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    Jill McGown, who died in 2007, lived in Northamptonshire and was best known for her mystery series featuring Chief Inspector Lloyd and Sergeant Judy Hill. The first novel, A Perfect Match, was published in 1983 and A Shred of Evidence was made into a television drama starring Philip Glenister and Michelle Collins.


    

      DRAMATIS PERSONAE

    


    

      Lloyd, a Detective Chief Inspector
Kathy Cope, Ian Foster, Arthur Henderson Private Enquiry Agents
Joe Miller, a Detective Inspector
Judy Hill, a Detective Inspector, Colleague and Lover to Lloyd
Debbie Miller, wife to Joe
Andy Cope, Husband to Kathy
Lucy Stephenson, Daughter to Andy and Kathy Cope
Tom Finch, a Detective Sergeant Superintendent
Len Case, a Detective
Freddie, a Pathologist
Mary Alexander, a Police Sergeant
Angela Esterbrook, Widow to the late Paul Esterbrook Snr
Brian Vickers, a Detective Chief Inspector
Paul, Son to Angela and the late Paul Snr, and Half-brother to Josh
Comstock, a Detective Sergeant
Billy Rampton, an Acquaintance of Josh and Paul
Elizabeth, Daughter-in-law to Angela, and Wife to Paul
Josh, Son to the late Paul Snr, Stepson to Angela, and Half-brother
to Paul
Howard, a Sub-aqua Instructor
Letitia Markham, a Professor
James Harper, a Barrister
Sandie, Wife to Josh
A Forensic Medical Examiner,
a Forensic Scientist, Sundry
Officers and Servants.


    

      Scene: Bartonshire, Cornwall, Devon and Other Counties


  

    

      

        All is not well;

        
I doubt some foul play.


      

        Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 2


      

        SCENE I – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Saturday, September 27th, 11.00 a.m.
The Garage and Various Rooms of a Semi-detached
House in Stansfield.


    


    Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd looked at the two bodies in the elderly Ford Fiesta, and sighed.


    The man, he had never met. He was about Lloyd’s own age – late forties, early fifties; difficult to say at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. He had more hair than Lloyd, but most people did. He had the same dark colouring, but he was much bigger, taller. The car had been specially adapted for a disabled driver; he was in the driving seat.


    The woman he had met, and had worked with, but that was a long time ago now. She had been twenty-four when he’d seen her last; she had left the job to marry the man whose hand she had been holding while their car had filled up with lethal fumes, pumped through a vacuum-cleaner hose from the exhaust pipe.


    ‘Their daughter found them this morning, sir,’ said the constable. ‘She walked along the passage between the house and the garage, to the back door of the house, and heard the engine. She pulled the hose from the exhaust, but she couldn’t get into the car to turn off the engine.’


    The garage, its up-and-over door firmly locked, still held the heavy odour of exhaust gases; the small door at the rear stood wide open to admit as much fresh air as possible, but even diluted and dispersed the pollution in the atmosphere was unhealthy. Undiluted, confined in the small car, it would have been lethal in about ten minutes.


    ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference if she had. They’d been dead for hours by the time she got here,’ said the Forensic Medical Examiner, straightening up from the car. ‘Life pronounced extinct at …’ She looked at her watch. ‘ Eleven-seventeen a. m.,’ she said, and smiled at Lloyd. ‘I’m a bit puzzled about why you’re here, Chief Inspector. How come you got called out? Am I missing something?’


    ‘No,’ Lloyd said. ‘You’re not missing anything. I’m not here on duty – the officers dealing thought I’d want to know, that’s all.’


    He could hear his own Welshness when he spoke; usually his accent was very carefully controlled, ranging from barely discernible to impenetrable, depending on the impression he was choosing to give. It was when he got what Detective Sergeant Finch called a gut-feeling that it popped out all by itself. From his soul, he liked to think, rather than his gut.


    ‘I knew Kathy – twenty years ago, admittedly, but I knew her.’ He smiled at the slightly wary look on the FME’s face. ‘I wouldn’t rush round to see all my friends’ dead bodies,’ he said. ‘But I want to be sure that this really is a suicide pact, because I don’t think Kathy was a quitter.’


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t realize you knew her. But there’s nothing to suggest that she didn’t go through with it of her own accord.’


    ‘No,’ sighed Lloyd. ‘ But it doesn’t add up,’ he said, almost to himself, then smiled apologetically at the doctor. ‘ Kathy always had a tendency to wade in first and think second,’ he said. ‘She never thought ahead. She survived by finding a way out of whatever problem she found herself with. She was famous for it.’


    ‘Well,’ said the doctor doubtfully, ‘this is a way out.’


    ‘True,’ Lloyd conceded. ‘And I don’t know what her problems were yet – this may have seemed the only way out.’ He took the notes that she had made. ‘Thank you, doctor,’ he said, lifting a hand as she left. ‘Where’s the daughter now?’ he asked the constable.


    ‘She’s with Sergeant Alexander in the house, sir.’


    Mary Alexander had joined Bartonshire Constabulary on the same day as Kathy White, as she then was, and Lloyd, and there was a bond between raw recruits all learning the ropes together that never quite went away; she had known that Lloyd would want to be sure of this one.


    Lloyd walked past the young man and stood in the open door at the rear of the garage. ‘Odd, about this door being unlocked,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think?’ He didn’t wait for a reply. It was just a little puzzle. ‘Don’t stay in there,’ he said. ‘You can keep an eye on things in the fresh air.’ He went along the pathway to the back door, knocked, and let himself in.


    ‘The electric’s off, sir,’ said Mary, coming into the kitchen, and closing the door behind her. ‘They came to cut it off just before we got here – about an hour ago, I suppose. Lucy – that’s Kathy’s daughter – said they might as well go ahead and do it.’


    ‘Money,’ said Lloyd, like an oath. ‘Was that the problem? I can’t believe that.’


    ‘Big money. The house was about to be repossessed. But – it seems that Kathy was running some sort of detective agency, and the front room’s been turned into an office. It’s absolutely full of brand-new office equipment. I can’t work that out. Why would she buy all that stuff when they were broke? The agency wasn’t getting a lot of business, according to her daughter, so she couldn’t have had much hope of paying for it.’


    Another little puzzle, like the unlocked door. Judy was who he needed on this, but he was going to have to get used to doing without her soon. Still, he’d try them out on her when he got home; it would help take her mind off all the things that were worrying her. Her late, unplanned pregnancy had been confirmed at virtually the same time as she had been offered a year’s secondment to HQ. and the promotion that went with it; Judy found change of any kind unsettling, never mind wholesale change. That was why she and Lloyd still lived in separate flats, a situation he hoped the baby would remedy. But she was at his flat now, as she usually was at the weekend, and he would see what she made of all this.


    ‘How’s Kathy’s daughter?’ he asked. ‘Is she all right?’


    ‘Yes, sir. Well, as all right as you can be in these circumstances. She’s in the living room with the Coroner’s officer – he’s explained about the need for a postmortem and an inquest. She’s not taken it too badly, considering. But—’ She wrinkled her nose slightly, shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘ Forget it.’


    Lloyd smiled. ‘ You know no one can, once someone’s said that,’ he said.


    ‘Well, it’s probably nothing. But I was going to make her a cup of tea, before Lucy remembered about the electricity being off, and she told me the teabags were in that tin. It was empty, and she said there would be a new packet in this cupboard.’ Mary opened the cupboard, which had various tins arid packets in it. ‘But it wasn’t. It was up here.’ She pointed to the shelf on the unit. ‘So she started checking, and lots of things weren’t where she expected them to be.’


