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A PERFECT MATCH


Chapter One

The September dawn crept over the sky like water on blotting paper, spreading a fine, thin light to supplement the yellow glow of the street lighting. In the town centre shopping precinct, photo cells registered the increase, and the anti-theft store lights clicked softly now and then, obediently switching themselves off. The street lamps, made of sterner stuff, remained on duty – except one, and even that obstinately glowed a dull, dying red. The clock set into Marks and Spencer’s wall displayed 6:11 in liquid crystal, and the town slept on, unaware of the coming of the new day, unaware of the milk on the door-steps, unaware that the rain which had lulled it to sleep had moved on, following the thunder northwards.

The town centre was built on the edge of a hill, a hill once part of the forest which still existed in patches of now more manageable woodland round the new town. Here and there it was allowed to invade the town itself, bringing a little wildness to the unnatural order of a town which had been decided upon, like so many others, in the early fifties. The trees in the heavily wooded parkland at the foot of the hill swayed slightly as the light breeze stirred their branches, and the birds sang, thankful for the storm that had washed away the dust of the long summer. Some had left the trees for the line of semis which stood beside the wood, and the luxury of a bath in the rainwater gathered on the flat roofs of the garages.

The road was busy during the week, busy enough for mini-roundabouts to have broken out like measles all along its length wherever there was a junction; but on a Sunday morning, even when the grey light had become established, the road was empty and quiet. The hum of an engine broke the stillness, and a police car came down the hill from the station, along the line of semis, towards the wood itself, following the curve of the road to the far end, and pulling across to a lay-by. A young policeman, too tall for the compactness of the Panda car, walked on to the soft, heavy ground, crazed and bare in patches, and crossed diagonally to the footpath.

The boatshed-cum-café lay hidden by the trees, and beyond it the artificial lake, spreading back into the wood, the way the car had come. The policeman followed the footpath past the building, across the small parking area, round the water’s edge. The ducks swam eagerly towards him as he squelched past, but he had no scraps of food, no time for the ducks. Disappointed, they turned and swam in their own wake, bobbing reluctantly under the surface now and then to make him feel bad.

The creatures who knew the wood at night scattered as he came, darting for safety into the thick undergrowth, making it shiver, releasing drops of rainwater. They knew she was there; they’d known all night.

And now, as he involuntarily closed his eyes, so did the policeman.

Helen Mitchell waved her hand through the steam that rose from the black, traditionally sobering coffee.

‘It won’t do much good,’ Donald said, casting a glance at the sofa. ‘It’s a bit over-rated, if you want my opinion.’

Donald’s opinion wasn’t something that Helen wanted too often these days; their twenty-six years of marriage had seen to that. But she was glad he was there, all the same. Chris sat hunched on the sofa, his eyes technically open, his brain almost working.

It had been just before six when Helen had been wakened by the doorbell ringing continuously, like a fire alarm, and gone downstairs to see Donald opening the door to a drunk and dishevelled Chris, shirt-sleeved and shivering.

She’d seen him like that before, his dark hair bedraggled, his chin stubbled with the beard that grew so disreputably fast. At first, Chris Wade had just been a name to Helen; a friend of Donald’s, someone he had done some work for, someone who gave him the occasional round of golf. But two years ago, all that had changed, and Chris had become a responsibility.

Now, despite all the water which had flowed under the bridge since, they seemed to be back where they started. Helen helped him hold the mug, when it had cooled enough not to be dangerous, and he drank some of the coffee. His eyes moved with difficulty towards her. He looked even younger like this, and she felt like the mother-substitute she had once been.

‘Where’s Julia?’ she asked him again, for the umpteenth time. ‘Is she at your house? Chris?’ She shook him gently, but he didn’t have to answer. Both she and Donald had rung the number repeatedly in the past hour, and there had been no reply.

‘I didn’t mean to,’ Chris said. ‘I didn’t mean to.’ It was all he had said, virtually. Over and over again.

‘Didn’t mean to what?’ Donald tried. ‘What didn’t you mean to do?’

‘She made me,’ he said. ‘We went to the café.’

Each time, the conversation had gone the same way. Each time, Helen had looked across at Donald, who was clearly worried; despite the fleshiness with which middle-age disguised his features, he looked almost haggard. Each time, he’d just looked away.

‘Is she here?’ Chris asked suddenly, trying to struggle up from the sofa, spilling coffee as he did so.

No, she wasn’t there. Julia was Donald’s sister-in-law, and their weekend guest; Donald had snapped that he wasn’t her keeper when it had become apparent that she was spending the night elsewhere. His brother Charles had died only a few weeks ago, but Julia had not allowed her loss to affect her too greatly. It had surprised Helen a little that she wasn’t even playing the part of the grieving young widow; she wanted his affairs settled quickly, to get the money for which she had married him, and run. If that had been all there was to it, then only her lack of courtesy should have concerned Donald and Helen when she went off with Chris and failed to return. But of course, that wasn’t all there was to it.

It concerned Helen, in a way that she had no intention of explaining to Donald, who thought that extra-marital attachments were his prerogative. It was certainly true to say that Julia’s nocturnal activities held no interest for her, as she had indeed said; what she had omitted to say was that Chris Wade’s did. And she was certain that it concerned Donald more than he admitted, certain that his relationship with his sister-in-law had ceased to be platonic long before Charles succumbed to his third heart attack. He had been making unfunny jokes in the clipped, off-hand way that he did when he was upset, because Julia had gone off with Chris and had not come back. And Helen had felt like laughing, in spite of it all, at the symmetry of the betrayal.

But now, she had no desire to laugh. Julia wasn’t with Chris. Chris was here, saying that he hadn’t meant to do it, he hadn’t meant to do it.

‘Do what?’ she asked again, in an urgent whisper, as Donald shrugged and left the room.

Alone with Chris, she squeezed his hand in encouragement. ‘It’ll be all right,’ she said.

‘I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘She took me there – I didn’t mean . . . I shouldn’t just have left her there.’

Donald’s normally smooth brow was creased with worry as he sat looking out of the spare bedroom window, through the gloom towards the wood, and the boating lake. Chris had been there – he’d said so, more or less. Why? Why would she take him there? His fingertips massaged his brow, then tapped it rhythmically. What had happened? Why had he come here? He’d got drunk, and then come here. Why? Donald dropped his hand to continue its drumming on the windowsill. As he tried to make some sense of the monosyllabic utterances from Chris, the frown grew deeper, furrowing the skin between his brows. Donald’s smoothness of countenance was not the result of a blameless life, free from worry and regret; his was the smoothness of the beach-pebble, that has been buffeted by the wind, moved and turned by the sea, kicked by children, scraped by sand, wearing smoother and smoother, and harder and harder.

