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The new Lambert and Hook mystery - Martin Beaumont is the uncompromising owner of a successful Gloucestershire vineyard. He has built the company steadily over the years, with a small but dedicated team by his side. However, he sees Abbey Vineyards as his company, to do with as he pleases, much to the chagrin of his senior staff members. So when he is found dead in his car, Chief Superintendent Lambert and DS Hook don't have to look very far to find people with strong motives for the murder . . .



Table of Contents
Cover
Recent Titles by J.M. Gregson from Severn House
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-One
Chapter Twenty-Two
Chapter Twenty-Three
Chapter Twenty-Four
Chapter Twenty-Five



Recent Titles by J.M. Gregson from Severn House
Detective Inspector Peach Mysteries
DUSTY DEATH
TO KILL A WIFE
THE LANCASHIRE LEOPARD
A LITTLE LEARNING
MISSING, PRESUMED DEAD
MURDER AT THE LODGE
ONLY A GAME
PASTURES NEW
REMAINS TO BE SEEN
A TURBULENT PRIEST
THE WAGES OF SIN
WHO SAW HIM DIE?
WITCH’S SABBATH
WILD JUSTICE
Lambert and Hook Mysteries
AN ACADEMIC DEATH
CLOSE CALL
DARKNESS VISIBLE
DEATH ON THE ELEVENTH HOLE
GIRL GONE MISSING
A GOOD WALK SPOILED
IN VINO VERITAS
JUST DESSERTS
MORTAL TASTE
SOMETHING IS ROTTEN
TOO MUCH OF WATER
AN UNSUITABLE DEATH



IN VINO VERITAS
A Lambert and Hook Mystery
J.M. Gregson




This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author's and publisher's rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.



 
First world edition published 2010
in Great Britain and 2010 in the USA by
SEVERN HOUSE PUBLISHERS LTD of
9–15 High Street, Sutton, Surrey, England, SM1 1DF.
Copyright © 2010 by J. M. Gregson.
All rights reserved.
The moral right of the author has been asserted.
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Gregson, J.M.
In vino veritas. – (A Lambert and Hook mystery)
1. Lambert, John (Fictitious character)–Fiction. 2. Hook,
Bert (Fictitious character)–Fiction. 3. Police–
England–Gloucestershire–Fiction. 4. Detective and
mystery stories.
I. Title II. Series
823.9'14-dc22
ISBN-13: 978-1-78010-247-4 (ePub)
ISBN-13: 978-0-7278-6919-7 (cased)
ISBN-13: 978-1-84751-268-0 (trade paper)
Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to living persons is purely coincidental.
This ebook produced by
Palimpsest Book Production Limited,
Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.



To John, a son who has been a constant source of inspiration when he least suspected it.



ONE
It was at two minutes to midnight on the third of March that Alistair Morton first entertained the idea of murder.
He could be very precise about that, for he looked at the clock on the mantelpiece at exactly the moment when the idea came into his head. His wife had already been in bed for an hour, and Alistair had switched the television off at twenty to twelve. Since then, he had been sitting very still in his chair. Ruminating about where he stood in life and what he could do about it. It was a habit he had acquired over the last year, when his existence had moved from being merely frustrated to being embittered.
He sat in the deep, comfortable chair, which no one else ever used, and wondered whether living had any meaning. His life in particular seemed to be completely without purpose. Murder might be the only thing which could bring some meaning back into his existence.
Alistair was a practical man. He was an accountant for a start, and accountants were taught early in life what was possible and what was not. They also learned that imagination was the most dangerous of human properties. It had to be imprisoned within very strong walls and not allowed to escape. Better still, imagination had better be discarded altogether. Left to poets and other misfits like them. Dumped in some neglected garret until disuse starved it out of existence.
Alistair thought he generally controlled his imagination well, but he was aware that it was an unruly and scarcely tameable beast. Of late, it had tended to come out of the shadows late at night. The dangerous time was when his wife was in bed, the television set was switched off, and he was left alone with his thoughts in the quiet sitting room.
Alistair Morton told himself firmly that the concept of murder should probably be no more than a delightful fantasy, an idea to play with and then discard. But instead of abandoning it as his training told him to do, he now proceeded to give it substance, to put bones and flesh upon the skeleton. It should have given him no more than a minor thrill and then been rejected, like a passing spectre upon a fairground ghost train.
Yet the more he thought about it, the more the idea began to seem feasible. That magic accountants’ word! Feasible. Instead of seeming upon examination bizarre and impossible, this particular murder began to seem as practical a proposition as tax avoidance. Just this particular murder, Alistair told himself repeatedly. He wasn’t saying that murder in general was feasible, or even desirable. But this particular murder was both of those things.
Desirable because the man concerned would be no loss to society. Indeed, his demise would be a positive benefit to many people, not just to Alistair himself. His removal would be a public-spirited act. An act which would make a wide circle of humanity much happier in the years to come. ‘Every man’s death diminishes me’, some fusty old poet or philosopher had said; that was the kind of irrelevant nonsense they tried to fill your head with at school. Well, sod that for a game of soldiers! Alistair had never subscribed to that idea. Even when the idea was first put to him, he had immediately thought of several masters in the school whose death would have seemed positively desirable, whose passing would have diminished him not in the least.
With the passing years, his sentiments had not changed. Hitler and Stalin, and in his own lifetime Chairman Mao in China: here were three for a start whose deaths would have diminished no one at all and benefited thousands. This man wasn’t a villain on that scale, Alistair wasn’t claiming that. But he couldn’t see that anyone would suffer by his elimination, whereas there were a whole range of people who would benefit. Once you looked at it in those terms, the case for his removal seemed overwhelming. Alistair wriggled his toes in his slippers and luxuriated for a moment in the thought.
In the next few minutes, he confirmed to himself – and this was the thing which appealed to the accountant in him – that the proposition was feasible. Many murders wouldn’t be, but this one was. There was no hurry, for a start. With a little ingenuity and a lot of careful planning, this death might be arranged so that no one was ever charged with it. And planning was his forte, wasn’t it? Planning was the whole raison d’être of accountants.
Murder wasn’t just a matter for the imagination, after all.
That was probably why it was still such a rare crime, once you discounted the impetuous knife crimes of city youth and the domestic killings which were solved within hours. Those weren’t proper murders, not murders in the sense which most people had of the crime, where someone was struck down by person or persons unknown.
There were probably a lot more murders than people realized from the statistics, because the most successful ones were never recognized as such. That was both a satisfying and a thought-provoking notion. It also marked a challenge which even an accountant should be excited to undertake.
And even if the police recognized this death as murder, there would be many suspects, wouldn’t there, because the victim was such an unpopular man? Alistair decided that he would be well down that list of suspects; indeed, he might not figure on the list at all, if he planned the crime as carefully as he proposed to do. It was a crime, he supposed. Technically, at any rate. But he’d already proved that some crimes were perfectly justified, hadn’t he?
When he looked at the clock, he was surprised to find that it was one a.m. Alistair Morton smiled. He wondered when he had last spent an hour in such fruitful and productive thought.



TWO
The sun was still quite low, but there was scarcely a cloud in the sky. The long lines of carefully trained grapevines stretched away over the hill, straight and regular as columns of Roman soldiers. Martin Beaumont called out a cheery good morning and waved to the visitors as he passed them in his electric buggy. They wouldn’t know who he was, of course, wouldn’t know that he owned the land as far as their eyes could see. One of the workers would tell them, if they asked. That didn’t really matter, but the thought pleased him.
‘As far as the eye could see’ might be pushing it a bit. Eighty-five acres, to be precise; his land didn’t include the long line of the Malvern Hills to the north, or the more distant Welsh mountains to the west: that would be ridiculous. But the strolling visitors he had passed were in the valley. All they could see from there were the long lines of beautifully trained vines running away to the top of the slopes above and behind them, and every inch of that intensively cultivated land was assuredly his. Well, his company’s, if you wanted to be pedantic, but everyone understood that that was just a legal technicality.
Beaumont stopped at the highest point of his land. He loved this spot on a spring day, loved to survey the scale of his achievement on this rolling land which was bounded by the historic rivers Severn and Wye, neither of them visible from here but each of them imbued with the turbulent history of England. That history was an appropriate setting for his revival of winemaking in this western corner of Gloucestershire. The Romans had made wine in quantity in England, as Martin was fond of reminding anyone who would listen. He was reviving an ancient craft. If global warming was giving him increasing assistance, that was but a happy accident. If your mind favoured the notion of a supreme being, the changing climate might even be seen as a sign of approval from a benevolent Providence.
It was the middle of March and the sun was rising a little higher each day. It had real warmth in it now. The swelling buds on the vines were bursting into fresh green leaves on the more sheltered south-facing slopes, heralding the lush green and black grapes which would follow, as summer warmth and Gloucestershire rain swelled them towards maturity. Martin loved this time of the year, when summer and its promise were all before them and the earth smelt of growth, whilst each day stretched a little longer and brighter.
He walked over to where two of his men were screwing wires on to the stout wooden crosses which were to carry the first crops of the new red-wine grape they had planted. ‘Morning, Walter,’ he said to the older of the men, glad that he was able to remember the name. The man had been one of his first workers here and was now a veteran of viniculture.
‘Mornin’, Mr Beaumont,’ said Walter in his thick local accent. ‘’E’s comin’ on a treat, this new ’un.’
Nothing in the local parlance was inanimate: every plant was he or she, and any failure on their part to cooperate was taken as a personal insult. Martin liked that local trait, which meant that even a golf ball had a personality of its own, exhibiting a malignity when it ran into trouble and a friendliness when it bounced favourably for you.
Walter couldn’t have much longer to work now. Though his movements had slowed imperceptibly with the years, he never shirked and he gave full value for his wages. He had touched the canvas cap he always wore in acknowledgement of the boss’s status, and Martin was pleased despite himself by the gesture. It wasn’t very long since ill-paid rural workers here had touched their forelocks to the lord of the manor who was exploiting them. It was surely harmless for today’s much better paid workers to acknowledge their employer with a touch of the cap. The habit would die with Walter and his contemporaries; the younger workers didn’t see the need for any such demarcation in their status.
Beaumont glanced at his watch. The meeting was in ten minutes: he had better get back to base.
He drove the electric buggy swiftly back to the long, low complex of buildings near the entrance to the vineyards. The bricks stretched out further here each year, but there was ample room for additions where once the old farmhouse buildings had sprawled. The dining room and the shop had been extended again during the winter. The single-storey range of rooms which had been built for holiday lets was a lucrative addition to the complex over the last few years.
His own large office doubled as a room for company meetings. He liked this sort of economy, because it showed his staff where their priorities should lie. He was always reluctant to increase office facilities, which he saw as non-productive. The available funds should go to making the shop, restaurant and residential accommodation more attractive, as these areas were self-evidently the source of the profits on which Abbey Vineyards depended.
This morning’s meeting shouldn’t occupy them for very long. Martin, as chairman, began by telling them that. It was no more than a necessary evil, his attitude implied. His preference was to act as a benevolent dictator, but a meeting of senior staff was one of those diversions necessitated by their status as a limited company. He looked round affably at the five people who sat around the table which had been brought in for the occasion from the restaurant. There were nervous half-smiles from two of them, but all of them stared down at their brief agendas for the meeting rather than at him.
Martin reported on a couple of items under the heading of ‘Matters Arising’, then in more detail on the progress of new planting. ‘Abbey Vineyards continues to make excellent progress. I look forward to your reports on your individual sections and to highlighting any problems we may have in particular areas, so that we can give our attention to them.’ Whether intentionally or not, he made the words seem like a threat to the people who were about to speak. ‘First on the agenda is the restaurant. Report from our head chef.’
Jason Knight coughed nervously and said quickly, ‘Things are progressing well, I think.’ That didn’t sound as definite as he had intended it to when he had rehearsed it the night before. He had been determined that when he came in here he would exude a calm confidence, would emphasize how much he was in control of this vital source of profits. But Jason was a practical man, used to achieving results under pressure and driving himself and his kitchen staff hard. Formal reporting like this, in a quiet room full of attentive and possibly critical listeners, was still alien to him.
But Martin Beaumont wasn’t in the mood for criticism. ‘That’s what we want to hear,’ he boomed out into the quiet room. ‘The extension to the restaurant has given us room for sixteen more covers each evening: I’m sure that as the summer progresses we shall fill the place on most nights. The challenge will be to do that during the winter, when people are less conscious of us and there is less for them to see here. But I’m sure we’re all confident of meeting this new task as efficiently as we have done such challenges in the past!’ The chairman jutted his chin aggressively at the room. His attempt to stir the blood might have been more effective with a larger audience than five.
Jason Knight said a little defensively, ‘People have to be persuaded to drive out here through the winter darkness. There’s a lot of competition from the pubs, which is going to increase during this recession.’
‘If other people can pull in the punters, Abbey Vineyards can,’ said Beaumont firmly. ‘We have a wonderful, spacious set-up here. Plus the individuality offered by our own wines. That is a well-nigh unique selling point.’
Alistair Morton looked up from his notes, sensing that there was no way the chef was going to win an argument with the more fluent owner of the vineyard. ‘The fact that there is a vineyard around the restaurant has been fully exploited over the last twenty years, Martin. It probably still has some novelty appeal for visitors to our area, but the locals are well aware of it.’
Beaumont’s forehead furrowed for a couple of seconds. Then he resumed his upbeat performance, as new arguments appeared to him. ‘It is still a pulling point, Alistair. People are well aware that they don’t have to struggle into a cramped car park and file into crowded pub dining rooms when they come here. They appreciate the space around them and the expertise which drives this place. That applies even during the winter, when they cannot see the greenery beyond our windows.’ He turned and smiled directly at Jason Knight, as a prelude to his concluding argument. ‘But of course the biggest trump in our hand when it comes to the restaurant is Jason’s cooking. The quality which he and his staff produce in their beautifully equipped new kitchens is second to none. I’m sure that all of us are aware of that.’
There was a polite, slightly embarrassed mutter of approval from the people round the table, whilst Knight stared at his agenda and reddened. Beaumont, sensing that he had taken this as far as he could, glanced at his agenda and said briskly, ‘Residential Accommodation.’
Vanda North, a striking woman with a prominent nose and bright blue eyes, was, at forty-six, ten years younger than Beaumont. She nodded and spoke decisively. ‘We shall have to face the fact that the residential accommodation is not going to do as well as hitherto in the next two or three years.’
Beaumont glanced quickly at the other faces round the table before he said, ‘It’s not like you to be gloomy, Vanda.’ But he was cautious. Vanda North had been in the business from the early stages. She was his partner in the limited company, though a very junior one in terms of her financial contribution. She was also responsible for the hitherto highly successful operation of the site’s en-suite bedrooms, through her management of the residential section staff.
‘I’m being realistic, Martin. We don’t operate in a vacuum. If people tighten their belts in the world at large, we must expect this sort of stay to be one of their first economies. Very few of our clients use our breaks as their only holiday of the year; we might be their first economy. We shall need to be ingenious to occupy the rooms as fully as we have done in the past. It probably wasn’t the best time to extend our provision to twelve rooms.’
Beaumont frowned. ‘That was done on the basis of our previous lettings, which had been almost a hundred per cent during the summer months. It made sound sense to extend our plant when we were making handsome profits.’
Vanda North smiled. She was much more used to sustaining an argument than Jason Knight had been before her. ‘The extension may still make sound sense, if we take the long view. I’m merely flagging up that I anticipate problems in the next two years. We have to be flexible. The signs are certainly that we’ll need to extend our range of bargain breaks. Once we’re outside the peak summer season, we’re facing a vast range of competition. We’ll almost certainly have to accept lower profit margins, to keep the rooms occupied and hang on to the excellent staff we’ve recruited over the last few years.’
‘Well, I’m sure you understand the problems of this area better than anyone else in the room, Vanda,’ said Beaumont shamelessly. This sort of meeting wasn’t the place to make policy decisions. Some time in the next few days, he would have a detailed discussion with Vanda North about strategy and how they were going to fill the new accommodation suites. He was better at enforcing his formidable will in a one-to-one situation than in this sort of formal meeting. ‘You are right to emphasize that we can’t ignore what is going on in the world around us, of course. The worst possible thing any of us could do is to press ahead with our plans in a blinkered way and ignore what is going on in the wider world.’ He paused for a moment, apparently to let them all dwell upon that thought, before looking down at his next agenda item. ‘Report on new initiatives introduced last year.’
A rather nervous voice said, ‘Yes. That’s me. I have the figures to hand.’ This was Sarah Vaughan, Director of Research and Development, at thirty-three the youngest person in the room. She had long blonde hair and the sort of delicate, pretty, brittle-looking features which often seem to go with fair colouring. Sarah had a Business Studies degree and some years of experience in the retail trade with a big supermarket chain. She helped to run the shop on the site, but also had the brief to initiate new means of developing the full commercial potential of Abbey Vineyards. She was normally self-confident and energetic, but she found herself a little overawed to be included today in this formal meeting of the six people who were the driving force in what was now a large company and a considerable local employer.
Sarah shuffled the papers which had been ready on the table in front of her since the meeting began. ‘The gift vouchers continue to enjoy a steady sale, but they are hardly a new or original idea. I think we can say that the guided tours we developed into a regular programme last year have been a success. It’s a difficult thing to measure, because we’re talking about the public’s goodwill – there are no directly measurable effects from the tours. But in my opinion the indirect effects have been valuable.’
‘I’ll vouch for that.’ The words came from a stocky figure, with the build of a prop forward and the face of one of the swarthy Welsh miners who had dominated the valleys fifty miles to the south of here in the not-so-distant past. Gerry Davies was the shop manager. He oversaw the sales of wines and the multiple associated products which had been the heartbeat of the enterprise since the earliest days of Abbey Vineyards. ‘And I’d say there are direct results. We sell considerable quantities of wine to the people who have been on the guided tours. More now than when we started. In my opinion they’re well worth while.’
The chairman nodded thoughtfully. ‘You think these sales result directly from the tours?’
‘Almost invariably. I’d say most people who go on one of Sarah’s walks buy at least one bottle of wine. Quite often someone will buy a case. I can say that with conviction, because I’ve seen the improvement since we’ve had a regular programme of tours.’
‘And why would that be?’
‘I’ve no idea.’ He shrugged his big shoulders and looked interrogatively at Sarah Vaughan.
‘I think I know why,’ said Sarah Vaughan slowly, ‘but I’m glad to hear that you think things have improved.’ She looked round the table, as if checking that she had a receptive audience. ‘You get better at anything by doing it. I noticed that I was getting more relaxed and confident myself, and I could sense that my talk was going better, that I had a better rapport with my audience as we went round the different areas. They began asking me more questions, for one thing, which I took as a sign of interest. So I didn’t just work on my own little talks, I watched to see who else went down well. When we began the tours we used anyone who was free at the time. Now I assign them as far as possible to three people: Gerry, myself and Joe Logan, who works three days a week in the shop but seems to have a gift for communication with the public. I feel the tours are more interesting as a result. I’m glad it’s paying concrete dividends in the shape of sales.’
There was a little murmur of approval from her fellow workers. Martin Beaumont said rather stiffly, ‘It’s good to hear that people like you are thinking about the job and how it might best be done, Sarah. This is the sort of initiative we’ll all need to show in the testing two or three years ahead. How is the “Adopt a Vine” scheme going?’
‘It’s really too early to say. This is probably the time of year when we should sell most memberships. We’ve only sold seven so far this year but we’ve had quite a lot of interest expressed. The scheme has the disadvantage that you lay out £25 and wait for quite some time before you get anything back for your money, so take-up is probably going to be confined to real wine enthusiasts.’
The ‘Adopt a Vine’ scheme was one of Martin’s own, which he had brought back from a vineyards convention. He would have preferred to hear that there was a more enthusiastic take-up, but he had no idea how that might be achieved. He was more concerned to get his own ideas across than to listen to those of other people, more conscious of his own reactions to items than of those of the other five people in the room. He said abruptly, ‘Item Four. Shop Sales’.
There was a moment of tension. Everyone knew that it was the sales in the shop, and above all else the sales of wines, which drove the whole enterprise. It was a long process planting the long rows of vines, then tending them for years until they reached commercial production levels. Those years had been endured some time ago and Abbey Vineyards was now a prosperous business. But it needed perpetual vigilance, awareness and industry to keep it so. There was still much scepticism among the public about English wines; there were still yearly battles, first to bring in a worthwhile grape harvest and then to sell the steadily increasing wine yield.
Gerry Davies took his time and spoke calmly. ‘So far, we seem to be immune from the worst effects of the recession. We are a specialist market with niche sales, which we all hope may not suffer the worst troughs of the economy. We shall know by the end of this year whether this is indeed so. Sales of our white wines have increased again, as they have done every year in the last ten – as in fact they need to do, since we are producing more dry and medium-dry whites every year. This remains the core of our business.’
Beaumont nodded slowly. ‘It does, but we are also producing more red each year. There seems to be a steady demand for it: a higher percentage of red wine from all sources is drunk in Britain each year, so we need to take account of that trend.’
Gerry Davies nodded. ‘So far, we are selling all the red we produce. However, we have to push the “rough but fruity and characterful” aspect rather more than I like to do, and we take a smaller mark-up on the reds than the whites. We could do with something to rival the Australian Shiraz. But no one as far north as us has come up with a vine to rival them so far.’
‘We should get some economies of scale on our reds from this year onwards,’ said Beaumont. ‘I calculate that we should increase our production of them substantially over each of the next five years.’
‘Economies of scale will depend on us shifting everything we produce,’ pointed out Davies. ‘We’ve had to work very hard to clear all the reds in the last couple of years.’
There was a tension between him and Beaumont which everyone in the room could feel. Beaumont was a man who didn’t like to be challenged too openly or too far, whilst Davies for his part was not prepared to let anything go which might cause him trouble in the future. The Welshman now said, as though making a concession, ‘The new sparkling wines have gone quite well. Quality and flavour don’t seem to be too important with sparkling wines.’ He glanced up at the faces in the quiet room, wanting to see their reactions. ‘A lot of the people who drink sparkling wines don’t seem to be wine drinkers at all, you see. It’s used mainly to celebrate family or group achievements, and everyone has a glass or two.’
Beaumont knew that their latest champagne-type wines were better than that, but decided that he would not be insulted. ‘So long as we sell whatever we produce in the way of sparkling wines, we need not concern ourselves too much with what motivates the drinkers,’ he said affably. ‘How is the beer we agreed to stock selling in the shop?’
‘The Dog’s Whiskers pump? Surprisingly well.’ Davies spoke eagerly, as if he too were anxious to move on from controversial ground. ‘The brewery gave us an astonishingly good margin because they were so anxious to get in here, so we couldn’t really lose on it. Nevertheless, it’s sold well. There are still quite a lot of real ale enthusiasts who come in here to buy our wines.’
Beaumont nodded. ‘We are talking about the heartbeat of our business when we discuss shop sales. Everything else is driven by the profits from the shop. Are there any comments from our financial director?’
Alistair Morton had spoken not a word throughout the meeting, confident that his expert view would be demanded if he bided his time. For better or worse, accountants controlled the finances and thus the policies of many businesses nowadays. He cleared his throat and said, ‘I think it’s time we began to distinguish between the retail activities of the shop and the mail-order business, which is increasingly important. It may be a better indication of the way we should plan for the future than the changing week-to-week takings in the shop. In my view, it is the orders we secure for many cases of wines at our discount rates which are a better reflection of our progress than anything else.
‘There is now a steady take-up on our products from restaurants – not all of them local – and some of the specialist wine shops. As our production expands over the next few years, it is this wholesale trade which is essential to ensure that we sell in the quantities required.’
It was a long speech and a prepared one, but none the worse for that. People listened carefully because they expected considered, not spontaneous, views from people who advised about finance. Even dullness was allowed, if it made commercial sense; indeed, to some people, dullness was almost a guarantee of accounting respectability and reliability.
Beaumont nodded his agreement. ‘And what do you foresee for us in the next two or three years, Alistair? There are plenty of prophets of gloom and doom about, but I think we are better placed than most to come through a recession.’
Alistair Morton took his time. ‘No one can make reliable forecasts, because no one knows yet how deep or prolonged this slump is going to be. There are two key factors for us, as for any business: turnover and margins. As with any other agricultural crop, we have to be certain that each year we can grow and market a good harvest. Assuming we can do that, our success or otherwise will then depend on what profit margins we can maintain on those products. So far, we have managed to maintain our overall net profit margin at eleven to twelve per cent. Whether we can do that during the next two or three winters remains to be seen.’
Gerry Davies said a little mischievously, ‘But it’s your view that we can do that?’
‘There are too many imponderables for me to say that. We shall have to see whether demand remains buoyant when most people haven’t as much to spend on luxuries. Despite our increasing turnover, all the evidence is that English wines are regarded as luxury spending.’
Morton glanced at Beaumont at the head of the table. ‘So far, we have managed to keep a healthy margin on all of our wine sales. We shall have increased supply again this year – probably twenty to thirty per cent more in the reds and ten per cent in the whites, if we have a decent harvest. Whether we can continue to increase demand and keep sales buoyant during the biggest recession on record will be the great question for all of us in the next two years.’
Beaumont said, ‘I don’t think times are going to be as bad as that, as far as spending power goes. We are a much richer nation now than in the thirties.’
Alistair Morton decided that as the supposed expert on the economy he would offer a little comfort. ‘That is certainly true. And the world seems to be determined to be less passive about this slump than the one in the thirties. More important, we are a completely new industry, which didn’t exist in the thirties. We should be able to think on our feet and devise solutions for ourselves. I am encouraged to hear talk of economies of scale. It might be possible to reduce our prices per bottle over the coming decade, whilst keeping our overall profit margins the same.’
Beaumont nodded. ‘That should be our overriding thought, I think. It is something which none of us can achieve alone, but which we should be working for as a team. Unless anyone has any other urgent thoughts, I think we should leave it at that for this morning.’
He hastened to close the meeting on an upbeat comment. ‘I’d like you to reassure all our staff that no one’s job is in danger at the moment. We have a good workforce. I want to keep it intact if I possibly can.’
Martin Beaumont sat for a while in his office after everyone had left. The meeting had gone well, he thought. No one had raised anything that was particularly embarrassing. He thought he’d succeeded in putting some important people on their toes for the year ahead.
He was much better at estimating his own performance than other people’s reaction to it.



