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TO LAURA,

first of the next generation



ONE


Lamplight. Curtains drawn against the chill of an early October night. No sound but the crackle of the fire and the flutter of paper as Joan referred to one of her interminable lists. The atmosphere should have been conducive to creative thought, but Thanet was scowling as he sat gazing at his latest attempt with its numerous amendments and crossings out. He groaned, ripped the sheet off the pad, scrumpled it up and tossed it at the fire. He missed and it bounced back and lay on the hearthrug, a silent reproach – and a reminder, as if he needed one: three more days and she would be gone from them for ever.

‘No good?’ said Joan.

He shook his head. ‘Hopeless. Absolutely hopeless. It’s impossible! Keep it short, you said, that’s the main thing. No more than, what? Five minutes?’

‘Ten at the outside, I’d say.’

‘All right. Ten. But it also has to be urbane, coherent, witty without being vulgar and contrive to sustain what we hope will be an atmosphere of conviviality and goodwill. And to be honest, the prospect of standing up and attempting to achieve all that in front of Alexander’s snooty friends and relations frightens me out of my wits!’

‘Don’t be unfair! How can you say they’re snooty if you’ve never even met them? Bridget says they’re all very nice, the ones she’s met so far, anyway.’

‘Bridget sees anything to do with Alexander through rosecoloured spectacles.’

‘Isn’t that only natural?’ said Joan gently.

Thanet had the grace to look shamefaced. ‘Yes, of course it is. It’s just that . . ’

Joan put down the sheaf of papers she was holding and took his hand. ‘Look, darling, don’t you think that every father agonises over his speech for his daughter’s wedding exactly as you are doing now? But they all manage it, somehow.’

‘That’s supposed to make me feel better?’

‘And to be honest, no one worries very much what the father of the bride says as long as he’s brief about it.’

‘You’ve been talking to Ben.’

Ben, their son, had just gone back to Reading for the beginning of his second year of a degree in computer studies. He was due to return on Friday, to be an usher at the wedding on Saturday.

‘He said the same thing, did he? There you are, then. We can’t both be wrong.’

‘If you’re both right and nobody cares what I say, why bother to say it at all? Why don’t we scrap the speeches altogether?’

Joan ignored this as he knew she would and said, ‘Speaking of Ben reminds me.’ She made a note. ‘He said he won’t be back in time to pick up his suit on Friday. We must get it at the same time as yours. Anyway, as far as your speech is concerned, I don’t know what you’re worrying about. The whole atmosphere of the occasion will be working in your favour. At a wedding everyone’s in a cheerful mood, predisposed to enjoy themselves and be uncritical.’

‘I just don’t want to let Bridget down, that’s all.’

Joan grinned. ‘Oh come on. Admit it. It’s your pride that’s at stake too, isn’t it?’

She was right, of course.

‘Anyway, I’m sure you’re getting into a state for nothing. You’ll give a brilliant speech, I know you will, and I shall be proud of you. So get it over and done with. You want to be finished with it before the invasion, don’t you?’

Thanet rolled his eyes. ‘How many did you say we have staying here on Friday night?’

‘I think it was seven, at the last count. There’s the four of us, your mother, Lucy and Thomas, her fiancé. He’s bringing a sleeping bag and he’ll sleep on the floor in Ben’s room.’

Lucy was one of the two bridesmaids, a friend who dated back to Bridget’s schooldays and who now lived in York.

‘I think I’ll put up a camp bed at the office for the rest of the week. It’d be a lot more peaceful.’

‘Coward!’

‘Roll on Sunday, say I.’ Thanet picked up his pen, thankful that he had only one daughter. Imagine if they’d had three or four! It didn’t bear thinking about.

For over a year now, ever since Alexander had turned up on their doorstep out of the blue one Sunday morning after an absence of eighteen months, the momentum towards the wedding had been gathering pace. Thanet had found it very hard to welcome him back after the shameful way he had treated Bridget previously: a year-long relationship terminated without warning by Alexander on the grounds that he ‘wasn’t ready’ for a long-term commitment. But Bridget had never really got over the affair and in the face of her radiant delight at Alexander’s return, Thanet had been forced to capitulate; the last thing he wanted was to alienate his beloved daughter. The reservations, however, remained. If Alexander could hurt Bridget once, he could do it again.