    Lloyd lived on his own, hopefully not for too much longer now that he and Judy were to be blessed with issue, but he lived on his own, and had done for several years. He had decided the day he moved into the flat where he kept everything in the kitchen, and that was where it had stayed. But perhaps having a change-round helped cheer Kathy up, or something. That hardly counted as a puzzle.


    ‘And some things are in two different places,’ Mary went on. ‘Beans, for instance. There was one tin in this cupboard, and two in this one down here. That just seemed a bit strange.’


    ‘I agree. You keep tins of beans wherever you keep tins of beans,’ said Lloyd. That was another puzzle.


    ‘Lucy says her mum and dad always went shopping on a Friday night,’ Mary said. ‘And there’s some cold ham in the fridge still in its supermarket deli bag. That’s another thing she was surprised about, because her mum always put stuff like that in clingfilm before she put it in the fridge. And the eggs are in the fridge – she says her mum usually kept them in the larder. Of course it’s been very hot—’


    ‘Right,’ Lloyd said, making his mind up. ‘I want the duty inspector informed, and I want the SOCOs down here, and the pathologist.’


    ‘Scene-of-crime people? To a suicide?’


    Lloyd sighed. ‘There are too many little puzzles for my liking,’ he said. ‘And yours – that’s why you rang me, isn’t it? You weren’t happy.’


    ‘Well … that was before I found out about the electricity,’ said Mary. ‘Kathy seems to have had it very hard this last couple of years. Her husband had that accident, and from what I’ve heard, he was always a bit – you know – overbearing. What he said went. Well, you know yourself he made her leave the job when she married him.’ She smiled a little sadly. ‘I reckon that’s how he got her in the first place, because she just let him talk her into doing what he wanted, and poor Joe came home to find her in bed with his flatmate.’


    Oh, yes, of course. Lloyd had forgotten that little scandal. She had been engaged to Joe Miller, and his best friend Andy Cope had been going to be his best man, until he seduced the bride-to-be. Lots of canteen jokes about may the best man win, that sort of thing.


    ‘So if Andy said—’ Mary began.


    ‘If Andy said, ‘‘Go and get the vacuum-cleaner hose, Kathy, I think we’ll kill ourselves,’’ you’re saying she would just do it?’ interrupted Lloyd, his voice rising with irritation. ‘She might go to bed with him on that principle, but she’d hardly—’


    ‘Ssh,’ said Mary.


    Lloyd put a hand to his mouth. ‘Sorry,’ he said, with a quick glance at the closed door. ‘I hope she didn’t hear me. But honestly, Mary! Kathy was a fighter – she would have a contingency plan if she was in money trouble. If he was suicidal, fine – but she wouldn’t just go along with it. I don’t like this thing about the shopping. Sounds as though maybe he put it away instead of her.’


    ‘It looks like a suicide pact,’ she said, immovably. ‘They’re holding hands.’


    ‘I know what it looks like,’ Lloyd said. ‘Are you thinking of getting the SOCOs and the pathologist before the bodies putrefy, by any chance?’


    ‘And what am I going to say when the inspector asks why I want them? I’m here officially, Lloyd,’ she said, in a fierce stage whisper. ‘You’re not. I wouldn’t have called out CID, never mind the whole circus!’


    ‘I’m here officially now,’ said Lloyd. ‘And I’m treating this as a suspicious death.’ He left Mary summoning reinforcements, knocked and went through to the living room, where a young woman, tear-stained, pale, trembling slightly, but reasonably composed, sat on the sofa, with the Coroner’s officer.


    ‘Just finished,’ he said, getting up. ‘Thank you, Mrs Stephenson. We’ll be in touch.’


    Lloyd introduced himself, and sat down beside her. ‘ This must have been a terrible shock,’ he said.


    ‘Well – finding them and everything. But I think I saw it coming, in a way.’


    ‘Oh?’ He had rather hoped for an ally in the Copes’ daughter.


    ‘Well, my dad’s been getting worse and worse, and—’


    ‘His disability, you mean?’


    ‘No, not the actual problem. Just dealing with it. He got very bitter.’


    ‘How did it happen?’


    ‘It was so silly – he was clearing the guttering, and the ladder went from under him. He hurt his spine. He didn’t get any compensation or anything, of course – he wasn’t insured for that sort of thing, and there was nothing wrong with the ladder. It was all right to start with, because my mum had a job, but he said he couldn’t manage without her, so she had to leave. That’s why she thought of the detective agency, because she wouldn’t be out all day every day – it would just be now and then. But he just went on at her about it, saying she was poking her nose into other people’s business and all that – it was really getting her down.’


    ‘What brought you here this morning?’


    ‘I always come on a Saturday morning. Just to see how mum’s doing. He wasn’t just giving her a hard time about the agency – he gave her a hard time about everything these days. I just liked – you know – giving her a bit of moral support.’


    ‘Mary says your mum seems to have been rearranging the kitchen cupboards,’ he said.


    Lucy shook her head. ‘I don’t understand that,’ she said.


    ‘Oh?’


    ‘Well – she’s got all the usual things where my dad can reach them from the chair. I don’t know why she would put the teabags up there.’


    Lloyd was more than ever convinced that something very strange had been going on here, and he moved on to another of his puzzles. ‘Do you know where she got all the new office equipment from?’ he asked.


    ‘No. I know my dad was angry with her for getting it.’ She looked worried. ‘She never used to do things like that,’ she said. ‘She never dared.’


    ‘Was she afraid of him?’ Lloyd asked, as gently as he could.


    Lucy shook her head, and wiped her nose. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He shouted a lot – but he would never have hit her or anything like that, if that’s what you mean. He just liked things done his way, and he made such a fuss if they weren’t, that she always did what he wanted. Anything for a quiet life. Until now.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe she did change the kitchencupboards round.’


    ‘To annoy him, you mean?’


    ‘Oh, I don’t know! I shouldn’t be saying things like this.’ She wiped away tears. ‘It’s probably just my imagination, anyway. I just …’ She began to cry. ‘They couldn’t keep up with the bills, and he went on and on at her like it was all her fault, making her cry, and – and then – well, she sort of changed. She started getting all that stuff that they couldn’t afford. He was furious with her, but it made no difference. I asked her why she was doing it, and she just said she needed them, but she didn’t! It was like she was doing it on purpose to get back at him or something.’


    Her husband arrived then, and Lloyd decided to give the questions a rest. He didn’t want to put her through all this for nothing. But it didn’t feel right to Mary despite what she, had said, it didn’t feel right to him, and, if he was any judge, it didn’t feel right to their daughter either.


    ‘Thank you,’ he said, and went back out to the garage, where the tent that would shield the activities of the scene-of-crime officers from the curiosity of the neighbours was being erected. He asked the young constable to have a word with the said neighbours and find out if they had seen or heard anything last night, and detailed Mary to look for receipts, hire-purchase agreements, credit-card vouchers, anything to account for the new office equipment, as Freddie roared up in his sports car and jumped out over the door, the easiest way for someone as tall as he was to get out.


    ‘One day you’ll be too old to do that,’ Lloyd said.


    Freddie grinned, his professionally sombre features suddenly transformed, and followed Lloyd into the garage. The big door stood open now, and scene-of-crime officers milled around in the pale blue light created by the canopy, taking samples, dusting for prints, carrying away the equipment used to effect the Copes’death.


    ‘Stand back and let the pathologist see the corpses,’ said Freddie cheerfully, moving Lloyd out of the way. He bent down, looked into the car, then straightened up, his face puzzled, and a shade disappointed. ‘Why am I here?’ he asked.


    ‘I wanted you to see the bodies as they are now, not lying on a slab. I want to know if they’re really holding hands, or if he’s got hold of her to stop her getting out, or anything. I want to know if—’ Lloyd floundered, and sighed. ‘ Help me, Freddie,’ he said. ‘I just don’t think this is what it looks like.’