Long-sighted, these days, if anything, he focussed on the sweep of road that separated the old wood from the newer pine wood. At the far end sat a car, its rear lights just visible in the increasing daylight, and it was this to which Donald gave his attention as the questions went through his mind. Another car drew up beside it, its unnecessary headlights lending it an air of urgency. There could be no mistaking the activity at the other end of the road, when the two cars were joined by police squad cars with their flashy orange stripes. As he watched, a police mini-bus passed the house and drove along to the knot of cars at the lay-by. Uniformed policemen got out, one after the other, like one of those joke films, disappearing into the trees that sheltered the boating lake.

‘What are you looking at?’

He jumped slightly at the sound of Helen’s voice, but he couldn’t find his own to answer.

‘He’s sobering up,’ she said. ‘He hasn’t said what happened yet – he said he wanted time to think.’

Donald moved to one side in an invitation to join him at the window. Her eyes met his.

‘Oh God,’ she said. ‘God help him.’

It was a prayer, not a profanity. Donald moved away from the window, and stood helplessly aside.

‘A car’s coming this way,’ Helen said, her voice flat. ‘Two cars.’ She switched on the bedside light.

Donald rubbed his eyes, hoping he’d wake up, and none of this would be happening. Chris couldn’t have killed her. She couldn’t be dead. But all those police – he sat on the edge of the bed.

‘They’re stopping here,’ Helen said, coming away from the window. ‘He’s done something, Donald.’ Her grey eyes were tinged with green as she looked at him, as they were when she was tired, or excited, or crying; she had cried too often, he told himself with uncharacteristic honesty. She automatically checked her appearance in the mirror, smoothing down her sleep-tousled hair, still blonde, though here and there streaked with grey. She pulled her housecoat more neatly about her comfortable proportions.

‘He’s done something,’ she said again, to his reflection, as the doorbell rang.

They went downstairs, and Donald opened the door to the police.

‘Detective Inspector Lloyd,’ the senior man said, nodding to the constable, who walked back to the car. The other car was just parked, with two policemen in it. Donald still couldn’t find his voice.

‘Stansfield CID,’ he continued, with just a trace of a Welsh accent. He had the uncomfortable look of a bearer of bad tidings. ‘I believe you may know a young woman – Julia Mitchell? Is she a relative?’

Donald nodded miserably. A time like this, and all he could think was that Inspector Lloyd was small for a policeman.

The coffee had unscrambled part of Chris’s brain, allowing him to move more or less as he intended, but his eyes were still reluctant to work properly. There was someone at the door. Wasn’t it very early? Maybe not, but it felt early. Too early for visitors. Holding a steadying hand out towards the bookcase, Chris made his way to the door. From the hallway, the voices were muffled and urgent; he shook his head and frowned with the effort of concentration as he gently eased up the lightswitch until it clicked quietly, and the curtained room was dark. Opening the door a crack, he could hear, if not entirely follow, the conversation.

‘. . . afraid I have bad news, Mr Mitchell.’

‘Where is she? What’s happened?’ Helen’s normally deep voice, higher pitched than usual.

‘She had your address in her handbag, you see—’

‘What’s happened, Inspector?’ Helen, impatient.

The inspector lowered his voice, and Chris couldn’t hear what was being said, but the reactions were unmistakable. He took a deep breath, and tried to clear his head. She was dead. Dead. But that didn’t make any sense.

‘. . . sorry to have to bring such bad news.’ The Inspector cleared his throat. ‘Do you know a Christopher Wade, sir?’

‘Wade? Yes – I know someone called Wade—’

Donald was playing for time. Giving him a chance. Chris looked round the room, lit by the strand of light from the hallway. What did Donald expect him to do?

‘We’ve reason to believe that Mrs Mitchell was with him at the boating lake, Mr Mitchell. You wouldn’t know where he is now, would you?’

Chris held his breath. They’d have to tell him. But he couldn’t remember, couldn’t get it sorted out in his mind.

‘No,’ Helen’s voice said firmly, and loudly. ‘I’m sorry, we don’t.’

The silence which followed her statement seemed to last forever as Chris picked his way across the room to the patio window, sliding it back noiselessly on its newly replaced runners. The draught from the window caught the door, opening it slowly, with the full horror-film squeak that it always gave, flooding the room with light.

‘Perhaps I could come in for a moment?’ the inspector asked.

Chris slipped out into the garden, and slid the window back. The cold morning air that might have cleared his head just made him feel giddy; he made a dive for cover before the already suspicious inspector started looking for him. Crablike, He ran towards the end of the garden, which backed on to the pine wood, and looked back at the curtained house. His foot caught the top bar of the fence as he jumped, and he crashed to the ground, wrenching his ankle. He dragged himself into the wood, crouching below the cluster of new trees. His breath, sharp and cold, was no longer under his control, and he lay on the ground, his eyes closed, gulping air. When at last he could breathe at his own pace, he had time to think. He couldn’t stay here. They’d find him, and he still didn’t know what to say. He needed time to remember.

He remembered one thing. One place where he could hide, where they might not think of looking. Slowly, painfully, crouching close to the ground, he hobbled away.

Lloyd followed the Mitchells into the sitting room, and noticed the three mugs that sat on the coffee table.

‘Is there another person in the house?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Helen Mitchell said quickly. ‘They’re from last night, I’m afraid – I had a visitor.’ She picked up the mugs and took them away.

‘May I sit down for a moment?’ Lloyd hovered over an easy chair, until Mitchell held out a hand in assent.

Helen Mitchell came back, apologising for keeping him waiting. Both she and her husband looked pale and shocked; both sat quite literally on the edge of the sofa, staring at him anxiously, as he leant back comfortably.

‘I realise you’ve had a shock,’ he said, looking from one to the other. ‘And I’m very sorry, but I do have to ask some questions.’

‘Of course, yes.’ Mitchell stood up, his right hand in a fist which he hit gently against his left palm, over and over again. ‘You know,’ he said, speeding up the little punches and stopping, his hands suddenly helpless, ‘it’s like a bad dream.’

Lloyd nodded sympathetically. ‘What was your relationship to Mrs Mitchell?’

‘Brother-in-law,’ Mitchell told him, sitting down again, suddenly. ‘She was married to my older brother. Charles,’ he added, then looked up, almost apologetically. ‘He died a few weeks ago,’ he said. ‘Heart.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Lloyd said, smoothing down the hair at the back of his neck, feeling the thinning patch, feeling his age, as he always did when he’d got the rotten job. People wanted to be alone with their thoughts, and he was here asking questions. He cleared his throat. ‘And did Mrs Mitchell live with you?’