Thanet was uneasy, too, about the fact that Alexander came from a more affluent background than their own. Although on the surface he was a good match, with a lucrative job in the City, Thanet was aware of the minefield that was the English class system and afraid that Bridget might get hurt trying to negotiate it unawares. There were undeniable advantages to the marriage, of course, not least the fact that on the strength of his mind-boggling salary Alexander had been able to take out a huge mortgage and buy a house in Richmond, apparently considered a highly desirable residential area. Bridget and Alexander had taken them to see it and Thanet had had to admit he was impressed. It was spacious, in excellent repair and even afforded a glimpse of the river from the upstairs windows. It would be a delightful area in which to live, Bridget had enthused, with both Richmond Park and the river close by.

If only, he thought now, he could somehow guarantee that she would always be as happy as this. Unrealistic, he knew, but there it was, he couldn’t help feeling that way.

‘What are you doing?’ He peered at the paper on Joan’s lap.

‘Making a sort of timetable for the rest of the week.’ She held it up.

So far as Thanet could see the lists of things to do grew longer and longer by the day. ‘You’ll wear yourself out.’

‘Only a few more days and I’ll be able to relax. Anyway, Bridget’ll be back on Thursday to help.’

Bridget was spending a few days at the house in Richmond, hanging curtains and taking delivery of various household items.

Joan tapped the blank sheet of paper in front of him. ‘Your speech, Luke! Honestly, you’ll never get anywhere at this rate.’

The telephone rang.

‘Saved by the bell,’ said Thanet, jumping up with as much alacrity as his back would allow. About time he paid another visit to the chiropractor, he thought as he hurried into the hall.

It was Pater, the Station Officer.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir, but the report of a possible suspicious death has just come in, in Willow Way out at Charthurst. The woman fell downstairs, apparently, but our blokes are not too happy about the circumstances. I’ve notified Doc Mallard and the SOCOs.’

‘Right. I’ll get out there straight away.’

Thanet made a mental note of the directions Pater gave him, replaced the phone and poked his head into the sitting room.

Joan forestalled him. ‘Don’t tell me! Your speech is never going to get written!’

‘Sorry, love. It’ll have to wait.’

Already Thanet’s pulse had quickened and as he drove out into the darkness of the countryside via the relatively deserted streets of Sturrenden, the small country town in Kent where he lived and worked, he felt a mounting sense of anticipation. Anxiety about Bridget’s forthcoming marriage forgotten, his mind was filled with the kind of pointless speculation which he was powerless to control at the beginning of a case: what would the dead woman be like? Was her family involved? Who had called the police, and why? And what were the circumstances the police officers considered suspicious?

Charthurst was about fifteen minutes’ drive from Sturrenden, a large village which had, over the past twenty years, expanded considerably to accommodate a steadily growing population; possessing the dubious benefit of a main-line station to London, it was a popular choice with commuters. At this time of night there was nobody about. Only the cars parked outside the two pubs showed that there was any social life.

Thanet turned right as instructed at the second, the Green Man. The little estate where the dead woman lived was tucked in behind it, on the edge of the village. Beyond, there was a group of farm buildings and then the road narrowed to a lane bordered by high hedges. Number 2, Willow Way was obviously the house on the right-hand corner at the entrance to the estate; police vehicles and an ambulance were clustered around and the congestion was made worse by some minor roadworks at the edge of the road immediately in front of it. Figures visible at lighted windows and a small huddle of interested spectators showed that the neighbours were taking a lively interest in what was going on.

With difficulty Thanet managed to squeeze his car in behind Doc Mallard’s distinctive old Rover. It was starting to rain and he turned up his collar as Sergeant Lineham came hurrying to meet him.

‘What’s the story, Mike?’ With weary resignation Thanet recognised the onset of a familiar churning in his gut. The moment he always dreaded was at hand and there was nothing he could do to armour himself against it. Despite every possible effort and all his years of experience nothing seemed to help him bear with fortitude that first sight of a corpse. He had long ago come to accept that it was the price he had to pay for doing the work he loved.

‘The dead woman is Jessica Dander, sir.’

‘The KM reporter?’

‘Yes. Apparently there was a 999 request for an ambulance. The caller just said there’d been an accident and gave the address. Didn’t give his name.’

