn’t entirely alone. Somebody must have heard or seen something. What about his wife?’


‘She’s been out all day.’


‘Oh, where?’


‘I don’t know yet. Shall we have her in and ask her?’


Mayo thought about it. ‘Yes.’


Kite poked his head round the door and spoke to the detective constable, Deeley, on duty in the corridor outside. Mayo heard a muffled altercation, and then Kite was back in the room, with Deeley in front of him and the door closed behind him. ‘It seems,’ he announced, ‘that Mrs Lethbridge has gone out again.’




CHAPTER 5


‘Gone out? Out?’ Although Mayo addressed Deeley quietly enough, Kite felt the draught from where he stood. ‘I thought you said she came home just before we arrived?’


‘Yes, sir, she did, but she went out again. By the back door, sir,’ answered Deeley, a beefy young man who occasionally, like now, wondered if he was in the right job, detecting criminals. Maybe he should have stayed on the beat, rather than going through all that grief to get into C.I.D. He’d give a week’s pay to be back there right now. ‘I understand she’s gone to see a Mr Waring, sir. He only lives in the next village.’


A look passed between Mayo and Kite. Mayo turned back to Deeley, the cross he’d had to bear since coming to Lavenstock. ‘Then it shouldn’t take you long to get over there and fetch her back, should it?’ he asked, more mildly. Deeley was heavy weather, with no imagination whatsoever, but there was room for the plodders as well as the high-flyers. So they said. ‘What’s keeping you?’


‘Nothing, sir, only there’s Mrs Peach, the cleaning lady. She’s waiting to be off home. Says her husband’ll be shouting for his tea.’


Mayo thought for a moment. ‘All right. I’ll see her now.’ He stood up and followed Kite and Deeley out of the room. ‘Mrs Peach?’ he said to the woman waiting outside. ‘Sorry if we’ve kept you hanging about, but we shouldn’t be much longer now. Is there somewhere we can talk for a few minutes?’


‘I suppose,’ Mrs Peach answered stiffly, unappeased, ‘we could go into the garden room.’


‘That would be useful, thank you.’


She marched along the thickly carpeted corridor and led the way into a room farther along, filled with evening sunlight and furnished with a haphazard selection of cushioned armchairs slip-covered in faded cretonne, together with a rubbed yellow velvet sofa and one or two bookcases and occasional tables, on one of which stood a huge bowl of old-fashioned cream Provence roses, deeply scented. Photographs in profusion lined the walls, a television set stood in one corner, and two latticed french windows led out on to a paved terrace overlooking another aspect of the main garden. An unpretentious, slightly shabby room, it had a comfortable air of being much used.


Mrs Peach removed the roses to a corner bookcase, very pointedly, and only then indicated to Mayo that he might now be permitted to use the table.


‘Thank you; please sit down.’ Mayo waved her to an armchair and sat down himself in an elderly one with a sagging seat facing her, which turned out to be surprisingly comfortable. ‘Now, Mrs Peach, let’s have a few details.’


He leaned back, leaving the note-taking to Kite, ready to concentrate on the answers to his questions, trying to pick up the hesitancies and nuances of conversation, as well as the apparent irrelevancies which interviewees were apt to pursue, and which could be so revealing about the person being questioned.


In this case Beryl Peach, a spritely, full-bosomed lady, fifty-three years old, with a strong Midlands accent. Worked here since Mrs Lethbridge was a little girl, she had, before her mother – Caroline’s mother, that was, Mrs Baddesby – died. Came every morning except Friday, when she came in the afternoon.


‘That’s my afternoon for the silver, and odd jobs like that. It’s not convenient for me to come here of a Friday morning, see,’ she added independently. ‘It’s when I do my weekend shopping up in Lavenstock and then go on to have my hair done after.’ She patted her Silver Pearl-rinsed curls.


‘Very nice,’ remarked Mayo, seeing some comment was called for, and feeling the effort was worthwhile when she unbent so far as to look faintly mollified, though she never took her round, somewhat beady eyes from his face for a minute. The stare unnerved him a little.


‘So you saw Mr Lethbridge when you took his tea in to him. What time was that?’


‘Just before half past three.’


‘Did he have anything to eat with it?’


‘A couple of my buttered scones, that I always make a batch of on Fridays. I don’t usually do the cooking, but Janice hasn’t got such a light hand with scones, and he did enjoy one or two with his tea.’


‘How did he seem when you went in? As usual?’