‘No,’ Helen Mitchell answered. ‘She was just here for the weekend. Donald’s looking after his brother’s estate.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘He’s a solicitor,’ she added, as though in explanation.

‘Oh?’ Lloyd was surprised. ‘I thought I knew all the solicitors in Stansfield.’

‘You’ll know my firm,’ Donald said. ‘Hutchins and Partners – I don’t do criminal law at all. Conveyancing and probate.’

‘I see.’ You’re getting plenty of practice, Lloyd thought.

‘I’m actually just the executor of my brother’s estate,’ Mitchell added. ‘My being a solicitor hasn’t got anything to do with it.’ The last sentence was accompanied by a quick, impatient glance at his wife.

‘And Mr Wade is a friend of yours?’ Lloyd addressed the question to Mitchell.

‘Yes. Yes, he is.’

‘Did your sister-in-law know him well?’

‘No.’ Mitchell shook his head. ‘They met by accident, really.’

Lloyd raised his eyebrows enquiringly.

‘My brother had a lot of property in this area,’ Mitchell said. ‘Scattered about – you know.’ He was staring at his hands, clasping and unclasping them. ‘That’s why Julia was here.’

‘I know it must be difficult,’ Lloyd said. ‘There’s no hurry – take your time.’

‘You probably know that he owned Mitchell Engineering,’ Donald continued. ‘He sold up some time ago – a good few years ago now – but there are other properties which weren’t sold with the main works – they’re the ones I mean. A couple of grazing areas, a shop—’ he looked up quickly, ‘and the boating lake.’

Lloyd was glad to hear a reference to something relevant, and nodded encouragingly.

‘It was decided that the simplest course would be to sell these properties off. Julia had no ties in Stansfield – she didn’t want to be responsible for property here.’

‘Quite,’ Lloyd said.

‘I put them in the hands of an estate agent,’ Mitchell said. ‘Chris Wade’s brother-in-law, as a matter of fact.’ He smiled briefly. ‘I know that sounds a bit like jobs for the boys, but he and his wife – Chris’s sister – had just moved here, and he’d gone into partnership with a local man. I thought I might as well put some business his way.’

Lloyd didn’t know or care about the ethics involved, but he supposed Mitchell would get to the point eventually, and listened politely.

‘So last night, I took Julia to see him – to discuss various things.’

‘Could I have his name, Mr Mitchell?’ Lloyd blinked a little as he reached for his notebook. If he’d known he was going to be dragged from bed at six o’clock in the morning, he’d have gone there before two o’clock.

‘Martin Short.’

‘Oh yes. I know him slightly.’ It was a lie; he didn’t know him at all. But sometimes it encouraged them, made them think you were human. You weren’t, of course. He certainly wasn’t at this time in the morning. He glanced at his watch. It was almost eight o’clock, to his surprise. ‘Could I have his address?’

Mitchell gave him the address, and stood up. ‘That’s where she met Chris,’ he said, beginning to pace gently towards the curtained window and back. ‘He was at the Shorts, visiting his sister.’

Lloyd frowned a little. ‘But she was with you at that point?’ he asked.

‘Yes – it’s a bit complicated.’ He stopped pacing and stood with his back to Lloyd, then turned. ‘There was a bit of a problem. About the boating lake.’ He sat down again, and sighed. ‘My brother always intended leaving it to the town,’ he said. ‘He never got around to putting it in his will, but I knew that he’d meant to. Julia was insisting on selling it to the Council rather than donating it, and I had been trying to make her change her mind.’

Helen Mitchell rose at that point as if to leave the room, but stopped, lit another cigarette, and sat down again.

‘You pass the boating lake going from here to the Shorts’ house,’ Mitchell said, after the slight diversion. ‘And Julia said she wanted to check something – I don’t know what, now. Probably wanted to count the salt-cellars,’ he added.

Lloyd permitted himself a small smile.

‘I had one last go at persuading her, and it developed into a row. We went on to the Shorts, but we had had this disagreement, and she wouldn’t stay. When Chris realised she intended walking back, he offered her a lift.’

Lloyd put his pen away. ‘Well, thank you, Mr Mitchell. You stayed on at the Shorts, did you?’

Mitchell nodded. ‘Yes. Not very gentlemanly, but I had had enough of her, to be honest.’ He sat back, relaxing a little now. ‘That sounds awful,’ he said.

‘Not at all. Had Mr Wade met Mrs Mitchell before?’

‘No. That was the first time they’d met.’

Lloyd frowned. ‘So you know of no reason why he’d want to – harm her?’

‘Of course not!’ Helen Mitchell snapped.

‘And you don’t know where he is?’

‘No,’ she said.

‘You haven’t seen him since he left with Mrs Mitchell?’ He addressed the question to Donald Mitchell, who shook his head.

‘No,’ Helen Mitchell said again, in answer to his enquiring look.

He wondered. He wondered about the three mugs that she was so keen to get rid of. Too late now. ‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘Who is Mrs Mitchell’s next of kin? Do you know?’

‘It’ll be her father,’ Donald replied abstractedly. ‘But he’s on holiday – Spain, I think.’

‘Then I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to identify her, Mr Mitchell.’

Mitchell closed his eyes. ‘Yes,’ he said heavily. ‘When will you want me?’

‘We’ll send a car, Mr Mitchell. Will you be available later this morning?’

‘All day.’ Mitchell rose wearily and pulled open the curtains, admitting the daylight. ‘Helen? Could you put the light off?’

Helen Mitchell switched off the light, and stood by the door. ‘Inspector, if you’ve no objection – I’d rather be dressed if we’re to continue talking.’

She was no longer in the first flush of youth, but Lloyd could well believe the rumours that Constable Sandwell had assured him were going round about her and Wade. Wade must be ten, perhaps fifteen years younger than her, but there was a kind of youthful bravado there, defying him to get the better of her, that made her look like a girl – like a little girl, defending what was hers. The mixture of vulnerability and defiance was engaging. Lloyd smiled. ‘I beg your pardon, Mrs Mitchell. I’ll get out of your way now. I’m afraid I’ll be back, though.’

She didn’t move as he walked towards the door. ‘Do you think Chris Wade killed Julia?’ she asked, her voice as calm as if she were asking him if he thought it was going to rain.

‘I don’t know, Mrs Mitchell,’ he said. ‘I just know I’d like to talk to him, and he’s disappeared.’

She nodded, and moved aside, to let him leave.

Outside in the car, he sat for a moment, looking up at the settled, comfortable house, before nodding to the constable to drive back down the road to the grim scene-of-crime.