‘His?’

‘That’s yet to be established. Anyway, when the ambulancemen arrived they found the husband crouched over the body – in a terrible state, they said.’

‘By terrible state they meant . . .?’

‘Distraught.’

‘This was how long afterwards?’

‘The call was made at 8.11. The ambulance arrived at 8.26.’

‘Pretty good response time. Right. Go on.’

‘Well, they thought it all looked a bit fishy. The husband swore he’d been out for a walk, had only just got in, and found his wife lying at the bottom of the staircase. But someone – either he or someone else – had made that call. So they decided to call the police and our lot weren’t too happy about it either.’

While they were talking Thanet had been looking around. Housing estates varied considerably in quality and presentation, and in his opinion this one came somewhere near the bottom of the league table. Nowadays it seemed to be only the very expensive, quality-built new houses which could find buyers, but ten years or so ago, when these had been put up, mass production equalled lower prices equalled speedy sales. Here, the builder had crammed the houses together in order to fit in as many as possible and although there was a mix of detached and semi-detached, the detached ones barely merited the description: between the wall of the garage and the house next door there was room for only the narrowest of paths. The houses were depressingly uniform in style too, and the layouts inside would be virtually identical, Thanet guessed. He was surprised. He would have expected Jessica Dander to have lived in a more upmarket area than this.

‘You’ve spoken to the husband?’

‘Only briefly. Thought I’d wait until you got here. I’m not sure that was the right thing to do, though. He’s in a bit of a state and I’ve got a feeling he can’t take much more tonight.’

‘Right. Better see what he has to say then.’ Thanet set off at a brisk pace up the short concrete path to the front door. In a few moments now I’ll see her. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it.

‘Just one point, sir, before you speak to him.’

Thanet turned, only half listening, his mind on his imminent ordeal. ‘What?’

‘I know him, sir. The husband. I was at school with him.’

Thanet forced himself to concentrate. ‘That could be useful. What’s his name?’

‘Manifest. Desmond Manifest.’

‘She kept her maiden name for work, then.’

‘Apparently.’

Inside the house the cramped hall was grossly overcrowded. Apart from the fact that there seemed to be far too much furniture for such a small space, Scenes-of-Crime Officers were already busy and Doc Mallard was kneeling beside the body, partly obscuring her from view. Hearing Thanet and Lineham come in he glanced up and nodded a greeting. Thanet swallowed, took a deep breath and moved forward to look.

She was lying on her back, one leg twisted awkwardly beneath her, arms outflung and head at an unnatural angle to her neck. Her eyes, a clear translucent green, had that fixed stillness which only death can impart. Never having met her and having seen only a black-and-white photograph of her at the head of her column in the Kent Messenger; Thanet was surprised for no good reason to see that her abundant curly hair was a deep, rich auburn, the colour of copper beech leaves in autumn. She was in her mid-thirties and, although her nose was a little too pointed and her lips too thin for her to be called beautiful, she was still a very attractive woman. She was small, no more than five feet three, he estimated, with a trim, compact figure, and was wearing clothes which looked expensive: a cinnamon-coloured silk blouse with loose sleeves caught in tightly at the wrist, and narrow dark brown velvet leggings. Already the cramps in his stomach were subsiding, his mind becoming engaged in the how and why of her death. One of her brown suede high-heeled shoes was missing, he noticed. Involuntarily his gaze travelled up the staircase and Lineham, who had worked with him so long that words were often unnecessary, said, ‘It’s near the top.’

Perhaps a simple accident after all, then?

Mallard was getting to his feet. ‘Yes, well, not much doubt about the cause of death, by the look of it, though I’ll have to confirm that after the PM, of course.’

‘Broken neck,’ said Lineham.

‘Precisely,’ said Mallard. ‘Severance of the spinal cord. But time of death, now that’s a different matter. As you’ll remember from that case last summer, the one where that oaf fell off a ladder – to general rejoicing, as I recall – spinal injuries can be tricky.’

‘Ah yes, I remember,’ said Lineham. ‘You told us that unless the cord is completely severed the victim can live on indefinitely, although completely paralysed.’

‘You only have to visit Stoke Mandeville to see that,’ said Mallard. ‘All those poor devils who’ve been knocked off their motorbikes or dived into shallow swimming pools.’