THREE
Detective Sergeant Bert Hook was not usually nervous. The roughest young thugs of Gloucestershire and Herefordshire had often found that out the hard way when they had thought to intimidate him. Proficient batsmen in the Minor Counties competitions had found themselves hopping about on the back foot when they had underestimated his pace as an opening bowler.
Yet today Bert was uncharacteristically uncertain. He turned the white foolscap envelope over and over between his short, strong fingers. He decided several times to slit its flap decisively with his paperknife, yet each time desisted and went back to looking at his neatly typed name and address on the address label. He knew whence this missive had come and knew its purpose. Yet he could not bring himself to meet its simple message. It was one of those letters where you dearly wanted to discover the contents, yet at the same time feared to know them. If the human brain is a complex thing, the human mind is even less predictable.
‘It’s come, then.’
He leaped at the sound of the familiar voice, as though detected in some criminal act. ‘I didn’t know you were there,’ he said accusingly.
His wife Eleanor smiled down at him as he sat at the kitchen table. ‘I do live here. And I didn’t creep up on you. It’s just that you were miles away.’
Bert resumed turning the letter between his fingers, as if he had been interrupted in some ancient and essential preliminary routine. ‘I knew it was coming, didn’t I? Now that it’s here, I almost wish it hadn’t come. It’s like being a child again. It brings back the Barnardo’s home and having to open the letter with my GCE results.’
‘This will be as positive as they were.’
For a moment Hook was back in that boyhood world, at the long table in the office of the institution’s principal, fingering that other envelope. ‘I enjoyed that day. They told me at the home that I’d done well enough to get into the police, if I could meet the other criteria. I felt as if I’d won the lottery, getting myself a job – any sort of job.’ He could hear again the cut-glass tones of that well-meaning lady who had chaired the governors of the home, telling him on the day that he left that he had done well for himself, that he should continue to give thanks for the grace of the good Lord, who had seen fit to reward him for his rectitude.
At length he said abruptly, ‘I don’t want to open this. I know it’s silly and I wouldn’t confess it to anyone else, but as long as I don’t open it I can’t have failed, can I?’
‘You haven’t failed, you great lummox.’
It was a long time since Eleanor Hook had left her native north, but she retained the occasional colourful dialect word. There was a bump on the ceiling and the sound of childish admonishment from above. She said, ‘The lads will be down any second. Better to get it over without that sort of audience, don’t you think?’
‘You know how to produce the ultimate threat,’ said her husband glumly. Bert picked up the paperknife, slit the envelope decisively, and carefully drew out the single sheet within it.
Eleanor could divine nothing from his weather-beaten, impassive features. Only she knew how much effort he had put into his studies over the last six years. She was probably the one person to whom he would have admitted how much this meant to him, but marriage meant that these things did not have to be spoken. He stared for a long time at the notepaper with the Open University crest at the top of it. Then he looked at his wife and felt the smile creeping over his face. He handed her the paper. Eleanor read as unemotionally as she could: ‘Herbert James Hook is awarded the degree of Bachelor of Arts, with second class honours, division one.’
She paused for just a moment, to let the joy flood into her own face, then threw her arms round Bert. The kiss had relaxed into a hug and she was murmuring words of congratulation into his ear when a voice from the doorway said, ‘They’re at it again, Jack!’ and the two of them sprang automatically apart.
A noise as of approaching thunder from the stairs announced the precipitate arrival of their elder son, who studied the tableau before him, shook his head sadly, then announced to thirteen-year-old Luke, ‘You’d think they could control themselves, at their age and at this time in the morning.’
‘And in front of innocent children at an impressionable age, too,’ said Luke with the despairing shake of his head which he had spent some time developing in front of his bedroom mirror.
‘There’s nothing innocent about you two,’ said Bert Hook sadly. ‘And you’re about as impressionable as Genghis Khan. Sit down and eat your breakfast.’
They hastened to obey. ‘God knows what it’s doing to us, being exposed to shenanigans like this at this time in the morning,’ said Jack.
‘You wouldn’t recognize a shenanigan if it got up and bit you,’ said his father with feeling. ‘Do you want toast?’
‘Two slices, please, if you two can tear yourselves away from each other.’
‘That’s enough of that,’ said his mother, with all the sternness she could muster.
‘That’s what we thought,’ said Jack, with a benign smile at no one in particular.
‘Your father has some news for you,’ said Eleanor seriously.
They caught a hint of her seriousness, and looked up expectantly from their cereals at Bert, who drew in a deep breath and said, ‘I’ve got my degree – the one I’ve been studying for over the last few years.’
Luke’s thirteen-year-old eyes widened. ‘Who’s a clever boy, then?’ he said with his head on one side.
Like many a boy of his age, he did not quite know how to react when confronted with some serious issue in his parents’ lives. It was left to his fifteen-year-old brother to say simply, ‘Well done, Dad!’ Jack got up and came round the table and shook his father’s hand, awkwardly but firmly. It was at once touching and slightly ridiculous, like a parody of adult congratulation, and it became more so when Luke followed him and solemnly repeated the exercise.
Eleanor, who was suddenly very much moved by the sight of the trio, said stoutly, ‘That’s a very good degree, you know. And he’s done it part time, whilst making sure we’re all safe in our homes. I hope you realize now that your father is a man of many talents.’
‘We know that, Mum,’ said Luke. ‘Billy Singh, our opening bat, has the top average in the whole league, and Dad bowled him middle stump in the nets last summer, didn’t he, Jack?’
‘Yes. Got him out twice in five balls. Billy says Dad should never have retired. Should still be playing for Herefordshire, he says.’
Eleanor smiled. ‘Well, even a man of Dad’s amazing talents has to give up some time. And he might never have had time to get this magnificent degree if he’d gone on playing cricket.’
Luke obviously thought such academic distinction a poor consolation for eschewing triumphs on the sports field, but he did his best to look impressed. The boys demolished large bowls of cereal and two slices of toast in swift succession.
It was not until Jack was alone in the hall with his mother that he said, looking determinedly at the carpet, ‘He’s a bit special, our dad, isn’t he, Mum?’
On the day after the meeting at Abbey Vineyards, Vanda North cornered Martin Beaumont in his office.
‘We need to talk.’
‘If you say so.’ Martin looked at her coolly as she sat opposite him on the other side of his desk. The table which had been brought in for the meeting on the previous day had been removed immediately after it. With the lack of ornaments and the single picture of the Malvern Hills on the wall, the room had resumed its normal rather bleak spaciousness. He looked at Vanda’s short, expertly cut dark-gold hair, then down at her slim, small-breasted figure and the long legs in the fawn linen trousers. She had always been striking rather than pretty, but she was still a handsome woman at forty-six, he decided.
When a woman had been your mistress, you were surely entitled to have an opinion on such matters.
He wasn’t good at assessing other people’s reactions to his words and attitudes. That was probably just as well, for Ms North was wondering for her part why she had ever been enticed into his bed. She was well aware by now that sexual attraction often paid little heed to matters of character, but now she couldn’t even see the physical attraction which had once driven her to this man.
Beaumont was ten years older than her, and he wasn’t ageing well. The face which she had seen as handsome was now florid, developing jowls and the suggestion of a double chin beneath them. No man could successfully combat thinning hair, but as he drew the ever-scarcer strands which were left obstinately across his pate, he risked looking ridiculous. Well-cut suits could disguise an insistent embonpoint only up to a certain point, a point which her critical eye insisted had now been passed.
He was a powerful man; she had no delusions about that. And she had long ago accepted the old saw that power was the greatest aphrodisiac. You wanted to investigate men who had power. You wanted to discover how they had acquired it and how they thought of the people whose lives they controlled. It gave them an extra and highly important dimension. It was very easy to persuade yourself that men who exercised power had greater intelligence and greater depth to their personalities than was in fact the case.
With the benefit of hindsight and that pitiless objectivity with which one examines past sexual mistakes, she saw now that she had invested Martin Beaumont with this kind of mystique. There was really nothing very complex or intriguing about either his power or the way he exercised it. He was a man on the make, with a sharp eye for the main chance, and there wasn’t a lot more to it than that. He had acquired a certain amount of money early in life – she had never found out exactly how – and he had used cunning and ruthlessness to make a lot more. There was no reason to see him as more incisive or more gifted than he was, but she had tended to do that.
Like many a disillusioned ex-lover, Vanda went too far in her reactions. Martin Beaumont had in fact inherited a certain amount of money as a young man, but he had been shrewd and capable in his use of it. Moreover, he had had both a vision and the courage and the determination to pursue it. When he had conceived the idea of a vineyard in Gloucestershire, it had been both an original and a high-risk notion. He had to produce figures to convince his bankers that it was a commercial proposition, rather than an enthusiast’s indulgence, a hobby which would eventually ruin him.
Martin had worked very hard in the early years, had ploughed back every penny of the meagre profits into developing the business. Gradually, he had acquired and developed more and more land for viniculture. A sceptical public in what was essentially a rural area had gradually accepted that the vineyard was here to stay. Indeed, the more enlightened locals had eventually conceded that, with all the problems of both arable and livestock farming in the area and the yearly evidence of global warming, there might just be a future for Abbey Vineyards.
The outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease and its sombre consequences in the early years of the new century had reinforced that view. What most had seen as a gimmick might just have a future. As the monstrous piles of burning cattle carcasses clouded the skies with their dark smoke and darker smells, viniculture seemed not only possible but desirable, even glamorous. Discreet advertising helped to reinforce the impression that Abbey Vineyards was a more innocent use of the land than dairy farming, or even the sheep farming which was suffering intense competition from overseas.
Vanda North had put all the money she had into Abbey Vineyards ten years earlier, when she had been more besotted with Beaumont than she had realized at the time. It should have been a good investment – perhaps would have been, if she had taken more care over the terms on which she had entered the concern, instead of letting Martin draw up the junior partnership deal. She realized now that she needed some income, that what might be a promising deal on the face of it did not suit her needs. Income was ploughed back each year into new developments, and she was committed for an indefinite period. She had no right to sell her holding without the approval of the senior partner, and Martin was never going to give it.
She was determined to assert herself, but she was uncharacteristically uncertain about how to do that. As if he read her mind and saw her dilemma, Martin Beaumont said suddenly, ‘We need to go on expanding.’
This assertion, the very opposite of what she wanted to hear, freed her tongue at last. ‘On the contrary, all the signs are that we need a period of retrenchment. No firm can afford to ignore this recession. No one is going to be immune to its effects.’
‘You heard the feeling of the meeting yesterday. We are not a typical industry. You need to realize that what is going to be a difficult time for others may well be a time of opportunity for us.’
‘No, I didn’t hear the feeling of the meeting. What I did hear was you asserting these things, in the face of what other people were saying about the need for caution.’
She could see him pausing to control himself before he spoke. What had seemed an impressive ruthlessness in the early days of their association now struck her as an autocratic cruelty. ‘I repeat what I said. We need to expand.’
‘That is flying in the face of the facts.’
‘On the contrary, it is perfectly logical, Vanda. For a start, if others around us suffer, the price of land will come down. We should take advantage of that.’
She felt her anger rising, her hands beginning to tremble. The very things she had been determined to avoid when she came in here were beginning to happen. ‘You can do whatever you like. I want out.’
He smiled, unaware how obnoxious that made him seem to her. ‘Not possible, I’m afraid, Vanda. The terms of our agreement prevent that. The terms you signed up to quite willingly.’
‘You took advantage of me. You know I didn’t read any of it very carefully at the time.’
‘Forgive me if this sounds ungallant, Vanda, but you weren’t some young ingénue ten years ago. You were a mature woman of thirty-six who knew exactly what she was doing.’
‘If you’re saying I was a fool, at least that’s one thing we can agree on. I was a fool to trust you.’
‘I’m sorry you should feel that. I was putting you into an excellent investment.’
‘On terms which prevented me from realizing it for twenty-five years, unless one of us died in the meantime.’
‘Perfectly normal practice, when one is developing a new business. Partners have to commit themselves. If those terms didn’t suit you, you shouldn’t have signed up to them.’
She wanted to step forward and slap him hard across his smug face. ‘I’ve never been a proper partner. I want my money out. It’s all I’ve got and I need it.’
‘Not possible, I’m afraid. It’s tied up in a developing business. It will be an excellent investment, in the long run.’
Vanda felt now that she had always known this would be the outcome. She had put herself through a humiliation which was pointless. How could she ever have found this man desirable? ‘You know as well as I do that you gave me all sorts of assurances that I could have my money out whenever I wanted, given a couple of months’ notice.’
‘I don’t remember any such promises. I’m afraid that verbal agreements have no standing unless both parties agree on what was said.’ He was enjoying the familiar feeling of exercising power over another being’s future, of knowing that he held all the cards in this particular game. ‘It wasn’t a large sum you invested, but I’m afraid it’s impossible to return it at this moment, much as I should like to.’
‘And that’s your last word?’
‘I’m afraid it has to be.’
‘I shall take legal advice on this.’
‘You’ll be wasting your money if you do. I’m sorry, but there it is.’ He didn’t look at all sorry as she flung back her chair and left his office.
Vanda North’s hands were shaking as she gripped the wheel of her car. She had to force herself to concentrate on the simple business of driving as she turned out of the car park and on to the B road outside. She caught a glimpse of Beaumont’s face at the window of his office as she went. He still had that supercilious smile he had worn for most of their exchanges. She put a mile between herself and the vineyards, then drove into the parking lay-by she had been aiming for and stopped.
Her face was in her hands for what seemed to her a long time. As far as she could see, there was no solution to this. Well, only one. And that surely wasn’t possible, was it?
Jason Knight was used to working under pressure. It is a necessary skill for any chef in charge of a busy kitchen.
This was a different sort of pressure and he wasn’t coping anything like as well. Playing golf against the club champion in the third round of the singles knockout competition was proving more testing of his temperament than he had expected. It was ridiculous to take the random bounces and rolls of a small white golf ball quite so seriously, he told himself, but the thought did not help him.
Jason was thirty-eight and in his golfing prime, in his opinion. He had played the game intermittently since he was a boy, and regularly since he had come to this area and joined the Ross-on-Wye Golf Club. He had a handicap of eight, which he considered generous, whereas his opponent played off scratch. Jason was receiving eight shots in this match. When discussing his chances with other members beforehand, he had discounted his chances against the young man with what he hoped was a becoming modesty. Privately, he had thought his progress to the next round highly probable.
Now, after eleven holes, he was one down and five of his shots were gone – squandered, for the most part, in his view. On the short twelfth, he was standing over a putt three feet above the hole for a half. It should have been a doddle, with his normal calm putting technique. He stood over the ball for what was probably a little too long, jerked his putter convulsively at it, and watched it shoot over the right edge of the hole.
Two down.
‘Bad luck!’ said his opponent sympathetically, before he moved away gratefully towards the thirteenth tee. Both of them knew that it was bad play rather than bad luck, but the polite golfing fiction was observed.
The thirteenth at Ross is a shortish but very tight par four, where any errant tee shot will leave you baulked by trees from a second shot to the green. Most good players take a fairway wood or even an iron from the tee, to place the ball safely on the fairway; Jason was delighted to see his opponent reaching for his driver. The arrogance of youth, he thought happily, and stood silently waiting for the appropriate punishment to befall this tall and gifted young man.
Sometimes talent subdues justice. The young Titan hit the ball long and very straight indeed, and it seemed to Jason to go on bouncing for a disagreeably long time. It came to rest over three hundred yards from them, and it looked to Jason to be no more than fifteen yards from the green. ‘Good shot, Tom!’ he said through clenched teeth.
His own much more puny effort was also straight and he managed to put a six-iron second into the middle of the green. Tom in turn chipped his short shot on to the green and watched it run perhaps six feet past the hole. There followed an illustration of what some enthusiasts call ‘the glorious unpredictability of golf’, and what its victims call something much more vulgar.
Jason Knight holed his curling putt of perhaps twenty-two feet up a sharp slope, then watched his opponent’s six-footer lip the hole and stay out, to give him the hole. ‘Bad luck, Tom! No justice!’ said Jason, trying and failing to keep the elation out of his voice.
Buoyed by this unexpected success, he holed another decent putt to win the difficult fourteenth, where he had a shot. He managed to halve the next two short but tricky par fours, where Tom Bowles was unlucky not to make at least one birdie. He received his last shot on the long, difficult seventeenth, where he could not reach the green in two but managed to hole his tricky curling putt for a four and the win. For the first time in the afternoon, he was ahead. A half at the eighteenth would give him the match.
He got on to the green in two, but his ball ran to the back, leaving him a long putt to the hole. His rather tentative effort stopped a tantalizing four feet short. He studied the line he knew perfectly well for a long time before he could make himself hit the ball, then watched it run right round the rim of the hole before it dropped in. Tom was thrusting his hand out in congratulation almost before Jason could appreciate that he had won a famous victory.
Jason had a pint waiting for his opponent when he came into the bar. He had never even spoken to Tom Bowles before, but the tall young athlete now confirmed the impression Jason had formed of him on the course: he was a pleasant and friendly young man. Both of them were well aware that Jason would have been heavily defeated in a straight contest without handicaps, so that Tom was not much cast down by his defeat. He had more serious matters to contend with: a county match at the weekend to start with, and after that a move to London and a new job. He had already been proposed for membership at the prestigious Sunningdale Golf Club, a fact which much impressed Jason Knight.
‘You’re doing well to get in there so quickly,’ he said. ‘I suppose being scratch must help.’
‘And being a lawyer doesn’t do any harm. There’s a strong legal element at Sunningdale, and a couple of them have proposed me.’
‘What sort of a lawyer are you?’ said Jason, trying not to sound too interested.
‘The dull sort. Company law is my speciality. It’s nothing like as glamorous as criminal law, but pleasingly lucrative, so far.’
Jason Knight took a long pull at his pint, trying to disguise the fact that he was thinking furiously. This bright young man knew he was a chef, but nothing more than that. Like many bright lads of his age, Bowles was preoccupied with his own concerns and his own progress in life. He was leaving the area and going off to a new job in London very shortly; the probability was that Jason would never see him again. He said slowly, ‘I expect being a lawyer must be like being a doctor – as soon as you say what you do people start asking for advice.’
‘Not really, no. Company law isn’t the most riveting subject. As a matter of fact, I’m still wet enough behind the ears to find it quite flattering when people think my opinion is worth having.’
‘Really? Well, a pal of mine has a problem, actually. He’s an important person in the firm, a key to its success, and he feels he should have more say in how the business is being run.’
‘Which is understandable. Unfortunately, the fact that he’s central to the firm’s success doesn’t give him any legal standing. Is he any more than a salaried employee?’
‘No. He would like to be.’
Tom shook his head, transformed for a second or two into the dullest of family solicitors. ‘Is it a public company? Could he buy shares?’
‘No. It’s a private limited company. There’s just the owner and one very junior partner involved. In effect, it’s a one-man band, with the owner making all the important decisions.’
Each of them was well aware by now that Knight was talking about himself, but it suited both to preserve the fiction of the mysterious friend, so as to keep the exchange at a less personal level. Tom Bowles said, ‘Is there any chance of your friend becoming a partner?’
‘How would he do that?’
Tom pursed his lips, shook his head sadly, and again looked for a moment like a much older man. ‘Difficult, without the willing acceptance of the big cheese. He could offer to put up capital, when he sees the firm is short.’
Jason shook his head decisively. ‘He couldn’t do that. The firm is in perpetual need of capital, but he isn’t in a position to provide it.’
‘Then his only option seems to be to persuade the owner that he is so integral to the firm’s development that he deserves greater recognition, in the form of a partnership.’
‘And if that doesn’t work?’
Tom Bowles grinned. ‘He could try twisting his employer’s arm. Tell the boss that he’d take his valuable labour elsewhere unless he got more recognition, in the shape of a share of the ownership. But he’d need to be very confident he was indispensable before he risked that. A friend of mine tried it and was looking for a new job the next day.’
‘I’ll pass on what you say,’ said Jason glumly.
‘I must be on my way,’ said Tom Bowles with a glance at his watch. ‘All the best in the next round of the knockout.’
‘Thanks, Tom. And all the best in the new job and at Sunningdale.’
The bar was quiet at this time. Jason Knight bought himself another drink and sat quietly for a while, digesting the results of their discussion. He told himself not to be disappointed – this was surely what he had expected to hear. He had already known in his heart of hearts what the harsh facts of the situation were.
Martin Beaumont wasn’t an owner prepared to listen to reason, to share his power with the man who was steadily building it up for him. If Jason was going to get the share of the business he wanted, he was going to have to use more than mere reason. Something much harsher would be needed.



