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To Pat and Ailsa





ONE



The house was unnaturally silent. Thanet stood in the hall, head cocked, listening: no sound from the television in the living room, no movement or clatter of pans from the kitchen, no muffled, rhythmic thump of distant pop music from Ben’s room . . . He glanced at his watch. Ten to six. Where were they all?


He moved to the foot of the stairs. ‘Anyone in?’ he called.


No reply.


He shrugged, went into the kitchen and put the kettle on, feeling disgruntled. Not so many years ago he would have arrived home to a rapturous welcome. Bridget and Ben would have rushed to greet him, faces aglow, reaching up to kiss him, competing for his attention. Unconsciously, he sighed. He certainly wouldn’t expect such behaviour of an eleven- and a thirteen-year-old, but he had to admit that he sometimes regretted that they were growing up so quickly. In just a few years they would be independent, leaving home . . .


The front door slammed.


‘I’m home!’ Bridget’s voice.


Thanet rose with alacrity, went into the hall. ‘So I gather,’ he said, smiling.


‘Dad! Hi! What are you doing home?’ The wind had whipped colour into her cheeks, tousled the fine blonde hair which recently (to Thanet’s regret) had been cut fashionably short.


‘Finished early for once.’


‘Wonders will never cease.’ Bridget shed her coat, hung it in the cupboard under the stairs and followed Thanet into the kitchen. ‘It’s nice to get into the warm.’


It was a Tuesday in late November, and since early morning an icy wind had been blowing from the east, bringing a warning of early snow and the prospect of a long, hard winter.


Thanet handed her a steaming mug of tea. ‘I was beginning to wonder where you’d all got to.’


‘Thanks.’ Bridget cupped her hands around the mug and sipped appreciatively. ‘Mum’ll be a bit late tonight. She forgot to tell you.’


Joan, Thanet’s wife, was a probation officer, and her working hours were sometimes inconveniently unpredictable.


‘So I went round to Susan’s. And Ben’s at Paul’s, watching a video.’


‘What video?’ said Thanet sharply. He was only too well aware of the ready availability of the pornographic and sadistic video films which, despite every attempt to stem the flood, continued to pour into the high street rental shops in a seemingly never-ending stream.


Bridget grinned. ‘Cool it, Dad. It’s nothing unsuitable. Just some documentary on photographic techniques which Ben missed because he was at Scouts.’ She put her mug on the draining board. ‘I must get on. I want to try another way of decorating that lemon flummery.’


Thanet hid his dismay. Much as he enjoyed that particular pudding, a fluffy concoction half-way between a mousse and a cream, this would be the fourth night in a row they’d had to eat it.


‘Still not satisfied? I thought last night’s looked terrific.’


Bridget frowned at the dish she had taken from the fridge. ‘I’ve got to get it just right.’


About a year ago Bridget had developed an interest in cooking. Her mother was an excellent cook, but ever since Joan had started working full-time she had had neither the time nor the inclination to expend much energy in the kitchen. Thanet had watched with approval as Bridget rapidly developed an astonishing degree of expertise. On Friday she was to take part in the regional heats for the Junior Chef of the Year, her first competition.


‘Nervous?’ he asked, watching with admiration as she whipped cream, carefully selected the appropriate nozzle for the piping bag and began to decorate the pudding with minute, glistening whorls.


‘A bit, I suppose.’


‘You’re going to win, I know it.’


‘You’re biased, Dad. But thanks for the vote of confidence, all the same.’


The front door slammed again and Ben appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘Oh no, not yukky lemon flummery again.’ And he stuck out his tongue and pretended to retch.


‘That‘s enough, Ben. If it’ll help Sprig to win we’ll eat it until it comes out of our ears.’


‘It’s already coming out of mine!’


‘Good programme?’


‘Great. Dad, when are we going to get a video? Everyone’s got one.’


‘Not everyone. We haven’t. And as I’ve said before, there’s no point in going on about it, we’ve no intention of getting one.’


‘But why? It’s so useful. Just think, when you got home late from work you could watch all the things you’ve missed earlier on in the evening.’


‘When I get home late from work all I want to do is go to bed. Apart from which, so far as I can see, there’s never anything on worth watching, these days.’