    Freddie was probably his oldest friend; it was an odd friendship, having been forged over suspiciously dead bodies, but Lloyd knew where he stood with Freddie. If there was anything to be found, he would find it.


    Freddie looked thoughtful, nodded, and then began his examination of the bodies with as much care as he always took, touching nothing until his eyes had told him everything they could, making notes into a memo-recorder.


    Lloyd took a walk round the car; the boot was open, to reveal the usual stuff to be found in car boots, and a folding wheelchair. He hadn’t seen a wheelchair in the house. He left Freddie to it, and met Lucy and her husband on their way home.


    ‘Lucy – did your dad have more than one wheelchair?’


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘Just the folding one.’


    That suggested that Andy Cope had never left the car. Lloyd frowned, as the young couple left, and the probationer came back. ‘Anything?’ he asked.


    ‘They said they’d noticed that there wasn’t any yelling on Friday night, sir. The Copes had had very loud rows all the time for the past few weeks, apparently. It was his voice they heard, mainly.’


    ‘Did they happen to hear what he was yelling at her about?’


    ‘Money. And possibly another man, they thought. I asked if they’d heard any names mentioned, but they couldn’t remember.’


    Another man was interesting, and much more in keeping with what Lloyd remembered of Kathy Cope than suicide was. He went through to the front room, where Mary was searching through Andy and Kathy’s financial papers, most of which were in an old cardboard box, rather than the gleaming new filing cabinet. She had found nothing at all to account for the office equipment, and nothing else of any note.


    Lloyd looked round the makeshift office at the desk, the filing cabinet, the computer with all the multimedia bits and pieces, the photocopier, all brand-new. Why would she buy all that stuff? And why was there no paperwork of any sort to account for them?


    Lucy said that her father had been very angry about it; he might have lost his temper, accidentally killed his wife, then tried to make it look like a suicide pact, but how, if he had never got out of the car? Kathy would have had to go and get the hose and the sticky tape and all the rest of it. He could hardly have forced her to do that. So, perhaps she had been a willing participant. And, if she had been contemplating suicide, she might not have noticed where she was putting the shopping.


    But that still left his other puzzle. Why had they locked the main garage door, and all four of the car doors, but left that little door unlocked?


    He opened the filing cabinet, and took out a couple of files. Small jobs, for small money. The most recent job was six weeks ago, and the file was fairly cryptic: Mrs A. Esterbrook, Little Elmley, Barton, was the heading. There were no reports or copy letters, but there were copies of receipts. She’d done a job for Mrs Esterbrook in Plymouth in August; no details, but Kathy and Andy Cope had had a stay at a very expensive hotel thrown in. The actual fees weren’t any better than the others, though, certainly not enough to account for all the office equipment.


    Esterbrook – he knew that name. Oh, yes, of course. The Esterbrooks owned IMG Limited. In the late fifties, their choice of Stansfield for their head office had been the jewel in the then very new town’s crown, and the family-owned firm had just got bigger and bigger since then, with plants in every major town in the UK. They were far and away the richest family in the county, and one of the richest in the country.


    Now, thought Lloyd, why would someone with that sort of money to spend employ an untried, underfunded, two-man operation run from a semi-detached in Stansfield to carry out an investigation in Plymouth for her? Another little puzzle.


    Freddie appeared at the door. ‘ I’ve arranged for the bodies to go to the mortuary,’ he said. ‘I can’t see anything suspicious, Lloyd. It looks like a suicide pact.’


    ‘I know what it looks like,’ Lloyd said wearily, as he walked with Freddie back to his car. ‘Call it a hunch.’


    Freddie looked back at the garage, and the people going in and out. ‘You’re spending an awful lot of money on a hunch,’ he said.


    

      

        SCENE II – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Saturday, September 27th, 4.00 p.m.
A Semi-detached House in Barton.


    


    Detective Inspector Joe Miller had just spent an awful lot of money on a hunch of his own, and then had watched it limp past the post sixth out of a field of seven. The bookie had cleaned him out again, and he drove home in disconsolate mood, letting himself into the empty house with a sigh.


    He should have been beginning his early retirement this weekend, but instead he was at a loose end, because he was working on the Assistant Chief Constable’s pet project in Barton, ahead of the rest of the team. He’d been there six weeks; he was enjoying setting everything up, but sooner or later the others would be joining him, and he was not looking forward to that at all.


    For one thing, he was going to have to share an office with his boss; it was bad enough having to do the job at all without that. He was, in part, the technical support, and he didn’t mind that bit; he had embraced the computer age with zeal, surprising everyone, not least himself, with the expertise that he had very quickly acquired. But two months ago the job had been going to be a part-time advisory civilian post purely concerned with the technical aspects, and he had put himself forward for it the moment he’d heard about it. It was perfect – a couple of days a week playing with computers to supplement the pension he’d receive when he got early retirement, which he had been convinced he was going to get. Gambled on getting, you might say; no one had told him officially.


    A week after that he’d been told that the post would be full-time, involve some administration work, and would be a police appointment, starting immediately. That he would not be getting early retirement after all, but would be seconded to the project, if he still wanted the job. It was either that or a uniformed appointment out in the sticks, and he had decided to go to HQ, as the lesser of two evils. But it was nine to five, Monday to Friday, no travelling expenses, no perks, no nothing.


    And he would be working for Judy Hill. She’d been a detective sergeant when she had come to Bartonshire Constabulary, eight years ago. He’d found that quite hard to take, since she was five years younger than he was, and female into the bargain, and he had been struggling to pass the sergeant’s exam. It seemed he had no sooner caught up than he was passed again, rather like his hunch in the three-forty.


    Judy was all right, he supposed. They had worked together for years before his transfer as sergeant to Force Drugs Squad, and again when he had returned to Stansfield, having at last got promotion to inspector, working on computer fraud, thanks to his knowledge of information technology. But he hadn’t even been considered for the so-called supremo job; no one had. She had just been given it. And no prizes for guessing why, in Joe’s opinion. Judy Hill was very fanciable, and Joe didn’t suppose he was the ACC’s type.


    Not that Joe had fancied her himself; she was too brisk and efficient for him. Too cool and collected, with her short dark hair always looking as though she had just washed it, and her clothes never looking as though she had spent all night in them even when She had. Too worldly-wise; there was a look in her brown eyes that always made Joe feel as if she knew something he didn’t. Too capable, always appearing to have everything under control, which she usually had. His preference was for someone a little less astute, a little less independent, a little less superior. Like Kathy.


    But taking up with Kathy again after all these years had been a costly mistake he still wasn’t sure how to put right. He had thought she could light dark corners, fill empty spaces, but she couldn’t. It wasn’t her fault; it was his. He had hoped, perhaps, for more weekends like the one he’d had with her, but with her it was all or nothing, so nothing it had to be. And the weekends were the worst part of this job. Once he’d made his Saturday donation to the bookie, he had too much time to think, to reflect on the mistakes he had made in his life, to give in to regrets.


    He was glad when the telephone interrupted his morose self-examination, and answered it to Mary Alexander. He listened in shocked, uncomprehending silence, as she told him what had happened.


    ‘I just thought you ought to know,’ she said.


    ‘Yes. Thanks, Mary.’ Joe hung up, still trying to make himself believe what he had just been told.


    A suicide pact? That was ridiculous. That was nonsense. Wasn’t it? Money worries, Mary had said. Yes, sure they had had money worries. But Kathy hadn’t been suicidal. Andy Cope might have given up on life, but Kathy certainly hadn’t, and if he had made her do that, then it wasn’t suicide, not as far as Kathy was concerned; it was murder. There would be a postmortem, of course, but force of will didn’t show up in post-mortem examinations, and that was almost certainly the weapon Andy Cope had used.