At the lake, the breeze was growing stronger, rippling the surface of the water, making him shiver. Everyone had forgotten how to dress for autumn; one or two of the lads had left their jackets in the bus, from force of habit during the heatwave. He raised a hand to acknowledge their presence as he strode towards the beribboned barriers.

Judy was there now, talking to the doctor, having to raise her voice slightly above the snapping of the ribbon. She smiled gravely as he joined them, in the way they all learned to do, her brown eyes troubled.

‘Morning, Lloyd,’ the doctor said. ‘I was just telling your sergeant here – twelve hours at a rough estimate.’ He pointed a warning finger at him. ‘But it is rough – don’t bank on it. Wait for the p.m.’

‘We’re finished in there,’ a middle-aged man called from the building.

‘Fine – thanks.’ Lloyd turned to Judy. ‘Do you want to have a nose around inside? I’ll be there in a minute.’

He and the doctor watched as she picked her way across the mud to the pathway.

‘Detective sergeants have improved a bit over the years, haven’t they?’ the doctor said, with a grin. ‘Much better legs than they used to have.’

Lloyd laughed. ‘Don’t let her hear you saying that, for God’s sake!’

Judy, new to the area, new to the rank, but a long-time colleague of Lloyd’s, heard the laughter, and wondered if it was at her expense. She always did, and always had. It was a form of conceit, her mother had told her when she was small. Assuming that people had nothing better to do than talk about her.

The long, thin rectangle of the boathouse had had a small square partitioned off to produce the café, and it was into this section that Judy walked. Windows had been provided as a concession to the customers, but the high trees blocked out most of the light. Judy picked her way through the forest of chairs upturned on the tables, and stood by the counter. The tables and chairs occupied an L-shaped area, and behind the counter, through a curtain of grimy plastic strips, she could see the tiny kitchen that took up the rest of the square.

Her eye travelled over the flaking paintwork on the door, up to the dingy ceiling. The walls were covered in a plastic material of indeterminate hue to about shoulder height, when they became yellowish-white, with hairline cracks running across them like cobwebs. Through the window, still spattered with the night’s rain, she could see the hedged courtyard, where hopeful tables presumably used to be placed on promising summer days. There was a desolate feel to the room, now that its surfaces were smudged and dirty where they had been dusted for fingerprints: the counter, the window ledge, the door. The table and chairs that had been used, presumably by the victim and her attacker, were covered with the unhappy smears, and chalk circles marked the blood-stains, small and almost insignificant, the only sign that anything at all had happened.

The floor was tiled with black and white squares, cracking where the uneven floorboards failed to support them. Judy ran her toe idly round the hole that had appeared in the corner of one tile, and sighed. The gloom of the place was invading her, hurting her. She ran her hand through the newly curly hair that Lloyd said made her look like Kevin Keegan, and wished she worked in Woolworth’s.

The door opened suddenly, and Lloyd, a little windswept, strode in, shattering the dark silence, forcing the café back into its original mundane role. His Celtic looks gave him a presence that his inches could not command, issuing an unspoken challenge to everything that moved, especially Judy.

‘Well?’ he asked. ‘Where the hell were you?’

‘You know where I was. Running Michael to the airport. I came as soon as I saw the note.’

Lloyd grunted, and joined her at the counter. ‘So,’ he said. ‘How much do you know?’

‘Not a lot. I know the girl’s name was Julia Mitchell, and that she’s the widow of the man who owned Mitchell Engineering originally. Charles Mitchell – was that his name?’ She glanced at her notebook. ‘And we’re looking for someone called Wade, who was seen arriving with her and leaving without her.’ She raised her eyebrows in a question.

‘It was reported by a boy – he came in this morning. I’ll let you have the details later.’

‘What’s the story, then?’

‘She was visiting an estate agent called Short, and Wade was there. He offered her a lift home.’ Lloyd spread his hands.

‘Do we know anything about Wade?’ Judy wandered behind the counter to see what she would see.

‘Well – she had no reason to be wary of accepting a lift, if that’s what you mean. She was staying with her in-laws, and Wade’s a friend of theirs – and the estate agent she was visiting is married to Wade’s sister, so he did provide references.’

‘Her in-laws – is that who you’ve just been to see?’

‘Yes. Donald and Helen Mitchell.’

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s a solicitor. His brother only died a little while ago, and that’s why Julia was here – sorting out his estate. I gather she’s been dreaming of this ever since she walked down the aisle.’

‘She was a lot younger than him, I take it?’

‘Must have been thirty years younger,’ Lloyd said. ‘He died of a heart attack.’ He grinned.

‘And Wade’s a friend of Donald’s,’ Judy said, hoping to chase away the grin and failing.

‘So he’d like us to think.’ The statement was accompanied by his Knowing Look, and Judy felt her irritation with life in general settling firmly on Lloyd in particular.

‘Oh? And what do you think?’ She brushed through the plastic strips into the kitchen, throwing the question over her shoulder.

‘I think he’s Helen Mitchell’s bit of fluff,’ Lloyd said smugly, following her through.

‘Helen Mitchell?’ Judy asked. ‘Donald’s wife?’

‘The same.’

‘On what evidence?’ Judy opened the oven door and looked inside, for no good reason.

‘Oh – just the way she reacted.’ He shook his head. ‘Not that it gets us much further forward.’

Judy shut the oven door with a bang. ‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked.

‘You go back to the station – there’s a file started. Read it through – see if you can follow anything up today. It would be a Sunday, of course. I’ll be back as soon as possible, but I’d better see this estate agent person.’

Judy was about to leave, when she saw the door in the back wall of the kitchen. ‘The boathouse?’ she asked.

‘Yes – it’s not locked.’

She pushed it open, and stepped through to find herself in darkness, unable to find the lightswitch. A strip of light showed where the big doors at the end didn’t quite fit together, and she could see the shapes of the small boats, as she moved further in. She swore as she banged her hip on the corner of an unsuspected desk. Lloyd followed her in. ‘It’s smelly,’ she said, sniffing. ‘Damp.’ She ran her hand down one of the boats. ‘Oh – they’re plastic. I thought they’d be wood.’

‘Fibreglass,’ Lloyd said. ‘They don’t need so much maintenance. Which is just as well,’ he added. ‘As far as I know they don’t get any.’

‘Does it actually operate?’

‘The boating lake bit does, at weekends. The café’s been closed for a while now. It was a grand gesture when Mitchell Engineering was on top of the world and everyone wanted British everything. But they couldn’t afford it, really. It doesn’t even belong to them now – until last night, it was Julia Mitchell’s property, I understand. It’ll be a good thing if the Council does take it over.’

Judy felt his hand touch hers, where it rested on the side of one of the boats. In the half-light, she couldn’t see his face. The contact could have been accidental or deliberate, in fun or in earnest.

