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			Chapter One

			‘The DCI is here.’

			The small crowd of police and forensic officers parted, as a tall, angular, well-dressed man scrambled down the bank and came across to the roped-off area. His expression was intent, and his eyes were everywhere, taking in the terrain, the activities of the police on the spot, the position of the corpse, and possibly the barometric pressure adjusted to sea level. Luke Abbott’s reputation preceded him. If you were a crook, he was a relentless enemy. If you were a colleague, it was good to stand behind him. (He appreciated your support – and that way you wouldn’t get hit by whatever was flying in his direction.) He was one of the younger DCIs in the region, and he’d achieved that position with a combination of professional scepticism and dogged persistence in solving his cases. He just kept going until he got to the end – and he almost always got to the end successfully.

			He’d been assigned to this case in a hurry, but took his time assessing all that he wanted to consider at the scene: Finally, his grey-blue eyes came to rest on the Area Medical Officer.

			‘Well?’ he barked.

			The MO shrugged. ‘I need time for tests . . . ’

			‘Come on, Cyril.’

			The MO tried to scowl, but failed. ‘Damn you, Luke, you’re always so damned determined to get an answer. You make me say things I regret afterwards.’

			Abbott grinned, and waited. Cyril usually gave him something to start with. It might not be big and it might not be important, but it was something, it made the motor start and the gears mesh, and that’s all he asked. A toe in the door, even if it was the corpse’s toe, would do.

			‘Female, middle-aged, grabbed from behind, throat cut,’ Cyril Franklin said, tersely. ‘No struggle, unconscious almost immediately, died in minutes from blood loss.’

			‘Any idea about the killer?’

			Cyril shrugged. ‘Victim’s not particularly tall or particularly well built. Killer was probably taller – certainly not shorter. Five foot nine, say, maybe more. Right-handed. The oesophagus is cut through as well as both main blood vessels. That’s not easy. When the head is tipped back like that, both main vessels slide in behind the oesophagus, which protects them. Could have been a woman with a very, very sharp knife – or a strong man with a dullish one. I’ll be able to tell you more after microscopic examination of the edges of the wound. Speed was as important as strength, here. Came up behind her, put an arm under the chin, lifted and cut, probably all in one motion. She never had a chance to run or defend herself. The killer wouldn’t have got much blood on him – or her. It was all over in a minute.’

			‘That’s how. I want to know who and why,’ Luke said.

			‘That’s your job, my friend, not mine,’ Cyril Franklin said, with obvious relief. ‘I just take them apart and put them back together again.’

			A stocky, dark-haired man came up to stand beside Abbott. Paddy Smith was his sergeant, long overdue for promotion. Abbott had just signed his fourth personal recommendation, and he hoped the Promotions Board didn’t have any more excuses left. An old enemy had been blocking Paddy’s way, but the man in question had recently been indicted for fraud, much to everyone’s relief. What would happen to Paddy’s ambitions as a result was yet to be revealed.

			‘They found her handbag in the bushes over there.’ Paddy produced a plastic bag containing an open handbag, its contents spilled out. ‘Purse empty, no loose money. Lipstick, pressed powder compact, eyeliner, so on.’ He manoeuvred the items through the plastic bag. ‘Little address book, diary – looks like she mostly used it for shopping lists.’ He fiddled some more. ‘Cards, here – library, cheque card, some kind of ID.’ He turned it over. ‘Name Beryl Tompkins, worked for the photo-processing plant as a cleaner, apparently.’

			‘Could be someone else’s handbag,’ Abbott said. ‘We’d better have a look.’ They went over and Franklin lifted the canvas sheet. The picture on the ID card from the plant was in black and white, which made comparison with the whey-white face of the dead woman easier than it might have been. Franklin looked up at him, waiting.

			‘Okay,’ Abbott said.

			‘You don’t suppose she was some kind of spy, do you?’ one of the local men asked. ‘I hear they do a lot of work for the Ministry of Defence over at that plant.’

			Abbott looked at the dead face. The features told him nothing, but the clothing spoke of a conventional woman with ordinary tastes. Beryl Tompkins, secret agent? Did secret agents have library cards and wear hand-knitted cardigans? He doubted it, but the KGB were supposed to be good at that kind of detail. He made a mental note to contact the Home Office, but he felt the solution to this killing would prove to be far more prosaic. ‘Was she raped?’

			‘I don’t think so, but sometimes they rearrange the clothes . . . after. I told you, I need tests,’ Franklin sighed, heavily. ‘I don’t think you’ll have to dig deep for the motive on this one. No money in that purse, is there? People around here mostly get paid on Thursdays. Whoever did it was strong, determined, quick – and cold-blooded.’

			‘Why do you say that?’ Abbott asked, quickly.

			Franklin shrugged. ‘Stands to reason, doesn’t it? Just cut her throat and dropped her where she was. No attempt to cover her up or drag her away or hide her. Just left her lying here on the path, as if the poor woman was just a piece of old rubbish he had no more use for.’

			Abbott smiled, gratified. ‘There,’ he said. ‘I knew you’d come up with something.’ He turned on his heel and started to walk away.

			The Medical Officer stared after him. ‘What? What did I say?’ But Abbott just waved a hand and went on. ‘Breezy bastard,’ Franklin muttered, and then he grinned at a nearby constable. ‘Somebody ought to nail his shoes to the floor, that one.’

			The constable looked a little shocked. ‘Sir?’

			‘Nothing,’ Franklin said, going back to the corpse. ‘Nothing at all. Come on, Beryl, old girl. Time somebody looked after you, and I’m afraid it’s going to be me. Sorry, and all that, but . . . ’ He shrugged. ‘My job, you know.’

			The constable turned to one of his colleagues. ‘Do you suppose he talks to them all like that?’ he whispered. His colleague, a younger man, fixed him with a beady eye.

			‘If he does, I reckon he’s hard up for conversation,’ he said. ‘They ain’t none of ’em going to answer back.’