‘That’s not true,’ they chorused. ‘There’s . . .’


Thanet held up a hand. ‘No. I don’t want to hear, thank you. As far as I’m concerned, kids nowadays have far too much potted entertainment, and I’m not going to provide you with the potential for yet more.’


‘But if we don’t see it here, we only go and see it at someone else’s house,’ objected Ben.


And this, Thanet had to admit, was the one potent argument for having a video recorder of their own. Here, at least, he and Joan would have some control over the sort of material the children watched. But he wasn’t going to strengthen Ben’s case by saying so. ‘In that case, what are you complaining about?’


The front door slammed once more, and Thanet went to greet Joan, his heart lifting, as always, at the sight of her. Tonight, fuelled by the memory of the emptiness which had marred his return home, his kiss was even more enthusiastic than usual.


Joan pulled away a little, laughing. ‘Hey, what did I do to deserve that?’


He kissed her again. ‘Do I have to have an excuse?’


Her arms tightened around his neck for a moment, then she wriggled out of his grasp, began to unbutton her coat. ‘I must get on with supper. I’m all behind.’


‘I was wondering if you’d like to go out for a change. Nowhere elaborate. Pizzaland, for instance?’


‘Luke! That would be lovely. With the children?’


‘Why not?’


‘What are we celebrating?’


He came closer, put his mouth against her ear. ‘Sprig is decorating yet another lemon flummery. I don’t think I can face it.’


Joan laughed. ‘That makes two of us.’


They all enjoyed the unusual treat of a family outing midweek, and it was not until a quarter to eleven, when Thanet and Joan were thinking of going to bed, that the telephone rang.


Joan pulled a face. ‘Guess who that’s for.’


Thanet went reluctantly to answer it.


‘Thanet here.’


‘It’s Bentley, sir. We had an anonymous phone call, at ten twenty-five, reporting a murder at number three, Hamilton Road. We sent someone round, and it’s just been confirmed. Young man in his twenties. Head bashed in.’


And Lineham’s not here . . . ‘Better get everything laid on. You know what to do. Has Doc Mallard been informed?’ I’ll have to get Lineham back, as soon as I can. Hines isn’t going to like this one little bit.


‘Yes. He’s out on a call apparently, but a message was left on his answerphone.’


‘Let’s hope he won’t be too long. I’ll be over there as soon as I can.’


Thanet rang off. He’d better get on to Hines right away. No, he’d wait until he’d seen what the position was for himself.


Joan was in the kitchen, pouring boiling water into a thermos flask.


‘Coffee,’ she said. ‘It sounds as though it might be a long night.’


‘ ’Fraid so. Thanks, love.’


Outside, the wind tore at Thanet’s raincoat. It was beginning to rain and by the time he turned out of his driveway on to the road heavy drops were hurling themselves against the windscreen in gusting sheets.


‘That’s all I need,’ he muttered as he switched on the windscreen wipers. It was at times like these that he paid lip-service to the idea that it would be nice to have a comfortable, nine-to-five office job with weekends off and plenty of guaranteed leisure. But underneath he knew that such work would have bored him stiff. He loved his job, enjoyed its unpredictability, the constant challenge, the thrill of the hunt, the unique satisfaction of victory. There were disadvantages, of course, and he was grimly aware that one of them was imminent, something far more difficult for him to cope with than the inconvenience of being called out at an hour when most people were thinking of getting comfortably tucked up in bed.


For the truth was that, despite all his years on the force, Thanet had never been able to harden himself against his first sight of a corpse. He had tried every trick in the book, from disassociation to levity, but nothing had worked, ever. In the early years he had told himself that familiarity would breed if not contempt, then at least indifference, but it had never happened and by now he began each case with resigned dread and an acceptance that those few moments of acute discomfort were the necessary prelude to the work in which he found such satisfaction.


Hamilton Road was a wide, tree-lined street leading down to the river. The houses were huge Victorian redbrick monsters, built by prosperous tradesmen in the days when servants were plentiful and labour cheap. They had long ago been converted into flats and their original owners would have been appalled to see the dirty windows, peeling paint, sagging gutters, and overgrown gardens. Tonight the façades were punctuated by uncurtained oblongs of yellow light against which were silhouetted the heads and shoulders of neighbours curious to know what was going on. At least the weather should prevent the usual crowd of ghouls, Thanet thought with satisfaction.