‘I’ll get back then,’ she said abruptly, pulling her hand away as she turned.

Light flooded the shed, and Judy could see the offending desk just inside the door, where stood the tall, thin form of Constable Sandwell, his hand on the now obvious lightswitch. He tried hard to show no reaction at all to finding them in the dark, while she chose to stare at the grubby phone on the desk. It would have to be Sandwell, she thought. You-Know-What-I-Heard? Sandwell.

‘Excuse me,’ she said, brushing past him. Let Lloyd think of a good reason. Let Lloyd pass it off with a smile. She was getting out of it.

Chapter Two

‘This is Newsdesk Report with the time at ten a.m.

‘Reports are coming in that the body of a young woman has been found in Thorpe Wood near Stansfield town centre. The body has not yet been formally identified, and police are not releasing the name at present. It is understood that they are treating the death as murder, and that a man is being sought. A full-scale search of the woods is under way.’

Donald listened to these words and these only, and they remained in his head long after the radio returned to the inanities of the local DJ. When the music began, he snapped off the radio and lay back on the bed, waiting for Helen to finish in the bathroom. He felt tired, but there was no time to sleep, even if he could, with the horrors of the identification still to come. And more questions – about Chris, and Julia, and last night. And Helen, of course, had lied to the Inspector.

The bedroom door opened, and Helen, smelling of warm terry-towelling and bath-oil, announced that the bathroom was free. Since the Inspector left, the only topic of conversation had been the bathroom. Outside the house, the Panda car still sat with its two occupants, and by tacit agreement not a word was spoken about Julia. Donald presumed that they were there in case Chris turned up, or perhaps they thought he was hiding in the house. Donald half-wished that he was.

The bathroom was still steamy from Helen’s bath; condensation beaded the windows and tiles. Donald drew a finger through the moisture on the shower panel, his mind on the wood, and the boating lake, and the mean little café. What could she possibly have said or done to make Chris react like that? He switched on the shower, and tried to drench the thoughts. She must have been so frightened. The warm water sprinkled on to his shoulders, trickling down his back, soothing the tension, calming him. He had to be calm, because worrying wouldn’t alter anything. No one would know what had happened until Chris was found – conjecture wouldn’t help. He didn’t know whether he was glad or sorry that Helen had lied to the police. They’d find out, of course – Helen had only recently taken up deception, and it still had an amateur quality.

He rubbed soap over his body in loops and circles of lather. What did it matter if the police did find out she’d lied? What did any of it matter? The whole thing was a mess, anyway. He knew why she’d lied, of course. He had known for a while, though Chris as suitor – Chris as rival –was hardly something that would have occurred to him at first. Helen’s inability to prevaricate with any degree of confidence had given the game away a few weeks ago, when he had puzzled over something she had said, and in this very room had cut himself shaving when realisation dawned.

Chris, whom he’d rescued like a drowning puppy in a sack, and truthful, loyal Helen were more than just good friends. How much more, he didn’t know; it took him all his time to believe that he was right, though he knew he had to be. The incredulity was no reflection on Helen, and no measure of his egoism. It was merely that he knew her, and knew the sleepless nights that her perfidy must have cost. Sometimes, during the three o’clock in the morning soul-searching in which he had occasionally indulged, he had wondered how he would feel if she were unfaithful to him. Every now and then, having left the warmth of someone else’s bed to return, with a glib lie, to his own, he’d wondered how he would react if the tables were turned.

When it finally happened, he was slow to realise, then disbelieving, then fatalistic. And quite proud of the discovery that he did not operate a double standard. If he could do it, so could she, because he didn’t really care, and he didn’t imagine she did either. Their marriage had been grinding along with a flat tyre for years. Every now and then the sparks flew as the metal touched the ground, but they had carried on, at first for the children, and then for convenience. Now, it was bumping and jolting on the metal all the time, and soon they would have to stop and get out.

And anyway, he liked Chris. He didn’t want him to be in this terrible trouble, and he didn’t understand why he was. Forget it, forget it, he told himself sternly. One thing at a time. Wait and see. No point in meeting trouble halfway. Having exhausted his supply of wise saws, he lifted his face to the thin jets, screwing up his eyes and letting the water cascade over his face. It streamed down his body, washing away the soap and the fatigue and the worry.

What did it matter? The whole thing was a mess.

‘I still can’t believe it,’ Elaine Short said, handing Lloyd a cup of unannounced coffee, her hand shaking slightly as she did so. She was tall, slender to the point of thinness, and as elegant and graceful as a dancer. She and her husband were both in their forties – about his own age, Lloyd judged. Martin Short, looking anxiously at his wife, was about as different from her as he could be. He clearly never skipped lunch; he lumbered amiably about the room in search of things he had mislaid – his cigarettes, his lighter, his glasses, the plans of the café and boathouse. His fair hair never stayed where he meant it to, and he flicked it off his forehead as he spoke.

‘You read about this sort of thing,’ he said to Lloyd. ‘But you never imagine them as real people, do you?’ He lit a cigarette, having finally run to earth the necessary equipment to do so. ‘I mean, you don’t think of them as being ordinary.’

The Shorts had given him the bare bones of what had happened the night before. What time Donald and Julia arrived, that Julia left very shortly afterwards, that Chris offered to run her back to the Mitchells. They had admitted, reluctantly, that she had refused the offer at first; but then, Elaine assured him, people did, didn’t they?

He knew now that Wade was a widower, a piece of information defensively given to him by Elaine, as though it might damage his case.

‘Your brother’s wife,’ he asked. ‘How long ago did she die?’

‘Two years ago,’ Martin answered. ‘It was a car crash. Chris took it very hard – he was driving.’ His eyes flicked over to his wife as he spoke. ‘He blamed himself,’ he went on. ‘But it was no one’s fault really – a dog ran out. It was just one of those things.’

‘He’s all right now, is he?’ Lloyd asked.

‘Oh yes. It took him a while – he began to drink a fair bit. Don and Helen were very good to him, I believe.’ He started looking for an ashtray. ‘We weren’t here then,’ he added. ‘We’ve just moved here.’ Finding the ashtray, he sank back into the sofa. ‘That’s why it’s so hard to believe,’ he said. ‘He wasn’t drinking or anything.’ Too late, he realised that the statement presupposed his brother-in-law’s guilt. ‘Not that I think—’

‘He didn’t kill her!’ Elaine Short interrupted him vehemently, bringing down the coffee pot with a thud, and sitting down opposite Lloyd. She didn’t share the sofa with her husband as Helen Mitchell had done, and yet Lloyd got a sense of unity from the Shorts that had been singularly lacking from the Mitchells. It was of no importance – he just liked to collect the odd pieces of human behaviour that came his way.