FOUR
Tom Ogden’s family had farmed this land for almost four hundred years – since the area had been rent by the civil war which had resulted in the death of Charles I and the brief rule of Lord Protector Cromwell.
Tom had watched the spread of Abbey Vineyards beside him with interest – farmers are conservative folk, and a completely new use of land always seems more risky to them than to anyone else. That interest changed first into a vague feeling of unease; this was rapidly followed by the outright apprehension which a small landowner always feels with the spread of a bigger and more prosperous neighbour. Yet Ogden had been glad to sell the highest and least productive part of his land to Martin Beaumont in the early days of the vineyard. The money had enabled Tom to convert the fertile lowland area of his farm to intensive cultivation. He had opted for a new life of his own which to him seemed quite daring enough.
Tom Ogden was now a strawberry farmer, with long rows of plastic cloches stretching away across his fields and an influx of foreign pickers at the height of the season. Both of these developments had brought opposition from different sectors of the local population. This opposition had been accorded full voice in the Gloucester Citizen, which had many pages to fill each evening and was delighted to fan local controversy. The issue had then been taken up by local radio, and had even featured on Central Television news. Tom Ogden had been uncomfortable in the face of such publicity, but had affected to treat it with the sturdy indifference farmers customarily accorded to aesthetes and townies.
Tom now had half his fields converted to the increasingly popular ‘Pick Your Own’ option for his strawberries. People came out from the towns and villages of Herefordshire and Gloucestershire to pick his produce, often treating the expedition as a family outing. They had caused a little damage at first with their clumsy fingers and clumsier feet, but Tom had soon learned to limit that. The important thing was that they paid almost as much for his strawberries as the retail price in the shops, and far more than he could get from the markets or supermarkets. Children in particular tended to eat energetically whilst they picked, but Tom treated that as a necessary but minor evil, to be set against the lower overheads of selling on site. He was delighted with his profits, whilst his customers enjoyed the warm glow brought by physical exertion and then the flavour of strawberries which could not have been fresher.
On this bright April day, Tom Ogden was looking over the bent backs of his workers, as they weeded the rows and nourished the promising green fruits with a little fertilizer. He imagined the summer scene here, when he would be listening to children’s shrill cries to their parents, and congratulating himself on taking what had seemed an adventurous step into this new area of farming.
Ogden went out into the field and exchanged a few words with ‘Spot’ Wheeler, his foreman. No one, not even the man himself, was sure how he had acquired his soubriquet. He was Henry on his birth certificate, but he had answered to Spot for so long that no one knew any other forename for him. Spot had rarely ventured outside Herefordshire and had an accent far stronger than even Tom’s very noticeable one, so that any Englishman from more than fifty miles away found his speech difficult to follow. Yet, in some strange combination of sign and sound argot, which perhaps even he could not have explained, Spot managed to communicate effectively with the variety of mainly Eastern European workers who came each year to work in the strawberry fields.
Tom Ogden always enjoyed talking to Spot, feeling an affinity with a man who had the same roots as he had, whose family had worked the land as his had for hundreds of years. Though neither of them would have acknowledged it or voiced it, the bond between them was sealed by a sense of rank. Spot Wheeler accepted his lower station as labourer and now supervisor of labour as unthinkingly as Tom accepted his role as owner of the land and thus master of his workers’ destiny.
Spot gave his employer a brief report on the progress of cultivation and directed two of his newest workers to a new area with a series of guttural sounds; they nodded and bent anew to their work with the forks. Tom scratched his head, then shook it once again in happy wonderment at his foreman’s ability to communicate with his workforce.
It was at that moment that a cloud fell across his world. It was a metaphorical cloud, for the day was golden still with a steady sun, but a cloud nonetheless. Spot Wheeler said suddenly, ‘That chap be ’ere again, Mr Ogden,’ and Tom turned to see a figure outlined against the sun at the entrance to his fields. It looked to him for a moment like some great bird of prey, black and ominous against the sky.
‘I don’t know why. I’ve told him often enough there’s nothing for him here,’ said Ogden, turning his steps reluctantly towards the interloper.
‘Wonderful day, Tom!’ said Martin Beaumont, when Ogden got within ten yards of him. He forced the farmer to fall into step with him, turning his path along the edge of the strawberry fields. Tom had been intending to lead him quickly back to the exit and his car. ‘At least the sun and this southerly wind are fine for vineyards. I expect you’d like a little more rain to swell your strawberries. Temperamental crop, I believe. I shouldn’t like to rely on them for a living.’
Ogden resisted the farmer’s temptation to agree about the weather. It was one of the modern jokes that no season was ever exactly right for the farmer, but he did not wish to agree anything with this man. He said gruffly, ‘Nothing like as temperamental as vines, I should think.’
‘Oh, they’re much less difficult than most people imagine, once you get the hang of viniculture. Everyone else is moaning about global warning, but it’s helping us. And we’ve diversified as we’ve developed, you see, Tom. We’ve got quite a variety of grapes now, so that something’s pretty well bound to do well, even in a difficult season. One of the secrets of success in the agricultural industry, diversification. Now that I’ve got used to diversity, I shouldn’t like to be dependent on a single crop for my livelihood.’ He looked sideways over the long rows of plastic cloches and the bent backs of workers in the open areas beyond them. ‘Must be pretty labour-intensive, strawberries. Not a good thing, nowadays, with men likely to let you down the moment they get a better offer.’
‘We’ve got autumn raspberries as well as strawberries. And I don’t have difficulties with labour. The recession’s made people glad of a job. It’s true it was difficult to get workers, a couple of years ago, but I can pick and choose a bit now.’
‘Really?’ Beaumont let his elaborate surprise slide into a grin. ‘Better not let the Citizen know that, eh, Tom? They’ll be saying you should get rid of these cheap-labour foreigners and employ local labour!’
‘If they do, I’ll know where their information’s come from, won’t I?’
Beaumont made an elaborate show of looking hurt. ‘Oh, it wouldn’t be me, Tom. I’m your friendly neighbour, aren’t I? But there are always plenty of people ready to make trouble for us chaps who provide the work, aren’t there?’
‘These men work hard all day and earn their money. I’ve no complaints about them.’
‘I’ll bet you haven’t. Slave labour without union rates. We’d all like a bit of that!’
‘They’re not slaves and they’re properly paid. It’s none of your business, anyway, Beaumont.’
‘Could be, Tom. Could be. In a roundabout sort of way, of course. I’m still willing to pay a good price for your land, you see. Should be music in your ears, that, with the worst recession for eighty years gathering pace, and the price of agricultural land steadily dropping.’
‘The recession’s helping my business. More people are prepared to pick their own, in a recession.’ Tom felt himself being drawn into an argument he had never intended to have.
‘You’d get a higher price from me than from anyone else, Tom. You’re lucky in that your land would fit neatly into my estate, as I’ve explained to you before. Our vineyards could span the valley nicely, if we took this little tongue of land in, so I’m still prepared to offer you the price I offered last year. That might not be the case for much longer, though.’
Ogden glanced from right to left. Beyond his land, all he could see was Abbey vineyards. His strawberry farm was an obstinate, alien wedge in Beaumont’s empire. ‘My family were farming this land for centuries before Abbey bloody Vineyards was even thought of, Beaumont! And we’ll be here long after you’ve gone.’
Martin allowed himself a leisurely snigger, well aware that his derision was only increasing Ogden’s fury. ‘Oh, I doubt that, Tom, I really do! In fact, I doubt it so much that I’m prepared to say definitely here and now that it won’t happen.’
‘If you get your hands on these fields, it will be over my dead body!’
‘Oh, let’s not get all dramatic about it, Tom. We’re talking as two friendly neighbours. At the moment, I’m prepared to do you a favour and take over your land at an excellent price. I should hate it if that situation had to change.’
‘I’ve said all I’ve got to say. You’re wasting your time here, Beaumont, and I don’t want to see you again!’
‘Spreading alarm among the workers, am I?’ Martin took a leisurely look towards the distant, diligent men in the valley below them, and saw Spot Wheeler watching them curiously. ‘Perhaps some of them are a little more realistic about the situation than their employer.’
‘They’re no more interested in you and your schemes than I am.’ Ogden turned his back ostentatiously upon his unwelcome visitor.
‘I just hope no one causes trouble for you, Tom. Be a shame if they did.’
Ogden whirled back to face him, his weather-beaten face puce now with rage. ‘And what the hell do you mean by that?’
‘I was just thinking this would be a bad time for some mischief-maker to start moaning to the Citizen again about you employing foreign labour when Englishmen are losing their jobs all over the locality. Just as we move towards the height of your season, I mean. It would be a real shame if some person like that encouraged people to boycott your fields, now that you’ve made yourself dependent upon the pick-your-own clientele.’
‘If that happens, I’ll know where to come looking for the culprit.’
‘Oh, it wouldn’t come from me, Tom, anything like that. I’m hurt that you should think it might. I’m a friendly neighbour, remember. But you can’t prevent people talking, and once someone like the Citizen or Radio Gloucester chooses to offer those voices a wider public, it’s surprising how things can build up. Mass hysteria, someone called it to me the other day. Still, we’ll hope it doesn’t come to that, won’t we? It would be such a shame if you had to sell your land on a falling market.’
Tom Ogden wanted to seize him by the throat, to wipe that silly, gloating smile off his face and see panic there instead. He thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his trousers, felt the fists already formed and trembling. ‘Get off my land, Beaumont! Get off before I throw you off!’
‘I’ll go, I’ll go!’ The viniculturist held up his hands in mock horror. ‘I can see you’re not in the mood to listen to reason, Tom. That’s a pity, from your point of view as well as mine.’
Beaumont left his words hanging as a threat in the soft spring sunshine and walked unhurriedly towards his Jaguar. He looked over his neighbour’s land as he went and smiled an anticipatory smile.



FIVE
It was a quiet Monday morning in Oldford police station. There had been the usual drunken brawls in the centre of Gloucester on Saturday night and the usual half dozen ‘domestics’, involving more personal violence. The usual number of youngsters between thirteen and eighteen had left home without any notice of their plans or destination; they would now become official Missing Persons and be added to that melancholy register of misery.
There was nothing of great interest to CID here, and certainly nothing to excite the attention of Detective Chief Superintendent John Lambert, who was in danger of becoming bored. He had made his usual report to the chief constable. He had written up his comments on CID officers who were due for their career assessments. He had even made out a detailed case to those faceless financial controllers for the maintenance of his overtime budget, which had not been fully used in the last quarter.
He was fully up to date with his paperwork, a situation which the experienced members of his team recognized as a dangerous one: a bored Lambert asked the questions which a busy one thought far too petty for him. He was roaming the CID area and taking an unhealthy interest in detail. He had even approached Detective Inspector Chris Rushton for instructions in the mysteries of computer science, bravely asserting that old police dogs needed to learn new tricks, if they were to keep abreast with the criminals of the modern technological world.
Rushton found that the chief superintendent knew more than he admitted about the possibilities of the computer, which was a little disturbing. Chris was happier with his picture of the chief as a dinosaur in the modern police world, the chief super who was not happy as others were to direct the investigation of serious crime from behind his desk. The senior man who still insisted on getting out to confront those nearest to the offence and make his own judgements upon them. Yet this morning Lambert was filing away useful information from his discussions with Rushton on how best to use HOLMES, the national police file on serious crime and serious criminals.
Lambert also gave Rushton an item for the station news bulletin:
Detective Sergeant Bert Hook has graduated as BA with second class honours (division one) in the Open University degree for which he has been studying in his own time for the last six years. He deserves our heartiest congratulations on this very considerable achievement. Bert has informed his senior officers that it is not his intention to look for accelerated promotion through the graduate recruitment scheme!
Chris Rushton smiled at the idea of stolid, reliable Bert Hook joining the fresh-faced and eager young graduates on the accelerated promotion scheme. He was prepared to agree now that Bert knew more about police work than most of these youngsters would ever learn. It had not always been so: Chris had felt at a moral disadvantage with Bert because he knew the older man had turned down the prospect of promotion to inspector years ago, because he preferred his work as a detective sergeant at the crime-face. It is almost unknown for policemen to turn down the chance of higher rank, and although Bert never broadcast the fact, and few people were aware of it, the considerably younger and newly promoted Chris Rushton had felt uncomfortable in the face of such integrity.
Hook himself had been in court that morning, sturdily resisting the attempts of a clever young defence barrister to trip him up and cast doubt upon his evidence. The Crown Prosecution Service had secured its conviction and Bert was back in the police canteen at lunch. He found himself much more embarrassed than he had been in court by the police banter about this new Einstein within their midst. Policemen, even sometimes quite senior policemen, feel more threatened by intellectuals than those in any other calling. When, as in Bert’s case, a degree was accompanied almost uniquely by many years of solid work and achievement in feeling collars and putting dangerous men and the occasional woman behind bars, they did not know quite how to react. There was genuine admiration behind all the routine banter and the comments on this new professor in the Oldford ranks.
Lambert seized him during the afternoon and took him into his own office, where he produced the bottle of whisky which rarely left the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet and insisted upon a celebratory toast with his old colleague and friend. ‘I never doubted you could do it intellectually, Bert. I just wondered whether your resolution would hold, with the crazy hours we sometimes work and a family growing up around you.’
‘The boys have been a stimulus really, I suppose,’ said Bert. ‘Once I’d started, I could hardly give up, in the face of all their comments. And of course, Eleanor’s been marvellous. I couldn’t have done it without her looking after the kids for long hours on her own, as well as encouraging me whenever it seemed too high a cliff to scale. I expect it’s Eleanor who’s blown the gaff on me now. I didn’t expect to come into a station which was throbbing with the news.’
‘You can blame me for that. I’m the one who told Chris to put it in the station information bulletin. The grapevine then relays it pretty quickly, especially on a quiet Monday like this. You might as well bask in a little glory whilst it’s there to be had. You know it will be the centre of gossip for about two days, until something more salacious like an officer’s divorce takes over.’
‘I suppose I have Eleanor to thank for you knowing about it.’
‘Christine asked her outright over the weekend. You know what wives are like. You wouldn’t have wanted Eleanor to lie, would you?’
‘I suppose not. And as you say, it’s probably better to get all the jokes out of the way at once. It won’t last.’
‘We could do with a good juicy murder to get everyone’s attention back on the things that matter. Not that one wishes ill upon any of the honest citizens who pay our wages, of course.’ Despite this routine denial, both of them felt the familiar CID men’s lust for a crime that would fully occupy their predatory minds.
On the Thursday of that week, Sarah Vaughan had an attentive audience and was riding upon the adrenalin which came from it. These people were enthusiasts for wine and the work of producing it, anxious to hear what she had to say about the short history of the industry here and the grapes which had been most successful.
This was the second tour she had led this week and probably about her sixteenth during the year. She was confident enough now to take the pulse of an audience. She no longer spoke too quickly in her nervousness, as she was sure she had done when she had begun this work. She hadn’t watched her audience’s faces as she spoke in those early days. Now she not only smiled back in response to their friendliness, but even made the odd joke which she knew had succeeded before. The trick was to make the joke seem spontaneous, not carefully calculated or rehearsed.
There were a lot of questions at the end of the tour, which she took to be a sign of its success. When she was answering questions about the new reds, she let it drop that they had high hopes of the grape in question and that they were taking a low mark-up on last year’s vintage to get the brand established. Two bargain-conscious wine-fanciers among her audience promptly went into the shop and bought cases of red, under the approving eye of Gerry Davies.
It was four thirty when she finished the tour. As usual, she found herself quite tired once the audience had gone and she was alone in her small office. There was a lot of nervous tension involved in being on show before a live audience. She was learning to enjoy the tension, to relish the need to be on her toes in the face of a constantly changing clientele, but it was tiring nonetheless. She had done practice presentations years ago as part of her Business Studies degree, but it was not until this last year that she had undertaken the real thing. It gave her a kick to find that she was reasonably proficient as a communicator, and getting better with practice. She smiled to herself: that was the kind of verdict she might have had from her tutor on the degree all those years ago.
There wasn’t much of the working day left. Sarah decided she might allow herself the luxury of an early departure, then remembered that she had taken her car in for a service that morning. She rang the garage and found that the Honda was ready for collection. Gerry Davies would give her a lift into Ross-on-Wye to pick it up, though it would be a good hour yet before he would be ready to leave. But she’d better go across to the shop and tell him that she needed a lift.
She was halfway across the little courtyard when a vehicle drew up at her side, so silently that it made her start with surprise. A glance sideways reassured her; it was Martin Beaumont’s 3.8 blue Jaguar. The window beside her slid softly down and her boss said, ‘Can I give you a lift anywhere? I see your car isn’t here today.’
‘No, it’s in for service at Ross. But Gerry Davies will give me a lift – it’s almost on his route home.’
‘No need to bother him – he won’t be off for another hour, will he, whereas I can take you now.’
She wondered whether to say that she had work to do, couldn’t leave early. It was such an obvious tactic to impress the boss with her work ethic that someone as shrewd as Martin Beaumont would surely see through it. So she said, ‘If you’re sure it’s no trouble,’ and slid gratefully on to the leather passenger seat beside the owner of Abbey Vineyards.
He’d seen her making the tour, had noted the animation of her audience, and now commented approvingly upon it. He didn’t miss much, the boss, as she’d quickly realized when she came here to work for him. He said suddenly, ‘It’s good to see you in a skirt for a change. All the attractive women seem to wear trousers nowadays.’
‘I usually wear a skirt or a dress for the tours, unless it’s cold and blustery. The public seem to like it.’
‘I’m sure they do, when they see legs as attractive as yours, Sarah.’
She was mildly shocked and a little amused. Employers weren’t supposed to make comments like that to their female staff nowadays, though she supposed she should regard herself as out of the working environment at this stage of the day.
As if he read her thoughts, Beaumont said, ‘Of course, I wouldn’t pass compliments like that at work, but we’ve finished for the day now, haven’t we? And they are very attractive legs!’
She couldn’t think of a suitable light-hearted rejoinder. She was willing him not to deliver any more clichés. She resisted the temptation to pull her skirt down a little further over the fifteen denier tights beneath it and said, ‘You won’t say that in a few years, when the varicose veins begin to take over.’
They both laughed at that and he said gallantly, ‘I can’t imagine you with varicose veins, Sarah Vaughan!’
‘Age catches up with all of us, in the end, doesn’t it?’ She had learned to bandy clichés with the best of them, she thought wryly. ‘I’m thirty-three already, and I expect the next ten years will fly past even more quickly than the last.’ It seemed to her a good moment to remind him that she was not some inexperienced ingénue who would be flattered by the attention of the boss, even though he was probably only engaging in a little harmless flirting.
‘No one would think you were in your thirties,’ he said gallantly, swinging the Jaguar round a long left-hand bend. ‘Every time I see you I think what an attractive woman you are.’
‘I think we should change the subject now,’ she said firmly. For the first time, she felt a vague fear, not that anything dire was going to happen, but that she was going to have an embarrassing few minutes. He had taken the B road, she noticed, the old road into Ross rather than the M50. Nothing wrong with that; it was the shorter, if not the quicker, way. But she would rather have been on a route which carried more traffic; this road was hardly used at all since the motorway had become available.
Beaumont said nothing for a full two minutes, so that she hoped he had seen there was nothing in this for him; hopefully, he was thinking, as she was, about being mildly embarrassed when they met at work the next day.
Then, abruptly, he swung the big car into the deserted parking space beside the old road. ‘It’s time we had a little talk,’ he said.
‘Just drive me into Ross as you promised to do, please,’ Sarah said primly.
The speed of his movement caught her by surprise. He flung himself suddenly across her. His hand clutched her shoulder and he kissed her clumsily, holding her lips against his until she managed to twist her mouth away from him. His breath was hot and damp in her ear. ‘You must be able to see what you do to a man, you little minx,’ he muttered. ‘Parading yourself up and down at the vineyard, twitching your hips as though you don’t know what you’re doing.’
She felt as though she had got herself involved in a bad play. He surely could not be saying these things. She felt the panic of claustrophobia which she had known when she was a child, pinned to the floor by other children. Her seat belt was still fastened, and there was no way she could release it with this great bear of a man leaning on her like this. She tried to bring her knee up between his legs, to slam it into his balls the way the self-defence manuals taught you to resist, but his leg was splayed across her, pinning her own thighs to the seat. ‘Let me go! Get your fucking hands off me!’ she shouted into his face.
She did not know where the word had come from: it was one she hadn’t used in years. Her voice, harsh and grating with panic, seemed to have come from someone else. The smell of his aftershave crammed itself into her nose and her mouth, making her want to retch. Past the edge of his head, she could see a low wall, a field, bright green beneath the still steady sun and dotted with black and white cows, an innocent world which seemed to exist but be far beyond her reach.
His hand was on her knee now, trying to lift her skirt, the thick fingers sliding higher even as she tried to prise them off. ‘You’re not as innocent and wide-eyed as you pretend you are, young Sarah. You’re a mature woman, like you said. You know what life’s about and you’re up for it really, however much you try to come the nun.’
Sarah managed at last to get her left arm free from under him, to bring it up and get a handful of the hair at the back of his head. She twisted her fingers to secure her grip, then tugged as hard as she could, bringing a scream and a clutch of obscenities from the mouth that was now six inches above her face and full of pain as well as lust. She was sure afterwards that it was the sight of that pain which gave her strength. She twisted abruptly sideways, brought the knee which still had his hand upon it up between his legs, bringing a new gasp of pain from him as he yelled, ‘You bitch! You crazy bitch!’
She had the door of the car open as he clutched himself, but she was not quick enough with the unfamiliar catch on the safety belt. She was still fumbling with it when he clutched her arm with both of his hands, shouting, ‘Stay where you are! If you don’t want it, don’t have it, you bitch! I’ll drop you off at the garage in Ross as promised. You can keep your hand on your precious halfpenny!’
He reached across her, pulled shut the door she had managed to open. Sarah was still fumbling with the wretched safety-belt clasp. He restarted the engine, revving it furiously in his confusion, then moved out of the lay-by and back on to the road. They had ridden a good mile before his breathing steadied and he spoke. ‘You can’t blame me for trying. You’re an attractive woman, Sarah.’
‘I can blame you for forcing yourself upon me, when I quite plainly didn’t want it.’
‘Sometimes women like to play hard to get. Sometimes a little resistance is just part of the game.’
‘I don’t believe that. I certainly don’t accept that I didn’t make my feelings very plain to you.’
He didn’t come back with any reply to that. Perhaps he knew that she was right. They were off the old road, running into the outskirts of Ross now, and there was other traffic around them. She reached for her bag, fumbled for her comb. He reached up and pulled down the sun visor in front of her, said with an attempt at his normal voice, ‘There’s a mirror on the back of that.’
She ran the comb through her hair, resisted the temptation to reach for her lipstick and restore her make-up. Somehow that would have been condoning his action, accepting it as no more than a harmless romantic sally rather than the ugly attack it had been.
As if Martin Beaumont sensed what was in her mind, he said, ‘It was just a pass at you that failed, that’s all, Sarah. You must have dealt with a lot of those in your time. Don’t make it more than it was.’
He was telling her not to make the mistake of taking this further, that this would be his story and that she had no witnesses to help her to establish that it had been anything more than that. Sarah Vaughan wanted to tell him that it had been something much bigger and much uglier than a simple pass. Passes were something callow young men did when they were seeking a kiss; not attacks mounted by an ageing roué who was trying to assert the power of company ownership. All this flashed through her mind, though she was not able to put it into words until much later.
They were running into the forecourt of the garage where her car awaited her now, so she said nothing at all. She did not even look at him again, but slid quickly from the Jaguar’s leather and moved into the office area of the garage without a backward glance.