It was easy to pick out number three by the police cars parked outside. Thanet cursed as the wind tore the doorhandle from his grasp, straining the hinges. He ran through the pelting rain along the short, curving drive to the front door, where a uniformed PC in a waterproof cape was stamping his feet in a fruitless attempt to keep warm.


‘Evening, Johnson. Filthy night.’


‘Certainly is, sir.’


‘Where’s the body?’


‘First floor back, sir.’


Thanet pushed open the stained-glass inner door and stepped into a spacious hallway which ran the depth of the house to a rear door at the far end. It was cluttered with prams and bicycles and only the curving hand-carved banister and the ornately patterned ceramic tiles on the floor spoke of the gracious way of life for which it had been designed. An unshaded, low-wattage overhead bulb cast a sickly yellow light on flaking plaster and grubby, distempered walls.


Head bashed in. Conscious of the tightening muscles in his abdomen, Thanet ran up the wide, uncarpeted stairs, trying not to think of all the other head injuries he had seen, some of them stomach-churning by any standards. Another few minutes and the worst will be over. A door immediately in front of him was ajar and from within came the unmistakable sounds of police activity. Thanet took a deep breath and walked in.


Carson was standing just inside the door, keeping out of the way of the photographers. The room was stiflingly hot.


‘Evening, sir.’


Thanet nodded a greeting. ‘Where is he?’


‘Over there, sir. On the floor in front of the settee.’


Avoiding what looked like a smear of blood on the carpet, Thanet walked around the side of the settee, which stood with its back to the door half-way across the room. Then he took another deep, unobtrusive breath and looked.


The dead man lay face down on the floor in front of the settee, his knees curled up, one arm outflung. He was wearing jeans, a dark blue sweater and shabby plimsolls.


After the familiar rush of compassion, the pang of anger and regret at this wanton waste of human life, Thanet’s first emotion was one of relief. Often, with head injuries, there is a great deal of blood, but in this case there was only a small, glistening streak in the man’s hair.


‘A single blow?’ he murmured to Carson.


‘Looks like it, sir.’


‘And with something pretty blunt, by the look of it. Flat, even.’


Which made this case a little unusual. Thanet knew that in the majority of cases of death by head injury more than one blow is struck – which results in a lot of very quick bleeding and much splashing of blood. If, however, the victim is hit by something flat, the impact is distributed over a large area. There may be local damage to the brain under the point of impact, the skull may be fractured and there may be a large area of bruising, but the skin may not even necessarily split and there may thus be no external scalp bleeding.


Thanet was beginning to sweat. The gas fire was on full blast.


Carson followed Thanet’s glance. ‘Thought I’d better leave the fire on until the doc’s been.’


Room temperature is an important factor in estimating time of death.


‘Quite right . . .’ Thanet shrugged out of his coat and slung it over his shoulder.


One of the Scenes-of-Crime officers approached. ‘All right if I take samples now, sir? I wanted to leave him in situ until you’d seen him.’


‘Finished the photographs?’


‘Of the body, yes, sir.’


‘Fine. Carry on, then.’


Thanet began to wander around the room. The shabby settee, sagging armchair, cheap table scarred with innumerable cigarette burns and white rings on its once-glossy veneered surface, all spoke of a room which had been rented furnished to countless careless tenants. And yet, Thanet noticed, attempts had been made to brighten the place up. There were new, brightly coloured cotton curtains at the tall window, matching cushions on the settee and armchair. A wife, then? Or live-in girlfriend? If so, where was she? There were two birthday cards on the mantelpiece and he crossed to look at them. One, with a sentimental verse, was signed Sharon, the other, a bawdy, humorous one, was from someone called Geoff.


Carson had been following Thanet about, walking a pace or two behind like a faithful retriever.


Thanet glanced back at him. ‘Do we know anything about him?’


‘Not much. I had a quick word with a Mrs Bence, who lives in one of the downstairs flats, the one below this. She’s a sort of caretaker, and has spare keys to all the flats in case of emergency, so it was her who let us in. She’s a funny old bird. She says his name is Steven Long.’