‘Nobody knows what happened yet, Mrs Short.’ Lloyd sipped his coffee and was pleasantly surprised.

‘What happened is that Chris took her home from here, and now she’s dead and he’s disappeared,’ she said, succinctly enough. She jumped up, and walked to the window. ‘And you think he killed her,’ she added. ‘Don’t you?’

‘I don’t know, Mrs Short. Really, I don’t. I want to speak to him certainly.’ He took another sip of coffee. ‘And,’ he continued, ‘it would be silly of me to pretend that he isn’t under suspicion, because he is. But I don’t know enough yet to have formed any conclusions.’

‘You don’t seem to have to know!’ she said angrily.

‘Oh?’ Lloyd finished his coffee and walked over to her. ‘What have I done to indicate that?’ He stood beside her, looking out at the garden, fresh after the rain, to see yet more rain darken the pathway as he spoke.

‘You’ve got men searching the woods,’ she said miserably.

‘She was naked, Mrs Short. Her clothes could tell us a lot.’ The voice was gentle, though the effect of his words was not meant to be.

Elaine Short was staring at him, and then her husband. Lloyd didn’t speak, but nodded as she looked back at him.

‘Are you suggesting that Chris—?’ she didn’t, wouldn’t, finish the sentence.

‘I’m asking for help, Mrs Short. I want to know as much as you do – as much as everyone who came into contact with Julia Mitchell knows. Then, I can perhaps come to a conclusion. And I don’t know until then whether that conclusion will involve your brother or not.’

She walked shakily back to her chair, but Lloyd didn’t go with her. ‘So,’ he said. ‘You’ve told me that Donald Mitchell stayed and your brother ran Julia Mitchell home.’ He stayed by the window, and didn’t look round at the Shorts. He could feel the eye-signals, and even see a faint reflection in the window as the clouds raced across, darkening the sky.

He turned, quickly, and they tried to look as though no communication had taken place, like schoolchildren caught cheating in an exam.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘I’d like to know what they said, what you said, what you thought, even.’ He sat down then, fixing Elaine with his eye. ‘And if you don’t believe your brother could have killed her,’ he said, ‘you won’t help him by missing anything out.’

‘I don’t think Elaine had any intention of—’ Martin began, protectively, but he was interrupted.

‘No, I hadn’t,’ Elaine said. ‘But I would, if I thought it would help. There’s nothing to leave out,’ she said simply. ‘At least, not about Chris.’

Martin shifted uncomfortably as his wife looked over at him. ‘It hasn’t really got anything to do with us,’ he said. ‘Or what happened, for that matter.’

‘It might, whatever it is,’ Lloyd said. ‘Tell me. If it’s got nothing to do with it, no one will ever know I knew.’ He smiled at Martin with the clear-eyed honest look that almost always worked, and wasn’t disappointed.

‘They had had a row,’ Martin said, reluctantly. ‘Donald and Julia. They were still going at it hammer and tongs when they got here.’

Elaine rose, and switched on the table lamp. ‘She was very angry,’ she said. ‘She wouldn’t stay.’

‘Mr Mitchell did mention an argument,’ Lloyd said. ‘I don’t think you’re breaking a confidence.’ But there was more, obviously. He smiled at Mrs Short. ‘I don’t suppose I could beg another cup of that coffee, could I? It just isn’t like that when Constable Sandwell makes it.’

‘Of course.’ She poured another cup for each of them, and came to a visible decision. ‘I don’t think it really has any bearing on it,’ she said. ‘But I – that is, we – we think Donald was having an affair with Julia Mitchell.’

Lloyd raised his eyebrows. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘And the row could have been of a more personal nature than I was led to believe?’

‘It could have been,’ she said, as cautiously as he had.

Lloyd stirred his coffee thoughtfully. ‘What makes you think they were having an affair?’

‘Not what they were saying,’ Martin said. ‘That could have been about anything. It didn’t make much sense unless you’d heard the rest of the row.’

The coffee was almost gone again. Lloyd tried to make it last, but the cups were very small. ‘What were they saying?’

Martin screwed up his face as he tried to remember. ‘He said something about her doing something, or not doing something, and she said that she hadn’t promised to.’

Setting down his empty cup regretfully, Lloyd asked if either of them could remember the exact words.

‘No. I don’t think so,’ Martin said slowly. ‘They were angry – shouting at each other. I don’t know exactly what they said.’

‘I think I do,’ Elaine said. ‘As far as I can remember, he said “I wouldn’t have believed you’d do this,” or something like that.’

‘That’s right,’ said Martin, suddenly coming to life. ‘And she said “More fool you” – I remember that. And then that she’d never promised anything. He said it was a row about the boating lake, but—’ he shrugged.

‘And what makes you so sure it wasn’t?’

There was a silence and Martin’s skin became slightly pink.

‘Tell him, Martin.’

‘I don’t think it’s anyone’s business but theirs!’

‘Tell him!’

Martin hunched his shoulders like a small boy, then spoke quickly, throwing away the words. ‘It’s nothing really. I had to be in London for a couple of days a few weeks ago, and I stayed the night rather than do the trip twice.’ He began to search for his cigarettes. ‘At an hotel.’

‘They’re on the table,’ Lloyd and Elaine said in unison, then smiled with some warmth at one another.

‘I was booking out on the Sunday morning, and I saw Donald and Julia coming down the stairs. It was first thing in the morning.’

‘Did they see you?’

‘No.’ Martin looked ashamed. ‘I don’t think so. I saw them at the top of the stairs, and I went into the phone box as they came round the corner.’

‘A bit of a coincidence, that,’ Lloyd said. ‘Out of all the hotels in London.’

‘No – not really. It was Donald who suggested I stay there if ever I was in town.’

‘And he still doesn’t know you saw him?’

‘No.’ Martin Short had retreated so far back into the sofa that he was almost invisible.

‘Now. Last night. They came in, having a row. How long did Mrs Mitchell stay?’

‘Two minutes,’ Elaine said. ‘Not even that.’

‘They stood there,’ Martin said, indicating a spot near the door. ‘I didn’t even have time to offer her a drink.’ He pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps if she’d stayed—’

‘Then he called her a mercenary bitch, and she said she was going,’ Elaine said. ‘She’d sooner walk home than stay with him – that sort of stuff. And that’s when Chris offered her a lift.’

‘Right. And when did Mr Mitchell leave?’

‘The storm began just after that, and he waited until after eleven – well after – before he left.’