‘You also said that even the slightest unskilled movement of the head by some well-meaning bystander could be enough to finish the person off,’ said Thanet.

‘Which is why paramedics take such extreme care in dealing with such cases,’ finished Lineham.

‘Bravo! Total recall!’ said Mallard. ‘Well, you see what I’m getting at here, then. Did anyone move her head?’

Thanet and Lineham exchanged glances.

‘Her husband was kneeling beside the body when the ambulancemen arrived,’ said Lineham.

‘Well, you’d better check with him, then.’

‘We shall, of course,’ said Thanet. ‘But even though you can’t be precise, could you just give us some idea as to time of death?’

Mallard looked at Thanet over the top of his gold-rimmed half-moons and raised his eyebrows. ‘You know I always hate committing myself at this stage, Luke.’

Thanet persisted. ‘Just a rough estimate?’

Mallard shrugged. ‘Oh well, if I must. Some time within the last two and a half hours, I’d say.’

Thanet glanced at his watch. Nine-twenty p.m. Between 7 and 8.26, when the ambulance arrived, then. ‘Thanks, Doc, that narrows it down a bit.’ Though it didn’t help with the question of whether she died immediately, or later because her head had been moved. ‘Where’s her husband?’ he asked Lineham.

The sergeant nodded at a closed door to the right of the hall. ‘In there.’

‘You said he’s in a bad way. Has his doctor been sent for?’

‘Yes. I rang straight away when I saw the way things were going. But he was out on a call. His wife said she’d give him the message as soon as he got in.’

Thanet glanced at Mallard. ‘Would you mind hanging on while we interview him? In case you’re needed?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Good. I’ll just have a word with the SOCOs and then we’ll go in. I assume they got all the pictures they wanted before you examined her?’

Mallard nodded.

‘In that case, the ambulance can take her away. We don’t want her husband to have to see her again like this, if we can help it.’

It was a sad fact, Thanet knew, that in cases of domestic murder the person most likely to have committed the crime was the spouse. He also knew, from long experience, that preconceived ideas could get in the way. He had no intention of condemning Manifest before he even set eyes on him.

But he was still eager to meet him.



TWO


The sitting/dining room stretched from the front of the house to the back but even so was not very large – some ten feet wide by eighteen feet long, Thanet guessed. He noticed that like the hall it was crammed full of furniture – good-quality stuff, too, though the scale was all wrong for a house like this. At the far end a long oval mahogany dining table with eight matching chairs looked ridiculously pretentious in this setting and most of the space in the rest of the room was taken up by two vast sofas and a couple of equally plump armchairs, all of them upholstered in expensive-looking fabrics. There was a lavish display of entertainment equipment: a huge television set and video housed in an antique-style cabinet, and a CD player with enormous loudspeakers and hundreds of CDs stored in shoulder-high vertical racks nearby. All around the walls, tables, chairs and even two sizeable desks stood cheek by jowl, with books, lamps and ornaments covering every available surface. Thanet was beginning to get the picture. Either the Manifests had come down in the world, or they were living in temporary accommodation between moves.

Desmond Manifest was sitting in one of the big armchairs, leaning forward with elbows on knees and head in hands. He was still wearing outdoor clothes, a Barbour and a green-and-cream-checked woollen scarf. He raised a dazed face as they came in, his eyes moving slowly from one to another, coming to rest on Lineham. But he didn’t speak.

Thanet dismissed the uniformed constable who had been waiting with Manifest until they arrived and then nodded at Lineham. At this stage it made sense for the sergeant to interview the man, as he knew him.

Lineham introduced Thanet and Doc Mallard and they all sat down. Manifest acknowledged them with no more than the merest flicker of an eyelid and remained in the same position as if incapable of further movement. He was a little older than his wife, a big man with heavy jowls and an unhealthy pallor which could have been due to shock. He looked as though he hadn’t shaved that day and his hair straggled untidily over his collar. Definitely a man who had seen better days, Thanet thought. The interesting question was whether it was professional or domestic problems which had brought about this deterioration.

‘You’ll appreciate we have to ask you a few questions, Des?’ Lineham glanced at Thanet to check that the informality was acceptable.

Thanet blinked approval.

Manifest took a while to respond but eventually he nodded slowly, sliding back in his chair and stretching his arms along the armrests. His fists, however, remained clenched.