‘Married?’


‘Yes.’


Sharon, perhaps?


‘But they split up recently. Not surprising, according to Mrs Bence. She was quite friendly with the wife, but didn’t have much time for him.’


‘Why not? No, it doesn’t matter, I’ll have a word with her myself, later. How old is she?’


‘Mrs Bence? Early sixties, I’d say.’


‘Good. Time on her hands to be nosy, then.’ Thanet was missing Lineham. It wasn’t that Carson had been crass, or inefficient, quite the contrary. He was careful, solid, reliable, where the sergeant was eager, impulsive, volatile. But Thanet was so used to working with Lineham that it was almost as if a part of himself were missing. Was this what it would be like if Lineham got his promotion to Inspector? Thanet wondered. Would it be impossible to adjust to working efficiently with someone else, after all these years?


‘Tell me what you think happened here, Tom.’


‘Well, I was thinking about it while I was waiting for you to arrive, sir, and I reckon he was sitting on the settee when it happened. I think he was bashed from above and behind.’


‘What with, do you think?’


Carson shrugged. ‘Doesn’t seem to be anything likely lying about. Chummy must’ve taken it with him. I was wondering . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, that smear on the carpet, half-way between the door and the settee . . . Looks like blood.’


‘Yes, I’d noticed. What about it?’


‘Well, I reckon he must have dropped the murder weapon, after hitting the victim, sir, then decided it was safer to take it away with him.’


‘Could be.’ Thanet already had a theory about what that weapon had been but he did not comment, simply gestured at the object which dominated the room, a huge colour television set, complete with video recorder on a shelf below. ‘He can’t have been too hard up.’


Carson grinned. ‘It was probably on the HP.’


‘Even so . . .’


There was a flurry of movement on the stairs. Reinforcements had arrived. Thanet gave Carson the thankless task of tracing and notifying the next of kin and then went out on to the landing and set about deploying his men. He had just finished when the stained-glass front door opened again and Mallard came in, taking off his hat and shaking it, spattering the floor with raindrops which made dark circles in the dust.


Usually the lateness of the hour or the inclemency of the weather would have elicited some sarcastic comment from the little doctor, but tonight he merely glanced up at Thanet and said, ‘Up there?’


Thanet nodded. ‘Evening, Doc. Sorry to drag you out on such a filthy night.’ He ushered Mallard into Long’s room.


The SOCOs had finished with the body for the moment and after Mallard had examined the head wound, he and Thanet gently turned Long over.


It was the first time Thanet had seen the dead man’s face, and he studied it while Mallard made his examination.


Steven Long had been in his mid-twenties, with a narrow face, beaky nose and dark blue eyes beneath straight brown hair brushed back from a bony forehead. In his lifeless sprawl he looked, Thanet thought fancifully, as pathetic as a dead sparrow abandoned at the roadside. But this had been no accident, and Steven Long no sparrow. Thanet’s fists clenched involuntarily. At moments like this he invariably experienced a painful mixture of anger and compassion.


‘Can’t give a final verdict until after the PM, of course,’ said Mallard, ‘but there doesn’t seem to be much doubt about cause of death.’


‘The blow to the back of the head?’


Mallard nodded.


‘Any guesses about the murder instrument?’


Mallard heaved himself to his feet. ‘Something flattish, by the look of it, heavy, with a rim around the base which broke the skin and caused that slight bleeding.’


‘An ashtray, perhaps?’


Mallard shrugged. ‘Possible, if it was weighty enough. One of those heavy glass or pottery ones. Why, have you found it?’


‘No, but come and look at this.’


Thanet led Mallard to the battered oak sideboard which stood against the wall to the right of the door. In the thin layer of dust which covered it was a clean, circular patch about five inches in diameter.


‘I can’t see anything in the room to match it. Could have been a heavy vase, I suppose,’ Thanet added.


‘It’s about the right size, certainly.’


‘I’d like several shots of this,’ Thanet said to the photographer. ‘Make sure you give a clear impression of its size.’


‘Right, sir.’


‘You can turn that fire off, too,’ said Mallard, mopping at his forehead and running his handkerchief over his bald head. ‘Place is like a tropical greenhouse.’


‘We left it on because . . .’