SIX
Alistair Morton hadn’t given up the idea of murder. Indeed, every time that Martin Beaumont denied him the share in the business he had promised, it seemed a more attractive option. It was true that in the cold light of day murder didn’t seem as easy a proposition as it did when you dreamed of it alone in your armchair in the hour after midnight, but he was still convinced that if you planned it properly the crime was eminently possible.
Sometimes you needed to fan the flames of your hatred, to convince yourself anew of how badly the man was treating you. At the end of April, two months after he had first entertained the delicious notion of ridding the world of Martin Beaumont, Alistair elected to set his grievances before the boss again. You couldn’t be fairer than that, surely? Giving the man a final chance to redeem himself before you proceeded with your plans against him was more than fair.
Had Alistair not been a secretive sort of man, he might have shared his thoughts with someone else. But Morton had a wife who lived her own life and no children. There was no one to tell him that his thinking might be a little unbalanced.
 He presented himself at precisely ten o’clock for the meeting he had arranged with the owner of Abbey Vineyards. Exactly on time as usual, as Beaumont observed with a slightly mocking smile. Alistair accepted the boss’s offer to sit in the chair in front of the big desk. He didn’t see how he could do anything else, though he really wanted to stand toe to toe and challenge the man, not go through the rituals of a polite exchange.
‘What can I do for you, Alistair?’ Beaumont had that formal smile which Morton now saw as very false.
‘You can honour your promises!’ said Alistair. He had wanted it to be the harshest of challenges, cutting through the fripperies of polite exchanges. Somehow it sounded rather feeble in this large, quiet room, with its big framed photograph of the Malvern Hills, which always seemed to remind him of man’s impermanence in this ancient landscape.
‘And what would you mean by that?’ Beaumont hadn’t lost his surface affability; the meaningless smile remained glued to his face. But he was on his guard now, Alistair had no doubt about that. He looked beyond Morton, out through the big window to where Sarah Vaughan had just driven her Honda into the car park. Beaumont was glad to note her arrival; he had feared when she was not here at nine o’clock as usual that she might be planning some retribution for yesterday’s little incident.
Alistair glanced at the photograph of Beaumont standing alone beside their first tractor, hoping that the man in the big, round-backed leather chair would follow his look and his thoughts. ‘I worked for practically nothing for you in the early days.’
Beaumont raised his eyebrows. This was familiar ground to him, but he had prepared his tactics. He would pretend that Morton’s renewed accusations were a disappointment to him, a revival of an argument he thought he’d already settled. ‘We all worked hard to get things off the ground. We can all look back to the sacrifices we had to make to get the show on the road. And equally, we can all be proud of the progress we have made since those early days.’ They were the opening words of a press handout he had given to one of the glossy magazines three months ago, but he doubted whether this man would have read that article.
Morton wished the big man would just shut up and let him state his case. He followed the movement of Beaumont’s lips, but as the man went on with his bluster he heard less and less of what he said. Eventually he interrupted him. ‘I worked for almost nothing for you for five years at the beginning. Found and exploited every loophole which a new business could exploit, got you allowances you’d never have dreamed of for yourself. Even cut one or two corners for you, to make sure that every penny could be ploughed back into development.’
Beaumont grinned, happy to show how little he was affected by the man’s earnestness. ‘Careful now, Alistair. We wouldn’t want you to go admitting to any little peccadilloes that might get you struck off, would we? Do they unfrock accountants, or is that just randy vicars?’
Alistair found his voice rising to a shout in the face of this derision. ‘Just shut up, will you, and listen to what I’m saying. I worked for peanuts for at least the first five years when we started this. That was on the clear understanding that I would eventually become a partner and a director of the enterprise.’
‘Not my recollection, I’m afraid. I seem to remember we’ve had this discussion before. I was hoping we’d agreed to differ and get on with our different tasks. Not good for any business to be running a divided ship, is it? Or am I mixing my metaphors there?’ Beaumont frowned and shook his head, as if a proper literary style was at that moment pre-eminent among his objectives.
‘You know as well as I do what was agreed. I was to become a partner in the business as soon as it proved itself a going concern.’
‘Let other people take all the risks until the business was a guaranteed success, you mean? That hardly seems a likely arrangement for a businessman like me to make, does it?’
There was an awful sort of logic about that. Alistair could see him arguing that line with a third party and sounding very convincing. He said doggedly, ‘You know and I know what was agreed.’
Martin Beaumont raised the bushy eyebrows on his wide face as high as they would go, making him look to Morton like a caricature of outraged innocence. ‘It seems we remember things rather differently, Alistair, which is a great pity. Have you anything in writing to support this strange recollection of our relationship during the early years of the company?’
‘You know damned well I haven’t!’ Alistair sought hopelessly for some external evidence to endorse him. ‘My wife remembers it. I gave more and more of my time to your affairs, as the vineyard got off the ground. Worked day and night, sometimes. The other work I scraped together as a freelancer scarcely provided a living wage. We depended on her work as a secretary to survive.’
That oily, ridiculous smile was back on Beaumont’s hated features. ‘Scarcely the most objective of witnesses, a wife. I’m sure that as an experienced financial man you’d readily agree with that, Alistair.’
Morton leaned forward, planting his fingers desperately on the edge of the big desk in front of him. ‘We didn’t think we needed anything in writing, in those early, enthusiastic days. Leastways, you didn’t. And I was foolish enough to let you convince me that we didn’t.’
Beaumont looked at the fingers clasping the other side of his desk for a moment, as if studying with interest the movements of some small mammal. Then he said, ‘It doesn’t really sound like the conduct of a man trained in finance, does it, Alistair? A trained accountant, whose first watchword must surely be prudence? I can’t think that anyone like that would have been party to some wildcat scheme which involved him giving his valuable time and labour for nothing, in exchange for some vague promise of jam in the future. I ask you, does it sound likely behaviour for an accountant, even to you? Do you think you’ve made out the sort of case which would convince any kind of mediator we might choose to bring in to resolve the issue? I don’t think so, and neither will you if you give the matter some sober reflection.’
‘It’s over twenty years ago. I was a young man then, and you had enthusiasm and the gift of the gab. You sold me the notion of developing our own firm, of being our own bosses. You had a certain amount of capital to set up the company, I had the necessary financial skills to set it on the right lines and guide it through the early years. You know and I know what we agreed. I’m simply giving you the chance to honour that agreement, even at this belated stage.’
‘I’m afraid we must agree to differ on this one, Alistair. I think you would agree that you are handsomely paid for your present services to the company. I suppose we might stretch to another thousand or so, if it would resolve your difficulties.’
‘I’m not arguing about my present remuneration. I’m telling you that I shouldn’t be on a salary at all. I should be taking my part in formulating the policies of the company and receiving my share of the profits.’
‘Cloud cuckoo land, I’m afraid, Alistair. Somewhere along the line – somewhere well in the past now – you’ve picked up the idea that I made silly promises to you about the future of my company. The sooner you dispense with that idea, the better for you as well as for everyone else concerned. I’m happy with the way you advise on the present financial status and problems of the company, and am content to pay you well for that. I should hate it if I had to look for a new head of finance. If you persist with these unreal ideas, I may be left with no alternative but to do that.’ He made an elaborate ploy of looking at his watch. ‘And now, unless you have any more relevant ideas for me to consider, I think we should both get on with our working days.’
Alistair Morton offered him a look of molten anger, which lost all meaning when he found he was being coolly ignored in favour of the contents of a folder on Beaumont’s desk. He left without another word and put the ‘Engaged’ sign up on the door of his own, smaller office.
There he sat alone with his humiliation for a good twenty minutes. He had gone into the man’s office with the intention of issuing an ultimatum. Both of them had known perfectly well what Beaumont had promised in those early, pioneering days. But the older man had chosen once again to refuse him, to patronize him, not only to deny him justice but to reject him with contempt. He had even closed with a threat about his present post.
Well, he had given Martin Beaumont his final chance to offer him justice. It was surely now time to consider how he might translate his idea of murder into a practical plan of action.
Had Alistair Morton but known it, there was another person, not at present on the site of Abbey Vineyards, who felt almost as violently towards its owner as he did.
Vanda North was wondering what her next move against Beaumont should be. She wasn’t going to confront him again and risk more humiliation. It was clear to her that he was not going to relent. She had taken all the relevant papers to her lawyer a week ago and this morning she was going to consult him. She parked her car in the multi-storey car park in Gloucester and forced her unwilling steps towards the lawyer’s office in Westgate.
Lawyers were not among Vanda’s favourite people. She preferred callings more adventurous, less cautious, less pessimistic about the human condition and the way it made people behave. Lawyers, and solicitors in particular, were in Vanda North’s view a necessary evil rather than people she would willingly consort with. But she had to admit that there were some situations in which they and their professional opinions were very necessary.
James Dolby complied with all her notions about the legal profession. He was approaching sixty; his straight grey hair was cut short at back and sides and immaculately parted. He was smartly dressed in an extremely conservative way, with the creases in his pinstriped trousers complemented by an immaculate white shirt and a dark blue tie. As he rose and greeted her with old-fashioned politeness, he looked to Vanda like a man who had never taken a chance in his life. The next twenty minutes were to reinforce that view, as James Dolby made it eminently clear that he saw the primary function of lawyers as being to protect their clients from undertaking any sort of risk.
Dolby had the copy of the agreement his client had signed twelve years ago with Martin Beaumont. He waited until Vanda was seated opposite him and the door of his private office was closed, then looked down with unconcealed distaste at the document. ‘May I ask who was your legal adviser when this agreement was drawn up, Ms North?’
Vanda felt like an impulsive sixth-former called before the headmistress as she said, ‘I don’t think I had any legal advice at all on the terms of the agreement.’ She watched him nod sadly several times, then felt she must break the silence with which he reinforced his disapproval of such wanton rashness. ‘I realize now that I was rather foolish not to have it vetted.’
Dolby renewed his nodding at this. He turned over first one page and then a second, winced a little at what he saw there and said at last, ‘Rather foolish is putting it mildly I’m afraid, Ms North.’
‘I was too trusting of the major partner in the business. I realize that now.’
He nodded his agreement, almost eagerly, she thought.
‘I’m afraid our wide experience of human conduct makes us lawyers rather cynical, Ms North. It’s a sad thing, but we have to advise people against being too trusting.’
‘Yes. I understand now that I should have tempered trust with a little healthy suspicion.’
He winced a little at the aggression of the word. ‘We wouldn’t see it as suspicion, of course. We would prefer to use the term discretion.’
Vanda shrugged her shoulders hopelessly. How could she explain to a man like this the excesses induced by an overwhelming sexual attraction? She had signed this hideous tract at the height of her passion for Martin Beaumont, very probably after an intense session between the sheets. It was a lover’s concession, a lover’s declaration of trust, a lover’s assurance to a man who held her in thrall that she trusted him with the rest of her life, that she did not need dry legal agreements when she was throwing in her lot with him. How could she ever make this dry stick of a man, this Dickensian caricature of legal caution, understand a vulnerability which at this distance she could no longer understand herself?
She reminded herself sternly that she was paying this man handsomely for his services, that there was really no reason why she should slip into the role of chastened schoolgirl. ‘I realize now that I should have taken legal advice at the time, that I was very foolish not to do so. What I want to know is whether I have left myself any room at all for manoeuvre.’
James Dolby nodded his acknowledgement of the query, then looked once again at the brief document and shook his head sadly. ‘Very little room at all, I fear. May I ask how good your present relationship with the senior partner in this enterprise is?’ He made a great show of turning back to the beginning of the document, though she was certain he knew perfectly well by this time the name he was seeking. ‘This Martin Beaumont.’
She suddenly wanted to shock this paragon of respectability, this moving statue of decorum. ‘At the time when this agreement was drawn up, I was sleeping with Martin Beaumont. He was rogering me daily and I was thoroughly enjoying it, Mr Dolby. I’m afraid my feelings at the time affected my judgement, as you can see all too easily from what is in front of you.’
He was disappointingly unruffled. He raised the grey legal eyebrow the merest fraction, then nodded his head. ‘I wondered if something of the kind was involved. You did not strike me as the sort of woman who would normally tolerate something like this.’
Vanda supposed that was meant as a compliment. He knew more about the way life worked than she had given him credit for. She had a distressing image of a pinkly naked James Dolby, standing with a lascivious smile at the foot of her bed and launching himself upon her with a most unlawyerlike bellow of ‘Geronimo!’. It was most disconcerting. She told herself sternly that she must banish this most unsuitable of pictures, but it was vivid enough to rear its unwelcome head at various moments during the rest of her day. She said as steadily as she could, ‘I acknowledge now that I was a fool, and I don’t want you to pull any punches to save my feelings. What I need to know is whether this agreement is of any use to me at all at this moment.’
‘Do I take it that your feelings for this gentleman are no longer so . . . er, warm?’
‘You do indeed. I would willingly put a gun to his head, if I thought I could get away with it.’
Dolby held up a restraining hand. ‘You should not voice such thoughts, Ms North, even in jest.’ But a tiny smile played about the edge of his mouth as he spoke the words, and Vanda apprehended for the first time that he was quite enjoying the rituals of this little exchange. She had no idea whether she was pleased or outraged by this realization. Dolby enquired innocently, ‘And am I right in presuming that Mr Beaumont no longer retains intense and intimate feelings for you?’
‘We haven’t slept together for at least eight years. And you can see from what is in front of you that he never entertained intense feelings for me. I was infatuated with him and I persuaded myself that he felt the same way about me. I know now that that was wishful thinking, mere self-deception. The proof of that is in those pages you have in front of you.’
‘I’m afraid it is indeed, Ms North. Everything in this document is overwhelmingly to Mr Beaumont’s advantage. I can only assume that he prepared the agreement himself, with his own interests pre-eminent throughout.’
‘I agree. What I want to know from you is whether I have any hope of overturning some of those provisions which so obviously favour him.’
This time he looked genuinely rather than merely professionally disappointed for her. But perhaps that was just one of the skills lawyers developed to justify their fees, she thought. Dolby leaned forward earnestly and said, ‘My only hope was that the other party in this was favourably disposed towards you. Now that you have assured me that that is not the case, I’m afraid I have little comfort to offer you. You put £80,000 into Abbey Vineyards with no clear guarantee of any return. You own one sixth of the business, but with such strings attached that it is a highly illiquid asset. You cannot dispose of your share of the business, nor even withdraw your capital, without the full consent of the major partner.’
‘Which he steadfastly refuses to give me. Beaumont claims that under the terms of this agreement, my investment is made in perpetuity.’
‘Which it clearly is, in the terms agreed by you in this document. It is an eminently one-sided and unfair agreement, in my view, and we could go to law and challenge it on those grounds. The trouble is that you signed your full consent to all these clauses at that time, almost like a wife eager to support her husband’s enterprise. I fear that a plea of sexual infatuation is not one that is readily acceptable in English law. We might win, but I could not guarantee it and it would in any case be a costly business. If we lost, you see, the considerable legal costs of his defence might well be awarded to Mr Beaumont. In these circumstances, I could not recommend you to take this matter to court.’
‘That is what I feared you would say.’ Vanda flicked her short fair hair back over her forehead, resisting a sudden, unexpected wish to cry.
‘In my view, you are probably correct in your assumption that Mr Beaumont drafted this very unfair document himself. It does not have the stamp of a professional legal mind. In particular, it makes no mention of what happens to the business in the event of the demise of either partner, which is a most unusual omission.’
‘And what do you think might happen in such an event?’
He pursed his professional lips, a move which seemed to take considerably longer than the pursing of mere lay lips like Vanda’s. ‘I really couldn’t say. It would have the makings of a most interesting exploration by industrial lawyers. There are only two partners, and although you are much the junior one, I feel that in the event of either partner’s death, the other one would have a strong case for taking over the direction of the business, probably in conjunction with the heirs of the deceased.’
‘That is an interesting thought.’
James Dolby gave her his most genuine smile of the morning. ‘It is indeed. And in view of that, Ms North, I would urge you most strongly not to repeat publicly your sentiments about putting a gun to the gentleman’s head.’