‘Would you tell us what happened this evening?’ said Lineham.

Manifest opened his mouth as if to speak, but no sound emerged. He closed it again.

‘Des?’ said Lineham.

Manifest tried again. ‘I . . . I went for a walk.’ His voice was hoarse, as if rusty with disuse.

‘How long were you out?’

No response, just a blank stare.

Lineham tried again. ‘What time did you leave?’

The man’s forehead creased as if the question were some immensely complicated and difficult inquiry. ‘After supper.’

‘Could you be a little more precise?’

Manifest compressed his lips and the frown deepened. ‘I . . . I . . . Is she really dead?’

Lineham glanced at Thanet. ‘I’m afraid so, Des. I’m so sorry. And I’m sorry too to have to bother you with questions at a time like this. But we really do need to know, you see.’

‘She was just lying there,’ whispered Manifest. ‘All . . . all crumpled up. I saw her as soon as I pushed the door open. But why?’ His gaze suddenly became fierce. ‘I don’t understand. I mean, why was he there? He should have been here.’

‘Who? Who should have been here?’

Suddenly Manifest folded his arms across his chest and began to rock to and fro. ‘Oh God, Jess, I can’t bear it. Oh God, what shall I do?’ He clutched at his head, then, still holding it as if to cling on to his sanity, leaned forward and continued rocking and moaning, ‘Oh God oh God oh God oh God oh God oh God!.’

Lineham glanced at Thanet and raised his eyebrows. Thanet looked at Mallard, who frowned, pursed his lips and shook his head. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I think you ought to stop. He needs to take a sedative and rest.’

‘But he can’t stay here by himself in that state,’ said Thanet. ‘We’ll have to find someone to sit with him. See if you can get him to suggest someone, Mike.’

But Manifest was beyond reason, it seemed. Lineham could get no sense out of him.

‘Any bright ideas then, Mike? You seem to know the family.’

‘Only slightly. But he has got a younger brother who lives locally, I believe. His number should be in the phone book.’

‘See if you can get hold of him.’

‘Right.’ The phone was in the hall and Lineham went off to make the call, returning a few minutes later. ‘He’ll be over as soon as he can.’ He crossed to Manifest, who was still sitting hunched forward, face hidden. ‘Des, Graham will be here soon to keep you company. But we think you ought to rest now. Dr Mallard here will give you something to help you sleep, then we’ll take you upstairs.’

At the top of the stairs the door to what was obviously the main bedroom stood open but Manifest directed them with a nod towards a room at the back of the house. At first Thanet attributed this choice to a natural delicacy: Manifest did not want to sleep in a room which perhaps more than any other in the house would remind him of his wife. But Thanet changed his mind when he saw that the back bedroom, which was just as cluttered with furniture as the sitting room, bore signs of permanent occupation: one of the two single beds was already made up and there was a pair of pyjamas on the pillow. Manifest collapsed on to it and rolled over on to his side, turning his face to the wall. They covered him with the duvet from the other bed and left him.

‘Separate rooms,’ murmured Thanet, outside on the landing.

Lineham nodded. ‘I noticed.’

‘Let’s take a look at the main bedroom.’

This was so crowded with furniture that there was barely room to move around the king-sized bed. Thanet counted two dressing tables as well as two double wardrobes. ‘Why all the clutter?’ he asked Lineham. ‘Do you know?’

The sergeant pulled a face. ‘Their last house was much bigger, a lovely converted oast out at Marden and I suppose they couldn’t bear to get rid of it all when they had to move.’

‘What happened?’

‘Des was made redundant about five years ago and so far as I know he’s never managed to find another job. The trouble is, he has no qualifications other than experience in the work he was doing. It’s a sad story. He went straight into the City after A levels and during the Thatcher years he was really raking it in. We all thought he had it made. Then when the recession came, suddenly he was out on his ear, just like that. Turned up for work one day to find his desk had been cleared. No warning, nothing.’

As Lineham was speaking an icy chill had crept through Thanet’s veins. Could the same thing happen to Alexander?

‘It must be awful when you’re used to earning huge sums like that, suddenly to find yourself on the dole,’ said Lineham, innocent of the discomfort he was causing.

‘That’s terrible,’ said Thanet. ‘Can they do that? Kick you out without warning?’