			‘She was a reliable woman, very uncomplaining, although the work here is hard, for the money.’ The Personnel Manager of Jiffy PhotoProcessing leaned forward, confidentially. ‘I believe her husband has been out of work for some time now, and she was the sole breadwinner for the family. I know she did other cleaning jobs, but I never enquired too closely about them. I think for some of them she was paid in cash, you see, avoiding the taxman. Considering her position, it was little enough extra, God knows, and they needed every penny. I’m not the kind to carry tales, but I thought the less I asked the less I’d know, so to speak, and the less I could be expected to tell – if you see what I mean.’

			‘I see.’ Paddy made a note, as Luke leaned back in his chair. He glanced around the office. Obviously the job paid well, for the room was spacious and well furnished. The Personnel Manager, a large sleek man named Grimes, was apparently fond of military history – presumably his own, for the walls were covered with framed photographs of his service days. Groups of uniformed men in front of various places and pieces of artillery proclaimed what this particular Daddy had done in the war. There were also family photos on his desk and on the bookcase beneath the window, but they were few compared to those on the wall.

			Grimes saw him looking at them, and smiled. ‘I was in the Photographic Section during the war,’ he explained, proudly.

			‘I see,’ Luke said. He could also see that Grimes was prepared to elaborate on this, so he hurried on. This was no time for reminiscences of How I Won the War With My Box Brownie. ‘Did Mrs Tompkins have any special friends here, among the cleaning staff?’

			‘Oh, she was well liked, Inspector, you could certainly say that. Yes, Beryl always had a cheerful word for everyone. I know one of the women, Hilda Stanwick, was her particular friend. Would you like her address?’

			They thanked him and took it down. After phoning to make sure she would be at home, they drove away from the photo-processing plant and down the hill towards Woodbury, which was a small village about a half a mile away.

			‘You’re from this area, aren’t you?’ Paddy asked, as they approached the village.

			‘From Wychford itself,’ Luke said. ‘But it’s been a long time since I was here. There have been a lot of changes in . . . ’ He paused. ‘My God, eighteen years! Hard to believe.’

			‘A lot has happened to you in those years,’ Paddy said, as he turned, following the Personnel Manager’s rather vague directions. ‘University, marriage, the boys, moving up to DCI, learning all you know from me . . . ’

			Luke smiled. ‘More true than you think. They say you can’t go home again, and I suppose it’s true. The Luke Abbott who left Wychford full of high hopes all those years ago isn’t me.’

			‘No,’ Paddy agreed. ‘You’re the raddled, cynical old copper, beaten down by the forces of crime and disorder, soured and—’

			‘—Oh, shut up,’ Luke said, amiably. ‘I’m not all that soured. Just a little turned at the edges.’ He looked around at the huddled houses of Woodbury. ‘This place hasn’t changed. It was always a secret from the tourists. Wychford took all the traffic, and made all the money. I always wanted to bring Margaret back here, but once the twins arrived, there was never a moment we could call our own.’ His face grew grave as he remembered how few moments he and his wife had ultimately had, shared or otherwise. Their closest time had been during the terrible months when she put up her brave fight against cancer – a fight she eventually lost. He wondered if he would ever win his own fight against the ache he still felt at her loss, and the way her memory shone out of the boys’ eyes.

			‘Is this it?’ Paddy said, recognising the pain in Luke’s face, and wanting to distract him.

			‘I reckon so,’ Luke said, looking out at the row of terraced cottages. ‘Number twenty must be the one at the end.’

			Mrs Stanwick proved to be a heavy-set woman who smoked continuously. That might have been the explanation for her red-rimmed eyes, but Luke thought otherwise. Her front room was crowded with furniture and dazzled the eye with conflicting patterns. Every surface shone with polish, and she herself was tightly tidy in her flowered dress.

			‘Poor Beryl.’ Mrs Stanwick sniffed daintily into a crisp white handkerchief that still had the traces of a stick-on price tag clinging to one embroidered corner. Stuffed into the waste bin beside the fireplace of the little terraced house he could see a mass of discarded, rumpled tissues. ‘If only it hadn’t been for my veins.’

			‘I beg your pardon?’ Paddy asked, momentarily caught off balance.

			‘My veins.’ Mrs Stanwick extended a fat, mottled leg. ‘They were playing me up something terrible last night, and so I didn’t go into work. Beryl and me always walked down together to catch the last bus but one after work, regular as clockwork. I carried the torch, well, you need one along there, and Beryl, she pushed aside the bushes, like, because of me not being able to stand spiders and that? I don’t know why she went down there alone, should have gone around the road, even though it is longer. Did she have a torch?’

			‘We didn’t find one,’ Paddy said, making a note.

			‘No? That’s odd. You could break an ankle quick as a wink on that path, without a torch. Not a proper path, anyway, just a way we go through down the field and that. Maybe she did go with someone else. Maybe it was a man went with her and turned funny along the way. Oh, dear.’ Her eyes rolled at the thought.

			‘Was she friendly with any of the men at the plant?’

			‘Beryl? Oh, no. Oh, no, not at all. Beryl wasn’t the type to encourage that sort of thing. Anyway, we didn’t go into the plant much. We did reception, the labs and the offices, Beryl and me did. Mr Grimes, the Personnel Manager, he give us the offices because of my veins and Beryl’s bad back, said it was lighter work. Well, and it was, not like that nasty business down on the plant floor, all them chemicals and such . . . ’

			‘Who did that work?’

			‘The other girls. Younger, most of them. They don’t care, that lot, only rough work they do, not fussy enough to do offices. Beryl and me, we didn’t mix much with them. No, she must have tried it without a torch, all on her own. I blame myself that she’s dead. I do. She counted on me, did Beryl, and I let her down, and now . . . now . . . ’ Tears welled up in Mrs Stanwick’s eyes and overflowed down her already chapped cheeks. The new handkerchief collapsed into a ball under the assault, and Mrs Stanwick searched her pockets for tissues. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sure,’ she apologised. ‘I do feel her death so. She was a lovely, lovely woman.’ Mrs Stanwick sighed deeply. ‘I’ll have to go around by the road, now, and every time I pass the path, I’ll think of Beryl, lying there . . . alone . . . ’

			They eventually escaped the trembling bulk of Mrs Stanwick, after assuring her that life was like that and we never know what’s ahead, do we, and she shouldn’t blame herself, nobody could have known.