‘He was standing in front of the window, and he didn’t turn round, just told me to put the tray down. And the next time I saw him, when I come back for the tray, soon as I opened the door, there he was, dead!’ She lifted a handkerchief to her eyes.


‘How did you know that?


The handkerchief was lowered abruptly. ‘Well, he didn’t hit his-self on the head, did he, and he looked dead enough to me, dead as mutton!’


‘What I mean is, you must have walked right into the room in order to see the condition he was in.’


‘I did; I thought at first, before I got near to him, he’d just been took bad, but I didn’t touch him, if that’s what you mean! I told Janice – Mrs Wharton – you should never touch the body. However, she said we ought to make sure – what if he was still alive? You wouldn’t have got me back into that study, not for King Dick. But she would have it. However, I was right, wasn’t I?’ On a much more subdued note. He saw she was much upset underneath the histrionics.


‘Yes, Mrs Peach, I’m afraid you were. I do realise this has been a very nasty experience for you, but you’ve been very helpful so far. What time did you fetch the tray back?’


‘About five to five, just before I was ready to go home, like I always do.’


By which time Lethbridge had probably been dead just over half an hour. ‘Now – this Mr Waring, this gentleman Mrs Lethbridge has rushed off to see . . . Very good friend of the family, is he?’


‘Yes, he is, but there’s no hanky-panky going on there, so don’t you go insinuating there is!’ Mrs Peach retorted with spirit. ‘Mr Waring must be sixty if he’s a day, I’ll have you know.’


Mayo reckoned he hardly had a good twenty years left to him, on that basis. He avoided Kite’s eye and said mildly, ‘I was only wondering, why him? Why Mr Waring in particular? And why Mrs Lethbridge didn’t simply telephone?’


‘Oh, the telephone! Not much sympathy from a telephone, is there? Besides, I’ve told you – he’s a close friend. Mr Lethbridge’s partner and ever such a nice gentleman, he is. He only lives over at Addencote, anyway, not more than five minutes in the car.’


‘I see. Well, let’s get back to Mr Lethbridge. As an employer, what was he like?’


‘I’ve no complaints. He was always all right with me. It was only with them as give him old buck that he got a bit nas – a bit worked up.’


Here we go again, thought Mayo, the old speak-no-ill-of-the-dead syndrome that was, however, often more revealing than the truth. ‘Short-tempered, was he? The sort to make enemies?’


‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ Mrs Peach answered primly.


‘Hm. Were you responsible for cleaning the study?’


‘Only on Thursday. Janice saw it had a once-over every day, then I always give it a real good do of a Thursday, because he worked at home most Fridays and he was very particular about everything being kept nice and polished.’


‘As soon as we can, we’ll get you to have a look and see if there’s anything missing. You’d know, of course?’


‘Oh, definitely!’


‘I suppose I can rely on Mrs Wharton for the same thing?’


‘You can rely on Janice for anything; good as gold, she is, not like that husband of hers.’ She bit her lip and stood up hurriedly, aware that the brandy she’d consumed had loosened her tongue. ‘If that’s all, I’d like to get off.’


But Mayo, realising he had before him God’s gift to policemen, a loquacious witness, was not prepared to let her go just yet. ‘Another minute or two, if you don’t mind.’ With a heavy, resigned sigh, Mrs Peach sat down again. ‘I’m sorry to keep you, but you see, in a case like this,’ Mayo went on, using unashamed flattery, ‘it’s important to talk to people who are observant and keep their eyes and ears open. Somebody like you, who’d know for instance if Mr and Mrs Lethbridge didn’t get on well together.’


‘Oh no, there was nothing like that! What I mean is, they got on as well as most.’


‘I suppose they had their differences, like most married couples?’


‘Not in front of me, they didn’t,’ she answered firmly.


He saw that her loyalty to Caroline Lethbridge was paramount, and decided to press the advantage. ‘You’ve known Mrs Lethbridge since she was a little girl, you say, so it must have pleased you to see her happy.’


‘Happy?’ The exclamation was out before she could stop it. She bit her lip, then said soberly, ‘I never said she was happy.’ There was a longer silence, then suddenly, with another sigh, she gave up pretending. ‘I only wish she was. I don’t know what it is, but it seems to me something’s been wrong for quite a while now.’


‘Money troubles?’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that . . . but I don’t know, a house like this doesn’t run on fresh air, does it? They didn’t seem short to me, but that’s all according. All I can say is, things weren’t as they should be.’