‘They can and they do, apparently. Imagine what it must be like, living on that sort of knife edge, never knowing each morning whether you’re going to discover that you’re suddenly a mere unemployment statistic!’ Lineham was moving about the room, looking into drawers, picking up and putting down bottles and jars on one of the dressing tables. He peered at a label. ‘Mmm. Chanel. She obviously had expensive tastes. It must have been a terrible shock for her, thinking she’d married a wealthy man only to find she’d suddenly become the breadwinner. I wonder how it affected their relationship. It obviously wasn’t very good.’ He nodded at the single set of pillows in the bed and twitched back the sheets to reveal Jessica’s solitary silk nightgown, neatly folded.

‘Quite. But he could have found some sort of job, surely.’

‘The trouble with people in his position is that they’re afraid to take low-paid work in case it doesn’t look good on their CV when they’re trying to find something more lucrative. So they end up doing nothing.’

‘I don’t think I could bear that. It must be so demoralising. Though I can understand the dilemma.’ How would Alexander react, if his high-powered job were snatched away from him? And how would Bridget? With an effort Thanet forced himself to concentrate on what he was supposed to be doing. He opened a wardrobe door. The array of expensive clothes inside was now explained, all purchased no doubt in better days.

‘They hadn’t been married that long when it happened, either,’ said Lineham.

‘Oh?’

‘I’ve been trying to remember exactly when the wedding was. I think it was the year Mandy was born, so it must have been nine years ago.’

‘Did you know his wife personally, then?’

‘No. Oh, I met her briefly, once or twice, but that’s all. Des and I were never close friends. It’s just that he was in my form at school and from time to time I’d hear about him from one of the others on the grapevine. You know how it is.’

Thanet nodded. He knew. He too had been brought up and educated in Sturrenden and although he had done his stint away, had been glad to return and settle here. He loved the town, liked the area, and over the years had built up a network of acquaintances in all walks of life. News of former classmates invariably filtered back to him too, sooner or later, especially if they lived locally. ‘What’s his background?’

‘Pretty ordinary. Working class. His father was a bus driver and they lived in a council house. Still do, I believe. He’s retired now. They were both so proud of Des. It must have been a terrible blow for them when he ended up on the dole.’

‘What about the brother?’

‘Graham? He’s a carpet-fitter. Self-employed. Very efficient. Fitted all our carpets, as a matter of fact, and I can thoroughly recommend him. Ironic, really. It was Desmond who was sup posed to be the shining success but it’s Graham who’s managed to weather the recession relatively unscathed. Come to think of it, it was probably when Graham was laying our bedroom carpet that I heard about Des.’

While they talked they had drifted out on to the landing and now they paused at the top of the stairs to see if there was any indication of how the accident had happened. At Lineham’s request Jessica’s shoe had been left where it was until Thanet had seen its position. It still lay against the staircase wall, three steps down from the top.

‘Doesn’t seem to be any obvious reason why she should have fallen,’ said Lineham. ‘No frayed carpet or uneven floorboards.’

‘Quite. The heel of the shoe is pretty high, though. If she turned over on it, lost her balance . . .’

‘The only explanation, if it was a simple accident,’ agreed Lineham. ‘Of course, if she was pushed . . .’

Thanet sighed. They’d been here before, in at least two previous cases. And, he reminded himself, in both of them they’d managed to get at the truth in the end.

Downstairs Lineham picked up the telephone. ‘It might be worth dialling 1471.’ He listened, raising his eyebrows at Thanet and nodding as he jotted the number down. ‘It’s a local one,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to try it?’

‘Might as well.’

Lineham dialled again and a moment later said, ‘Ah, I believe you rang this number earlier, sir. I’m speaking from the Manifests’ house. This is the police. I’m afraid there’s been an accident. Would you mind confirming what time you rang? And your name and address please? Thank you. And what is your connection with this household?’ He listened for a moment, then covered the receiver and said to Thanet, ‘He’s her brother-in-law. Rang at 7.31 according to the recorded message. Do you want me to give him the bad news?’

Thanet considered. ‘Let me have a word with him. What’s his name?’

‘Covin. Bernard.’