    He wondered, guiltily, if his actions had contributed to that final breaking of Kathy’s own will, which had reasserted itself briefly when he had taken up with her again, and might have deserted her altogether when he had finished it. He took out the whisky, and a glass, and spent the evening drinking steadily and earnestly, reviewing his own actions, wishing that he had done some things differently and others not at all. Wishing that his conscience had begun to bother him about what he had done a little sooner than it had.


    Maybe then, just maybe, Kathy would still be alive.


    

      

        SCENE III – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Saturday, September 27th, 11.05 p.m.
A Second-storey Flat in Stansfield.


    


    Judy was wondering if it would be possible for her to retire without offending Lloyd. There was no point in trying to entice him to bed with her womanly wiles; he was much too wrapped up in this suicide to be interested in that sort of thing. She had spent the entire evening with the Copes, and was horribly aware that Lloyd was quite capable of continuing to discuss it until three in the morning.


    He had told her his little puzzles, and while she knew that it was foolish to dismiss the things that struck Lloyd as odd, in this case they did seem a little nebulous. But it wasn’t the misplaced groceries, or the unlocked door, or any of the other little niggles that had made him so certain that it wasn’t suicide. It was that he wouldn’t accept that Kathy Cope would do that, however much under her husband’s thumb she had been, and Judy began to wonder if she had meant more to Lloyd than she had realized.


    ‘Did …?’ She hesitated. She had always made it very clear to Lloyd that any relationships that she might have had in the past, other than her ill-considered and ill-fated marriage, were not open to discussion, and she ought to accord him the same privacy. But it might help her understand. ‘Did you know her very well?’ she asked.


    Lloyd smiled, obviously hearing? the mixture of sympathy and suspicion in her voice: ‘Not like that,’ he said. ‘ In fact, I didn’t really even like her all that much.’


    Judy frowned. ‘Why the crusade?’ she asked gently.


    ‘Is that what it is?’ He nodded. ‘I suppose it is,’ he conceded. ‘But you get to know someone very well, don’t you, walking a beat with them, manning a car? And yes, she was easily led. Yes, she could be bullied, because she always felt that someone else – anyone else – was in charge, especially a male person. That was why she got herself into situations that she had never meant to get into, because people could intimidate her, sway her.’ He gave a short sigh. ‘But she was … I don’t know … she was used to being in trouble. She always looked for an escape route. And I can’t believe she would kill herself because she owed people money, Judy. People don’t change fundamentally, not even in twenty years.’


    Judy smiled. ‘I should save that speech for Case,’ she said. ‘Do you realize how much money you’ve spent trying to prove that she didn’t commit suicide?’


    ‘That’s what Freddie said. And I know it’s just a hunch. But I don’t care how much of a doormat you are, you don’t just sit there and die because someone’s told you to. Self-preservation would take over as soon as the stuff started coming into the car.’


    ‘Maybe he gave her something to knock her out,’ Judy said. ‘The post-mortem should show it, if he did.’


    He shook his head. ‘That doesn’t explain the door or the groceries,’ he said. ‘ Besides, it looks as though he didn’t get out of the car.’


    Judy frowned. ‘But if he didn’t get out of the car,’ she said, ‘Kathy must have been a willing participant, surely?’


    ‘Perhaps,’ Lloyd said slowly. ‘Or … perhaps the shopping was put away by someone who simply didn’t know where things were kept. Perhaps the door had to be left unlocked, because whoever did it had to leave the keys in the ignition, and then make good his exit. Perhaps neither of them was a willing participant.’


    ‘You think they were murdered?’ She sat back. ‘Lloyd, you don’t have any evidence to support—’


    ‘I know.’ He smiled again. ‘ But what about this job that she had in Plymouth?’ he said. ‘How do you explain someone like Mrs Esterbrook employing someone like Kathy?’


    Judy’s mobile phone rang; it had to be work, at this time of night; she was on call. She picked it up, listened to what her caller had to say, said that she and Lloyd would be there in thirty minutes, then put down the phone and looked at Lloyd.


    ‘What?’ he said. ‘What is it?’


    He was always claiming a sixth sense, second sight, Welsh wizardry, that sort of thing. She had often had reason to believe him. But this was his finest hour. ‘There’s been a fatal shooting,’ Judy said. ‘At Little Elmley. A Mrs Angela Esterbrook.’


    She had thought she had seen him look smug before when he was proved right, as he was with irritating regularity, but she hadn’t seen anything, she realized. This was Lloyd at his very, very smuggest.


    

      

        SCENE IV – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Saturday, September 27th, 11.30 p.m.
Little Elmley, a Private Estate-near Barton.


    


    Little Elmley was entered through massive wrought-iron gates, and the house itself was reached by driving along a tree-lined road; it was the sort of building in which Judy found it hard to believe that people really lived. How did you live in a place like that? What did you do with all the other rooms?


    The uniforms were already searching the house, and the duty inspector filled them in with as much as he knew. Angela Esterbrook had lived there with her stepson Josh, but he was at the Little Elmley diving club; officers had been dispatched to fetch him. Her daughter-in-law Elizabeth had found her when she arrived for dinner; she was married to Paul Esterbrook, Angela Esterbrook’s own son and Josh’s half-brother. He was on his way over from Barton, where he and his wife lived.


    ‘There’s no sign of the gun in the house. If it’s out there somewhere we aren’t likely to find it until we can search in daylight,’ the inspector said. ‘But I doubt it’s here at all. The body’s in the kitchen – the daughter-in-law says that the back door was open when she found the body, but that Mrs Esterbrook kept the door open in warm weather like this when she was working in there. The FME’s here, and the pathologist is on his way.’


    He led the way round the, outside of the house to the open back door. Angela Esterbrook lay across the doorway on the tiled kitchen floor, in the pool of gore which had seeped from several wounds in her head. Judy was not fond of dead bodies, even unmutilated ones, and one of the more interesting aspects of her interesting condition was her readiness to throw up at the best of times. She retreated to a safer distance, out on the terrace.


    ‘She’s not been dead long,’ said the FME. ‘A couple of hours, I’d say.’ She looked up. ‘You’re keeping me busy today.’


    ‘I don’t actually kill them myself,’ said Lloyd, as Tom Finch arrived.


    ‘Guv,’ he said to Judy, with a nod of his blond curls by way of greeting, and glanced into the kitchen. ‘Nasty, isn’t it?’


    ‘Ah, Tom,’ said Lloyd, coming out of the kitchen. ‘I want you to look through Mrs Esterbrook’s personal papers for a report from the Cope Detective Agency.’


    ‘Right, guv,’ said Tom. ‘I’ll check out the study. The daughter-in-law’s in the dining room, and her husband’s just arrived.’


    ‘I think you should have a word with her now that she’s had a chance to recover,’ said Lloyd, and Judy reluctantly made to go into the kitchen, where the FME was making notes for the pathologist.


    ‘You don’t have to cross the crime-scene, guv,’ said Tom. ‘All the rooms at this side of the house have patio doors on to the terrace.’


    Tom was protecting her, as Lloyd often did; under the guise of keeping the crime-scene uncontaminated, he was making sure she didn’t have to look at the body again. Her belief in equality ought to make that offensive, she supposed, but her squeamishness made it very welcome. She smiled. ‘Good,’ she said, as Tom went off to the study. ‘Thanks, Tom.’


    The sound of a high-performance engine on the road up to the house heralded Freddie’s arrival; he would like the body whatever condition it was in. His sports car screeched to a halt on the road, and he jumped out. ‘Are you going for some sort of record?’ he asked Lloyd. ‘Good evening, Judy, how nice to see you again. Lovely as ever.’