Mayo thought that she was almost certainly telling the truth, and that she knew no more than she had told him. He questioned her a little more about the day-to-day routine of the house, then said, ‘That’s about it, Mrs Peach, for now. As you found the body, we’ll need you to make a signed statement, but it’ll do later, when we’ve finished with the room. I take it you’d have no objection?’


Clearly, Mrs Peach had not. It didn’t often come her way to play the leading lady. All in all, it was quite a red-letter day in her life.


‘I thought we’d ruled out thieving as a motive.’ Kite asked when she’d gone.


‘We haven’t ruled anything out yet, lad.’


Mayo stood looking out of the window, which faced directly on to a great cedar of Lebanon, possibly two hundred years old, its wide arms sweeping the lawn beneath the terrace. He hated the disorientated feeling at the beginning of investigations of this sort, before you could see the shape of the case and you were still fumbling around, seeking which direction to go in to find the answer. ‘We both know murderers who’ve killed for reasons neither you nor I would recognise as a motive at all – but motive of some sort we’ve got to look for. Unless we’re faced with a psychopath, who just happened along and clobbered him to death for the hell of it . . . which is possible, all right, but I think we’ll stick with the other . . . that’s what we’re looking for. And having seen that lot in there, I think it more than likely somebody must have finished up looking like an assistant in a ritual slaughterhouse.’


‘So how’d they get away, looking like that? They’d be taking a hell of a risk.’


‘Maybe it was someone who didn’t need to get away. Maybe they were here already.’ Mayo stepped out of the french window, fastened back with a hook to the wall. ‘With this open, I doubt if he’d be taken by surprise,’ he said, crunching his feet on the gravel to make his point.




CHAPTER 6


Mrs Peach, her coat on and handbag over her arm like the Queen Mother, found Caroline, brought back from Addencote, with Harry Waring in the shadowed drawing room. The sun had gone from this side of the house, where the oak-panelled walls and the huge, sombre pictures absorbed even more light. Caroline looked very small, curled in the corner of the Knole settee, as if she wanted to hide in its high-backed depths, her face a white blur against the dark blue brocade.


She had felt numb ever since she had been told of Clive’s death, she didn’t seem able to take it in yet, she was frozen inside, white-faced and withdrawn behind a wall of silence.


‘They say they’ll see you now, seeing as you’re here, Mr Waring,’ Mrs Peach announced, as if she’d personally arranged it, and to Caroline, ‘What’s-his-name, that there inspector, says I can go now, so if it’s all the same to you, I ought to be off.’


Harry stubbed out his cigar, reduced the level of whisky in the heavy Waterford crystal by half an inch, stood up, gave Caroline’s shoulder a rather helpless squeeze, and said to Mrs Peach, ‘Can’t you stay with her until I get back?’


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Harry, I’m not a child! Don’t you see, that’s just what I want, to be alone.’ Caroline was roused enough from her lethargy to protest, in a sharp way so uncharacteristic of her they both looked at her in surprise. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘You’ve been so kind, you’ve all been so kind . . .’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ Harry patted her shoulder again and went out.


Mrs Peach said matter-of-factly, ‘With all them policemen trampling all over the house with their big feet and drinking us out of tea and coffee, we’re likely to run a bit short – shall I bring some more instant when I come tomorrow? No point in giving that lot fresh.’


‘If you think so,’ Caroline answered colourlessly, but that didn’t satisfy Mrs Peach.


‘What I do think is, you should have something to eat. Why don’t you try just a drop of that chicken soup Janice made? You won’t do no good starving yourself. And what are you doing sitting in the dark?’ She reached out and bossily switched on a lamp.


Caroline blinked, defenceless in the sudden radiance. ‘I might have some later,’ she answered evasively, though the last thing she wanted was food.


‘I know how you feel, m’duck,’ the older woman said unexpectedly, and hesitated, as if about to offer more sympathy, then evidently thought better of the idea. ‘However, I should have a try to eat something. It’ll do you good.’


‘I’ll try, I promise.’


Mrs Peach was clearly unconvinced, but she gave a nod. ‘Well, see you do. I’d better love you and leave you now, and go and get Arthur his tea – his supper by now, I suppose it’ll be. He’ll be hopping mad, he will, but he’d starve to death before he’d lift a finger to get cracking hisself.’ Yet unexpectedly she felt an affection for Arthur that hadn’t been expressed for a long time. After all, even a husband like Arthur was better than none at all.