‘Yes, yes.’ Mallard waved a dismissive hand. ‘But I’ve finished, now. Turn the damned thing off, for God’s sake.’


Thanet did so, then returned to Mallard, who had finished packing his things away and now closed his bag with a snap.


‘Where’s Lineham?’ he said. ‘Unusual not to see him here. Still on maternity leave, so to speak, is he?’


Lineham’s wife Louise had just given birth to their second child, a daughter this time, and the sergeant had taken ten days of his annual leave to help out.


‘No, he’s been back at work for a week now.’ Thanet scowled. ‘He’s on loan to Chief Inspector Hines for the investigation into that murder over at Coddington Woods on Sunday night.’


‘Ah yes. Nasty business, that. You realise she was still alive when they found her, on Monday morning?’


Thanet grimaced. ‘So I heard. Died in the ambulance on the way to hospital. I understand they think she was thrown out of a car and cracked her head on a big stone at the side of the road.’


‘Having been half-strangled first,’ said Mallard.


‘I didn’t know that. Anyway, Mr Hines is rather short-handed at the moment, and as things were very quiet here, I agreed to let him borrow Lineham. I’m kicking myself now, of course.’


‘You’ll get him back, though, surely.’


‘I certainly shall,’ said Thanet. With difficulty.


Mallard was putting on his coat.


‘There’s just one more question, Doc.’


Mallard frowned at Thanet over his half-moon spectacles. ‘Don’t tell me. The usual. Time of death.’


‘Well . . .’


‘Impossible to be accurate, in the circumstances. The temperature in here would have affected the cooling of the body considerably, and as it’s lying right in front of the fire . . . Well, you can see the problem for yourself.’


‘Could you hazard a guess?’


‘Not really. I’m sorry, Luke, I’m usually prepared to stick my neck out, as you know . . .’


Normally, Thanet would have left it there, but Mallard’s unusually amiable mood encouraged him not to give up just yet. ‘Some time this evening, anyway?’


Mallard gave a mischievous smile. ‘Some time today, I’d say. And I refuse to commit myself any further.’


Thanet had to leave it at that. He had expected something of the sort and it certainly wouldn’t help. But it wasn’t the doctor’s fault and he simply nodded his thanks and escorted him to the front door, wondering why Mallard had been so relatively civil this evening. The police surgeon’s ill-humour was a legend in the force. Thanet did his best to ignore it, having known Mallard in the days before his wife had died a slow, lingering death from cancer, many years ago. The little doctor had never managed to come to terms with his grief and his irascibility was his way of venting upon the world the anger and despair he still felt at her loss. Lineham would certainly have noticed this change in Mallard’s behaviour, and together they would have speculated as to its significance. Once again Thanet wished that the sergeant were present, and decided that he would make that phone call his first priority.


They had just reached the front door when it burst open: Brent, one of the new young DCs.


Mallard staggered a little and Thanet put a hand under his elbow to steady him. ‘For God’s sake, man, be careful.’


‘Sorry, sir. Sorry, Doc. Sir . . .’ Brent’s eyes were sparking with excitement.


‘Take a deep breath and count to five. Then tell me.’


Brent did as he was told, but even so the words tumbled out in his haste. ‘Sir, there’s a car parked just along the road. It’s been there all evening, I gather. We were just checking it, as a matter of routine, and we found a man inside, half sozz . . . pretty drunk, sir. He’s mumbling threats against Long. And he’s crying.’





TWO



Until now the other inhabitants of the house had reluctantly obeyed orders and stayed in their rooms, but DC Brent’s precipitous entry had created a new surge of curiosity. Thanet was aware of doors opening, of murmured conversations, and of people peering down into the hall.


He and Mallard exchanged glances.


‘You want me to hang on for a few minutes?’ said the little doctor in a low voice.


‘Thanks, yes. Just till we see what sort of state this man’s in. Where is he, Brent? Still in the car?’


‘At the moment, yes, sir. We didn’t know if you’d want him brought in here or taken back to the station.’


‘From what you say it doesn’t sound as though I’ll get much sense out of him, but I’d better have a quick word with him, then you can take him back to the station.’ But where to talk in privacy, that was the problem? He couldn’t conduct an interview here, in the hall, it was much too public, and Long’s room was out of the question.