Thanet took the receiver. Covin must be married to Jessica’s sister, who would no doubt be able to fill them in on the dead woman. It would be useful to talk to her as soon as possible. He broke the news of Jessica’s death as sympathetically as he could and arranged to see him later. He lived in Nettleton, about ten minutes’ drive away.

He had just put down the receiver when the door opened and the uniformed constable looked in. ‘Mr Manifest’s brother is here, sir.’

‘Send him in.’

The first thing you noticed about Graham Manifest was his ferocious squint. Apart from that he was a younger, fitter version of his brother. He had the same stocky build, square face and dark curly hair, but he moved lightly on his feet and it was obvious there wasn’t a spare ounce of fat on him. He was wearing jeans, trainers and a dark blue anorak streaked with rain. ‘This is terrible!’ he said, one eye looking at Lineham and the other, apparently, at Thanet. ‘Where’s Des, Mike?’

Lineham introduced Thanet, then said, ‘Upstairs. Asleep, we hope. He’s been given a sedative.’

‘How’s he taking it?’ As he spoke Graham slipped off the anorak and shook it. Droplets of water spattered everywhere.

‘Let’s go into the lounge, shall we?’ Lineham waited until they were all seated before saying, ‘Badly, I’m afraid. Not surprising, of course. But people react differently, you can never tell.’

Graham was nodding. ‘He always was potty about that woman.’

‘You didn’t like her?’ said Thanet. He knew he shouldn’t find the squint disconcerting, but he did. He tried to focus on Graham’s good eye.

‘Couldn’t stand her. Oh, I know you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead – though frankly I don’t see why not, if they deserve it – but she was a real cow.’

‘In what way?’ said Lineham.

‘Well, look at this place!’ Graham’s eyes swivelled alarmingly as he waved at the superfluous oversized furniture stacked around the walls. ‘Why couldn’t she have just accepted that Des had lost his cushy job and wasn’t going to get another one, and made the best of it? A lot of people would be bloody grateful to have a roof over their heads, let alone a nice place like this. But no, they had to live all the time with the reminder that she was expecting him to hit the jackpot again one day soon, that this was only a temporary arrangement. I mean, look at this stuff! Poor old Des! It must be like camping out in a posh department store!’

‘Are you saying she married him for his money?’

‘You bet I am. She was all sweetness and light for the first few years, wasn’t she?’

‘And she changed, when he lost his job?’

‘Well, not to begin with.’ Graham was grudging. ‘Not while she was still expecting him to pick up something equally well paid any minute. But as soon as she began to realise that wasn’t going to happen, it was a different story. You ask Sarah – my wife. She’ll tell you I’m not making all this up. No, there’s no doubt about it, she was bad news for Des, was our Jess.’

‘Though he didn’t think so, apparently,’ said Thanet.

‘He was always making excuses for her. She could walk all over him and he wouldn’t lift a finger to help himself, and that’s the truth.’

‘And did she?’ said Thanet. ‘Walk all over him?’

Graham’s good eye glared fiercely at Thanet. ‘It used to make me mad, the way she treated him. “Do this, do that. Fetch this, fetch that.” As if he was a pet poodle or something. I don’t know how he stood it.’

And maybe, in the end, he couldn’t, thought Thanet. Maybe one day, this evening in fact, Desmond Manifest had reached the point where he had had enough. He had seen his chance and the temptation had proved too much for him: one little push and he would be a free man again.

Lineham was thinking the same thing, Thanet could tell.

‘We stopped coming over in the end,’ said Graham. ‘Unless we could be sure she wouldn’t be here.’

‘But it sounds as though your wife was quite friendly with her at one time,’ said Thanet.

Graham pulled a face and shrugged. ‘Sarah was never that keen, but she made an effort, for Des’s sake. Jessica was all right on the surface, nice as pie when she wanted something or things were going her way, but you only had to cross her to see the claws underneath. She was never afraid of speaking her mind, whether it would hurt or not. I could never decide if she genuinely didn’t know how the things she said affected people or if she just didn’t care. Des always said it was because she’d had to learn to stick up for herself. She’d had a rotten time when she was young, he said.’

‘Do you know anything about that?’ said Lineham.

Graham shook his head. ‘Couldn’t have cared less, to tell you the truth. Just kept out of her way as much as possible.’

‘Your brother said something odd when we were talking to him earlier,’ said Thanet. ‘He said, “I don’t understand. Why was he there? He should have been here.” Have you any idea what he meant or who he was referring to?’