SEVEN
Eleanor Hook put the official-looking envelope beside the box of cereal and waited patiently for her husband’s reaction. Bert slit the envelope with his knife, studied the single sheet of contents with an impassive face, then cast it aside. He said decisively, ‘Well, I shan’t be attending that.’
Eleanor picked up the discarded sheet and quickly digested its contents. She said with ominous, wifely certainty, ‘I think you should.’
‘It’s not my kind of thing. You know I don’t like being on show.’
‘This is one occasion when you should be. It’s a recognition of your achievement. A chance for your family to share in your triumph.’
‘You’re getting this out of proportion. It’s an Open University BA. That’s not a triumph. It’s a decent achievement, alongside hundreds of other people.’
‘It is a triumph,’ said Eleanor firmly. ‘Considering how you’ve had to study, fitting it in around a variable load of CID work, never being certain when you’d have time to work at this and when you wouldn’t, it’s a terrific achievement. I know that. The boys know that, for all their joking. We want to see the formal recognition of what you’ve achieved.’
As if responding to a cue, Jack and Luke made a robust entry at this point, sounding as usual like a regiment descending the stairs. ‘It’s all right for you to read that!’ said Eleanor, as her elder son seized on the letter, which had drifted to the floor.
‘Open University Graduation Ceremony, May the thirteenth,’ Jack announced to his brother.
‘Oh, great, Dad!’ said Luke enthusiastically. ‘Will we be able to photograph you wearing one of those daft hats?’
‘If you’re thinking of that comedian receiving an honorary doctorate at the University of Northampton,’ said his father testily, ‘I’m afraid I don’t qualify for anything so lofty or so freakish. I’m merely a Bachelor of Arts, not a doctor.’
‘A distinction which you have thoroughly earned, rather than one awarded for no academic achievement whatsoever,’ said Eleanor stoutly.
‘No daft hat?’ said Luke in undisguised disappointment.
‘No daft hat,’ said his father firmly.
‘Most of the graduates I’ve seen in pictures seem to have mortar boards,’ said Jack thoughtfully. ‘I think a mortar board on you might look quite daft enough for us.’
‘Not as good as bright green with a big tassel, though.’ Luke refused to be consoled. ‘Any chance of you going on to become a doctor, do you think, Dad?’
‘None whatsoever. The next graduates in this family will be you and Jack.’
‘Don’t rely on it, Dad. I fancy being an interesting drop-out,’ said Jack provocatively. ‘Stripped to the waist with a guitar, I should think. Driven to new heights of performance by banned substances.’ He eyed his mother surreptitiously, but for once she refused to be drawn by his lurid provocation.
‘If you want any breakfast, you’d better cease these ridiculous imaginings and get on with real life,’ Eleanor said firmly.
‘The local press will be interested in this,’ said young Luke with relish. ‘Sort of “Dull copper reveals hidden depths of scholarship” line.’
Jack’s eyes lit up. ‘You’re right, Luke. “Sherlock lurks within the village bobby” stuff. I’m sure you and I will get together some interesting copy for the media if we give our minds to it tonight. You got any plans to retire to the south coast and keep bees, Dad?’
‘None whatsoever. I’m going in to the station now to continue the task of keeping crime off our streets. Of making them safe for cheeky young scoundrels like you two!’
Jack nodded his fifteen-year-old approval. ‘Good on yer, Dad! You’d better think what you’re going to say to local radio, though. They’re sure to want an interview, after Luke and I have finished as your PR men. I should think television and the national press will be on to it pretty quickly, after we’ve made our first releases.’
‘If I hear that you’ve said a word to anyone, there’ll be trouble!’ said Bert, with as much menace as he could muster.
Eleanor followed him out to his car. ‘You’ve got to go to the graduation ceremony,’ she said firmly. ‘I know they like ribbing you, but those two lads will be as proud as Punch to see you get your degree.’
Gerry Davies was happy to see the Abbey Vineyards shop crowded with people on a Saturday morning. Weekends were usually their busiest time, as you would expect, but it was good to see that there was as yet little sign that the recession was affecting either the number of visitors or their rate of spending.
There had been almost from the start a pleasing mutual support between the shop and the restaurant, which now carried two AA Rosettes. People who bought wines and other offerings in the shop became aware of the restaurant, with its pleasantly spacious rooms and its splendid outlook over the slopes of vines and the wilder and more dramatic outlines of the Malvern Hills in the distance. It was difficult to imagine dining anywhere in the area with a better view, a point emphasized by the colour postcards they displayed and sold in the shop.
Equally, there was now substantial evidence that those who enjoyed their meal and its accompanying wines in the restaurant often returned to the shop in the weeks which followed, keen to buy the wines they had sampled and enjoyed with their excellent food. Gerry Davies had no culinary skills himself, but that made him only more appreciative of those of Jason Knight. They were two very different men, but they had worked well together from the outset. And, to Gerry’s secret surprise, they not only respected each other but enjoyed each other’s company.
Gerry’s father had been a Welsh miner in the Rhondda Valley in the years before Thatcher’s government had decided that Britain no longer needed its pits. Gerry had enjoyed the mixed benefits of a comprehensive education, then left school at sixteen to work in a steel works which had closed down when he was thirty-two. The closure had proved a blessing in disguise. After six weeks of the misery of unemployment and supporting a wife and two children on social security, he had obtained employment in a supermarket.
Initially he earned little more than he had been paid ‘on the social’. But Gerry had not only recovered his self-respect but revealed a talent for the retail trade hitherto unsuspected by himself as well as the world at large. Tesco had recognized this swiftly, and he had enjoyed three promotions before becoming manager of one of its new smaller outlets on a garage site. When thirteen years ago Martin Beaumont had been looking for a manager to expand the sales and the range of activities at the shop at Abbey Vineyards, he had shrewdly recognized in Davies a man of forty-four who had both achievement and further potential.
The entrepreneur who was the driving force behind Abbey Vineyards and the man who felt he still had something to prove had struck up an immediate, instinctive and productive relationship. Each was anxious to prove to a sceptical world that English wine had a bright and exciting future. In their different ways, both men were proving themselves. Both were therefore prepared not to count the hours they spent in pursuit of the development of the company into a more profitable enterprise.
There had been no destructive rivalry between them. Beaumont had been the entrepreneur content to make his savings, his working hours, his whole life dependent upon the success and prosperity of this enterprise. Davies had never aspired to be more than a trusted employee. He had devoted his loyalty and all of his newly discovered and newly recognized retail talents towards the commercial exploitation of British wine. Gerry Davies relished his confounding of a job market which had once deemed him unfit for employment. It gave him additional satisfaction to be making a successful career by steadily expanding the distribution of English wine. This was a product which more distinguished business heads than his had once dismissed as frivolous and thus unsaleable.
In a different way from those of Detective Sergeant Bert Hook, the wife and two boys of Gerry Davies were also at once surprised and delighted by the achievements of the head of the family. Gerry’s children were much older than Bert’s. They had gone to university and were carving out careers of their own, but they became steadily more admiring of their father’s achievements.
Gerry Davies had the ability to work productively and to mix socially with men with very different backgrounds from his own, and that too had been part of his continuing success at Abbey Vineyards. Jason Knight, the chef behind the success of the restaurant, was a very different man from Davies. Unusually among those of his calling, he had an excellent education, including a university degree. He was also well travelled and had an interest in business practice, which gave him very different thoughts about the future of Abbey Vineyards from those of Gerry Davies.
Yet the two men had got on well from the start. They had formed an excellent working relationship, being prepared to exchange ideas quite frankly and to heed and learn from the other’s very different experiences and expertise. From this had grown a genuine friendship, a relish of each other’s company and a concern for their interests and happiness. They moved easily within each other’s areas without either feeling in any way threatened.
Thus Gerry Davies was delighted to see Jason Knight come into the shop area, even at eleven thirty, the busiest time on a busy Saturday morning. The younger man waited patiently whilst Gerry helped an overworked assistant at the Dog’s Whiskers beer pump. Then he said quietly, ‘I’d like a word with you, Gerry.’
‘Sure. I’ll make myself free in a moment.’
‘A rather longer word. Want to run one or two ideas past you.’
Gerry was pleased to hear the jargon. He still found it difficult to believe that his working ideas could be considered valuable by senior and successful people like Jason Knight. But Jason didn’t do bullshit. He must genuinely have something to discuss; he wouldn’t just go through the motions to be tactful. ‘OK. When do you suggest?’
‘Can you do a late lunch in my little den? Say two o’clock?’ Jason had insisted on having his own small private retreat at the end of the kitchens away from the restaurant, where he could escape to save his sanity and keep his temper in those trying times which beset every chef, and Martin Beaumont had sensibly granted it to him.
The older man grinned. ‘Sure I can. I’ll let my staff have their breaks at civilized times. They’ll think I’m being unselfish, waiting until two.’
Gerry spent the next part of his morning persuading a hesitant lady in late middle age that she really would enjoy a bottle of their cheapest rosé. It took him slightly fewer minutes to organize the delivery of a dozen cases of their best current dry white to a fashionable restaurant in the Cotswolds. Only then did he have a moment to speculate about what it could be that was important enough to Jason for him to arrange such a meeting. Only the closest of friends or associates were ever invited into the den. Only something which was really engaging Jason’s attention would dictate an exchange there in the middle of a busy day.
Sometimes Bert Hook quite liked being at the station on Saturday mornings. He couldn’t admit to it at home, of course – he maintained the conventional attitude of the overworked and exploited public servant there – but he rather enjoyed being in Oldford nick with few people around, as was usual at a weekend, unless there was a major case to justify the overtime.
You could tidy up your paperwork without interruptions or, as he was doing on this occasion, utilize your developing computer knowledge to explore the Internet. He was consulting the Open University website, with particular reference to graduation ceremonies, when he found John Lambert looking over his shoulder.
Bert started a little guiltily and said grumpily, ‘I’m going to have to waste a day’s leave in May. Eleanor and the boys are insisting on attending the OU graduation ceremony, to see me parading in fancy dress.’
‘Quite right, too. I’ll need to take a day of my leave, too. I’ll have to confirm for myself that it’s really happened and old Bert’s made it at last.’
‘“Old Bert” can give you ten years, John Lambert. “Old Bert” isn’t operating on a special Home Office extension to his normal service.’
‘And “Old Bert” has been energetic enough and determined enough to study for six years in his own limited spare time and get himself a degree. Quite a distinguished degree, in my opinion. So much so that I absolutely insist on being present at the official recognition of your labour of Hercules.’
‘Bloody hell, John!’ A very mild expletive by police standards, but strong words for Bert Hook, who had eschewed all intemperate language since the birth of his first son. ‘This is getting out of hand.’ A happy escape suddenly presented itself to him. ‘I probably won’t be able to get tickets for everyone. They said in the letter that there was normally heavy demand and the supply was almost certain to be restricted.’
‘And it advises you here to make the earliest possible application for any extra tickets you might require.’ Lambert indicated a line towards the bottom of the screen. ‘Better get on with it, I’d say, Bert. Two extra tickets for Christine and myself. Try telling them an unbelieving chief superintendent needs to see the official confirmation of a copper’s achievement with his own eyes.’ He gazed into the middle distance. ‘I suppose I could always offer to take charge of security if there were real difficulties about getting in.’
Gerry Davies was thoroughly intrigued by Jason Knight’s mysterious summons. At two o’clock he proceeded cautiously to the chef’s den at the far side of his kitchen.
The lunchtime rush was almost over and Knight’s staff were winding down and preparing to close the restaurant and enjoy their own lunches. Jason had removed his chef’s hat and combed his dark-blond hair, but was still wearing his white overalls as he came into the small room which was his private domain. ‘Thanks for coming, Gerry. I know you’ll keep this to yourself – it’s not the sort of discussion either of us would want bandied about.’
‘This gets more intriguing by the minute. What is it that we need to be so cloak and dagger about?’
Jason grinned in that beguiling, almost schoolboyish way which was so engaging. ‘I take myself too seriously sometimes, don’t I? But I still think this is important to both of us.’
‘Then I’ve no doubt it is. I hope it’s nothing too difficult for a simple thick Welsh boy from the Rhondda.’
‘Don’t undersell yourself, Gerry. You’ve nothing left to prove. The company is doing well. Agreed?’
‘You’re better equipped to judge that than I am, Jason. But I think so, yes. Martin said it was at last month’s meeting, and from what I can see in the shop since then, we’re going from strength to strength.’
‘I would agree with that from what I see in the restaurant. But I think it’s Martin’s policy to keep us all a little in the dark about the success of the total enterprise. We each have a pretty good idea about what’s going on in our own section of the empire, but only the haziest notion of the overall progress of Abbey Vineyards.’
‘That’s inevitable, surely. It’s the nature of the beast.’
‘It seems to be, at present. I think it’s also policy on Martin’s part.’
‘But even if you’re right, there isn’t much we can do about it, is there? We could ask for a rise, I suppose, but if I’m honest I have to say that I think I’m already pretty well paid for what I do.’
‘You’re too modest for your own good, Gerry. I told you, you shouldn’t underestimate yourself, or what you’ve achieved here.’
Gerry Davies wasn’t sure whether he was pleased or disturbed by this. Bewildered was more the word, he decided: he couldn’t see where the conversation was going. ‘Jason, we know each other too well to piss about. What is it you’re getting at?’
‘I want to sound you out about an idea. In confidence, as I said at the outset. I haven’t spoken to anyone else about this, except to take informal legal advice on the situation.’ Jason supposed that a ten-minute discussion over a pint with an industrial lawyer in Ross-on-Wye Golf Club just about constituted that.
‘Hadn’t you better tell me straight out what’s bothering you? I’m not much good at guessing games.’
‘Sorry. Well, to put it at its simplest, I feel we should have a greater say than we have at present in company policy, and a greater share of the profits the company is going to make in the years to come.’
‘And how do we get that? Perhaps it should be obvious, but I’m out of my depth here.’
‘We should have shares in the company.’
‘But it’s a one-man band. Martin Beaumont set it up and took all the early risks.’
‘No. Not quite. Vanda North is a junior partner. I don’t know how junior, but she put money into the business in the early days.’
‘When they were living together.’
‘I presume so. I get the impression that she’s very much a junior partner, without any real say in policy.’
‘Perhaps she prefers it that way, whilst the company goes from strength to strength.’
 ‘Perhaps. I didn’t get that impression at last month’s meeting, or on one or two other occasions. But as I say, apart from taking a little professional advice, you’re the first person I’ve spoken to about this.’
‘So what are you suggesting we do?’
‘That’s what I want to discuss. The first thing to establish was whether you felt the same about the situation as I did.’
Gerry paused for several seconds. ‘My first reaction is that I enjoy my work and like things the way they are. I feel that I’m doing a good job but that in return I am well paid for it.’
‘I thought you might feel like that.’ Jason Knight couldn’t quite keep the disappointment out of his voice. ‘I knew you’d be absolutely straight with me. But in turn I think I should urge you not to underestimate yourself. Martin Beaumont’s success probably owes more to you than you imagine.’
‘We all contribute to it. But that’s what we’re paid for. Martin took a chance on me when he gave me this job. I work hard partly because I love my job and partly because I want to repay him for his faith in me.’
‘You’re wrong about one thing in that. He didn’t take a chance when he picked you, Gerry. You’d proved yourself with Tesco. They promote talent, but they’re efficient and hard-headed about it. How many times did they promote you?’
‘Three. From very humble beginnings.’
‘I didn’t know it was three. But that proves my point. Martin wasn’t taking a chance when he chose you to run his shop and retail sales here: it was a hard-headed business decision. You were in charge of one of Tesco’s new small stores and no doubt making a success of it. He chose the best candidate of those he interviewed to come here. He’s a good picker – I’ll give him that!’
‘I think he was taking a chance. But even if you’re right, he put me into a job I enjoy and he’s paid me handsomely for doing it well. I don’t see that he owes me any more than that.’
‘Maybe not in the last industrial generation. The one where unions fought employers for whatever they could get and as often as not destroyed each other. But employee involvement is one of the modern trends. Even big companies are seeking to involve their workers in share schemes, to give them an ongoing interest in the prosperity of the company and reward them for good service. It’s the modern way.’
Gerry Davies grinned, his teeth looking for an instant very white against his still thick and densely curly black hair. ‘I don’t deny I’m old-fashioned and content with things as they are. I’m fifty-seven now – perhaps too old a dog to learn new tricks, Jason. Probably out of the ark, in your terms.’
‘I don’t believe that and I don’t think you do. All I’m asking you to do is to consider the situation here. We’re part of a successful enterprise which promises to become bigger and better – principally through the efforts of no more than six people. Martin Beaumont himself, who should without question remain the major beneficiary of his original vision and input. Vanda North, because she is at present the only one with any official share in the company above that of wage-earner. Alistair Morton, who has handled the finances of the company since the beginning and should in my book be its financial director. Me, who should be in charge of the restaurant and possibly the allied area of residential accommodation. You, who should be the sales director. Sarah Vaughan, who has made a promising start and should probably be in charge of research and development.’
‘You’ve obviously given this a lot of thought. But would these be anything more than grandiose titles?’
Jason Knight grinned. ‘Indeed they would. What I’m proposing is that we should be involved in the formulation of policy. In historical terms, I believe we’re still in the early stages of the development of a major company. We’re key figures, who have already proved ourselves in different ways, and we deserve to have our roles in shaping what will become a much larger concern.’
Gerry Davies tried to take this in. It made sense, once you adjusted your viewpoint. ‘You’ve got a wider vision of things than I have, Jason.’
‘There’s nothing wrong with that. And there’s nothing wrong with being ambitious, is there?’
‘No. No there isn’t. But you’re pushing me out beyond the boundaries of where I work and feel comfortable.’
‘But not beyond where you would be competent. I’m pushing you – pushing all of us, if you like – to recognize what we’re capable of. It might be a little uncomfortable, even a little frightening. But it’s exciting as well.’
Gerry Davies thought hard about that, then suddenly smiled. ‘You may well be right. I haven’t got beyond uncomfortable at the moment.’
Jason Knight smiled in his turn, a little ruefully, a little at his own expense. ‘I get carried away a bit, don’t I?’
‘You do a bit. But I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’m just finding it difficult to adjust. In my terms, I’ve come a long way in a short time and I still sometimes go home and can’t believe I’m so lucky. I don’t say you’re wrong, but it’s a lot for me to take in.’
‘I say it’s not luck but talent and application which have put you where you are. But I appreciate what you say – taking on the idea of pushing for more power is a new concept. I’m not asking you to decide anything now. Give the matter some thought over the weekend and the next few days. Discuss it in confidence with your sons and see what they think. There’s no immediate hurry, though I think the sooner we move the better it will be for us. I shan’t say anything to anyone else until I have a reaction from you.’
Gerry stood up, then voiced a final thought. ‘Martin Beaumont regards this as very much his company. He won’t be easy to convince.’
Jason grinned at the older man. ‘There you are, I told you that you had the potential. You’re thinking like a strategist already, you see, not a mere employee. This is company politics among the senior staff, if you like. And you’re right, of course. Martin probably wouldn’t listen to any one of us as an individual. He’d say no, and if we persisted he’d tell us to piss off and look for other employment. But if we went as a group and told him we wanted in, I don’t believe he’d be willing to risk losing all of us at once. I’ll be interested to hear whether you agree with that view when you’ve given the matter some extended thought.’
Gerry Davies was very busy in the shop area for the rest of the day. During the rare moments when he had time to think about his exchange with his friend in the restaurant, he found that he had already accepted one thing at least.
Taking over control of the firm was an exciting idea.