At last she took her departure, leaving Caroline staring at the smoke from Harry’s abandoned cigar spiralling in the lamplight, wrestling with the guilt that was the uppermost emotion in her mind.


‘I suppose they want to see me next,’ she said when Harry came back, making a beeline for the drink he had left. ‘Oh God.’


‘They haven’t said so – but there’s nothing to be nervous about. That chief inspector chap seems pretty decent – just tell the truth, and you’ll be all right.’


‘The truth, yes,’ Caroline murmured, her pulses jerking. Harry was contemplating what was left of his cigar as if wondering whether it was worth re-lighting. ‘Why did you ask to see them, Harry? What have they been asking you? You’ve been in the office all day, haven’t you? You couldn’t have had anything to do with it.’


‘Presumably I could tell them something about those who could have,’ Harry replied selectively. ‘They did ask me a lot of questions.’


‘Such as?’


‘Oh, the usual sort of stuff, I suppose, when they’re looking for – well, you know, in a case like this – the people he had contact with, both here and in the office – whether Clive had any enemies and such like. They seemed very interested,’ he added carefully, ‘in the letters, and the calls.’


Caroline stiffened. ‘The anonymous letters? How did you know about them?’


‘Why, Clive. Clive told me. Does that surprise you?’


‘Since he told me not to say a word to anyone, and vowed he wouldn’t either, yes, it does. He was quite adamant that the only thing to do with poison like that was to ignore it.’


‘And he was right, of course. All the same, he did mention them to me.’


Caroline’s nervous fingers twisted the decorative fringe on the high side of the settee. A strand of it came loose.


‘Did he tell you who he thought was sending them?’


‘As a matter of fact, he did.’


‘And you told the detective? So that was why you asked to see him!’


‘I had to, Caroline. We can’t any of us have any secrets now.’


Caroline felt the colour rising in her cheeks, but if Harry noticed, he apparently mistook the cause. ‘I can understand your reluctance to name names, but Marcus Dymond,’ he said gently, ‘is already implicated. He was here this morning – and they had a blazing row, he and Clive.’


‘Marcus? Here?’


‘Unfortunately for him, yes.’ Her patent incredulity prompted him to add, ‘Marcus told me so himself, on the telephone, after he’d been here. He rang me, demanding information, which I naturally refused to give him.’


‘About what?’


‘I could only infer,’ Harry said cautiously, ‘that he must have learned about Clive’s plans for Oddings Cottage.’


Another shock. She hadn’t known this, either, that Harry was a party to those particular proposals . . . though of course she ought to have realised, as Clive’s partner, it was on the cards he would be. As though he felt her unspoken censure, as if in his own defence, Harry added, ‘I didn’t feel it necessary to tell the police what I believed the row with Clive was about, because I may be totally wrong. I only know Dymond was absolutely livid about something.’


‘But he didn’t murder Clive!’


‘How do you know?’ he asked, rather quickly.


‘I – well, I just do. Marcus would never do anything like that; it’s not his style.’ Whatever his faults, one had to be fair to him. ‘Oh, I know what he’s like, and what the situation was between him and Clive, but he’s simply not capable of murder.’


‘We’re all capable of it,’ Harry said heavily. ‘We all have the seeds of violence in us. All it needs is enough provocation.’


She gave him a frightened look. But yes – no one could deny that Clive had annoyed and upset so many people, not only Marcus.


It was always possible, of course, that Marcus had on this occasion found it too much and had acted irrevocably, but could anyone truly believe this? ‘Harry, do you know exactly what those letters said? Clive never actually showed me one.’


Harry paused. ‘He never showed me, either.’ He stood up, finally discarding the cigar. ‘My dear, won’t you change your mind and come back home with me? Cynthia will never forgive me if I leave you alone tonight. She’d have been here if she hadn’t been staying in town until tomorrow . . . She’ll be kicking herself as it is.’


Caroline was sure she would. The thought at this moment of Harry’s divorced sister, Cynthia, with whom he had shared a house since his wife’s death . . . Cynthia, immaculate, organised, her tireless advice and her ceaselessly jangling bracelets, was insupportable.


‘Thank you; it’s thoughtful of you, Harry, but I’d rather be here – and I shall hardly be alone, shall I, with half the Lavenstock police force on the premises? There is something you can do for me, though, if you want to help . . . If – if you could phone the Pelhams in Brittany . . . and tell them what’s happened. There’s no need for Pippa –’ She swallowed hard. ‘– there’s no need for Pippa to come home just now. And I’d be grateful if they can keep it from her until I can tell her myself . . .’