Graham thought for a moment or two before saying, ‘Haven’t a clue.’

•  •  •

They decided to go to Covin’s house in separate cars, as it was now 10.30 and Thanet couldn’t see much point in returning to the Manifests’ house tonight. He was pleased to find that the rain had eased off to a light drizzle. It wouldn’t have been much fun floundering about unfamiliar terrain in the dark in heavy rain. Lineham said he knew the way and Thanet followed the sergeant’s tail-lights through the empty lanes. In Nettleton there was no street lighting and many of the houses were already in darkness. The black-and-white timbered façade of the combined shop and post office was illuminated, however, presumably to deter prospective burglars. They passed the church at the far end of the village street, with the row of cottages opposite where Thanet had once solved one of the most fascinating cases of his career, and half a mile further on turned left at a sign saying ‘HUNTER’S GREEN FARM’.

Here the road surface was covered with lumps and clods of mud from the passage of farm vehicles and there was a constant stuttering sound as Thanet’s tyres picked them up and hurled them against the wheel arches. Thanet could imagine Lineham, who was very car-proud, muttering about the mess they would be making. On either side were tall hedges, concealing what lay beyond.

They passed the looming bulk of the farmhouse with lights in its upstairs windows and as directed continued up the track for several hundred yards further to a smaller house next to a number of large outbuildings. A light had been left on over the front door, presumably for their benefit. They parked in front of one of the barns and got out. Looking around Thanet could now see that they were surrounded by orchards. A fruit farm, then.

‘Honestly!’ said Lineham, bending down to peer at the splatters of mud on his car. ‘Look at that! What a mess!’

Thanet was grinning. ‘Don’t be such an old woman, Mike. No harm done. You should expect to find mud in the country.’

‘Preferably not on my car!’ said Lineham.

‘Anyway, you can’t possibly see properly in this light. Do stop fussing! At least it’s stopped raining.’

They started to walk towards the house but Thanet paused. ‘What do you think he meant, Mike?’

Lineham understood at once. He and Thanet had worked together for so many years that they were rather like an old married couple in this respect: frequently picking up long afterwards a train of thought left unpursued earlier.

‘Sounded to me as though he had expected someone, a man, to be at the house and he wasn’t. Des had seen him somewhere else, somewhere he hadn’t expected to see him.’

‘Looks that way, doesn’t it? What do you think of Manifest as a suspect, Mike? You know the man. Do you think he was capable of pushing her? The worm turning and all that?’

‘I really couldn’t say. People change. I knew him as a schoolboy. I haven’t a clue what he’s like now.’

There was an uncharacteristic acerbity in Lineham’s tone and Thanet glanced at him uneasily. Lineham had become increasingly short-tempered of late. He was having problems with his mother again. She was tired of living alone and had been dropping stronger and stronger hints that she would like to move in with Lineham and Louise. The trouble was that neither of them could face the prospect, Louise because she was just as strong-minded as her mother-in-law and Lineham because he knew that with both women under the same roof he would constantly be the rope in a tug-of-war between them. Meanwhile the situation was deteriorating rapidly. Both women were becoming increasingly impatient with Lineham, his mother because she wasn’t getting the invitation for which she was angling, Louise because Lineham was procrastinating. Thanet sympathised with his sergeant’s predicament but felt that the matter would have to be resolved shortly. The strain on Lineham was beginning to tell and, sooner or later, if he didn’t act, Thanet would have to sit down with him and try and get him to make a decision.

But now was not the moment. Covin must have heard their cars draw up, and had come to the door.



THREE


‘Evening. Come in.’ Covin stood back to let them in, then ushered them through to a sitting room which stank of cigarette smoke. It was conventionally furnished with fitted carpet, three-piece suite and the ubiquitous television set, which was tuned in to a late-night current affairs programme. A dying fire flickered in the hearth and Covin crossed to poke it and put another log on before switching the television off and inviting them to sit down. He chose what was obviously his favourite armchair – on a small table nearby stood an empty mug, a packet of cigarettes, a disposable lighter and an overflowing ashtray. He tapped out a cigarette and lit up. ‘Hope you don’t mind.’ He flapped his hand in a futile attempt to disperse the clouds of smoke.
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