			They will do it, these idiot women, Paddy grumbled to himself. Go down the damnedest dark ways just to save a step or two. Then he thought of Mrs Stanwick’s veins and was a little ashamed. A policeman’s lot was not the only unhappy one.

			Especially where feet and legs were concerned.

			Mrs Stanwick had told them about Beryl Tompkins’ other two cleaning jobs – for a Mrs Dyson in the town, an elderly lady who lived alone, and for Mr Pelmer the chemist. She had shared the latter job with a Mrs Teague, doing alternate afternoons. Mrs Teague was one of the ‘other girls’ who worked at Jiffy PhotoProcessing, doing the plant area, although she was older than Mrs Tompkins and Mrs Stanwick. She did the rough work at the chemist’s, too. (‘Beryl dusted the displays,’ Mrs Stanwick confided to Paddy. ‘Beryl knew how to keep things nice. Not like some.’)

			A painful interview with Mrs Tompkins’ bereaved husband confirmed her goodness and her fastidiousness. Mr Tompkins, a large, slow-thinking man, felt badly about the fact that he had not gone up to the factory to meet his wife the night she died. He’d wanted to go when she phoned him to say that Hilda Stanwick hadn’t come in, but she had told him not to, for someone had to stay home and keep an eye on the children. They weren’t a family to let their children run wild or be left. The children, a boy of fourteen and a girl of twelve, sat wide-eyed and stricken into silence on the sofa. Their clothes, though well worn, were clean and tidy, as was the house itself. Everywhere they looked they saw evidence of love and care – and a sudden, cruel emptiness. Obviously Mrs Tompkins had been the heart of the family, and now that she was gone, they were lost and bewildered.

			Luke knew that feeling only too well.

			‘Of course, when the time for the last bus had come and gone, I began to get worried,’ Mr Tompkins said, in his slow, deep voice. ‘I called the plant, but the watchman said everyone had gone. I called the hospital, thinking of an accident, like, but they said no. Finally, at midnight, I called the police. Around seven this morning, they come to tell me.’ His eyes began to overflow. ‘They was kind, like – I knowed one of them from the pub and all – but . . . ’ He shrugged, unable to express the pain he obviously felt.

			Paddy and Luke exchanged a glance, silently agreeing there was no work here for them, save uttering those few empty words that would bring neither comfort nor explanation.

			Mr Tompkins saw them out, carefully closing the door to the sitting room, where the children stared unseeing at a muttering television set. ‘They didn’t tell me – mebbe they couldn’t – was she . . . was she raped?’

			Paddy had to look away from the agony in the man’s eyes.

			‘No,’ said Luke, firmly. ‘As far as we can tell, her wage packet was all that he was after. Mr Grimes told us she was paid yesterday, as usual. There was no money in her handbag when we found it.’

			‘Oh God,’ Mr Tompkins said. ‘It was little enough she got paid. To be killed for it . . . ’ But there was relief in his face. Luke felt as if he had fed a crumb to a starving man – and perhaps he had.

			‘We’ll keep you informed, Mr Tompkins,’ he said.

			‘When can we . . . when . . . ’

			‘The coroner will be in touch with you some time today or tomorrow morning,’ Luke promised.

			They left the house and walked silently to the car. Paddy looked around at the street of small but charming houses. ‘This really is a lovely area.’

			Luke unlocked the car without glancing up. ‘It used to be,’ he said, bleakly.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jennifer Eames stood outside the chemist’s shop and looked up the High Street. There was a storm on the way. The afternoon was darkening, but late autumn sunlight still poured down on the golden stones of the buildings, giving the entire scene a strange, two-dimensional quality. As if the whole street were a set for some play or film. What would it be called?

			She glanced at her wristwatch. Darkness at 3:47? Something like that. A damp breeze tugged at her jacket, and she could smell rain in the air over the traffic fumes and the bitter tang of the marigolds in the flower-bed a few feet away. She’d promised to meet Frances in the Copper Kettle at four.

			‘Oh, Dr Eames!’ Jennifer started, and turned. It was Mr Pelmer, the chemist. ‘I’m glad I caught you – I’m afraid you forgot to sign this scrip for old Mrs Biddle.’ He held out the form, and Jennifer felt herself flushing as she took it from him and fumbled in her shoulder bag for a pen.

			‘Sorry, Mr Pelmer, I must have been distracted by something.’ She found the pen and put the paper against his window to sign it. The pen had to be shaken several times before it would agree to write uphill in this unseemly fashion.

			Mr Pelmer laughed heartily. He was a small man with a large shaggy head. He reminded her of a seaside donkey. He apparently believed a loud laugh was a sign of masculinity. It tended to startle those who were not used to it, and occasionally caused alarm in strangers, but Jennifer was becoming resigned to the sudden bray. She might as well, she thought – she’d be hearing quite a lot of it in the years ahead.

			‘Why, that’s nothing,’ Mr Pelmer informed her with further deep chortles, as if medical mistakes were a prime source of comedy. Perhaps, to him, they were. ‘Your uncle was a devil for signatures. I could always tell what time of day he’d written a scrip. In the morning they were quite legible, but by evening surgery he was so fed up with all his patients’ moans and groans that they were often no more than a couple of scribbles and a straight line for his name. I used to tell Mrs Pelmer, it was me prescribing for his evening patients, not Himself.’ He stopped laughing. ‘No disrespect intended, of course.’ Mr Pelmer was testing the ground. He looked at her, speculatively.