EIGHT
Jane Beaumont was a sad figure. Although she was actually two years younger than her husband, she now looked a good five years older than him. When Martin had married her after a short courtship, she had been a tall, willowy girl, with flowing tennis ground strokes and two appearances at Wimbledon behind her. She had considerable ability in several other sports and a physique which reflected this. She had been a lively, pretty twenty-four-year-old, with perfect white teeth and a wide and frequent smile.
Jane Montague had had everything going for her, in that popular phrase of the seventies. She had been educated at Roedean and her teenage years had been carefully monitored by protective parents. A couple of generations earlier, she would have been that peculiarly British female phenomenon, a debutante. Her old-fashioned father sent her to a Swiss finishing school rather than a university. The company she kept was carefully selected for her. But this was the late seventies, not the thirties, and the dutiful daughter began to insist rather belatedly on choosing her own friends.
Then, within the space of eighteen months, Jane’s father was killed in one of the fast cars he could never resist and her mother died of ovarian cancer. Three months later, the attractive young athlete Jane Montague was married to the handsome, articulate and eminently plausible Martin Beaumont. Thus was she cut off from the life she had just begun to explore.
Two of Jane’s aunts had reluctantly assumed some sort of oversight of their niece after the unexpected deaths of her parents. They were disturbed by the sudden advent on the scene of this predatory young man, especially in view of Jane’s newly acquired wealth. But they were no match for the energy and persuasiveness of Martin Beaumont.
Jane was old enough to make her own decisions, she told them. She was certainly legally well past the age when she needed to heed their reservations. If the aunts suspected that these arguments were articulated by the young man who stood to benefit from them, there was very little they could do about that. Jane Montague became Jane Beaumont and disappeared from their world.
Jane was very taken at first with the whole business of marriage. Because of her protected upbringing, sex was a later and more exciting discovery to her than it was to the vast majority of her contemporaries. But the children she had taken to be an inevitable consequence of union did not arrive. She was disturbed as well as puzzled by that, though her husband did not seem unduly worried. And during the first two years of her marriage, her allegiance to Martin was unquestioning and indeed unthinking.
At the end of that period, she realized that he had invested the whole of her inheritance in a new and exciting project he decided should be called Abbey Vineyards. It was done not without Jane’s knowledge but without her real awareness. Martin assured her repeatedly in the long years which followed that this was no one’s fault but her own. Because she had been completely trusting or, as her husband put it, had shown no real interest, Martin had walled in her participation in his enterprise with all sorts of restrictive clauses from his lawyer. The implication throughout the documents was that the capital which fed the firm had been provided by the man who drove and controlled it.
All this was of no matter, Martin assured Jane. They had agreed marriage for better or for worse, hadn’t they? What was his was hers, and vice versa, of course. That meant that when it emerged when she was thirty that Jane was suffering from bipolar disorder, there was no question of her long-suffering husband choosing to renounce the burden. If she had to be treated in specialist hospitals rather than at home during the periodic attacks which were part of her disorder, that was unavoidable and only showed his concern to do everything possible to alleviate her suffering.
The suggestions from Jane’s few remaining friends that Martin had provoked and exacerbated this disturbing condition in his wife were both mischievous and ill-conceived. Surely anyone with even rudimentary medical knowledge knew that the condition was genetic? It had been there from birth, Martin reasoned, but had probably been disguised in childhood and adolescence by the obsessively sheltered upbringing which the then Jane Montague’s parents had visited upon their only daughter.
Martin took his sexual pleasures elsewhere, of course. Some of his male acquaintances nodded their heads and said that was surely to be expected. The man was behaving like a saint in refusing to renounce his unfortunate wife, and there were bound to be a few consequences. A man had his needs, after all, they said. It was one of those vague clichés which are designed to keep people at a comfortable distance from suffering.
Jane Beaumont became more lonely and more desperate with the passing years, but very few people were aware of her plight.
On a still, cloudless evening in early May, Jane sat on the patio at the back of the house for a very long time. She heard her husband come into the hall, but he did not come through to greet her. It was an hour after this, as twilight moved into darkness, that Jane came into the house. She studied Martin without speaking for a moment and then said without preamble, ‘I think we should get divorced.’
‘No, Jane. We’ve discussed it before and it’s not on.’ He had the resigned air of a parent dealing kindly with a difficult child.
‘Why? Because I might want my share of the loot?’
‘There isn’t any loot to be had, my dear. Everything is ploughed back into the business – it always has been. There’ll be profits in the future, but not now.’
‘I could make you sell the business.’ It was the first time she’d threatened that, and it gave her the little thrill that came from unwonted aggression. Hit him where it hurts, she thought. That precious business is all the man cares about.
Martin didn’t think she could make him sell, without his consent, not with the business legally protected from just such a move. But the last thing he could stand at the moment was the messy and expensive business of a protracted lawsuit, especially with all the unwelcome publicity that would bring to Abbey Vineyards. All he said aloud was, ‘It would be a very bad time to try to sell any business, darling, at the height of a major recession.’
‘I’m not your darling. I haven’t been that for a long time. It’s time we put an end to the sham. Are you frightened of the world finding out about your other women?’
‘You’re not yourself tonight, dear. Have you taken your pills today?’
‘Don’t fob me off with that. You think that if I’m an invalid I won’t have the energy to challenge you, don’t you?’ Jane was voicing her own fear. Always in the end he was able to override her, because he had more energy and a fiercer will power than she had. But it mustn’t be like that, if she was ever going to find a way out of this.
‘No one is sorrier that you’re an invalid than I am, Jane. In your more rational moments, I’m sure you can see that. But it’s very hurtful to me when you say things like this, even when I know that it’s really your illness that’s speaking.’
‘It’s a long time since I was able to hurt you, Martin Beaumont. I want out. That way neither of us will complicate the other’s life.’
‘I think you must have one of your bad times coming on, Jane. Perhaps we should see what the medics make of your state of health at the moment.’
He made it sound like a threat, she thought. And indeed it was a threat, coming from him. It was the most potent weapon in the strange array he used against her. Jane wondered if she looked as unkempt and uncontrolled as she felt. She was sure now that her long black hair was straggly and uncombed. She couldn’t remember when she had last given it any attention. She didn’t enjoy looking in mirrors nowadays.
She said as firmly as she could, ‘This hasn’t got anything to do with my health. I’m being perfectly rational about our future.’
Martin gave her the little mirthless chuckle which was the one of his reactions that most annoyed her. ‘Oh, I doubt that, Jane.’ He walked over to the drinks cabinet and mixed himself a whisky and soda with merciless deliberation. ‘Perhaps we’ll talk tomorrow, when you’re in a more sensible frame of mind.’
He walked out of the room and into his study, shutting the door firmly behind him. He might have to do something about Jane if she went on in this vein, he thought. It would have surprised him to know that Jane Beaumont was thinking exactly the same about him.
Like quite a lot of head chefs, Jason Knight did not work on a Monday. It was the quietest day of the week in the restaurant. It was also the logical day for Jason to rest, after weekends that were usually successful but often hectic.
His absence had the happy effect of giving Gerry Davies an extra day to think about the proposition his friend had put to him on Saturday. Taking control of the firm was a radical step. It was also one which Gerry would never even have entertained, had Jason not suggested it to him. He discussed it in confidence with each of his sons over the weekend, as Jason had suggested he should, but that made his decision more rather than less difficult. It was a good idea in principle, all three of them agreed, but the final decision would depend on the particular firm and the particular circumstances involved.
Only he could weigh all the facts in this particular instance. He must do that and make the decision which was right for him. All of which put the ball firmly back in Gerry’s court. Wrong metaphor, he decided: the only kind of ball he had ever been happy to handle was a rugby ball, when he was in his physical prime. Thirty years ago, on the mudbaths of Llanelli or Treorchy, that greasy leather-clad ovoid had been difficult to handle, but it had been child’s play compared with this.
He hadn’t made his mind up what to do by Monday, so he was glad that Knight wasn’t around to ask for his decision. He passed him a couple of times during the day on Tuesday, and thought the chef was looking at him quizzically, but that was probably just his imagination. Gerry waited until he saw Martin Beaumont drive his Jaguar out of its reserved parking space at five thirty before going across to the restaurant kitchen.
Jason nodded immediately towards the door of his den. Gerry Davies went into the little room and sat rather nervously for a couple of minutes until his friend joined him. Jason must have been a little on edge, for he said without any preliminaries, ‘Well? Have you mulled over what we discussed?’
‘I seem to have done nothing else for the last three days. I’ve discussed it with my sons as you suggested. They thought it a good idea, in many respects. They’re more up to date, more forward-looking, than I am.’
‘And?’ Knight was too anxious to hear the words of support he wanted to allow any further delay.
‘I’m afraid I can’t go along with it, Jason. I don’t feel I can challenge Martin to give us control of his company, in view of my present relationship with him. As you suggested, he wouldn’t welcome the idea, and I’m afraid I should feel disloyal. He backed me to do a major job in this place, and he’s paid me handsomely for my efforts. It would feel to me like kicking him in the teeth to say, “Well, loyalty only goes so far, Martin. You picked me up and backed me, but now that we’re successful, I want more than just a wage from you.” I’m sorry, Jason, but that’s how it’s come out. I’ve considered all the other arguments, but they don’t override what I feel.’
‘That’s a pity.’ Jason wanted to revive the arguments he’d put before, above all to point out that Beaumont hadn’t picked up Davies out of the gutter but had backed a man who had already proved his ability. But he knew Gerry well enough to accept that he wouldn’t change his mind once he’d made a decision. He thought of a new, more positive, argument, and fancied he heard the pulse of desperation entering his voice as he put it. ‘The company might be all the stronger, you know, if we all had a say in its direction. The people we were talking about are all able people.’
Gerry Davies smiled ruefully. He felt much happier now that he had announced his decision, even though he knew he had disappointed his friend. ‘You could well be right. I’ve never said what you want to do is wrong, have I? It’s just that it wouldn’t feel right for me, and I can’t go against my instinct.’
‘All right. I won’t pester you again. And I respect what you say about having to do what’s right for you. This won’t affect our friendship.’
‘Thank you. I didn’t think it would, but I’m happy to hear you say that.’ Gerry resisted an absurd impulse to get up and pump the younger man by the hand. He felt a need to offer him some sort of consolation. ‘If you consult the other three you mentioned and they all feel as you do, then do come back to me. I’ve already told you that I might be wrong, that to an extent I’m acting on gut instinct rather than logic. If you all feel the same and want me in, then I’ll reconsider at that point.’
It sounded as if he was trying to have the best of both worlds. But Jason Knight knew that it wasn’t like that, that Davies merely needed the reassurance of knowing that other and different people shared his friend’s views. The trouble was that Jason doubted whether he could enlist that support. He didn’t know the others anything like as well as he knew Gerry and he didn’t think they trusted him as Gerry did.
The financial expert Alistair Morton had been here longer than anyone. He was something of an introvert who always played his cards close to his chest; Jason didn’t know how he would react to an assault on the boss’s control. Jason had always been slightly in awe of Vanda North; he fancied that as an ex-mistress she knew far more about Beaumont than she was prepared to confide in him. He suspected also that she did not entirely trust him, that she saw him as a young man on the make, gifted perhaps, but not entirely to be relied upon. He liked Sarah Vaughan and thought she had the talent to contribute to the firm and its policies. But she was quite young, still relatively new to the job, and lightweight. She might follow the others into a challenge against Beaumont, but she’d hardly be the instigator alongside him.
Jason realized now how much he had been relying on going to the others with the sturdy Gerry Davies already beside him as an ally. The older man had the gravitas and the integrity which would be important if he was to make the others share his aspirations for power. He said, voicing a perfectly genuine dilemma, ‘I shall have to consider where I go from here. I was rather relying on having you at my side to help persuade the others.’
‘I’m sorry about that. But I don’t see that I’m going to change my mind. Unless, as I say, I knew everyone felt the same, or there were new situations to consider.’
Jason Knight couldn’t see how there was going to be any significant change, unless he could initiate it himself. He would have to think of other methods.
Sarah Vaughan had given herself a severe talking to, then got on with the job she knew and liked.
There was surely no reason why she should allow Martin Beaumont and his sexual harassment to interfere with her life. Because harassment was all it was, surely. And because that was all it was, a mature woman like her could put it into its proper perspective. She was thirty-three, not seventeen. It wasn’t the first time a man had made a pass at her, and it wouldn’t be the last. Like all attractive women, she had long ago learned how to brush off advances she did not want to encourage.
Why then had she been so upset on the night after Martin Beaumont had made his bid for her body in his car? Well, partly because it was exactly that: attempted rape. It wasn’t a pass in the way she had always had to deal with them, a clumsy attempt at a kiss which left the perpetrator more embarrassed than the recipient. Her boss had been claiming something like droit de seigneur. He had wanted her body and he had been pretty determined about it. Attempted rape was not an exaggeration.
No doubt Martin would say that she was being absurdly dramatic if she challenged him about it, would say that her imagination had translated an innocent bit of flirting into something more sinister. The old male lies would spring readily to his lips, she was sure. Indeed, he would have little alternative but to take a line like that: anything else would be admitting his guilt and inviting her to take whatever steps she wanted in retribution.
She realized something else as she woke from a troubled sleep on the morning after the incident. He might, indeed, deny it altogether. There were no witnesses, after all, and it was only her word against his. No doubt he would have more expensive lawyers at his command than she could ever employ. She had even heard of men bringing counter-suits for defamation of character, when the victim had had no witness to support her claims. Beaumont had an invalid wife, though no one seemed to know much about her; he would no doubt command the sympathy of a court, once some glib and experienced brief had put his case for him.
There was no use cutting off her nose to spite her face, Sarah Vaughan told herself firmly. She had a job she liked and good prospects, because everyone seemed very pleased with the start she had made at Abbey Vineyards. She was well paid for her work. A tiny voice she did not want to acknowledge told Sarah that she might in the future be even better paid as a result of Beaumont’s clumsy assault. He would surely want to keep her quiet and compensate her for her discretion.
At midnight on the night after her mauling in the Jaguar, she had been determined to storm in the next morning, to give in her notice, to make Martin Beaumont pay for what he had done. By morning, she was not so sure. She would go to work, see whether Beaumont wanted to be conciliatory, hear what he had to say for himself, and then decide on her tactics. She had surely nothing to lose by doing that.
Sarah didn’t want to acknowledge it, but she felt acutely the lack of anyone she could confide in. She was between boyfriends – had been for about six months, if she was honest about it. So there was no one to mount the white charger and challenge Sir Jasper on her behalf – she was already seeing Beaumont in that rather absurd Victorian role. Her mother was seventy now and simply wouldn’t understand the issues: it wouldn’t be fair to burden her with them. She had never really been close to her younger sister, and even less so since marriage had taken her up to Aberdeen. Her close university friend was married with two young kids in a London suburb. She would be highly indignant on Sarah’s part, would be violently in favour of hitting the villain with everything they could muster. But that wasn’t quite what her injured friend wanted to hear.
So Sarah Vaughan hugged her knowledge tight and told herself that as a modern woman she could certainly cope with this.
Beaumont had come into the shop when she was helping behind the counter on the day after the incident. They did not acknowledge that they had even seen each other, but she knew that he had been eyeing her up, wondering what, if anything, she proposed to do. And she had taken note of his every movement, in case his body language might reveal what he was feeling. The whole thing was over in ninety seconds, without a word or a look exchanged.
Sarah found that she was trembling a little after he left the shop. She also had a strange feeling she had never anticipated, a small, exhilarating feeling of power. She had always been rather in awe of Martin Beaumont, as owner and driving force behind Abbey Vineyards. Now he had revealed his weakness and she had some sort of hold over him. She felt a small but definite surge of power, which she might at some time in the future be able to exploit.
There were several similar encounters in the days which followed, where they circled each other in the safe presence of others, like wary beasts in the wild. Five days after the incident, Martin acknowledged her with a smile and a nod. Seven days after it, he spoke to her, and she responded. It was no more than one of those meaningless greetings which help to grease the wheels of daily life, but it was a further stage in the restoration of a working relationship.
It was another week later that Beaumont called her into his office to receive her monthly report on her promotional activities. She found that her heart was beating absurdly fast as she went across the courtyard to the big room where he operated. This was just the sort of response she should have long since left behind, she told herself firmly. The man wouldn’t attempt anything here, with his secretary in the outer office and numerous other people at hand. But he might be embarrassed, and if he were she would enjoy it.
Martin Beaumont gave no sign of being embarrassed. He listened to her report, asking her pertinent questions about the problems she saw and what she intended to do about them. One or two of his comments were even quite critical. She responded as sturdily as she could, though she found herself quite nettled that he seemed so little affected by what had happened between them.
Then, when she thought they were finished, he said quite suddenly, ‘Car running all right now, is it?’
‘Yes.’
‘That’s good, isn’t it?’
It was his smile which did it. Complacent, when the least he should have been was penitent and conciliatory. She found herself voicing the speech she had rehearsed a few times in the privacy of her flat but had thought she would never deliver. ‘I have decided to do nothing about what happened on that day. You may regard the incident as closed. I think you should consider yourself extremely fortunate, Martin, that I have resolved to take this no further.’
He looked at her steadily for a moment, his face deliberately expressionless. ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.’
‘I don’t think you should take that line. I could make life very unpleasant for you, if I chose.’
‘I don’t for a moment think you could, my dear. And even if you felt inclined to pursue whatever absurd fantasy has beset you, you would of course be most unwise to do so. You have a promising career here, which is still in its early stages. I should hate to see you jeopardize it. In these uncertain times, being dismissed and denied any sort of reference would hardly help your future employment prospects.’
Sarah could hardly believe it. He, and not she, was being the aggressor. All her carefully weighed judgements flew from her like frightened swallows. ‘A claim for sexual harassment, or something much worse, would hardly enhance your own reputation, Mr Beaumont.’ She noticed that she had switched to the formal address and was pleased with that. It seemed to reinforce the threat she was offering to him.
But the man did not look as if he felt threatened. Indeed, he said nothing for a moment, as if to allow the smile which flooded his features its full effect. He must have been handsome in his day, which to her mind must have been at least twenty years ago. But the features which had no doubt then been smooth and sharp were heavy now. The cheeks had the first fine red lines of veining and jowls were beginning to form on the neck above the collar. When eventually Beaumont spoke, his words were slow and deliberate, which added to their menace, ‘I think you would be well advised to drop that tone right away, my dear. It shows your ignorance of life.’
‘I’m not your “dear”. And I’m not ignorant. I’m very clear about what you were trying to do to me. I’m very clear about the resistance I offered. I’m very clear about my rights.’ But she was not clear that she would win any contest: the unpleasant spectre of an expensive lawyer ridiculing her protestations in court reared itself obstinately. It was a vision which undermined her attack.
 He took his time again, probably aware that the more calm he appeared, the more she would be disconcerted. ‘I spoke of your ignorance of life, Sarah. The world does not work in the way well-meaning people think it should work. You have a good job and I’m your employer. I shouldn’t like you to lose that job, but I have it in my power to terminate your employment. Fact of life, you see. The kind of situation that can never be acknowledged in the law.’
‘You conducted a sexual assault on me. Now you’re threatening me with dismissal when you’ve no complaints about my work.’
‘I think you should forget about this fiction of an assault you’ve dreamed up. And I haven’t threatened you with dismissal. I’ve just pointed out some of the facts of real life to you.’
 ‘You’re saying that I should forget all about what happened two weeks ago and carry on as if nothing had happened.’
Once again the pause; once again that patronizing, infuriating smile. Didn’t the man recognize that any charm he might once have possessed had long since left him? ‘You should accept the situation, my dear – and I use that term because I am still fond of you, despite the attitude you have displayed this afternoon. The situation is that you are a young woman with a career to make and I am an employer, who at the moment is pleased with your work. I should hate that situation to change.’
‘This is incredible!’ She tried to force all the indignation she felt into the words, but she knew they were totally inadequate, in the face of his measured, confident attack. She couldn’t work out why the words as they dripped from him sounded so astoundingly logical.
‘I’m sorry you should find it so, my dear Sarah. I’m sure that given a little time for reflection, you will find it entirely credible. You would be well advised to review your position. Nothing has changed here, despite your preposterous allegations, which I shall charitably ignore. You are still a woman in her early thirties with an evolving career. I am still your employer and, because of that, in a position to strangle that career at birth. Or to give it a helping hand. Needless to say, I should prefer it to be the latter. The process would be considerably assisted if you could see your way to making certain . . . accommodations.’
For a moment she couldn’t believe her ears. ‘You’re asking me to sleep with you, even now?’
He smiled behind the big desk, then held his arms wide and opened the palms. ‘I’m asking you to be open-minded, as one would expect every ambitious young executive to be. Your work, as I say, is generally satisfactory. You seem to have found in me a good and appreciative employer. All I’m saying is that work and the rest of life are related. I’m telling you gently that if, when the working day was over, you chose to make certain moves towards a more intimate friendship with your boss, they would be well received. Most women, I’m sure, would be pleased to hear that, pleased to know that such possibilities for career advancement existed.’
This time it was she who paused, but not as a tactic, as Beaumont had used his silences. She was simply taken aback by his effrontery, rendered temporarily speechless by it. She shut her eyes, because she had to shut out that grinning face, that thinning but perfectly groomed hair, before she could begin to think. Eventually she stuttered, ‘You’re – you’re amazing!’
‘Thank you, my dear! Even though I fear you did not mean that to be entirely complimentary, I shall take it as such. I hope I have been able to open your eyes to the reality of the situation. To the facts of working life, as I said.’
‘I – I can’t believe that you have the – the insolence to—’
He held up one of the large hands he had recently spread wide, projecting it palm forwards towards her. He looked for an absurd instant like a stern but benevolent traffic policeman. ‘Don’t say anything more at the moment, Sarah. I should hate you to say anything you might regret. I think you should go away and reflect on our little discussion before you say anything further.’
Sarah felt that Beaumont’s secretary was looking at her curiously as she moved like a sleepwalker through the outer office. Moments later, she found herself not in her own office, as she had expected, but at the back of the shop, where Gerry Davies had shut the doors for the day and was preparing to be the last one to leave his empire.
She wanted to be the controlled young executive, prepared either to keep what had happened entirely to herself or to ridicule it with a mature cynicism as she told it to the man who had become rather a father figure to her. But he could see immediately that something was wrong and he said, ‘Come and sit down for a minute. I’ll make a cup of tea while you decide whether you want to tell me about it.’
But she did not sit down. Instead, the mature thirty-three-year-old executive found herself weeping uncontrollably, with her head against the older man’s chest.