Thanet glanced around. The door to the right of the stairs remained shut, but a middle-aged couple was peering curiously from the one on the left and at the back of the hall, arms akimbo, wrapped in a brilliant scarlet kimono with a gold dragon emblazoned from shoulder to hem, stood a squat little figure squinting at them through the smoke from the cigarette hanging from her lower lip; Mrs Bence, presumably.


There appeared to be no choice.


Thanet turned back to Brent. ‘Bring him in. But first I want all these people back inside their rooms again. And make sure they stay there, this time.’


Thanet and Mallard waited while these orders were carried out and within minutes the newcomer was half-led, half-carried into the house and propped against the wall, supported by a man on either side.


He was in his late forties, Thanet guessed, short, burly, and dressed in a good-quality dark grey worsted suit, blue and white striped shirt and blue silk tie. There were well-defined creases in his raincoat, as if he had been sitting in the same position for some hours. He looked like a successful businessman, but somewhere along the way something had gone badly wrong: the skin of his face was the colour of dough, his eyes red-veined and puffy with recent tears. A sour reek of whisky hung in the air. He seemed unaware of his surroundings.


‘Could you give me your name, sir?’


Somewhere at the back of the man’s eyes awareness flickered briefly, and was extinguished.


‘Sir?’


Still no response.


Thanet stepped forward and gently removed the man’s wallet from his inside pocket. There was no reaction.


Thanet flicked through it and extracted a driving licence: Harry Ronald Carpenter; address: Smallwood, Benenden Drive, Sturrenden. Benenden Drive was an exclusive residential area of large, relatively new detached houses on the far side of town.


Thanet frowned. Carpenter . . . The name rang a bell, but Thanet couldn’t think why.


‘You were talking about Mr Long, sir . . .’


The man’s body jerked, as if an electric current had been passed through it. His head lifted, his eyes narrowed, his mouth twisted. ‘Bastard,’ he said thickly. ‘Kill him . . .’


‘Why?’ said Thanet. ‘Why should you want to kill him, Mr Carpenter?’


‘Kill him,’ repeated Carpenter. ‘Kill him. Only thing to do.’ Suddenly he began to struggle, working his shoulders up and down to release himself from the restricting grip on his arms. ‘Where is he?’


‘He’s dead, Mr Carpenter. Upstairs.’


Carpenter stopped struggling as abruptly as he had begun and peered at Thanet as if he were trying to see clearly in dense fog.


‘Dead?’


‘Yes. Upstairs.’


Carpenter’s eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed, his sudden dead weight causing the men to stagger. They lowered him gently to the floor and Mallard squatted to examine him.


‘Passed out,’ he said, after a moment.


‘Heart attack?’


Mallard shook his head. ‘I don’t think it’s anything serious. Just a shock, on top of too much to drink. But to be on the safe side I think we’d better put him into hospital for the night.’


‘Ambulance outside?’ said Thanet to one of the men.


‘Yes, sir. Waiting to remove the body. It arrived some time ago.’


‘Good. It can take Mr Carpenter first, then come back. Stay with him and let me know the moment he’s fit for questioning.’


When Carpenter had been removed and Mallard had left, Thanet glanced at his watch: twelve thirty. Was it too late to make that phone call about Lineham? Hines had probably gone home by now. But even if he hadn’t it might be better not to arouse his antagonism unnecessarily by breaking the news of Lineham’s imminent withdrawal at this hour of the night. The little patience Hines possessed would be at its lowest ebb. Reluctantly, Thanet decided to wait until morning.


So, what now?


As soon as the SOCOs were finished upstairs, Thanet wanted to take a really good look at Stephen Long’s room, but meanwhile it might prove fruitful to have a chat with Mrs Bence. According to Carson she had known the Longs quite well. And Thanet had been intrigued by that brief glimpse of her just now.


He walked along the short passage beside the staircase and raised his hand to knock on her door, but before his knuckles had made contact with wood it had opened. She must have been standing on the other side, listening. ‘Mrs Bence?’


‘Who wants to know?’