			‘Of course,’ Jennifer agreed, handing back the prescription form.

			‘He’s a fine man. We miss him, terribly,’ Mr Pelmer continued. ‘There’ll never be another . . . that is to say . . . ’

			Jennifer smiled. ‘I agree. Many of his patients have told me the same thing. There’ll never be another like him.’

			Mr Pelmer gave her an odd, sideways look. ‘Fortunately,’ he said.

			Jennifer refused to be startled into betraying her charming and unrepentantly eccentric uncle, the recently bedridden Dr Wallace Cadwallader Mayberry. ‘Was that the only unsigned scrip?’ she asked, brightly. ‘I must get on – I have quite a few house calls still to make.’ Now, Jennifer, don’t start that, she told herself. You have four house calls, that’s all. Just four, and lucky to get them.

			‘Ah, yes. I heard Mr Teague was poorly again,’ nodded Mr Pelmer, sagely. ‘That will be The Mixture As Before, no doubt. I’ll have it ready.’ He beamed at her, and winked, all help and unknown secrets shared.

			‘Good afternoon, Mr Pelmer,’ Jennifer said, and walked away before he could continue. Smug old fool, she thought, knowing it probably would be the mixture as before, unless her uncle had misdiagnosed. There was always that possibility. Over the last years, arthritis had slowly inhibited his activity and efficiency. He’d taken on a younger partner, David Gregson, but ever since her divorce he’d kept on hoping Jennifer would give in and ‘come home’, as he’d put it. Since it had been Uncle Wally who’d inspired her to become a doctor in the first place, she supposed he’d always known her capitulation would eventually come. Secretly she hoped he’d give up the idea, for she was ambitious, and had her eye on a consultancy in internal medicine. Whenever she came down for a visit he’d speak of the practice and the patients as if they were already her own. She would smile and then firmly change the subject. Perhaps he realised it was not what she wanted, perhaps he didn’t want to call in her affectionate obligation. It remained a kind of stand-off between two stubborn but loving personalities.

			Until about a year ago, when he’d started writing and phoning her, asking, then begging her to leave her hospital post in London and take over his country practice. At first she’d been annoyed that their unspoken non-aggression pact was being broken. She’d made vague promises, postponing the fatal day, hating herself for the procrastination. But gradually something in his voice and letters started alarm bells ringing in her doctor’s brain – that cold, objective place where analysis and ego stand shoulder to shoulder, looking out on a wayward world. In a way, Jennifer had been almost relieved when his mild stroke came along. Her diagnosis had been correct – and it made her break from London and frustrated ambition much easier.

			But not easy.

			Having lived in Wychford until she was fourteen, there was some sensation of ‘coming home’. The town looked much the same, but the people had changed, and herself most of all. She was not an innocent girl now, but a trained physician annealed in the wards and corridors of a London teaching hospital. Or so she kept telling herself.

			Her first problem on her return remained her biggest problem – Uncle Wally’s partner, David Gregson. He viewed her as a consultant might view a junior houseman – someone to do the dull work, not a proper doctor, yet. They had clashed several times already, and she could not foresee the situation improving. She knew she had a quick temper, but she also knew she was a damn good physician. She felt David Gregson’s resentment was unfair, and that his consistent refusal to share the responsibilities of the practice properly was tantamount to cutting off his nose to spite his face. He kept using words like ‘temporary’, and talking of the time when Dr Wally would be able to return to work. But that was impossible and they both knew it. He maintained the pretence ostensibly to keep Wally’s spirits up, but more for his own reasons, she suspected. He didn’t want to accept the inevitable, any more than she had wanted to accept it. But here she was, and here she intended to stay. The past months had told her she probably would have made no more than a competent consultant (and a woman needed to be far more than competent to get anywhere) – but she had a chance of becoming a very good GP.

			She turned into the Copper Kettle and took one of the corner tables for two. A few minutes later, Frances Murphy entered, waved, and came over. Wearing a green coat and a bright red scarf, she reminded Jennifer of a fine, ripe apple. She was a pippin within, too – her basic sweetness overlaid with the sharp tang of an ironic turn of mind. She had a newspaper in her hand, and dropped it on to the table while she undid her coat, took it off, and then replaced the cutlery she’d swept on to the chair with it.

			‘Would you believe it, there’s been a murder!’ she announced, dramatically. ‘Right here in Wychford, of all places!’ Frances had been born in County Cork, and the accent still clung to her words, giving a delicious roundness to her r’s and a faint lilt to her sentences. (Since she was on the plump side, however, references to her round r’s were not welcomed.) For the rest she was black of hair, fair of skin, and white of smile. She was a physiotherapist and had only lived in Wychford a few months herself when Jennifer returned. They had become good friends on the sound basis of being able to make one another laugh, but murder wasn’t that funny.

			‘This will certainly startle Aunt Clodie,’ Jennifer said, picking up the newspaper. ‘She always maintains Wychford is the dullest town in Britain.’

			‘They ought to twin it to Calglannon, then,’ Frances said. ‘The dullest village in Ireland, distinguished only by the excitement caused one day by my mother’s pressure cooker exploding. I can still see her with the carrots in her hair.’ She beamed at Jennifer. ‘Do you ever suppose they have any of that lardy cake left?’

			‘I thought you were going to start a diet this week,’ Jennifer said, absently, absorbing what details the Chronicle had concerning the murder.

			‘No, that was last week,’ Frances said. ‘This week I’m going on a bender. Or is it blinder?’ The waitress came over and she ordered tea and cakes for two, having ascertained that the lardy cake had been demolished earlier by some tourists. ‘Who was it that got killed, then?’ she asked, trying to read the paper upside-down. In her off-duty hours, Frances was trying to become a writer. She’d had a couple of stories published, and was currently working on a novel. Everything was grist to her mill, and if natural curiosity was an indicator of writing talent, Frances was bound to be a success one day. ‘Beryl Tompkins,’ she spelled out, slowly. ‘Oh.’ She sat back and looked distressed. ‘Oh, dear.’