‘Pippa, oh God, yes, I’d forgotten her, poor child!’ Harry exclaimed, with more feeling than tact. For a moment, as his eyes rested on Caroline’s pinched, withdrawn face, he fell silent, then he said briskly, ‘Yes, I can at least do that for you, my dear. And if it’s really what you want, to be left alone, then I won’t press you.’ She thought she detected a faint relief on his face, and was glad she’d refused. ‘Good night, and I’ll see you in the morning.’ His kiss on her cheek was awkwardly kind as he parted from her at the door, leaving her blessedly alone.


Alone, yes. But what she really wanted was Matt, strong and comforting, able to cut through the tangled knot of her fears, here beside her when, she thought with a kind of terror, he was the very last person who must be brought into it.


The soft scents and sounds of the evening garden surrounded her as she stepped outside a minute or two after Harry’s car had disappeared down the drive. The sky was a pale green, deepening to orange, with a single star. It was very quiet, her own footsteps on the gravel the only sound, save for the more distant drone of an aircraft and a dog’s sudden, sharp bark, the soft whinny of the horses in the Comstocks’ paddock.


In contrast, the house itself, usually silent and peaceful at this hour of a summer evening, or perhaps with music coming softly from one of its rooms, was restless with the movement of police. Lights were on everywhere, in unaccustomed places, in unused rooms, and suddenly everything familiar was bewildering; even the garden where she stood was alien territory, the deepening shadows under the cedar held terror, and for the first time, the absolute reality of Clive’s death hit her.


Clive was dead. Clive, so overwhelmingly full of life, so sure of himself. Uncontrollably, she shivered.


An owl swooped silently, like a great grey moth against the sky. Gravel scrunched, and the detective chief inspector, tall and broad in the dusk, drew level with her.


Facing him later, across the table in the garden room, it struck her that she had never encountered a detective before, other than on the TV screen. This one wouldn’t have stood a chance for a role on the box, being neither outstandingly handsome nor outstandingly tough, though he was a little bit of both. He had an air of quiet authority, his questions were polite but direct; there was nothing soft about him. You wouldn’t be wise to play around with him. Her heart began to beat a little faster.


The lanky sergeant came in and sat down, taking out his notebook.


Routinely, she was asked her full name, her age, how long she had been married. ‘Ten years,’ said Caroline, ‘nearly eleven.’


Mayo studied her, taking her measure while she answered him, deciding which approach to use in questioning her. A soft sweep of dark hair, limpid, troubled blue eyes, a formal and elegant silk dress, the colour of autumn beech leaves, soft bronze leather shoes. He would have put her at less than thirty-three, perhaps because initially that vulnerable look was one you normally didn’t see much, beyond youth. She had an indefinable air of having been sheltered all her life, accustomed to luxury and soft living, with her expensive clothes and perfume, her pampered skin and shining hair; but her luminous eyes were steady and intelligent, and her responses quick.


‘Have you any children?’


‘One. Philippa, we call her Pippa; she’s nine. Luckily, she’s staying with friends.’ For the first time, Caroline faltered. Mayo watched her eyes turn involuntarily towards one of the photographs on the wall, a snapshot of a small child on a beach, with a large, chunky man crouched beside her, father and daughter laughing into the camera.


This was something he was never easy about, the pressing for advantage when a witness was most defenceless, though he didn’t shirk the duty, and at once began to question her closely about her movements during the day, pausing after a while to recap. ‘So you drove straight from here to Heathrow this morning, deposited Miss – Johnson, that’s right, isn’t it, yes, Johnson, to catch her flight to Boston, and then on to Maidenhead for lunch. What time did you leave there?’


‘Just after two, about five past, I think. We had lunch early because Mr Conti and his wife had another appointment. That’s why I saw him at home, rather than at his London office, as I usually do . . . Besides, I know them as old family friends, as well as in business, you see.’


‘What business is that?’


‘Mr Conti is a publisher, and I work for him as a reader – that is, I read manuscripts and make recommendations about publishing. Or not, as the case may be.’ She immediately wished she had not added the explanation; it appeared patronising, as though a mere policeman couldn’t be expected to know what a publisher’s reader did. The concentrated regard didn’t waver, however. He merely remarked that it sounded interesting work.