Her grey hair was short, unevenly hacked off just below the ears, and a cigarette still drooped from her lower lip. She was looking him up and down as if he were the prize turkey she wasn’t sure whether to buy for Christmas. But there was no aggression in her gaze, only appraisal, and she must have approved of what she saw because she removed the cigarette and grinned to take the sting out of her words, revealing teeth the colour of old piano keys.


Thanet introduced himself. ‘I understand you knew the Longs. I’d like to talk to you, if I may.’ Ordinary members of the public, he found, invariably responded well to courtesy.


Mrs Bence was no exception. She stepped back.


‘Come in, ducks. Welcome to my humble abode. And you can call me Dara.’


‘Dara,’ repeated Thanet. But he hadn’t taken in the outlandish nature of Mrs Bence’s Christian name; he was too preoccupied with trying to absorb the extraordinary atmosphere of her sitting room.


Every available inch of wall-space was taken up with posters, hand-bills and photographs large and small. The former all advertised the imminent arrival of BENJY’S, THE GREATEST LITTLE CIRCUS IN THE WORLD. Prominently billed was DARA, THE MOST SENSATIONAL HIGH-WIRE ACT THE WORLD HAS EVER SEEN. The photographs showed Dara, glamorously attired in spangles and tights, at some of the most sensational moments of her act: flying through space with the grace of a swallow, tightly curled up in the now-familiar ball of the triple somersault, suspended by the teeth from a gossamer wire high, high above the upturned faces of the awed spectators.


‘Never believe it was the same woman, would you?’


Thanet turned. She was standing in the middle of the room watching him, enjoying his astonishment and absorption. What could he say? The truth was that no, he could scarcely believe it.


She waved her hand. ‘Oh, don’t bother to deny it. I don’t want to put you in a spot. ’Specially as I like the look of you.’ She lowered herself into a huge, sagging leather armchair and lit another cigarette from the stub of the old one. ‘Take a pew.’


The ‘pew’ was an ancient monster of tan moquette, bald and shiny with years of wear. Seen in a better light the scarlet kimono, too, was stained and faded, a mere reflection of its original splendour.


‘Want a fag?’


Thanet shook his head, his hand unconsciously straying to his pocket.


‘Smoke a pipe?’


He nodded. So she was observant. Good.


‘Carry on, then. Light up, if you want to. My old man used to smoke a pipe. I miss it. Used to complain like hell at the time, but now . . . What d’you think of it all, then?’ And she waved her hand at the display on the walls.


‘Amazing,’ said Thanet with sincerity, feeding tobacco into his pipe. ‘Really amazing.’


‘Them was the days,’ said Mrs Bence with a sigh. ‘I still miss it, you know. There’s nothing like it in the world – the people, the animals, the atmosphere, the excitement, and above all, the smell . . .’ She closed her eyes in ecstatic reminiscence. ‘Sweat, sawdust . . . If Benjy’s hadn’t folded, I’d probably be there still, helping out in some way . . . But you don’t want to hear all this.’


‘On the contrary.’ Thanet paused to apply the first match. ‘It’s fascinating,’ he said, waving his hand to dispel the clouds of smoke.


She peered at him through the haze. ‘You mean it, don’t yer?’


Thanet nodded, smiled. ‘All the same, there’s a lot to do. So if you don’t mind . . .’


‘Carry on.’


‘I’d like you to tell me about the Longs.’


‘What sort of things d’you want to hear?’


‘Anything. Whatever comes into your head. Then, if there’s anything else I specifically want to know, I’ll ask you.’


Mrs Bence frowned, lit yet another cigarette. ‘They’ve been here about, let me see, oh it must be eighteen months, now. And I gather from Sharon – that’s his wife – they’d been married about six months before that. If you ask me it’s a miracle she stuck it as long as she did.’


‘They’re separated, I gather.’


‘Yes. She’s been gone about three weeks now. Found herself another boyfriend.’


‘How did Mr Long take that?’


‘Didn’t like it one little bit, did he?’ The thought obviously gave her satisfaction. ‘Didn’t realise what he’d got until he’d lost it.’


‘You liked Mrs Long, obviously.’


‘Yes. Nice little thing. Kind, sweet-natured – she must’ve been, or she’d never have put up with him.’


‘But you obviously weren’t too keen on him.’