			Jennifer glanced up at her tone. ‘You knew her?’

			‘Yes. You should, too. She’s in your practice. Dr Gregson referred her to Mr Blythe, and we’ve been treating her at the clinic. Four degenerate discs.’

			‘I don’t think I ever saw her.’ Jennifer tried to place the name and couldn’t. ‘Was it before I came?’

			‘Perhaps it was,’ Frances said, vaguely, leaning back for the waitress to put down the tea-tray. ‘I was trying various treatments, but she said they weren’t doing her any good. Of course they weren’t, I told her, as long as she kept up her work at the factory, pushing that great divil of a waxing machine around. But she needed the money, she said. Poor woman, lying there, murdered in her second-best shift.’

			‘How do you know that?’ Jennifer demanded.

			Frances looked at her reproachfully. ‘Well, it says she was coming back from her cleaning job, doesn’t it? She’d hardly wear best for that, now, would she?’

			‘No, I suppose not.’ The thought of the woman being found murdered in her old clothes made it seem more sad, and cruel, somehow – even her dignity had been slaughtered. It was like Frances to pick up that small detail. She glanced through the rest of the story. ‘It says she was killed on a path that runs from the photo-processing plant down to the main road. And that her throat was cut from ear to ear.’

			Frances was pouring out the tea, and nearly missed the cups. ‘The plant is just up the hill from the hospital,’ she said, thinly. She put down the pot, and took a long drink of the scalding tea. ‘I’m glad I’ve kept the car, after all,’ she said, with a gasp.

			‘You mean you’re still driving it?’

			‘And why shouldn’t I be?’ Frances demanded.

			The thought of Frances in charge of a car always made Jennifer plan her own journeys carefully. Frances hated machinery of any kind, and the enmity seemed mutual. If ever there was a human being with whom machinery did not co-operate, it was Frances Murphy. Regularly, her small car leapt forward without warning into traffic bollards and walls. Trees had been known to leave the forest simply to force her into ditches. At work, sunlamps melted plastic couches or went sulkily into eclipse, and whirlpool baths whizzed themselves into foaming maelstroms that overflowed onto everyone’s shoes. At home, her oven lay cold and dark or burned unmercifully every scone or pie she attempted. For Frances, wide-eyed in an inexplicably malevolent world, television sets fused, irons scorched, hair driers frizzed, and tin openers went for her thumbs. She said it was either fairies or the Revenge of the Twentieth Century. On the whole, she favoured the fairies.

			‘Better a flat tyre than a cut throat, I suppose,’ Jennifer conceded.

			‘Better neither,’ Frances said, picking up another cream cake and glancing across the street. ‘I see Mark Peacock has closed early again. The tourists must be flying back to their star-spangled nests.’

			Jennifer followed her glance. At Peacock’s Antiques, the lights were out and the Closed sign hung, slightly askew, on the door.

			‘That’s odd,’ she said, but offered no more.

			Frances, warned off by her expression, changed the subject. ‘How goes the war between you and David Gregson, then?’

			Jennifer was startled. ‘What made you think of him?’

			‘It wasn’t that I wanted to think of him, it’s that I didn’t want to think about that poor murdered woman,’ Frances said, resolutely folding the newspaper and dropping it on to a chair beneath the table. ‘Still on speaking terms, are you?’

			‘Oh, yes, but through clenched teeth,’ Jennifer said. ‘It would be easier if he didn’t live in the house with us. As it is, we have to be polite to one another at meals, as well as discussing the business of the practice and conferring on patient care. God, it’s hard work.’

			Frances tsk-tsked companionably. ‘His patients think the world of him. He’s always been very nice to me, very helpful. I don’t understand why you don’t get on with him. He’s been marvellous with your uncle, you know.’

			Jennifer sighed. ‘I know he has. That just makes it all the more difficult, because it must just be me that’s wrong. But, dammit, it isn’t me. It’s him. He’s not being fair. Or sensible. I’m a good doctor. I can be of enormous help in the practice, but does he use me fully? He does not. If I were a nephew instead of a niece, I’m certain it would be different. The plain fact is, he’s a woman-hater.’

			‘Didn’t his marriage break up recently?’

			‘Yes. But I don’t see why he should take it out on me.’

			‘You’re handy, and you over-react,’ Frances observed. ‘Why not?’ She pushed the plate of cakes towards her. ‘Have the last cream doughnut. It will give you strength.’

			‘I need all I can get,’ Jennifer agreed. ‘Especially if people are going to start getting murdered around here. A few more close encounters with David Gregson’s bloody wounded ego, and I may turn killer myself.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			‘Mark, you mustn’t! I forbid it!’

			Mark Peacock looked at his mother pleadingly. ‘It’s the only way, the only hope we have of holding on to this place. You don’t want to move into a poky little flat in some seaside town, do you?’

			His mother shuddered. ‘Hardly. But letting strangers in . . . it’s too ghastly. I don’t want them here, they wouldn’t be the kind of people I’d choose to invite into my home. It’s taking money for hypocrisy.’

			‘Money is what it’s all about, Mother.’ Mark felt hopelessness taking hold, yet again. It was not the first occasion they’d had this conversation, but he wearily prayed it would be the last. Time was running out. ‘I’ve sold exactly three antiques this week, for a total profit of less than fifty pounds, and with winter coming things will only get worse, not better. You can’t go on living this myth of the lady of the manor when we haven’t got enough in the bank to cover the first mortgage, much less the second. Once our available capital fell below that level, the bank manager began giving me the eye and holding up my cheques.’

			‘Mark!’ Her horror was genuine, if over-dramatised.

			‘I didn’t say he bounced them, just that they were a little slow in going through,’ Mark said. ‘But bouncing them isn’t far away, and somehow I’d always pictured myself as the father of bouncing babies, not cheques.’

			‘You’re not even married.’