‘I find it so.’


‘And you left at five past two then, and got home at what time?’


‘Twenty past five,’ Caroline replied, her eyes darkening at the memory of that awful moment when she had walked into the kitchen, every detail of which would be implanted in her mind forever.


Kite cleared his throat and, over her bent head, exchanged glances with his chief. Mayo answered the sergeant’s unspoken request to take up the questioning with a barely perceptible nod. Kite hitched himself a little nearer Caroline’s chair.


‘Three hours – that’s a long time, isn’t it, from Maidenhead? I believe you drive a Fiat Bertone? White, isn’t it? Nippy little car.’


‘Yes,’ said Caroline, ‘but there was a fair amount of traffic, and you know what it’s like along the A34 out of Oxford.’


‘Right. Not many opportunities for passing, especially if you’re in a line with something slow in front. Not until you’re through Stratford, that is. Traffic heavy there, as usual?’


‘As usual, yes, thronged with tourists.’


‘I know.’ Kite was sympathetic. ‘Took me the age of a duck to get through the other day. Which way did you take?’


‘Straight through. Up the main street, and on to the Evesham road.’


‘Busy, was it?’


‘Wood Street was chock-a-block.’


‘Wood Street?’ repeated Kite, keenly.


‘Yes, going towards the market square.’ She gave him a puzzled look. ‘It was terrible, but I wasn’t in any hurry, I took my time. Then when I got to Lavenstock . . . I had a call to make.’


‘Where was that?’ Mayo intervened.


‘I called at the Pearson Secretarial Agency to see if there was any chance of them getting a quick replacement for Miss Johnson.’


‘What time did you get there?’


‘It must have been about ten to five, I suppose. Mrs Pearson was just packing up to go home, I remember, and I didn’t stay long, certainly not more than ten minutes.’


It was at times like this Caroline wished she smoked. Her hands tightened together in her lap, then consciously relaxed as she remembered the two trained observers watching her. He had grey eyes, the chief inspector, grey and steady and searching, as if he read her mind. She hoped they would put her tension down to the awful realisation that Clive would now no longer be needing another secretary, just another of the things that would now be superfluous . . . his secretary, his car, his wife . . .


‘And then?’


‘I had to queue to get out of the multi-storey car park – it’s always busy at that time – but then I drove straight home.’


‘Reaching here at five-twenty.’ She nodded. ‘Mrs Lethbridge, why did you go straight out again when you heard what had happened? I believe Constable Trenchard had requested you not to.’


‘Did he? I don’t remember,’ she said vaguely. ‘I don’t really think I knew what I was doing. I just wanted to talk to someone, and Harry is very understanding.’ It had been an impulse, quickly regretted; it was far better in the long run to face things alone.


‘You expected him to be home at that time, before six o’clock?’


‘Harry doesn’t keep late office hours. It was something he and Clive disagreed about. Clive often didn’t get home until eight, or even later.’


While Kite noted the times, Mayo said, ‘Mrs Lethbridge, this is very distressing for you, I know, but I have to ask you some rather personal questions.’


‘Go ahead,’ she said steadily.


‘This house? It comes to you, now your husband is dead?’


‘Brome already belongs to me. It’s been in my family for generations.’


‘So it’s unlikely you would want to sell it?’


‘Sell Brome?’ She looked almost insulted, making him feel as though he’d been impertinent. But then she said quietly, and more decisively than he’d yet heard her speak, ‘No. I would never do that.’


‘Do you have any private income?’


‘A little, enough for my personal needs.’


‘Your husband was a partner in a successful architectural practice. Presumably you’ll inherit his share, and that will enable you to keep the house going?’ He didn’t tell her, at this juncture, that amongst Lethbridge’s neatly documented papers, he had already found a copy of the will, and that he knew she would come in for everything Clive had possessed.


‘Yes. But a good deal of it’s money that was originally my own. When we married, I made everything over to him, to buy his partnership, you know how it is.’ What was he getting at?


‘Was your relationship with your husband a happy one, Mrs Lethbridge?’


With both men watching her, Caroline felt her nerves exposed. It took a long time to find the courage to answer honestly, which she had to do, because others would tell him if she didn’t. ‘Lately, we hadn’t been too happy, no. There was nothing openly antagonistic, though; it was more that we became – mutually disinterested.’


‘You both went your own ways?’