‘He was a real . . .’ She paused, trying to find a word which would sum Long up to her satisfaction. ‘A real bleeder,’ she concluded triumphantly.


‘In what way?’


‘In every way. You should have seen how he treated that poor girl. Ordered her about as if she was a skivvy. “Do this, fetch that . . .” And bad-tempered! I’ve had her down here more times than I care to tell, in tears . . .’


‘He was violent?’


‘Oh no, I’ll grant him that,’ said Mrs Bence grudgingly. ‘Far as I know he never laid a finger on her. But there’s more ways than one of being cruel, as I’m sure you know full well. I don’t know how she stood it. It wasn’t even as if he brought home the bacon, either – not regular, anyhow. Poor kid didn’t know where she was half the time, far as money was concerned.’


‘He was out of work?’


‘Not at the moment, no. But he was in and out of jobs like a yo-yo. He was a mechanic – a good one, Sharon says, but unreliable, and people would get fed up with him being late for work or just not turning up, if he fancied a day off . . . Well, about three weeks ago he lost his job yet again, because he’d been late five days running. He’d been warned, but he just didn’t pay attention . . . He got himself another one, since, but by then it was too late, she’d gone, and she didn’t come back. She’d had enough, I reckon.’


‘What about the boyfriend?’


Mrs Bence shook her head. ‘Don’t know nothing about him.’ She heaved herself out of her armchair, crossed to the sideboard and held up a bottle enquiringly.


‘No, thanks.’ Thanet grinned. ‘Got to keep my head clear.’


She poured herself a generous half-tumbler of gin, then returned to her chair.


Thanet re-lit his pipe, which wasn’t drawing very well. ‘Did they have many visitors?’


‘No. Not surprising, considering the way he went on. Sharon told me he come from quite a big family, but I never set eyes on any of them.’


‘On bad terms with them, was he?’


‘Must’ve been.’


‘How many brothers and sisters did he have?’


‘Not sure. One brother’s a schoolteacher, I think. Don’t know about the rest.’


‘What about his wife . . . er, Sharon?’


‘Father’s dead and she’s got one sister. Does she . . . Anyone broke the news to her, yet?’


‘I should think she’s probably heard by now, yes.’


‘Poor kid. She’ll be real upset, I expect.’


‘Even though they were separated?’


‘I told you. She’s a real sweet girl. She’ll be upset, all right.’


And even more so in the morning, after the unpleasant task of formal identification of the body, thought Thanet.


‘Did you by any chance see Mr Long this evening, Mrs . . . Dara?’


‘He was going out as I came in. About a quarter to seven.’


That was a help. So he’d been alive until quite late. ‘You heard him come in again, later?’


She shook her head.


‘But his room is directly above yours, isn’t it?’


‘Yes. I might’ve been cooking my bit of supper in the kitchen when he came in, I suppose. Anyway, I can’t hear everything that goes on upstairs. If they’re walking around a lot, or playing that awful pop stuff then yes, I can hear the thump, thump, thump, but otherwise this house is built pretty solid, not like the modern rubbish they put up these days. And I had the telly on most of the evening. Next time I saw him was flat out on the floor, when I let the policeman into his room. I has a spare key to all the rooms, in case of emergency. One thing I wanted to ask you . . .’


‘Yes?’


‘How did the police know there was anything wrong? I mean, there’d been no row, nothing to let on . . .’


No reason why he shouldn’t tell her. ‘Someone rang in, to let us know.’


‘And I bet he didn’t give his name and address, neither.’


‘You missed your vocation, Dara,’ said Thanet, smiling. ‘You should have been a detective.’


She gave a snort of laughter and the long worm of ash on her cigarette dropped into her lap. She brushed it away, leaving a smear of grey on the scarlet silk. ‘That’d be the day!’


‘So you have no idea what time Mr Long returned home?’


‘Not the faintest.’


‘Did you happen to see any strangers in the house this evening?’


‘Once I shut the front door behind me, that was it, I didn’t poke me nose out again until I heard that policeman hammering away at Sharon’s door.’


Pity. ‘Did either of them ever mention a man called Carpenter?’


Mrs Bence looked at Thanet sharply and fumbled in the pocket of her kimono for her packet of cigarettes. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘So that’s the way the wind blows, is it?’
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