			‘That’s hardly my fault – you’ve never approved of any of the girls I’ve been interested in, you’ve gone out of your way to discourage any . . . ’

			His mother was momentarily distracted. ‘Since you persist in going out with totally unsuitable girls, I can do little else. I don’t know why we sent you to those expensive schools – it doesn’t seem to have instilled any values in you whatsoever. A man in your position . . . ’

			‘I have no “position”, Mother, other than a half-crouch engendered by the increasing burden of this house,’ Mark said, petulantly. ‘If it weren’t for that ridiculous will of Father’s, drawn up when I was a child . . . ’

			‘You’re still a child,’ his mother snapped. ‘You have a fatal attraction for shiny toys. The least little tart catches your eye.’

			‘Jennifer Eames is hardly that.’

			She looked perturbed, suddenly. ‘Is that who you’re thinking of, then? I thought . . . ’

			He looked defensive. ‘What? You thought what?’

			She turned away. ‘One hears things, dear. One is not totally out of contact with the village, you know.’

			‘No, I don’t know anything of the kind,’ he snapped. ‘Would you care to elaborate on that?’

			She started to speak, then apparently thought better of it. ‘No, dear, I wouldn’t. Boys must have their toys, I suppose. I thought you had finished with Jennifer Eames, anyway.’ It was a question.

			He clenched his fists. ‘We’ve both been rather busy, lately. That doesn’t mean anything. Her professional life is . . . ’

			His mother snorted, delicately. ‘Delving into the inner recesses of perfect strangers is hardly work for a lady.’

			‘My God, you’re impossible, Mother. Like something out of an E.F. Benson novel. Do you maintain these antediluvian attitudes intentionally, as some kind of prop to your public image, or do they just spring out of a lifetime of wilful ignorance?’

			She chose to ignore this. ‘As for her family – hardly our kind of people. I believe her father threw up a steady if unimportant position in the Civil Service to “find himself” and now spends his life daubing second-class paintings in some fishing village . . . ’

			‘Her father is a fine water-colourist who lives in St Ives and is a member of the RA.’

			She rolled on. ‘—And her mother “weaves” or something similarly rough-handed. All sandals and beads, no doubt, like those hippies up at the craft centre.’ She eyed him covertly to see if these darts had gone home, and was annoyed to see him wearing a look of patient resignation. Time to change tack. ‘Her aunt is on the Church Committee with me, of course. She was a Debenham before her marriage. I find her acceptable, although a little erratic. All the Debenhams are. But that uncle of hers!’ Outrage overcame judgement, as it so often did. ‘Dreadful man. Dreadful!’

			Mark’s mouth twitched. ‘Just because he told you a few home truths . . . ’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ She dismissed the subject.

			‘You want me to marry some hideous female from some so-called good family, who will honk around me telling me what to say and remind me what fork to use. Well, I won’t. It would be my final surrender and, dammit, one like you is enough. What I really need is a strong-armed red-cheeked country girl who isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. Just keeping the rats down – the real rats, that is, not the Inland Revenue – is wearing me out.’

			His mother, a small, expensively dressed woman with curly grey hair and fluttering hands, shivered elaborately and gracefully. ‘Not the rats again, darling. Please.’

			Mark felt like striking her, and might have, if he’d thought it would have any effect, or get through the wall of fantasy she’d built around herself. At fifty-six Mabel Peacock Taubman was fighting a steady holding action against Time as it affected her body, her mind, and her surroundings.

			Peacock Manor was a massive and gloriously beautiful house set in several acres of Cotswold gardens, the eastern border of which gave on to the grounds of a recently converted monastery. Much care had been exercised to keep this latter operation out of sight, and it was only over the strenuous objections of Mrs Taubman that the Monkswell Craft Centre had come into existence at all. She had claimed that it would destroy the ‘ambience’ of Peacock Manor, but, in truth, it would have taken a great deal more than a craft centre to do that. The manor was a monument to the nameless architect who’d fashioned it centuries before. It was said Capability Brown had had a hand in the designing of the gardens, but Mark had found no mention of such an association in the house records, which were complete and a collector’s item in themselves. An architect himself, by inclination as well as by (uncompleted) training, he found the house a constant source of inspiration and comfort. But whereas his mother saw it as a fit setting for herself as well as an indicator of social status, he saw it whole, and clearly.

			It was destroying them.

			Like some beautiful, loved, but useless animal, it was literally eating them out of house and home. Taxes, rates, maintenance – it was gnawing away what little available capital they had left.

			The difficulty was that, according to his late father’s will, his mother held the purse-strings until such time as he married and produced an heir. Therefore, as far as she was concerned, the money and the house were hers in trust, and she didn’t intend it to go to just any Thomasina, Deirdre, or Harriet. She was a capricious woman and had not been forthcoming with her approval for a wife. That, too, was a provision of the will, for she had dominated Mark’s father before him fully as much as she dominated her son.

			Mark had left university when his father died because Mabel had no idea how to run the estate, and had demanded his return. Perversely, she wouldn’t hand things over to professional management. Or, in her words, ‘strangers’. It was yet another strand to the web she’d woven around him. Mark had to beg her largesse for the life of the house. She played a coquettish game of ‘not understanding finance’, and made terrible scenes over any expenditure, unless it was on herself. Not that the house wasn’t worth the effort. Mark would have wheedled his life away for the house, but the present situation was hopeless – and so, it seemed, was any possibility of his mother perceiving it. The simple truth was, they had to do something drastic, or sell.

			‘A conference centre is not like an hotel, Mother,’ Mark went on, sulkily. ‘Companies bring their senior management to them to have discussions or to take concentrated courses . . . ’

			‘A school? That’s even worse.’

			‘No, love. Like . . . like . . . ’ He floundered in his mind, trying to grasp the correct description, one that would both penetrate her obstinacy and feed her conceit.