    She happily left Lloyd and Freddie to it, following the paved terrace round to find a lawn area fringed with trees, garden tables and chairs, and a large window standing open in the warm night, leading into what she would have called a dining hall, rather than room.


    The end of a long, heavy, deeply polished table was set for two, and an opened bottle of red wine sat between the two settings, beside a small vase of early autumn flowers. Elizabeth Esterbrook, mid-thirties, blonde, designer-labelled and good-looking, sat on one of the dining chairs, pulled slightly away from the table so that she didn’t look as though she was expecting dinner. A man of roughly the same age, perhaps a couple of years older, dark, well-built, handsome, his casual weekend clothes equally expensive – her husband, presumably – sat a few seats down from her. The scene looked to Judy like one in a glossy hotel brochure; they looked like models playing a couple.


    The introductions were barely over when another man came in from the terrace, flanked by two uniformed constables; there was a distinct family resemblance, and he did indeed turn out to be Josh Esterbrook. He sat at one of the many chairs round the table, barely acknowledging the other two.


    Elizabeth Esterbrook looked pale and shaken, her husband looked suitably and, Judy felt, studiedly shocked, but Josh Esterbrook sat back with a would-be air of indifference. His fingers tapped lightly on the table, though, so perhaps he wasn’t as relaxed as he wanted to appear.


    ‘Ma’am?’ said one of the constables, and drew Judy back out on to the terrace, speaking to her in a low voice. ‘Mr Esterbrook was in the middle of giving a group of people diving training when we got there,’ he said. ‘And his wife was with him. But someone’s been knocking her about – the injuries aren’t too severe, but she looked a bit unsteady, so we sent her to Barton General for a check-up, to be on the safe side. She reckons she was mugged earlier in the day, but she didn’t report it to the police.’


    Judy thought that as unlikely as the constable obviously did. She sneaked another look at Josh Esterbrook. Women were usually covering up for their partners when they lied to the police about injuries. But then again, there could have been a violent argument with her mother-in-law which had ended in tragedy. ‘I take it someone’s with her?’


    ‘Yes, ma’am. She’ll be brought back here if the hospital don’t keep her in.’


    Judy went back into the room, sat down, and opened her notebook. It wasn’t her official notebook; she wrote that up from the copious notes she made in the much larger one she carried around with her. She couldn’t rely on her memory, like lioyd; she liked having her observations down in black and white. She decided to begin with Josh Esterbrook, who might have been giving his wife some sort of alibi by going diving in the reservoir, and taking her with him. ‘I understand you live here with your stepmother,’ she said. ‘Is that right?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘But I have my own set of rooms in another part of the house.’


    First person singulars. No specific mention of his wife. Judy decided to leave it like that, just for the moment, until she. had the lie of the land. ‘Can you tell me anything about what might have gone on. here tonight?’ she said.


    He shook his head. ‘I was out,’ he said. ‘All day. I left just before ten o’clock this morning, came back at about four o’clock for an hour or so, and this is the first time I’ve been back again since.’


    ‘Was your stepmother here when you came back this afternoon?’


    ‘No. It was her day for the beautician. She goes to Barton and gets herself pampered once a month.’


    They could check up on Mrs Esterbrook’s movements in Barton, presumably. Judy took a note of the name of the beautician, and Mrs Esterbrook’s preferred restaurant, supplied by Elizabeth Esterbrook.


    ‘Can you tell me where you were this evening?’ she asked Josh Esterbrook.


    ‘Where I was most of the day – at the sub-aqua club beside the reservoir. And then later in the evening I was with a group of divers in the reservoir, doing a night-dive – I’m an instructor at the club. Your officers were waiting for me when we got back to the diving platform.’


    ‘The club is in the grounds of this estate?’


    ‘Well, technically. But it’s open to the public. It’s about three miles from the house.’ He smiled at her as she looked up from her notes. ‘That isn’t an exaggeration,’ he said. ‘All the land here is in Esterbrook ownership. We only keep some of it private.’ He shrugged. ‘Some people buy Scottish islands. My father bought Little Elmley.’


    ‘And when did the night-dive get under way?’


    ‘At around half past eight.’


    She turned to Elizabeth Esterbrook then. ‘I understand you found Mrs Esterbrook,’ she said. ‘Do you know what time that would have been?’


    The other woman shuddered, and put a hand to her mouth, a muscle working in the side of her face as she fought nausea; Judy felt almost as bad, but there was something about being in charge of a situation that helped you cope with that sort of thing much better than when you were just a witness to it.


    ‘Nine-thirty,’ said Mrs Esterbrook, when she felt able to speak. ‘Maybe a few minutes before that.’


    ‘You were coming for dinner, I think the inspector said. At nine-thirty?’ Judy didn’t know why that should surprise her; Lloyd frequently ate as late as that, and, as a result, so did she.


    ‘Yes. I was in London all day, and she knew I might be late back, so she made it a late dinner. She quite often had dinner very late. I rang the bell, and when Angela didn’t come to the door, I let myself in.’


    ‘You have a key?’


    ‘Everyone does. The family, that is. The house belongs to the Esterbrook Family Trust, so everyone was given a key. Angela and Josh are the only ones who live here, though.’


    Ah. If Josh and his wife were estranged, that might well account for bruises that she didn’t want to explain to the police. She might have turned up here, and caused some sort of scene that had finally and fatally got out of hand. Judy turned to Josh Esterbrook. ‘ Your wife doesn’t live here with you?’


    ‘Yes, she does,’ he said.


    Paul and Elizabeth Esterbrook were looking totally baffled. ‘Wife?’ Paul Esterbrook said. ‘What wife?’


    Judy looked up quickly. What wife? What sort of family was this?


    ‘Sandie,’ Josh told them. ‘We got married two months ago.’ To gasps from the other two Esterbrooks, he turned back to Judy with a smile. ‘ We didn’t make it public, as you can see.’


    To the extent of not even telling his own brother? ‘Might I ask why?’ said Judy.


    ‘A clause in my father’s will could have made things difficult for Paul – he’s chairman and managing director of IMG and Sandie works for him. Her marriage to me might have contravened the conditions under which Paul operates. It’s a bit complicated, but it could have meant his removal from the board, since under the terms of my father’s will he isn’t supposed to employ any member of my family.’


    Judy decided that the reason for this ban was not one into which she could legitimately probe at the moment.


    ‘Sandie and I got married on an impulse,’ he said. ‘It was only as we were being pronounced man and wife that I realized, and Sandie didn’t want to give up her job before she’d found another, so …’ He smiled, shrugged. ‘Angela’s precept was always least said, soonest mended, and we all thought it best to say nothing to Paul and Elizabeth until Sandie found another job.’ He glanced at his half-brother as he spoke, and the smile vanished. ‘But she won’t be working for you any more,’ he said, his voice suddenly cold and hard. ‘So you’ve no need to be concerned.’


    Judy made notes as he spoke, and wondered about all of this. Had Sandie been having an affair with her boss? Was that what the Copes had found out, at her mother-in-law’s request? Was that why her husband had assaulted her? Did that explain Mrs Esterbrook’s murder?


    She made a note, and moved on to Paul Esterbrook. ‘ Perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling us where you’ve been this evening?’ she asked.


    He took a little time to compose himself before he started speaking. ‘Josh has a boat berthed at Penhallin in Cornwall,’ he said. ‘We usually go diving at the weekends, but—’


    ‘Who do you mean by ‘‘we’’?’ asked Judy.