‘Clive did. I don’t know that I went any way at all. For years I’d just been drifting –’ She stopped, her colour heightened, and Mayo wondered whether he could have supplied the word she had bitten off. Until? Until something, or somebody, had happened to make her change her mind, and precipitate a crisis?


‘There was no question of divorce?’


‘We have a child, Chief Inspector, as you know . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘They adored each other – not that I’d have wanted it any other way. It was the best thing about Clive.’ Her voice shook a little. She looked down at her hands, then went on more steadily, ‘I sometimes thought he was in danger of spoiling her with too many expensive presents, but that was another matter. She loves us both, and it would have broken her heart if we had split up, and anyway, Clive wouldn’t have given her up without a fight, and . . .’ She stopped again, then said unexpectedly, ‘My father used to say I was by nature too disposed towards a peaceful existence, and I’m afraid he was right. Perhaps, if I’d been more positive, things might have been different.’


‘We all tend to blame ourselves after the event, Mrs Lethbridge. And death especially leaves a legacy of guilt.’ He paused to look down at his papers, then said in quite a different tone of voice, ‘Do you know of anyone with reason to want your husband out of the way?’


Surprised both by the insight and the hint of something personal which had very briefly crept into his voice, the abrupt switch of direction made her blink. ‘Of course not!’


‘No one with a grudge, an ex-employee for instance, no enemies?’


‘My husband was not a very easy man, and I suspect very few people can go through life without anyone disliking them – but,’ she replied in a low voice, ‘not enough to kill.’


‘Mr Lethbridge had been receiving threats, however.’


‘Threats? I didn’t know that!’


Mayo became alert. ‘You didn’t know?’


‘I mean,’ she explained awkwardly, ‘I knew he’d had anonymous letters, and calls, but I didn’t know they were threatening.’ Yet Harry had known. Clive had told Harry – he must have done – who’d told the police. ‘He wouldn’t talk about them. I just assumed they were the poison-pen type, you know.’


‘Could you say when he received the last one?’


‘I don’t know about the letters, but I suspect he may have received one of the calls at a party we had last week; at least he took a call which seemed to upset him.’


‘Was the caller a man or a woman?’


‘I’ve no idea; I’ve told you he didn’t discuss the matter with me.’


‘Except to say who he thought was behind them, of course.’


‘Yes. Yes, he did say that,’ she admitted reluctantly.


‘Did you agree with him that it might be Mr Marcus Dymond?’


‘No, that was absurd. I’ve known him all my life, and he’s not that type.’


‘Yet they did have a major disagreement, which apparently flared up this morning. Would you like to give me the substance of their differences?’


There was nothing she would like less, and telling of the quarrel about Oddings Cottage didn’t make it any more edifying, but she made herself relate it as factually and unemotionally as possible. Like Harry, she didn’t feel the need to elaborate on the fact that Clive had intended to pull down the cottage, once bought, because this would involve explanations of his plans for Brome itself, and these were, she realised with a tingle of shock that was not unpleasant, now irrelevant.


Mayo listened attentively but made no comment. ‘Tell me about this party, will you, please? Was it a dinner party?’


‘No, no, a cocktail party, for about seventy people. It was a business arrangement, really. Clive had recently won an award, for designing a rather special holistic healing centre that’s just been built in Norway, and it seemed appropriate to celebrate it that way.’


‘The person who killed your husband smashed the model of it, did you know?’


She looked blank. ‘Why should anyone do that?’


‘I hoped you might be able to tell me.’


‘It seems a sick sort of thing to do. No one I know would do such a thing!’


‘That, I’m afraid, remains to be seen. I wonder if you could let me have a list of the names and addresses of the guests at the party.’


‘Yes, I suppose there still is one, somewhere.’


‘Good. Then that’s it for the moment, Mrs Lethbridge. We’ll need to check your car over, by the way. Perhaps you’d let me have the keys? A matter of routine,’ he assured her, seeing her frown.


‘I’ll let you have them right away.’ She stood up to go, still frowning. ‘That’s it!’ she exclaimed suddenly, ‘My car! When I put it in the garage tonight, I noticed something odd, but I couldn’t think what it was. Clive’s car wasn’t there – it was being serviced today, and it should have been back.’


‘You garage your cars round the back of the house, don’t you?’


‘Yes, in the old stables. But perhaps they’ve brought it back since,’ she suggested vaguely.


Mayo raised an eyebrow at Kite, but Kite shook his head. ‘Hasn’t been brought back since we got here.’
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