			‘Like giving house parties,’ he finally said. ‘It’s true, we wouldn’t know the people personally, but they’d hardly be poor or uninteresting, because we’d charge them the earth to come here, wouldn’t we? And someone like yourself, who knows the correct way of doing things and so on . . . well . . . it would make all the difference, you see. You’d have a staff to attend to all the physical details, you know – cooking, housekeeping, and so on. You would merely act as a gracious hostess, preside at the dinner table, answer any questions about the house . . . that sort of thing,’ he finished, lamely. Her back was to him, and he couldn’t tell what she was thinking. ‘They’d be top-drawer people, Mother, Cabinet Ministers, perhaps, industrialists, people from the arts . . . ’

			‘Like a salon?’

			‘I beg your pardon?’

			She turned, and he saw, with relief, that it had penetrated, at last. Moreover, she seemed suddenly taken with the idea. ‘In France, during Napoleonic times, women in society often had salons where the famous came to meet and talk together. Some of the women became famous themselves, Madame de Staël, for one, and that other one . . . no, she was someone’s mistress or a model or something. Anyway, is that the kind of thing you mean?’

			‘I suppose so. Mostly it would be weekends or single weeks, so the rest of the time the house would still be ours – or as good as ours, aside from the servants – and life would be pretty much as before. We’d just be entertaining more, that’s all.’

			‘Your stepfather wouldn’t like it.’

			Mark shook his head. ‘Actually, it was Basil’s idea in the first place. Just a casual thought, but I saw the possibilities immediately, and we’ve talked it over quite a bit.’

			‘Basil approves?’ This seemed to startle her.

			‘Of course. My God, you know how he loves the house – perhaps even more than we do. He practically croons over every nook and cranny – I’ve caught him stroking the stones from time to time.’ His tone was determinedly light. ‘And talking to it.’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ His mother almost smiled. She found her second husband’s enthusiasm for Peacock Manor charming. It was, she was certain, just a reflection of his love for her.

			‘Well, you know what I mean, He says it’s worth any effort to avoid losing it to strangers. He’s right. But we will lose it, Mother. I’ll have to sell, soon, if we can find no other way. It’s my house, remember.’

			‘You can’t sell it out from under me, Mark!’

			‘Ah, but I can, Mother. I simply would rather find another way.’ He had intended to scare her, and he saw by her expression he had succeeded. He stood up and went over to look out of the mullioned windows at the sweep of uncut lawn. ‘Anyway, I’m grateful for Basil’s support, even if it’s all words and no action.’

			‘He’s trying to make money for us . . . ’

			‘But not succeeding. Let’s face it, Mother, he’s a delightful fellow, but no great shakes at business.’

			‘One could say the same of you, my darling boy.’ Her voice was sweet, but her expression was not, and Mark knew he’d gone too far. Criticising her precious second husband was strictly a no-go situation.

			‘Basil would also be an asset here, you know,’ he went on, a trifle desperately. ‘He looks terrific, plays good golf and tennis, can mix with all sorts, and people take to him. They really do.’

			‘Yes, of course they do,’ his mother said, impatiently. ‘You don’t have to lay it on so thickly, darling. I am considering your little idea, you know. It might not be as bad as I originally thought.’

			Mark winced inwardly at the ‘little’ tag being attached to the plan he’d been nurturing for the past year or so, that of turning Peacock Manor into a commercial concern. Discreetly, handsomely, of course – but a business all the same.

			It was ideally located in the Cotswolds, with the benefit of a direct rail link to London. Admittedly the service left something to be desired – only four up and four down trains a day – but they were morning and evening, timed for commuting. The network of motorways also reached within five miles of the town, which was approached on all four sides by decent and beautifully routed minor roads. True, there was usually a traffic jam at the Martyr’s Bridge, but Peacock Manor was isolated from all that. It was, in fact, the ideal place for the tired businessman to rest and relax.

			Eventually Mark intended to add a small golf course to the tennis courts they already possessed (but which needed re-surfacing). Perhaps even a squash court or two in the cellars, which were extensive and, at present, largely unused. Wisely, for once, he held his tongue about these envisaged ‘improvements’, and stuck to the point.

			‘I think I could make a great deal of money, make Peacock Manor famous – in the right way of course – and, in general, get everything on a permanently sound financial footing. Eventually, perhaps, we could even accumulate enough capital to stop the thing.’ Over my dead body, he added, silently.

			‘Show me those plans again. The ones for the bedrooms, I mean.’

			Mark made for his study. ‘I have them right in here,’ he said, eagerly.

			Slowly, smiling to herself, his mother followed him. Looking at something was no commitment, and it would pacify him for the moment. Tomorrow she’d take another look at that damned will.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Jennifer’s last call was in the new housing estate, to check on Tricia Baldwin’s new baby, who had been ‘poorly in the night’. However, it was immediately clear that Darren Patrick was in fine fettle, plump and gleaming with health in his pram. That was more than could be said of his mother, who looked pale and exhausted. Gently, Jennifer asked questions while writing up her notes. The baby got her down sometimes, Tricia admitted. She was worried because she had lost her temper at him that morning, and had shouted loud enough to frighten him – as well as herself.

			Jennifer grinned. ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ she said. ‘Getting cross is perfectly normal. If a new mother tells us she occasionally has the impulse to chuck her baby down the stairs, we know she’s probably going to be all right. The ones who worry us are those who have irritable babies and yet insist fervently that everything is “just perfect”. They might snap, one day, and do some real damage. Nothing is ever “perfect” with a baby in the house. Babies are annoying, self-centred egotistical little creatures. You’d get angry if an adult behaved the way they do, wouldn’t you?’

			‘I suppose I would.’ Tricia gave Jennifer a sideways glance. ‘Sometimes he gets on Fred’s nerves something awful. When he can’t stand it any longer he just storms out of the house, and walks around for hours. He says the sound of the baby’s cry makes him feel crazy, and it’s true. Last night, his eyes just went blank and he walked out of here like a robot or something. He didn’t come back for hours and hours. Does what you said go for fathers, too?’