NINE
Vanda North did not know what to make of the phone call, even an hour afterwards, when she had had time to think about it.
‘This is Jane Beaumont. You don’t really know me. We met once, ten years ago.’ The delivery was even. The tone sounded brittle, as though the sense might disintegrate if the sentences the woman had prepared were challenged.
Vanda was scarcely calm herself. It was not usual to be contacted by the wife you had cheated on – certainly not in these measured tones and many years after the passion had died. She replied cautiously, ‘I remember meeting you. It was a long time ago, as you say. What can I do for you, Mrs Beaumont?’
‘I need to speak to you about a private matter. I cannot do it on the phone. I shall not make any trouble. By that I mean that I shall not make a scene or cause you embarrassment.’
‘Is this about your husband, Mrs Beaumont?’
‘It is. But I should prefer not to say any more on the phone.’
‘Perhaps I should say that it is many years since I had any close . . . association with him.’ Vanda was furious with herself because she had fumbled for the word. But she had never expected to be speaking in this situation.
A short pause. ‘But you are a partner in his firm, are you not?’
‘A very junior partner, yes. It is a status I would rather relinquish, as a matter of fact. But he apparently does not wish me to do that.’
Again a pause, longer this time. Was the woman weighing this, or simply trying to retain control of her emotions and her speech? There was an unexpected trace of irony in the tone as the voice eventually said, ‘Then we have things in common, as I suspected. I think it would be in our interests to talk. But not here, please. I do not wish Martin to be aware that I have contacted you.’
Vanda thought for a moment about a neutral venue: it was usually easier to talk when neither of you felt the disadvantage of being on the other’s ground. But she could not think of anywhere where they could rely on being able to talk freely. And in any case, why shouldn’t she have the advantage? It was Jane Beaumont who wanted this meeting. If it was going to be embarrassing, as the circumstances said it must surely be, Vanda might as well have the territorial advantage. She said calmly, ‘You can come here. Almost any time today or tomorrow would be possible for me.’
‘Today, then. This afternoon. Three o’clock.’
‘You’ll need the address. It’s—’
‘I know the address.’
‘You do?’
‘It’s in the phone book, Ms North.’ There were traces of relaxation and amusement in the voice, now that she had what she wanted. ‘I shan’t need directions. I have a satnav in my car. Thank you for agreeing to meet me.’
‘That’s all right. May I ask—’ But the click at the other end of the line told her that Jane Beaumont had put down her phone.
Gerry Davies was behaving irrationally and he knew it.
He was fifty-seven now. He had been happily married for thirty-six years; he was the father of two boys who were making sensible careers of their own. Even as a young man, his life had been grounded in the hard reality of the Rhondda Valley and Welsh mining, his leisure enacted amidst the slag-heaps and muddy playing fields of Pontypridd and the like. He hadn’t gone off to university and torn up his roots, like some of the men he had grown up with. He was proud of his background, proud to assert the basis for life that it had given him. He had been disciplined in the realities of human existence for as long as he could remember.
And yet. And yet he’d never had a daughter, and that was making him vulnerable in a way he had never expected. Sarah Vaughan had come to him for advice ever since she had arrived at Abbey Vineyards three years ago. She had been able enough, but young for her years. She had lacked the confidence to assert herself, even when she knew she was right. Sarah had been very happy to adopt Gerry Davies as a father figure, and he had been pleased and a little flattered by her dependence. It was only when she had flung herself on his chest with the news of Martin Beaumont’s sexual harassment that he realized how completely he had accepted that role. Accepted it almost eagerly, he acknowledged to himself ruefully.
There was nothing sexual in the bond between them. He had joked about it over the months with his wife. Sarah had sworn him to secrecy when she stopped weeping and recovered her self-control, or he would have told Bronwen now about Beaumont’s predatory attentions. It was a pity he was not able to do that, for Bronwen would have given him a better perspective on the situation. She would have told him that Sarah was not a pretty and vulnerable girl, but a woman of thirty-three who was quite capable of looking after herself.
That was exactly what Sarah Vaughan herself told him, but it did not have the same effect coming from her. Gerry saw it as the brave attempt of a victim to assert her independence, in a situation where she was at the mercy of a predatory and experienced older man.
Gerry would have loved to discuss Sarah’s predicament with his closest working colleague, Jason Knight, but her demand that the information should go no further meant that too was impossible. That again was a pity, because the chef would also have put a better perspective on the news than he could. Jason would, indeed, have been rather more cynical, not about Sarah’s innocence and shock, but about the possibilities of turning the situation to her advantage. It might just have been to his advantage as well, of course, but that would have been no more than a happy coincidence.
As it was, the effect upon Gerry Davies of Sarah Vaughan’s revelations was unfortunate. It upset his usually sound business judgement. It meant that he allowed personal and emotional considerations to impinge upon his working relationships, a thing he had always previously avoided. As he had told Knight, he respected Martin Beaumont as an efficient entrepreneur, a shrewd judge of markets and potential niches in them, a good picker of men and women to serve him, an excellent leader, and an employer who rewarded ability and hard work.
These were accurate judgements. They should not have been modified by the news of Beaumont’s lubricious tendencies. He was not the first owner of a business who thought power and position entitled him to put his hand up skirts, and he certainly wouldn’t be the last. Lust was a more dangerous weakness than it had been in the past, and that was surely a good thing. But it didn’t make Martin Beaumont any less efficient at the things he did well as a business leader.
When it was much too late, Gerry Davies would see all of this. But on the day after Sarah Vaughan had arrived in his deserted shop in such a distressed state, he took a decision which was to prove momentous for other people as well as him.
He went across to Jason Knight’s kitchens at four o’clock, knowing that at that time he would find the chef resting in his den before he began directing the preparations for the evening’s meals. Once the door was safely closed, Davies spoke abruptly, as though he feared that hesitation might affect his decision. ‘I’ve changed my mind about what you said. I think we should challenge Beaumont about the future of the firm. I think we should have our say in the running of this place.’
Vanda North couldn’t remember what Jane Beaumont looked like. A solitary meeting ten years ago had left no lasting impression. A tall, rather pretty, athletic woman, she thought. But she had only the vaguest memory of Martin’s wife.
When she opened the door to her visitor, she was shocked by what she saw. She looked into a haggard, strained face. The high cheekbones must once have been striking, but now they were too prominent under the stretched grey skin to look anything but unhealthy. The deep-set dark eyes had probably been intriguing in this woman’s youth; now the dark rings beneath them made them look haunted.
Vanda knew from her time with Martin that Jane Beaumont was two years younger than her husband, which would make her now fifty-four. Had she not known that, she would have taken her for over sixty. Vanda had expected to be embarrassed by this meeting. That might still happen, but she realized now that she would have to be careful not to show the pity and concern she felt for her visitor.
Jane Beaumont smiled. ‘You have a nice place here. Charming and quite individual.’ She sounded like a polite child who had been primed by her parents with the right things to say.
‘Thank you. I like it, and most people seem to find it an intriguing old place. Please come inside. I have tea and biscuits waiting.’ Vanda spoke as robustly as she could, thrusting aside the thought that she in turn was responding as if her visitor were a well brought-up youngster. Two minutes later, she carried a large tray into the sitting room where she had taken this unexpected guest. ‘Old places have their disadvantages too, of course. I had to have the thatch on the roof renewed when I moved in here twelve years ago. Set me back a pretty penny at the time, that did. And buildings insurance can be prohibitive.’
Jane Beaumont gave her a wan smile. ‘I want to talk to you about Martin.’
‘I see. I doubt whether I can be of any help to you, but I’m prepared to listen to whatever you have to say.’ Despite the embarrassment she felt was coming, Vanda was glad that the woman had dispensed with small talk. She had been wondering how to move beyond the meaningless preliminaries.
‘You were Martin’s mistress. I know that.’
‘Yes. It sounds trite to say this now, and it’s probably meaningless, but I regret any pain I caused you. Passion makes you selfish, makes you disregard the effects of your actions upon others. I know that’s no excuse for—’
‘Passion, yes. I suppose it was that. Perhaps I felt that myself at one time. I doubt if it was strong enough to merit the term passion, but it’s too long ago for me to be certain of anything now.’ She looked past Vanda, staring at a picture on the wall but seeing in her mind’s eye something else entirely. She picked up a biscuit, took a small bite from it, then stared at it in her hand as if wondering how it had got there. ‘It may be that now I have to hurt you. But I want you to help me.’
‘I’ll do that if I can. At this moment, I can’t see anything I could do which might be useful to you.’
‘I’m going to sue Martin for divorce.’ Jane was quiet for a long time, sipping her tea and staring at the painting again. Vanda wondered whether she was going to offer any development of a statement she seemed to regard as self-explanatory.
At last, Jane looked at her host and smiled mirthlessly. ‘He’s going to resist. As you know him well, that won’t surprise you. Martin fights hard against any rearrangement of the world he has set up for himself.’
Vanda was relieved to see signs of animation in the thin white face which had until now resembled a mask. ‘That sounds like a very good summary of your husband. You may know that I am a junior partner in Abbey Vineyards. I have been trying to divest myself of that investment and take my money out of his firm. But I find that his lawyers hedged it about with so many clauses that it is proving almost impossible for me to do so.’
Again that thin smile. ‘That does not surprise me, Ms North.’
‘Vanda, please.’
‘Vanda then. Probably he took care to act in his own interests, whereas you were trusting and heedless. That would be in the early part of your relationship with him – when passion ruled, perhaps.’ There was just the faintest stress on her recall of Vanda’s own word. But if she enjoyed turning the mistress’s earlier excuse against her, it was not apparent in the taut face.
‘That is exactly what happened.’ It was quite bizarre, but in the intimate, low-ceilinged setting of this familiar room, Vanda felt a bond of sympathy extending itself between the two of them. ‘I was totally trusting of Martin. I felt I could safely put my interests in his hands. It wasn’t until later that I found everything in his life was totally subsumed in Abbey Vineyards. He had been quite ruthless in pouring my money into that and in making sure that I could never extract it.’
It was a relief to say it, to state openly what she had long since decided was the truth of the matter, but had been unable to confess to anyone else. Jane Beaumont was nodding almost eagerly, showing for the first time a little pleasure, as she recognized this account of a husband she had grown to detest. ‘That would be a fair summary of my marriage, Vanda. I was a rich woman at the outset of it. Martin used the fortune I had inherited to set up Abbey Vineyards. He also used his lawyers to make it virtually impossible for me either to extract my money or to exercise any degree of control over the enterprise which had been founded on my capital. Everything in his life revolves around the firm. Even his sex life, apparently.’
The last phrase should have been full of acid, but she said it almost sympathetically. They were sisters united by the man’s inhumanity rather than women bitterly divided by being his bedfellows. Vanda said, ‘We seem to be agreed on that. The scales have fallen from both our eyes when it is rather too late for us. But you said I could help you.’
Jane Beaumont paused to drain her cup. She was aware of her movements and her audience now, no longer the chilling automaton she had been when she first accepted a seat in this room. ‘I came to warn you that I might have to hurt you. That you might be called upon to give evidence in a messy divorce. He’s sure to contest it.’
‘You are going to cite me as a co-respondent. As evidence of his adultery.’
‘Yes. If those old-fashioned terms are still the correct ones.’
‘You can do that, if it should be necessary. I don’t think I would have to appear in court. Our affair went on for several years, so he could scarcely deny it. He was supposed to be moving in with me, finishing with you and remarrying. It all seems quite unreal now, knowing him as I do.’
Vanda glanced at the wife Martin had said he was going to leave, then refilled her cup and offered her another biscuit, as if they were friends meeting happily after a long interval. ‘I’m sorry to say that; I realize it must be hurtful. At the time, I was taking care to know nothing of you, to have no picture of you in my mind. I suppose I hoped such ignorance might mean that I was hurting you less. I realize now how cowardly that was. I was merely protecting myself.’
‘It might have been hurtful, once. A long time ago. But not now. You were in a long-term relationship, as I was supposed to be. I feel we’ve suffered similar fates. You didn’t have a piece of legal paper, as I had, but each of us was promised what she was never going to get.’ Jane took another bite of biscuit, realized for the first time that she was enjoying the taste. She could not remember whether she had eaten today before coming here. ‘It might not be necessary to involve you at all. No doubt there are other and more passing fancies of Martin’s we could cite.’
‘There certainly are. I could provide you with chapter and verse on some of them, if you would like it. It mattered to me at the time, though I don’t give a damn whom he beds now.’ Vanda could scarcely believe it, but the mistress and the wife he had cheated were working now as partners against a common enemy. ‘He won’t make divorce easy, if he doesn’t want it.’
Jane smiled ruefully, but this time with a small, companionable humour. ‘I’m well aware of that. He wouldn’t mind losing me, but he can’t afford a divorce. As things stand, it’s very difficult for me to take anything out of Abbey Vineyards because of the way I passed everything over to him to invest, but any divorce settlement would surely give me rights I don’t have at the moment. He might even be forced to sell the firm to pay me out.’
‘I’m sure he would. And that might also mean that I could retrieve my investment and end the partnership. Look, let me have your telephone number and give me three or four days. I’m pretty sure I can get you quite recent evidence on some of his women. Martin’s always been a goat – more fool us for not seeing that when we got involved with him, I suppose. That’s not going to change. It’s almost his only weakness.’ Vanda thought for a moment, then spoke almost to herself. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if he’s had a go at Sarah Vaughan – I doubt whether he’d be able to resist it. Sorry, you don’t know Sarah. She’s a pretty woman in her early thirties who’s one of the bright sparks at the vineyard. I’d be surprised if Martin hasn’t tried to seduce her. I’m sorry, this must be distressing for you.’
‘It isn’t. Our marriage was over a long time ago. Getting Martin to acknowledge that is the only thing that concerns me now.’ Jane sipped her second cup of tea, set it carefully down in the saucer and stared at it for a long time. ‘There’s something you ought to know. I didn’t expect to be telling you this, but if we’re going to work together, you’ve a right to know it.’
Vanda wanted to reach across the low table and take the other woman’s hand, to establish some sort of physical contact which would assure Jane of her support. But she knew that it was much too early for that, that this most unexpected liaison must be allowed time to develop. She said very quietly, ‘Are you sure you want to tell me this now? I’m sure we shall be seeing each other again. Maybe the time—’
‘No, I must tell you now. You have a right to know, if you’re going to help me. I have a bipolar disorder. It’s relatively mild, the doctors tell me. Most of the time I control it with drugs; occasionally I need treatment in a specialist unit for a few days. At present it isn’t a problem, but you need to know that I have the condition, because Martin will use it. He fights dirty when he’s under pressure; I suspect you already know that. If his back is against the wall, he’ll make out in court that I’m a raving lunatic, or at best a highly disordered personality, whose evidence is totally unreliable.’
Vanda didn’t want to admit that when her own judgement had been undermined by the excitement of sex, Martin had hinted something of the sort to her. She had accepted these vague hints of a wife like Mr Rochester’s in Jane Eyre, probably because at the time it was what she wanted to hear. She said, ‘He’ll have two of us to contend with, if it comes to anything like that. We’ll get our own medical evidence in, if we should need it.’
Jane Beaumont had been planning ahead, even to the extent of deciding upon the medical specialist she would call. But it gave her immense confidence to hear this sturdy woman of the world declaring her allegiance. Almost thirty years of marriage to Martin as well as her bipolar problems had ensured that she rarely felt confident. To have not only her resistance but her tactics endorsed by such a robust ally was more heartening for Jane than she could begin to express.
In their different ways, both of these women led lonely lives. Vanda’s isolation was nothing like as desperate as Jane’s, but she realized now how empty life had felt over the last year or two. How empty she had let it become, perhaps. Once they had what they wanted out of this situation, she would make the rest of her life altogether richer.
The two exchanged details of their lives outside Martin Beaumont, of their very different childhoods, of their preferences in books and art. And in television, that perpetual resort of the lonely. As she drove away from the thatched cottage on the edge of the village, Jane Beaumont was much more animated than she had been when she arrived.
Vanda North stood in the doorway of her ancient home until the car was quite out of sight. She went thoughtfully back into the house and sat down to revolve her thoughts on this new commitment. It was only when the clock chimed in the hall that she realized the visit she had so feared in prospect had lasted for three hours.