‘Thank you.’ Lloyd rose. ‘You’ve been very helpful – and the coffee was delicious.’ Twelve o’clock, his watch assured him. No wonder he was beginning to feel peckish. ‘I’ve been here a long time,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Never mind about that,’ Martin said. ‘Just so long as you get to the bottom of it.’ He was neatly overtaken by Elaine, who followed Lloyd to the door.

‘You still think that Chris did it, don’t you?’ she asked him, as he stepped out into the gusty wind.

He turned back to face her. ‘I don’t have any other theory to consider yet,’ he said. ‘You said it yourself – he took her home, she’s dead, and he’s disappeared. But they’re looking for evidence now – it could change the whole picture.’

‘If you want someone else to suspect,’ she said, ‘you try Helen Mitchell. Ask her where she was when Donald tried to ring her – twice. You ask her that – it’s her husband Julia was sleeping with, after all!’

Chris Wade sat in the gloom, his knees drawn up to his chest, his ears straining to hear any sound above the whine of the wind in the trees. There was a window, but years of untroubled grime blocked out most of the watery light. He didn’t dare move until it was dark, and he couldn’t stand in the confined space. The bench was beginning to assume the comfort rating of a king size double bed, but he must not lie down. He might sleep, and be taken by surprise. He’d made matters worse now, by running away, and the only justification would be if it gave him time. Time to remember, time to make sense of it all, time to go to the police of his own accord.

Helen would be in trouble if they found out he’d been there. He’d tried to tell her; dimly, through the haze of drunken memory, he could remember trying to explain. She had patted him, humoured him, cradled him like a baby. He could feel her arms, soft and welcoming, until he asked her to leave him. And then the police came, and told her Julia was dead. And he, for a single, stricken second, believed he’d killed her. His alcohol-clouded mind told him to run. Donald told him to run, when he took his time answering the police. Helen told him to run, with her direct, atypical lie.

So he had run, and in the safety of his lair, he’d made the mistake of slipping off his shoe to examine his ankle. He couldn’t get the shoe on again, which made even giving himself up a difficult obstacle to overcome. But at least his prison was safe – even the vandals had forgotten it existed, and it would be a while before the police remembered. It had seemed so important once – it was an eyesore, a disgrace. But now the tangle of bushes almost hid it, and the good people of Stansfield had forgotten all about it. To Chris it was no eyesore; it was a haven, a safe-house, a resting place where he could have time. Once he’d decided what to say, then he’d go to the police.

It would be nice, though, to lie down. Just for a moment.

One o’clock, and no more news than they had already given. Helen Mitchell switched off the radio, and poured herself a stiff drink. The gin was possibly negating the less fattening qualities of the slimline tonic, but for the moment she didn’t care about her thickening waist. She had never been sylph-like; she was the land of woman once called handsome. At fifty she was perhaps more attractive than in her youth – age suited her tall, well-built frame rather better than girlishness had. In her teens, she had felt like an Amazon, in her twenties and thirties, unfashionable. During her forties, her robustness had mellowed into a suggestion of overweight, and had made her softer, more approachable. Now she kept an eye on the calories as middle-age spread threatened to make her merely fat.

Donald had gone off with the police to make the identification, and Helen had tried hard to feel something, but she couldn’t. She was worried sick about Chris, that was all. Julia and Donald and the rest of the world could, and probably would, go to hell. She wanted to know if Chris was all right.

Last night seemed a long time ago. It had all started when Donald had rung looking for Julia, and had suggested that she and Chris might have gone off somewhere together. The irritation she had felt at the suggestion surprised her. Irritation was the name she had given to the sudden sweep of anger, but jealousy would have been nearer the mark. Chris was her business. She had put down the phone with such force that Margaret, who was visiting, had asked her what was wrong, but she had just laughed it off with ‘Men!’ and there were no more questions, because they had to leave to catch Margaret’s train.

At first, she hadn’t liked Chris, who had presented himself as a surly, uncommunicative young man, who had usually had too much to drink. She had asked Donald not to bring him to the house, but when he explained about the accident, her sympathy had been roused, and she had taken over the role of keeper, cooking meals for him, listening to him when he was maudlin and berating himself for being the cause of Carrie’s death. She had watched the gradual effects of her patient counselling, as he emerged from the self-pity, and his health, both mental and physical, returned. He began to piece together his life and his business, both perilously close to bankruptcy after months of neglect.

Then Charles Mitchell had died, and Donald had to deal with his estate, which meant spending even more time in London, at the Mitchell Development offices. Spending time with Julia. One night, when he rang yet again to say that he was staying over in London, she had told Chris about Julia, and about Donald’s other girls. The final, fatal straw had been dropped in place, and the sudden rush of emotion caused their relationship to undergo a sea-change. He was fourteen years her junior, and until a month ago she had been just someone to run to, someone who would put up with him in any mood, in any state. In the last few weeks, everything had changed.

Chris’s sister and her husband moved to Stansfield and perhaps it was Elaine who got Chris when he needed cheering up, because it certainly wasn’t Helen. She knew he needed her, and now he was saying he wanted her. She had just begun to believe him, begun to accept that his motive was not one of pity, or gratitude, begun to make less of an attempt at concealment of their changed relationship, when this happened.

The clock had turned back two years when he staggered in, breathing whisky fumes all over her. And Helen knew then that she didn’t care what happened to her or anyone else. Chris was all she cared about.

‘Mrs Marsden?’ Judy smiled at the lady who sat in reception, even though she had probably given herself indigestion hurrying up her canteen Sunday lunch in order to see her.

Mrs Marsden was a small woman with a neat figure and greying hair.

‘If you’d like to come with me,’ she said, and Mrs Marsden stood up.

‘I hope it’s him you’re looking for,’ she said in a stage whisper. ‘He wouldn’t say.’ She nodded to Tom Rogers on the desk. ‘I’ll feel such a fool making all this fuss if it’s not.’

‘No need, Mrs Marsden,’ Judy assured her, pushing open the swing door into the CID room. It was quiet now after the controlled excitement prior to lunch, when everyone had gone around trying to look as though it was all in a day’s work. Only Joe Miller held the fort.

‘They’re all out,’ Joe said, with a sigh. ‘Or gone back to their own jobs, thank God.’

This was a reference to the Superintendent who was, Judy had already noted with relief, back upstairs where he belonged.

‘Through here,’ Judy said, as their heels rang through the empty office. She held open the door to the office she shared with Lloyd, and indicated a chair. ‘Have a seat,’ she said. ‘Bring it up to the desk.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘Now. You think you’ve got something that will help us?’

‘Only if it’s him you’re looking for.’

‘Who would that be?’

‘Mr Wade from the garage on Victoria Street.’

Judy rearranged some files on her desk. ‘Is that what you’ve heard?’