    ‘Josh, Sandie and myself. But the boat’s been out of commission for a few weeks. I thought it was back in business this weekend, and I went to Penhallin early this morning.’


    ‘When did you leave?’


    ‘About half past seven. It takes the best part of six hours to get there. I made an early start.’


    ‘So you arrived in Penhallin at about lunchtime?’


    ‘I stopped in Plymouth for an hour or so. I got to Penhallin at about three, I think, and discovered that Josh wasn’t there. But the boat had been broken into, and that worried me, in case something had happened to him.’


    ‘Did you know about that, Mr Esterbrook?’ asked Judy, turning to Josh.


    ‘First I’ve heard of it,’ he said. ‘I just forgot to tell Paul I wasn’t taking the boat out after all. I know nothing about a break-in.’


    ‘Anyway, I drove straight back, and came here,’ Paul Esterbrook went on. ‘Mother—’ He took a deep breath, and released it. ‘Mother said that she thought Josh was in Penhallin, and that got me worried, but I didn’t say anything to her about the boat. I knew Sandie was doing a night-dive here, so I went to see if she knew where Josh was, but the dive had started. I could see them both out on the reservoir, though, so I stopped worrying, and went home.’


    There, he had taken a nap, and had been awakened by the phone. It had been his wife, ringing to tell him what had happened to his mother. His voice had broken as he got to the last bit, but Judy felt, as she had throughout his account, that she was watching someone playing the part of the shocked and bereaved son. His reaction to his brother’s marriage had been real; this was manufactured.


    No one seemed too touched by the tragedy, and yet she didn’t get the impression that Mrs Esterbrook had been disliked; it was more as though they were all sitting round discussing someone they didn’t know.


    ‘So your mother was alive at … what time would you say it was when you arrived, Mr Esterbrook?’


    ‘About ten or five minutes to nine, I think.’


    Lloyd had come in during Paul Esterbrook’s account of his evening, and was introducing himself to the group when a young woman in her twenties, with short dark hair, a black eye, a bruised face, a split lip and a police escort arrived. Judy needed even fewer of her detective powers to work out who this particular Esterbrook was. Her husband jumped up, helped her to a seat, and sat beside her, his arm round her.


    Sandie Esterbrook was deathly pale, and under other circumstances Judy would have had to ascertain that she was fit to be questioned, but she wasn’t a suspect, she wasn’t under arrest, and the hospital had released her. She glanced at Lloyd, who gave a slight shake of his head. He wanted to let things ride, see what happened.


    Both the other Esterbrooks looked horrified, but once again, Judy felt that Paul Esterbrook’s horror was a touch theatrical. She was used to Lloyd, who was a natural actor; Paul Esterbrook wasn’t. They asked what had happened, and Judy made notes, not just of what the girl was saying, but of the reactions of the others as she told them that she had been mugged in the multistorey car park in Stansfield when returning to her car. She had refused to let go of her bag, and they had run away.


    Stansfield’s multi-storey didn’t have security cameras, so there was no way of checking her story. It also didn’t have many muggings, despite that. It did have a lot of custom; it was hard to think of any time on a Saturday when the incident wouldn’t have been seen. Elizabeth Esterbrook glanced at her husband, often, while the girl spoke, and Josh Esterbrook never took his eyes off him. Judy was glad he wasn’t looking at her like that.


    ‘Can I ask when this happened?’ she asked, when the girl had finished.


    ‘I’d been shopping – well, window shopping. I couldn’t see anything I wanted. About half past six, I think.’


    And after it had happened, what did you do?’


    ‘I got into the car and sat there for a long time. When I felt better, I came straight to the club, because I would have been late for the dive if I’d come home first. Josh and Howard didn’t want me to do it, but I felt I had to. It was probably silly.’


    She had actually done the dive? In that condition? Judy didn’t know much about the sport, but she didn’t imagine it had been a good idea. ‘Was it that important that you do it?’ she asked.


    Sandie Esterbrook shrugged a little. ‘It seemed to be,’ she said. ‘It was all I could think of, that I’d be late for the dive. I don’t know why – it just seemed important to do it. Not to let what had happened stop me doing what I wanted to do.’


    Judy, nodded. ‘I can understand that,’ she said. She could understand it,’ she just didn’t really believe it. Or that Sandie Esterbrook had received those injuries less than six hours ago.


    Lloyd sat down, and took them all in with a slow look round the room. ‘I really am very sorry to be so blunt, but can any of you think of any reason why someone would want to kill Mrs Esterbrook?’


    ‘I presume a burglar or something must have got in, and my mother surprised him,’ said Paul Esterbrook. ‘The house is usually empty at weekends.’


    He was offering a plausible explanation, unlike the others. That quite often indicated a desire to shift blame. And there was something going on between him and his half-brother that they would have to investigate.


    Tom knocked, and appeared in the door from the hallway, speaking to Josh Esterbrook. ‘There’s an answering machine in your mother’s—’


    ‘Stepmother.’


    ‘Sorry. In your stepmother’s study. It’s flashing, which I presume means there are messages, but I can’t get them to play. I wondered if—’


    ‘It’s done that before,’ Elizabeth Esterbrook said. ‘It must be a faulty tape or something. Because it’s quite new – I put it in not long ago. But it wouldn’t play once before – remember, Josh? You fixed it.’


    ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, and turned back to Tom. ‘ You have to rewind it manually and record a new message before it’ll work again.’ He smiled. ‘But I expect you want to know what’s on it, don’t you?’


    ‘Can I ask what you do when you come here at weekends?’ Judy asked Elizabeth Esterbrook.


    ‘I’m helping—’ She took a breath, and corrected the tense. ‘I was helping Angela with her autobiography.’


    ‘Ah, yes,’ said.Lloyd. ‘She was a novelist, wasn’t she?’


    ‘Yes. She couldn’t use the word-processor any more, though, because of her arthritis, so I was helping her out.’ She looked at Tom. ‘You won’t be able to play the tape, I’m afraid,’ she said.


    ‘Oh, that’s all right. It’ll keep.’


    Tom went back out, and Lloyd smiled apologetically. ‘Might I be very familiar, and call you all by your first names, should the need arise? Otherwise, this is going to get rather confusing.’


    There was a general nod of assent.


    ‘Perhaps you could help me, Paul. It would.be foolish of me to pretend that I don’t know just how wealthy your family is – can you save me some time by telling me if anyone stands to benefit financially from your mother’s death?’


    ‘I’ll come into a bit of money,’ said Paul.


    ‘And – forgive me again, but I don’t imagine you and I put quite the same construction on the phrase ‘‘a bit of money’’. Perhaps you could give me what the Americans call, I believe, a ballpark figure?’


    What he believed they called a ballpark figure? Judy wasn’t sure who Lloyd was playing, but he was playing someone. Someone frightfully British and solid and dependable. Not someone happily at home with Americanisms, and entirely unpredictable in his approach to problems.


    It was Josh, not Paul, who gave him the ballpark figure he had requested. ‘ Oh, let’s say twenty million pounds as a nice round figure,’ he said, with a smile.


    Lloyd gave a low whistle, which just might have been his first genuine reaction that evening, Judy thought. But even she, after twenty years, rarely knew what was genuine and what wasn’t. That was one of the reasons she had never moved in with him. She never knew what he truly felt about anything; not even the baby. He just produced whatever reaction he felt appropriate. Or amusing. He could always fool her.


    ‘Quite,’ said Josh. ‘It sounds like a hell of a lot of money to me, too. But to Paul …’ He shrugged, and glanced coldly at his half-brother again. ‘No. Paul has much, much greater expectations, don’t you, Paul?’


    ‘Oh?’ Lloyd looked at Paul.