			Was this the real reason she had asked for a house call? Jennifer suspected so, especially when the baby was so patently healthy. Poor girl, she’d been frightened by her own husband. Jennifer knew the feeling only too well. She was instantly sympathetic, while privately making a mental note to check Fred Baldwin’s records for signs of instability when she got back to the surgery. No sense having a mother and baby at risk.

			‘Certainly, fathers can get upset, too. But he goes out, doesn’t he, rather than hurt the child? He gets rid of his anger by walking around, using up the energy the anger generates. I think that’s a good solution. I imagine you often wish you could do the same – walk away. Am I right?’ She looked closely at the girl. After a moment, Tricia Baldwin blushed, and nodded.

			‘I did, once, and left him holding the baby. I mean really. When I came back they were both asleep on the sofa and the television was just blaring away.’

			‘And no harm done to either.’ Jennifer smiled. ‘Don’t worry. I can see you’re a fine mother. He’s a lovely, healthy baby. I suspect the trouble last night was a tooth coming in. I’ll give you a prescription for something to help him through it. I sometimes think parents suffer more than babies when teething time arrives. If you think this is bad, wait until he starts chewing the furniture! They can be as bad as puppies!’

			Tricia laughed, at last. Jennifer tickled Darren Patrick’s stomach gently and he gave her a quizzical glance. Should he cry at this final outrage or not? He’d just been fed, and it was very comfortable there in the pram. On balance, he decided to let it go, and fell asleep.

			‘Is that you, Jennifer?’ came a voice from the sitting room.

			‘Well, if it isn’t you’d better have the locks changed, Aunt Clodie,’ Jennifer called out, putting down her case and hanging up her jacket. She went into the sitting room and kissed her aunt, who was seated at her embroidery frame placed in the bay window to catch the last of the late afternoon sun.

			‘Don’t be flippant, dear,’ her aunt murmured, mildly, inserting another French knot with practised ease. ‘It will give you sciatica.’

			Jennifer halted halfway to the sofa. ‘How can being flippant give me sciatica, for goodness’ sake?’ she demanded.

			Aunt Clodie bit off the end of her silk thread. ‘Because sooner or later someone will kick you up the backside for it,’ she said, bending down to extract a different colour from the skeins in her work-basket.

			‘And I had to ask,’ Jennifer said, flopping on to the sofa. ‘Have there been any calls since I left?’

			‘No, dear. Nothing. The world seems to be quite healthy today.’

			‘Not completely. There’s been a murder.’ She tossed the evening paper over to her aunt. ‘Rather a nasty murder, as a matter of fact. One of our patients, apparently. Frances knows the woman – she was treating her for a bad back.’

			‘Dear Frances – she’s been such a godsend with your uncle.’ Clotilda glanced down at the paper where it lay beside her feet. ‘I shall read about it after dinner, when I feel stronger.’

			Jennifer took a long, deep breath and kicked her shoes off. ‘David allowed me four house calls this afternoon. Mr Teague, Mr Kretzmer, Mrs Tippit, and Mrs Baldwin. He took all the rest.’

			‘Perhaps he’s trying to spare you.’

			‘Oh, come on,’ Jennifer snapped. ‘I know you like him, but really, Aunt Clodie, isn’t it about time he trusted me with more than boils and babies?’

			‘He will, he will. If only you wouldn’t fly off the handle the way you do . . . I know that disconcerts him.’

			‘He just closes down like a clam and walks away. He’s a pompous, smug, impossible bastard!’ Jennifer hit the arm of the couch with a balled fist, wishing it were Gregson’s head.

			Aunt Clodie sighed. ‘Why are all the attractive men such stinkers? It seems to be a law of nature. The minute I met your uncle I thought he would be fun because he was so ugly. After all the conceited, pretty men I’d known, he was a great relief. Mind you, there’s fun and fun,’ she added, with some asperity. ‘The dear old fool.’

			Jennifer gazed at her aunt with love and amusement. Aunt Clodie had been a flightly girl, by all accounts; the reigning beauty of the county and a social butterfly, but with a whim of iron. Marrying Wallace Mayberry had been something of a rebellion. The subsequent years of living with her adored but impossible husband had instilled in her the kind of patience known only to sufferers of chronic pain or poverty.

			‘I had tea with Frances in the Copper Kettle. Mark Peacock had closed his shop early for some reason. All worn out by fleecing the American tourists, I expect.’

			‘Don’t be sarcastic, dear. It will give you lines in the face.’ Clodie plunged her needle into the linen and out again. ‘Mark may have many faults, but dishonesty isn’t one of them.’ She looked up and their eyes met. ‘At least, I don’t think it is.’ For all her soft appearance, Clotilda Mayberry, neé Eames, was possessed of a first-class mind, and had a good instinct for people. ‘Mark is such a charming man, so cultured and intelligent, I wish you’d . . . ’ She stopped. Aunt Clodie also possessed a sharp eye, and could see that Jennifer was not in a mood to be cajoled about Mark Peacock. She wondered, not for the first time, what had caused the rift between them. When Jennifer had first arrived, she and Mark had seen quite a lot of one another. Then Jennifer had gone up to London for a week to finish off the selling of her flat, and since she had returned, Clodie was certain she had seen nothing of Mark at all. It was very puzzling. Meekly, she went back to her embroidery.

			‘Maybe I could poison David Gregson,’ Jennifer mused.

			‘Don’t be silly, Jennifer. That’s another thing that upsets David, I’m afraid. When you say such wild things.’

			‘Well, you know what I mean. Anyway, I’ve got poisoning on the mind at the moment. I actually found myself suspecting poor Mrs Teague of giving her stinker of a husband arsenic this afternoon.’

			Her aunt considered this, as if she had been asked to solve a crossword clue. ‘She works as a cleaner in several places. One of them is Mr Pelmer’s. Another is the photo-processing plant. They use a lot of chemicals there, I should imagine. She could get hold of all kinds of things. Who knows?’



OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