‘Everyone says so. You’ve been at the garage, and it’s been closed all day.’

‘It’s Sunday,’ Judy said.

‘It normally opens on Sundays,’ Mrs Marsden countered.

Judy smiled. ‘Do you have some information about him?’ She unearthed a piece of paper. ‘But before we start – can I have your full name and address?’

‘Edna Marsden. 27 Livingstone Drive.’ Mrs Marsden waited until she’d written the address. ‘I saw him this morning,’ she said.

‘What?’ Judy couldn’t remember the last time someone with information really had had information. ‘When?’ she asked.

‘At about quarter past five.’

Judy looked startled. ‘You saw him at quarter past five in the morning? Where?’

‘At his garage – I deliver his milk.’

‘Oh! I see.’ Judy laughed, but Mrs Marsden didn’t. ‘And he was there? At that time in the morning?’

‘Yes – he gave me a fright, because I didn’t know. You can’t see the office light from outside, you see.’ Mrs Marsden undid the top button of her coat, getting herself comfortable. She was enjoying herself. She had insisted on seeing Judy as the senior officer – Joe Miller not being good enough. And now she was going to get her money’s worth. Still, thought Judy, she really did have information, which was more than she could have expected.

‘What happened? Anything?’

‘Nothing much – but he was funny. I had just got off the float – I take it right up to the door, you see, and park it behind the pumps. And I was taking the milk out when he spoke, right behind me. He’d got a bottle in his hand, and he was in a state.’

‘A bottle? He was drinking?’ Judy wrote ‘drinking’ on her pad.

‘Not that kind of a bottle. A milk bottle.’

Judy smiled, crossing the word out again. ‘But he was in a state, you said?’

‘He was. I think he had been drinking – he was upset.’

Judy drew a neat dotted line under ‘drinking’, and wrote STET. ‘Upset?’ she queried. ‘How did he show he was upset?’

‘He looked upset. As though he’d just had bad news.’ Edna stood. ‘Do you mind if I take my coat off? It’s hot in here – I’m sure your heating’s up too high.’

‘Probably. Yes – do take your coat off. How do you mean – as if he’d just had bad news?’

‘Oh, you know. He looked pale, and his eyes looked red, as though he’d been crying.’

‘Where were you at this point?’ Judy asked.

Mrs Marsden stared at her. ‘At the garage,’ she said. ‘That’s what I’m telling you.’

‘Yes, of course. But were you in his office at any time, or on the forecourt – where?’

‘Where I said. By the pumps.’

‘So the only light would be from the street lamps on the pavement?’

‘Yes – but I could see all right.’ That Edna resented the implication, Judy could see by the huffy lift of her chin.

‘I know you could,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m just thinking about those lights. They make everyone look a little odd, you know. He probably thought you looked pale with red eyes.’ She laughed a little, but Mrs Marsden didn’t.

‘It wasn’t just that! His shirt was unbuttoned, and it was quite cold after the thunder. And when he took the milk, his hands were shaking.’

‘Could you describe what he was wearing?’

Lloyd came in as she spoke, and moved noiselessly to his desk. If Mrs Marsden only knew that he was an inspector, Judy’s days would be numbered.

‘Not very well,’ she said. ‘The lights make things go funny colours.’ It was as though she were making a new point, as though Judy had never mentioned the lights’ ability to make things look different. ‘Dark clothes,’ she said. ‘That’s all. No jacket.’

‘What sort of shirt was Mr Wade wearing? Can you remember? Short sleeved, long sleeved? Tie?’ She glanced across at Lloyd, who had begun to listen to the conversation. ‘Was it a dark shirt?’

She thought for a moment. ‘No – it was light. It could have been red, because his car was there, and it’s red. The lights make it go a sort of mustard colour. That’s the colour his shirt looked. It had long sleeves – and it was open, so I don’t think he had a tie.’

‘Good. Anything else you noticed about him?’

‘Only that his hands were shaking, like I said. Because I said to put the milk down before he dropped it. And he did,’ she added, with a hint of triumph.

‘He dropped it?’ Lloyd asked, sitting forward.

‘He put it down,’ she replied, with a withering glance in his direction.

Lloyd laughed, but Mrs Marsden didn’t.

At Thorpe Wood, sunlight chased the shadows across the dark surface of the lake as the quickening wind blew the clouds away, and the ducks watched interestedly as the teams of police, who had fanned out from where the body had lain, took a temporary breather. Her clothes had been found, caught up in the tangle of undergrowth. Skirt, blouse and jacket, rolled up together, caught on the thorns of a wild rose-bush. Shoes, some way distant from each other, lying on the ground. No underwear, and no sign of Wade, so they would keep on looking.

The squad cars, Panda cars, private cars, vans and wagons left room for only one lane of traffic. Each car, few and far between, was stopped at the temporary traffic signals, and its passengers questioned. Traffic cones and orange-jacketed police slowed drivers down on every exit road, the men yawning with boredom while they waited for the sparse Sunday traffic. Watchful eyes assessed the handful of people using British Rail’s reduced Sunday service; buses were observed, but there was no sign of Wade.

An unmarked car, containing two plainclothes officers, sat quietly in the road that ran down the side of Wade Motors. The building itself had received the attentions of the evidence-gatherers. He wouldn’t come back there, but you had to watch, just in case. Another watched his house, another still kept a less obtrusive eye on the Mitchells’ house, yet another on the Shorts’. They had just finished in his own house, but they weren’t optimistic. There was no reason to believe that he’d been home. Nothing to suggest where he might be now.

By two o’clock, it had settled down to near-routine, but this wasn’t routine, certainly not in Stansfield. Drunken stabbings, and domestic rows that got out of hand got headlines in the local papers because they were rare enough.

But this was news, and the ducks were doing well out of the currently access denied reporters and film-crews whose estate cars littered the grass. This was murder, not the unintentional result of a frustrated marriage or a night out with the lads. This was Hunt for Killer of Rich Widow. This was Naked Blonde Death Riddle. This would sell newspapers; this would make good television.

This would feed a lot of ducks.

Chapter Three

Donald thanked the young woman who had driven him home, and stepped thankfully from the car into the invigorating breeze. It had been Julia all right. He had had a dread of not being able to tell whether it was her or not, but he could. When it was over, he had felt light-headed, but relief rather than shock had caused the giddiness. He wondered if that was the usual reason for people fainting – your mind building the thing up to such a pitch that you are prepared for anything. And what you feel is relief that it isn’t as bad as you thought.

He was a rich man now that Julia was dead. But that wasn’t what was in his mind as he looked at her. Some things were more important than money.

Helen shushed him as he came in the door, and he stood to listen to the news.

‘The naked body of
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