    ‘In a few years I’ll come into the major share-holding in IMG currently held by the Esterbrook Family Trust,’ Paul said, stiffly. ‘ I imagine that’s what Josh is referring to.’


    ‘I see,’ said Lloyd.


    ‘I doubt that you do,’ said Josh. ‘Paul stands to acquire seventy-five per cent of a business worth three-quarters of a billion or so. He wouldn’t murder his own mother for a few measly millions.’


    ‘I don’t think I suggested that he would,’ said Lloyd, looking positively hurt; Judy knew that look, and saw through it. So did Josh Esterbrook.


    ‘No,’ he said, looking as contrite as Lloyd had looked injured. ‘Of course you didn’t.’


    ‘It’s all right, Josh,’ said Paul. ‘ I can fight my own battles.’


    ‘Oh, it’s not a battle,’ said Lloyd, apparently even more shocked at that suggestion. ‘Just questions. We have to ask them, I’m afraid, even at times like these. And you yourself, Josh? Do you benefit at all?’


    ‘No,’ said Josh. ‘Paul gets this place, which is what I would have got if Angela hadn’t died.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll tell you what, Chief Inspector – I’ll give you a copy, of the will, so you can sort out for yourself exactly who gets what now that Angela’s dead. But it’s quite simple where I’m concerned. I get nothing.’


    Lloyd gave a little nod of thanks as Freddie appeared in the patio door, smiling at Judy behind the backs of the other people in the room, the broad, beaming smile that he never allowed his customers’ nearest and dearest to see, and winked at her. ‘I’ll be on my way,’ he said.


    ‘Oh – hang on a minute,’ said Lloyd, getting up, and going out on to the terrace with him. After a brief conversation, Freddie left and Lloyd came back into the room, sitting down at the table as he thought for a moment. ‘ I take it you have domestic staff here?’ he asked Josh Esterbrook.


    ‘During the week. They don’t live in, and they don’t work at weekends.’


    ‘Is that generally known?’ Lloyd asked.


    Josh shrugged. ‘It isn’t a secret,’ he said. ‘We’re usually all in Penhallin at the weekend.’


    ‘Your mother went diving too?’


    ‘No, she hated it,’ said Josh. ‘But she had a weekend cottage in Penhallin.’


    ‘Where exactly is Penhallin?’ Lloyd asked.


    ‘Just across the Sound from Plymouth.’


    Judy and Lloyd mentally glanced at one another.


    ‘But once a month, Angela gave herself a treat in Barton, as I told Inspector Hill. Elizabeth’s usually here during the day on Saturday and Sunday, but she was away all day today too, of course.’


    Sandie Esterbrook had fallen asleep, her head resting on her husband’s shoulder, and Judy was certain that Josh was quite unaware of that, unaware, almost, of her presence, and yet entirely aware of it, as though she were a part of his own body. She tried to think what it reminded her of; a mother with a baby, perhaps. She was just part of him: safe now, and sleeping, and he was behaving as though she wasn’t there at all.


    Lloyd asked Elizabeth where she had been, and Judy watched him look politely baffled when she told him she had been queuing up for tickets to the one-off reunion concert of a seventies supergroup, asking her to repeat the name as though he had never heard of them. Judy knew that he had given quite long consideration to queuing up for tickets himself, before he decided that he wasn’t quite that keen. Last night the news had shown the people camping out on the pavement, all laughing and joking, and he had looked quite wistful.


    ‘So Mrs Esterbrook would have been here entirely on her own?’ said Lloyd.


    ‘Yes,’ said Josh. ‘That was how she liked it, really.’


    ‘Didn’t she find it difficult being here on her own if she suffered from arthritis?’


    Josh shook his head. ‘The arthritis only stopped her doing fiddly jobs like – well, changing the tape in the answering machine, as Elizabeth mentioned. Chopping vegetables, that sort of thing – she couldn’t hold a knife. But she was all right most of the time, and she never did get used to having servants floating about. She preferred having the family help her out. And she really liked having the place to herself once in a while.’


    ‘That’s why a burglar seems the most likely answer,’ said Paul.


    ‘A burglar who thought the house would be empty?’ said Lloyd. ‘I can’t see why he would be carrying a firearm, in that event.’ He stood up. ‘I think that’s probably all for now, really, but if you would excuse us for a moment?’


    They left the Esterbrooks to their own devices as they went down the hallway to the study, a few doors along from the dining room, and looking out on to a large, glass-sided building, which Tom told them was a swimming pool.


    ‘Any luck with the Copes’ report?’ asked Lloyd.


    ‘No, guv. It isn’t in any of the obvious places.’


    ‘Right. I want everything in this room searched,’ said Lloyd, looking round. ‘I want to find that report, or know for a fact that it’s missing. Meanwhile, I borrowed Freddie’s, little memo-recorder thing.’ He took it out of his pocket. ‘Let’s see what we’ve got on the answering machine.’


    Tom took the tape from the answering machine, put it into the player, and they all listened to the only message on it, delivered in an urgent, angry voice. ‘ What the fuck are you doing? Are you trying to get me fucking disinherited?’ There was a pause, then he spoke again. ‘Jesus!’ There was a moment before he spoke again, the words being forced out between clenched teeth. ‘I’m at the cottage, I’ve got your letter, and I’m on my way hack right now.’ The last word was almost growled, and the call was terminated.


    ‘That’s Paul Esterbrook’s voice,’ said Lloyd.


    ‘The last call made to this number was at two forty-seven this afternoon,’ said Tom. ‘It’s the dialling code for Penhallin in Cornwall. I rang it back, but got no reply.’


    ‘Mrs Esterbrook’s cottage, if I don’t miss my guess,’ said Lloyd. ‘But check it out, Tom.’


    Tom checked it out, and five minutes later, he was leading Paul Esterbrook out to the waiting car.


    

      

        SCENE V – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Sunday, September 28th, 12.35 a.m.
On the Road from Little Elmley to Stansfield.


    


    Judy frowned as Lloyd pulled off the main carriageway down a B-road, and the car transporting Paul Esterbrook to Stansfield police station went off into the distance. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked.


    ‘Little detour,’ Lloyd said. ‘I want to see what cars are in the car park of the Little Elmley diving club.’


    Judy smiled. ‘Because Sandie’s car ought to be there if that story she told us was true,’ she said.


    ‘Did you think it was true?’


    ‘No,’ said Judy. ‘I don’t believe that someone mugged by two total strangers wouldn’t tell the police. And I don’t believe that she just happened to get mugged the day her mother-in-law just happened to get shot dead.’


    There were no cars in the Little Elmley diving club car park, and Lloyd looked almost as smug as he had when they had got the call about the shooting at Little Elmley. ‘So what do you think did happen to her?’ he asked, as they headed back to Stansfield.


    ‘Husband?’ she suggested.


    ‘Did you get that impression?’


    Judy thought about that. The relationship between Josh and his wife seemed quite intense, which sometimes led to violence, but the truth was that she hadn’t got that impression at all. All she had seen had been protectiveness and closeness. She shook her head. ‘But I noticed a lot of animosity between Josh and Paul,’ she said. ‘If anything, I got the impression that—’


    ‘—that Paul beat her up, and Josh is very angry about that,’ said Lloyd. ‘So did I. So where does that fit into this little scenario?’


    ‘An affair?’


    ‘It seems likely,’ said Lloyd. ‘Especially in view of his mother having employed private investigators. Whatever she said to him in that letter, he thought it threatened his seventy-five per cent of IMG. We might understand more once I’ve looked at the will.’


    ‘Why would she put private investigators on to her own son?’


    ‘Who knows? It’s just another little puzzle, isn’t it?’


    Judy already had a lot of little puzzles to work on, and she had a feeling that there would be a lot more before they had sorted out exactly what had gone on at Little Elmley that night, and in what way it had involved Josh’s wife being beaten up and the Copes’ death. Because one impression that she had definitely got was that the Esterbrook family was closing ranks, and she would swear that not one of them had told the truth.


    

      

        SCENE VI – BARTONSHIRE.

        
Sunday, September 28th, 12.50 a.m.
Stansfield Police Station.


    


    Tom Finch took Paul Esterbrook to an interview room. He was sitting in on the interview rather than DCI Lloyd, because Lloyd had got a copy of the will from Josh Esterbrook, and he wanted to get to grips with it.


    They knew now that the call made at two forty-seven that afternoon had been made from Mrs Esterbrook’s cottage; Paul Esterbrook said that he had not been to his mother’s cottage, nor, therefore, had he made a phone-call from there.


    He went over his story again, expanding on it in reply to their questions. He had stopped in Plymouth for lunch, had arrived in Penhallin at about three o’clock, had gone straight to Josh’s boat, and then come straight back to Little Elmley. His mother, he said, had come to the door just as he had inserted his key; their conversation had taken place on the doorstep. He hadn’t gone into the house, so he had no way of knowing if she was alone. His mother had not seemed ill at ease; she had asked if he wanted to join her and Elizabeth for dinner, but he had said that he was too tired after his long drive.


    Judy reached down and picked up the tape from the answering machine, now enclosed in a plastic bag. ‘I am showing Mr Esterbrook an evidence bag marked TFI,’ she said. ‘This tape was recovered from your mother’s answering machine this evening, Mr Esterbrook. A copy has been made of that tape. I am now going to play it to you.’


    Paul Esterbrook’s face grew red as he listened to his own voice, and he avoided eye-contact with Judy, Tom noticed, looking instead at him, and then down at the table. The message terminated, and the ends of other, earlier messages played until Judy switched off the machine.


    ‘Did you leave that message for your mother, Mr Esterbrook?’ she asked.


    ‘Yes,’ he said. Then looked up. ‘But I didn’t make it today.’


    The additional information seemed to Tom to have come a little belatedly. ‘When did you make it?’ he asked.


    ‘A month or so ago. The last time we all went to Josh’s boat.’


    ‘Unfortunately,’ Judy said, ‘these old answering machines don’t give a date and time. But a month is a very long time for a message to remain on a tape without being recorded over. Did your mother receive very few calls?’


    Esterbrook sighed. ‘No, she received a lot of calls,’ he said, and jerked his head at Tom. ‘But he said the machine wasn’t working. She must have changed the tape, like Elizabeth said. Put in an old one.’


    ‘We didn’t find a discarded tape,’ said Tom.


    And according to your brother; said Judy, ‘your mother’s arthritis would have made changing the tape difficult, if not impossible.’


    ‘Then I don’t know how it got there!’ Esterbrook shouted.


    ‘Did you go to your mother’s cottage today?’ Judy asked again, just as though she hadn’t asked before.


    ‘No. And I didn’t make that call today. I made it a month ago.’


    ‘Well, we can perhaps check if a call was made from the cottage to your mother’s number – a month ago … that would be what?’ She did an admirably quick mental calculation; Tom was still mentally counting fingers. ‘Saturday the thirtieth of August?’


    ‘Oh, no. It was the Bank Holiday. The weekend before that. It was Sunday that I made the call. And I didn’t use the cottage phone. I used a mobile.’


    ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Judy. ‘Just let us have the details of your mobile phone, and we can—’


    ‘It wasn’t mine. I didn’t have mine with me.’


    ‘Whose was it?’ asked Judy.


    ‘I can’t remember.’


    ‘You can’t remember?’ said Tom, in an involuntary reaction. He glanced at Judy quickly; she was sometimes less than pleased with his interviewing technique, especially when he just said whatever came to mind. But she didn’t seem to have objected to his intervention.


    ‘No,’ said Esterbrook. ‘I can’t remember. I’d borrowed one. Everyone I know has a mobile phone.’


    Tom saw the suspicion of a smile, heard the note of triumph in Esterbrook’s voice as he managed to come up with a logical reason for being unable to remember whose phone he’d used. He seemed to be less broken up by what had just happened to his mother than he had been, Tom thought, and Judy must have felt the same.


    ‘Well,’ she said sweetly. ‘Don’t worry about that just now, Mr Esterbrook. You might remember when you’ve had a chance to get over the shock of your mother’s death.’


    Esterbrook’s eyes fell away from hers, and Tom grinned at her. He always liked it when she injected some acid into ‘‘her interviews.


    She gave him a tiny wink, and looked at Esterbrook’s bowed head. ‘Were you at your mother’s cottage today?’ she asked again.


    She could only get away with her favourite trick when lawyers weren’t present; they were always quick to point out that their client had already given an unequivocal answer. But Tom had discovered that by asking the same question over and over again, in exactly the same tone of voice as the? first time, Judy Hill very often got an answer where none had been forthcoming, and sometimes even got a truthful answer instead of whatever lie she had been getting. No one else could do it like she did; everyone sounded as though it was the third time they’d asked. She didn’t.


    Esterbrook looked up. ‘No. And I made that call five weeks ago.’


    ‘It’s a strange call, Mr Esterbrook,’ Judy said. ‘A little threatening, I would have thought. Would you like to explain it?’


    ‘I didn’t make it this afternoon.’


    ‘So you’ve said, but that doesn’t make it any less strange, does it? What did you mean about your inheritance?’


    ‘It’s none of your business what I meant.’


    ‘What was in this letter that it got you so worked up?’ asked Tom.


    ‘Nothing! I didn’t even read it. It was a letter from her solicitors that my mother had left there. She wanted me to pick it up and take it back to her.’


    ‘It was a letter to your mother?’ said Judy. ‘We got the impression that it was one from your mother, to you.’


    ‘Well, it wasn’t. Why would she be writing me letters at her cottage?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ said Judy. ‘But I think we can be forgiven for thinking that, because if you had no personal stake in this letter, your reaction to being asked to take it to her seems to have been a bit extreme.’ She glanced down at her pad, and quoted from the transcript of the tape. ‘ ‘‘What the fuck are you doing? Are you trying to get me fucking disinherited?’’ That seems an odd way to talk to your mother.’


    Esterbrook coloured up again. ‘I … I was talking to someone else when I said that,’ was all he could come up with this time, and Tom jumped on it immediately.


    ‘Who?’


    ‘The person whose phone I’d borrowed.’


    ‘Oh, you can remember swearing at this person, and being with them in your mother’s cottage, but you can’t remember who it was?’


    ‘It was just someone who’d dropped in.’


    ‘We have established that a call was made from the cottage phone to your mother’s phone this afternoon at two forty-seven,’ Judy said,


    Esterbrook’s mouth opened slightly. Judy obviously believed that he was genuinely surprised, either that a call had been made, or that a subsequent call hadn’t removed it from the stored memory. Tom wasn’t sure which, but he did know that was what she thought, because he could read the note she was making. ‘Gen. Surp.’ it read. He had got quite good at what Lloyd called Judyscript.


    ‘And that time fits with your message that you were leaving straight away,’ Judy went on. ‘The trip does take about six hours, doesn’t it? And you say you were at Little Elmley at about eight fifty or eight fifty-five.’ She smiled. ‘ Were you at your mother’s cottage today?’ she asked again.


    ‘No.’


    Esterbrook was almost as good as she was; his answer was just as patient as her question, just as unemphatic. You couldn’t tell from the way he gave it that she had asked him several times before, and that he had. answered her each time. That meant he was working just as hard at it as she was, and that, in Tom’s opinion, meant that he was lying.
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