TEN
Martin Beaumont was no fool. Even those who hated him knew that. It was what made opposition difficult. And those women who had more personal reasons to resent him, such as Jane Beaumont and Vanda North and Sarah Vaughan, realized when they thought coolly about it that he was a man who would not easily be defeated.
Beaumont was a shrewd and highly experienced operator. He sensed that there was going to be a challenge to his domination of the empire he had created at Abbey Vineyards. Not perhaps to his leadership, but to his position as the autocrat who determined every aspect of policy. He knew all about Vanda North’s desire to end her powerless partnership and withdraw her funds, of course, but he was confident that his lawyers had tied that up for him years ago. Nevertheless, if she became more than a lone voice of opposition, things might get difficult.
Beaumont sensed rather than knew that Jason Knight was considering how to strengthen his position. Knight was an ambitious and well-informed man as well as a highly proficient chef. Martin was keeping an eye upon him as the restaurant prospered and the chef’s position within the firm strengthened. Knight had taken care that his sounding of Gerry Davies was unobserved by the owner, but Beaumont was well used to divining what was going on around him from the minimum of information.
Fiona Cooper was just the sort of personal assistant he needed. She was both discreet and intelligent: she gave away nothing, but vacuumed up the gossip around the place and passed it to her employer. And Beaumont himself noted the odd phrase which signified a change of attitude in Gerry Davies, a man too honest for his own good, too unused to the ways of dissimulation to adopt them when he needed them. Davies took care to say nothing about either his meetings with Jason Knight or his knowledge of what had passed between Beaumont and Sarah Vaughan. Nevertheless, Beaumont noted subtle changes in his speech and his bearing which suggested that his unthinking loyalty and admiration for the owner had been affected.
It was always Martin Beaumont’s inclination to tackle opposition head on. If he was in a position of strength, he believed in exploiting it as quickly as possible, lest the situation changed. And he felt himself to be very much in a position of strength with Tom Ogden, that obstinate strawberry-grower whose land obtruded so inappropriately into his. When he sensed that he held all the cards, Martin liked to bully the opposition.
He acknowledged that openly to himself. He knew that he enjoyed a little bullying when he felt he could not lose – it was a release from the more subtle and patient manoeuvres which were so often necessary in the rest of his dealings.
On the morning of Tuesday, May the eleventh, Beaumont chose to bully Tom Ogden.
PICK YOUR OWN STRAWBERRIES.
Ensure that you have the freshest fruit of all. Bring the family and enjoy a day out.
Tom Ogden was inspecting the signs which had been newly prepared for this season’s picking. There was a road junction near to the entrance to his fields which meant that traffic often had to stop. That gave drivers and passengers a chance to read more than if they had been passing at thirty or forty miles an hour. Last year’s signs had been perfectly serviceable, but Tom had decided upon complete refurbishment.
The psychological effect of pristine paint was to assure the public that a new and exciting opportunity was now available; Tom’s son assured him of this. And Tom, like many people of his age and background, affected to despise such nonsense, but felt secretly that there might just be something in it. No one ever went bankrupt by underestimating the intelligence of the public. Some rich American showman had said that, and Tom’s experience bore it out.
Take all those idiots who poured into Abbey Vineyards next door, for instance. The supermarkets and the specialist wine stores were full of decent wines at decent prices. Yet people who should know better not only flocked in to eat in the expensive restaurant. They also bought the dubious English wines grown on the long lines of vines which had surrounded Tom’s defiant fields over the last twenty years.
Tom Ogden did not pretend to be objective: he saw no need to sample the product before delivering his trenchant verdict.
When he turned from the new signs to find Martin Beaumont also inspecting them, Ogden’s day took an immediate turn for the worse. He said harshly, ‘You’re not welcome here. You should know that by now.’
Beaumont gave him a leisured, mocking smile. ‘Going to horsewhip me out of town, are you, Thomas?’
‘Don’t think I wouldn’t, if I thought I could get away with it!’
‘Ever the friendly neighbour, aren’t you?’
‘There’s nothing for you here. How many times do you need telling?’
‘I’m a persistent soul, Tom. Anyone who has had dealings with me will tell you that. I get my own way in the end. Always, and usually on my own terms. At the moment you’re lucky, Tom. Very lucky, because I’m being patient. But don’t rely on your luck lasting forever. Those same people who would tell you how persistent I am could also tell you that I am not noted for my patience.’
It was like a confrontation in the western films Tom Ogden had so relished as a young man. The small landowner was being threatened by the wealth and power of the land baron who wanted to consolidate his holding. At least there were no guns here, as yet. ‘We’ve nothing to say to each other, Beaumont.’
‘Not quite correct, that, Thomas. You don’t have much to say to me, but in spite of your churlish attitude I am still prepared to talk to you. To say things which would be sweet music in your ears, if you weren’t such a stubborn old mule.’
‘My family’s farmed this land for years, Beaumont. I don’t intend to change that now to suit some johnny-come-lately like you.’ It was an old argument that he had delivered before, but Ogden enjoyed repeating it, enjoyed the contempt he could put into his epithet for this unwelcome presence.
‘Times change, Thomas, times change. Bigger people than you have ended up in the bankruptcy courts through failing to recognize that.’
‘Get lost, Beaumont! Look at the evidence before your eyes!’ He waved a wide arm towards the fields behind the man and his Jaguar, to where Spot Wheeler and his workers were assiduously tending the rows of his crop. ‘We’re going to have a bumper crop and a bumper year. We’ll still be here when your bloody vines have been and gone!’
Beaumont’s face darkened, as it always did when anyone directly insulted his enterprise. ‘I hope you’re right about your crop, Thomas. It would be a shame if anything happened to affect this bumper year.’
This was more than ever like a western. Tom Ogden felt he should have his gun belt slung low on his hips, with his hand hovering above the holster. ‘If you’re threatening me, Beaumont, you’d better watch out. That’s a game two people can play.’
Martin knew he held all the cards here: God was always on the side of the big battalions. ‘You shouldn’t be hinting at violence, Thomas. Most inadvisable, for a man with your record.’
Tom Ogden whirled from a contemplation of his land and his workers. ‘What do you mean by that?’
Beaumont tapped the side of his nose. ‘No names, no pack drill, eh, Thomas? Let’s just say that I have ways and means of finding out all I need to know about the people I do business with. And those ways and means tell me that you aren’t a man who can afford to threaten anyone with violence.’
‘Look, just get off my land, will you, before I treat you as a trespasser.’
‘Very complicated, the law of trespass, Thomas. A study of it would tell you my rights as a bona fide visitor. A visitor who comes here in a neighbourly spirit.’ He held up his hand as Ogden advanced towards him. ‘As that spirit clearly isn’t reciprocated by a man who seems to be under business pressures, I shall say what I came to say and depart. I wish you to know that my very generous offer for this small parcel of land still stands. No one else will match it, and it won’t last for ever. It won’t last longer than another month or two, I think. The best tactic for you – the only realistic tactic for you – is a prompt acceptance. I might even be prepared to cover your legal fees for the transfer, and set a date which allows you to have the takings from this year’s crop, if you sign by the end of June.’
‘I shan’t be signing anything, Beaumont. I’m sick to death of telling you that.’
Martin had his hand on the driver’s door of the Jaguar as he delivered his final thought. ‘Sick to death, eh? I do hope it doesn’t come to that, Thomas.’
‘I’ve been watching Dad closely. He doesn’t seem much different, as yet,’ said thirteen-year-old Luke Hook magisterially to his brother.
‘Maybe we shall have to wait until after this graduation ceremony we’re being forced to attend,’ said Jack gloomily. He took advantage of his two years of seniority to ask a more practical question across the family’s evening meal. ‘Will it mean promotion, Dad?’
‘No, it certainly will not!’ said Bert Hook.
‘Your father could have been an inspector years ago,’ said his mother sternly. ‘He had all the exams, but he turned down the chance because he enjoyed the job he was doing.’ Eleanor caught Bert’s sharp look of surprise. She probably shouldn’t have said that, but she was immensely proud of her husband’s integrity, and felt that it was only right that the boys should know about it. They were at an age when they should be learning that there were more important considerations in life than money and rank.
‘So we could be living in luxury, rather than leading a life of abject poverty,’ said Jack soulfully.
‘You two have never wanted for anything! Finish your dinner, if you want pudding.’ Eleanor began to gather in the plates. ‘Abject poverty, indeed!’
It was becoming almost too easy to wind up the old folks, especially Mum, reflected the precocious Luke. He dispatched the last of his roast potatoes with impressive speed and enquired innocently of his father, ‘Will you be learning to play the violin and smoking coke now that you’re an intellectual, Dad?’ An enthusiastic form-master had lately introduced his charges to Conan Doyle’s immortal creation. Luke pushed his empty plate towards his mother, leant back, and lit an imaginary pipe. ‘This is almost certainly a three-pipe problem,’ he informed his brother in an artificially deep voice.
‘The only crime I am likely to indulge in is infanticide,’ said Bert Hook as sternly as he could. ‘And you’re both very welcome to miss Friday’s graduation ceremony. I’d rather like to miss it myself.’
‘No chance, Dad, with Mum and Mr Lambert on the job,’ said Jack. ‘And Luke and I aren’t going to miss a day off school, are we?’ His eyes lit up delightedly as apple pie and custard arrived upon the table. ‘I expect you’ll get a more interesting succession of cases, now that you’re a graduate, Dad. When you have to pit your brains against the modern Moriarty, the Napoleon of crime, I might agree to chronicle your exploits, if you ask me nicely. I quite fancy being your Watson.’
Martin Beaumont was elated by his latest encounter with Tom Ogden. He had seen fear in the man’s eyes. No one enjoyed the feeling that an enemy had the power to find out all about him, including those secrets he had kept hidden for years. It gave you a feeling of power over other people’s lives, and Martin knew enough about himself to know that nothing excited him more.
Today was a day for action; he felt that he was definitely on some sort of a roll. That was no doubt why he decided it was time to have a word with Jason Knight and Gerry Davies. The two were conferring outside the entrance to the shop as he drove back into Abbey Vineyards. Martin lowered the window of the Jaguar and called, ‘I’d like to see both of you for a short meeting. In ten minutes?’
He didn’t believe in giving people time for elaborate planning.
They came in nine minutes; he was still arranging the set-up of chairs he wanted in his room when he heard them talking to his PA in the outer office. He had pulled up the two armchairs in front of his desk, so that they would be looking into the light and lower than he would be on his seat behind the desk. Crude stuff, but it often worked, even now that more people were conscious of such things. If they realized that he had arranged things to give himself the advantage of position, that would be no bad thing. He decided against coffee.
He would sound them out, test whether they were moving to curb his power, as he suspected they might be. He wasn’t paranoid about such things, but it was as well to be perpetually aware of the way your senior executives’ minds were working. He would approach the matter obliquely, as was his way in these matters.
He said, ‘This shouldn’t take very long. I wanted your advice about something. Both of you have your fingers on the pulse of this place.’ A little flattery never came amiss, so long as you did not lay it on so thickly as to sound false. He might quite enjoy this, if it went as he hoped it would.
Neither of them spoke. He sensed that they wanted to look at each other, but the configuration of the furniture he had set up did not allow that without it being a sign of weakness. He asked each of them conventional questions. Gerry Davies reported that there was as yet no discernible decline of spending in the shop as a result of the recession which was hitting other Gloucestershire businesses hard. Jason Knight reminded him that there was usually a falling away in the number of restaurant bookings in spring and early summer, as the lighter evenings offered other options and the tourists were not yet around in great numbers. However, he had compared April bookings with those for the same month last year and found that they were marginally up.
It was all a little cautious and stilted, as if they were waiting for something more important. Martin cleared his throat and said, ‘We must continue to expand. I regard you two as the most forward-looking and experienced of my senior staff. That means I shall need your support.’
There was a pause before Jason Knight said, ‘Are you thinking about something which wasn’t discussed at our general meeting in March? If you are, perhaps we should convene—’
‘It’s nothing very radical. Merely a continuation of the expansion we have pursued successfully over the years.’
Gerry, feeling the unease of the man beside him and wanting to support him, said, ‘We’re only talking about a meeting of six people, Martin, with you in the chair as usual. It’s easy enough to arrange. Even if it was only an informal meeting, you would then be aware of everyone’s opinion.’
Martin Beaumont hadn’t expected opposition from this quarter: Davies had always been the most stalwart of his supporters. And this was opposition, despite the reasonable tone used to clothe it. It seemed that he was justified in his suspicions: Knight had been marshalling support. It was just as well he’d detected this now, whilst there was still time to nip it in the bud. He gave them what he hoped was a disarming smile. ‘As I said, there is no radical departure from previous policy involved. I am merely keeping you in the picture. I propose to buy out the strawberry farmer next door and incorporate his land into ours.’
They were feeling their way as he was, but it was he who held the map. He knew where he was going; no doubt they would follow him when they saw his plans clearly. Jason Knight said cautiously, ‘It’s a logical development. His land would consolidate our control of the area.’
‘I knew you’d see that. It would make future planning much easier if we got rid of the hedges and allowed our machinery full scope over the whole area.’
It was Gerry Davies who said, ‘Has Tom Ogden accepted your proposal?’
Martin smiled as if they were discussing the best way to deal with a recalcitrant child. ‘Ogden’s a pig-headed soul. He doesn’t see the realities of the situation. I’ve made him a very good offer. He hasn’t yet accepted it, but I’m sure he will, before the summer’s out.’
‘His family’s farmed that land for a long time.’
‘So he keeps telling me. That doesn’t alter the realities of economic life, Gerry. Times change, and Ogden must be made to recognize that.’
Jason Knight knew Ogden because he was a member of Ross Golf Club. He was well aware of the farmer’s bitter resentment of his more powerful neighbour. He said, ‘Tom’s a stubborn old bugger, as you say. Is there any way you could offer him some sort of junior partnership in Abbey Vineyards, rather than just money? That would allow him to continue an association with the land he feels he cannot relinquish.’
Martin frowned. ‘I wouldn’t want Ogden anywhere near this firm. He’s looking backwards, not forwards. We don’t need people like that.’
Gerry Davies said, ‘He’s capable of taking new ideas on board. Look how he’s converted his land from mixed farming to a specialization in strawberries and hooked on to the pick-your-own market.’
Martin frowned. He had only introduced the subject to sound out the thinking of these two. Ogden and his strawberry fields were not really up for discussion. ‘You can leave Ogden to me. I’m confident I can make him see sense.’ He certainly wasn’t going to tell them exactly how he proposed to do that.
This time Jason Knight did glance sideways at the man next to him before he spoke. It was instinctive, but significant. With the autocrat’s paranoid sensitivity to any sign of dissent, Beaumont divined in that instant that these two had been plotting against him. ‘This is, as you indicated at the outset, a policy matter, Martin. And Gerry and I have been thinking for some time that we – that is to say the five of us who are most involved in forward planning in the firm – should have a greater say in policy.’
It was out at last. But this was exactly the situation that Jason had been trying to avoid when he spoke to Gerry about a united front. He had wanted to come here with Vanda North and Sarah Vaughan and Alistair Morton and present a unified group, instead of being anticipated by Beaumont and pinned down like this. At least he had Gerry Davies to support him, but he would have preferred that they and not Beaumont had taken the initiative and chosen the moment.
The silence seemed to the two men in the easy chairs to stretch for a long time, though it was probably no more than a few seconds. Martin Beaumont finally said with ominous calm, ‘I built this firm up from nothing. I brought us to where we are at the moment. Neither of you would hold the jobs you have without my efforts.’
Gerry felt that he must support his friend, though neither words nor resistance came easily to him. ‘I don’t think any of us would dispute that, Martin. We are well aware of what you have done for the firm, and indirectly for us. It’s just that as it gets bigger and bigger, Jason feels – well I feel as well, and I think we all feel, really – that the senior people should have a greater say in policy matters.’
Martin stared hard at him whilst he thought furiously. They weren’t organized yet, but they were moving against him: he had been right to suspect that. And the man behind it was Jason Knight, as he had known it would be. He said firmly and with ominous calm, ‘This firm is a one-man band. It has been from the outset and that is the secret of its success. If you don’t like that, you should think seriously about other employment.’
Jason smiled and tried to simulate a relaxation he could not feel. ‘There’s room for manoeuvre here, surely, Martin. I don’t mean – none of us means – to challenge your leadership. It’s just that as things move on and development becomes more complex, a different sort of organization might benefit us all.’
‘You’ve taken everyone’s opinion, have you, Jason? Gone behind my back without saying a word to me in order to organize opinion against me, have you? I don’t like what I’m hearing, Jason.’
Gerry Davies tried desperately to mitigate a confrontation he had never envisaged. ‘We haven’t talked to anyone else, Martin. All we’ve done is exchange a few ideas on the best way to go forward. Jason was able to convince me that we should look at new ways of running things. Surely it’s in everyone’s interest that we should keep open minds as—’
‘So you two have been making your little plans to take over, have you? Without even having the decency to take me into your confidence. How long would it have been before you came out with these ideas if I hadn’t brought you in here today?’
Gerry said miserably, ‘It isn’t like that. There isn’t a plot against you.’
Martin Beaumont had the knowledge he wanted now. The others weren’t in on this, but only because he’d nipped it in the bud at this stage. And the man behind the challenge to his authority was Knight, as he had suspected it would be. He’d intervened at the right time, though, before Jason had been able to unite the others against him. Divide and rule was the answer. That maxim had always served him well in the past. Leave Knight isolated, then attack him. He didn’t want to lose him, if it could be avoided. He was a brilliant chef, and the restaurant was a healthy profit-maker on the back of the reputation he had built there. Send him away chastened, but still prepared to work as hard as ever.
He shook his head sadly at Gerry Davies. ‘I’m sorry to find this disloyalty coming from you, Gerry. You’ve done well here, so far, very well. I’ve had no complaints about your work or your attitude, until today. I have to say I’m disappointed, after the chance I took in giving you a key job.’
Jason Knight said, ‘You shouldn’t take it like this, Martin. And you shouldn’t blame Gerry. He simply listened to what he saw as reasonable arguments. We’d all benefit if there were greater inputs, from Vanda North and Sarah Vaughan and Alistair Morton, as well as from Gerry and me.’
‘These arguments came from you, I suppose, Jason. Well, you’re a good chef, but not irreplaceable. Perhaps you should look for work in a different environment, where the organization might suit you better.’
‘It shouldn’t come to that, Martin. All we wanted to do was to bounce around a few ideas, with you involved in the discussion. I thought it might benefit us all to debate whether power-sharing might be possible, even desirable, from the company’s point of view.’
‘Did you, indeed? Well, as I say, my initial reaction is that it might be better for all of us to have a chef in our restaurant who doesn’t get too big for his boots.’
‘You won’t get a better chef than Jason,’ said Gerry Davies, desperately trying to support his friend as the situation rocketed away from them.
‘That’s hardly the issue, is it, Gerry? I might get one who is perfectly efficient, without spreading dissent among hitherto loyal staff.’ Divide and rule, that was the answer. Jason was now isolated and he knew it. Martin felt elation coursing like a drug through his veins. ‘Whether Jason would find it easy to secure a similar post with a reference which questioned his loyalty is another matter entirely. But a matter for him alone to consider, not any of the rest of us.’
‘You’re taking this the wrong way, Martin.’ Jason heard the note of desperation in his own voice. ‘I didn’t intend to be in any way critical of you or your management. I think we’re all aware that there wouldn’t even be an Abbey Vineyards without your initiative and drive. It’s just that I – we – thought that as things move on and the enterprise gets bigger and more prosperous, it might be appropriate to adopt a slightly modified structure. I wasn’t intending to be at all critical of the way you have led us or continue to lead us.’
‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Martin allowed himself a slow smile as he felt his triumph complete. ‘In view of these assurances, I am prepared to forget today’s exchange, to move forward as if no opposition had been voiced. I think it only fair that I should add that if there is any future challenge to my authority, I shall be well aware of the likely source of it.’
Beaumont watched them leave his office without another word. They looked like two penitent school prefects who had been checked for a serious breach of the rules, he thought.
That was entirely satisfactory.



ELEVEN
In one respect, the Open University graduation day at Hereford surprised Chief Superintendent John Lambert, who was able to enjoy it purely as a spectator, proud of his friend’s achievement.
It was surprisingly like a conventional degree ceremony at any university. He had somehow expected these grizzled professionals of various ages and callings to be quite different from the youngsters concluding three years of full-time student life. But today they were surprisingly similar. There was the same sense of joyous achievement, the same slightly surprised air that they were now the holders of degrees.
In one sense, he was surprised to be here himself. You were always warned about making close friends in the police service. It might affect your judgement in crisis situations. It might force rash acts of schoolboy heroism which went against all the rules, when you stared into the barrels of a shotgun held by a violent man forced into a corner.
Such situations were still mercifully rare. More often, a sense of comradeship made officers cover up acts of villainy or weakness in colleagues they had grown to like. Mistaken loyalties had undoubtedly aided the spread of corruption in the Metropolitan Police in the sixties and seventies. More trivially, camaraderie might make you cover up minor omissions of timekeeping or short cuts in procedure in your colleagues, and thus affect the efficiency and reliability of the service and its reputation with the public.
Lambert was not exactly a law unto himself, but his seniority and reputation had secured him certain privileges. He had been able to retain Bert Hook as his detective sergeant for much longer than would normally have been the case. The situation had been consolidated by Hook’s surprising refusal to accept the inspector status which could undoubtedly have been his, in favour of retaining the work he enjoyed as Lambert’s assistant. It had never been openly stated, but each of them clearly understood and respected the fact that their virtues complemented each other’s.
One of Bert Hook’s advantages was that the criminals and others he came into contact with in CID work consistently underestimated him. They accepted too easily the stolid village-bobby exterior and manner as the reality of the man, and missed the shrewd intelligence which his manner and appearance concealed. That was useful to Lambert in his work, but he was delighted to be here today to witness the formal recognition of Hook’s intelligence and application in the conferral of an excellent degree, achieved by part-time study in conditions which would have defeated lesser men.
Eleanor Hook and Christine Lambert had awarded themselves new dresses to celebrate this joyous occasion. Jack and Luke Hook, who had known Lambert as ‘Uncle John’ since their early childhoods, were a little awkward with him now, as befitted their teenage status. In truth, they were rather in awe of his local fame as a solver of serious crimes, including the murders which always dominated the headlines. However, being fifteen and thirteen meant that they could not really acknowledge their awe of anyone, except the pop stars and top sportsmen they would never have to meet. But they were immensely proud of their father, though of course they could not demonstrate that in his presence. But there would be no more enthusiastic applause in the hall than theirs, when Bert eventually went forward for his degree.
The person least at ease in the group was Bert Hook himself, sweltering in his best suit beneath the blue and gold gown of the soon-to-be graduate. He had enjoyed his studies, in literature and history particularly, far more than he had expected to, but the formal reception of his degree was less to his taste. ‘This is like a school speech day,’ he said gloomily, looking round at the plethora of gowns like his. He grinned weakly at John Lambert. ‘Do you think Lord Wotsisname will ask if we can have a half-holiday?’
‘They don’t have school speech days any more. Mrs Fisher says they’re elitist because they single out the most able,’ said Luke Hook piously.
‘Your Mrs Fisher has a lot to answer for,’ said his mother darkly.
‘She doesn’t approve of Open University degrees. She says they’re too easy because you can pick them off in modules.’
‘That young lady talks too much about things she doesn’t know anything about,’ said Eleanor Hook. Then, thinking that she might be undermining the teacher’s position, she added guiltily, ‘Not that she doesn’t know her own subject and teach it very well.’
‘She’s a . . . a bit of an idiot, really,’ said Jack. He blushed furiously, because he’d only just prevented himself from saying ‘tosser’ and shocking the delicate sensibilities of these adults. ‘She doesn’t think sport should be on the timetable and wants playing fields sold to build affordable housing.’
‘You’ll be able to tell her she’s an idiot at the parents’ evening, Mum,’ said Luke cheerfully. He turned to his father. ‘Perhaps now that you’re going to have time on your hands, you could come along in your gown to argue with her about the OU, Dad.’
‘This is the one and only day you’ll see me in this thing,’ said Bert Hook firmly, raising his arms beneath the gown and then letting them fall helplessly to his sides. ‘It’s hired at a ridiculous fee for this occasion and this occasion alone.’
‘Then I’d better take your picture whilst we have the opportunity,’ said Christine Lambert cheerfully, producing her digital camera determinedly from her handbag. She set the group beneath an aged oak tree and took several photographs of various combinations, including one of Bert Hook smiling shyly with an arm round each of his sons, which would later turn out to be unexpectedly impressive. ‘And now the one to be framed and put on the mantelpiece,’ she said, when Bert thought she had finished. He refused all requests for a picture wearing his mortar board, but she eventually persuaded him to sit alone in his gown with the offending headgear in his lap, in the conventional pose of the newly recognized graduate.
Twenty minutes later, he walked across the stage, with that rolling gait he had used so many thousands of times to walk back to his bowling mark, before making the best amateur batsmen in the country hop about a bit. Then the announcer told the audience that Herbert James Hook was a policeman, and there was surprised applause from the public to support the more raucous enthusiasm from his own group of determined supporters.
When the assemblage of proud relatives and friends emerged blinking from the hall into the sunlight, Bert was sent off to renew acquaintance with the group he had met with regularly over the last year. And this group of mature men and women laughed their delighted recall of incidents during their studies, for all the world as if they were twenty-one-year-olds giggling their delight and relief on this day of triumph. When they had set out so diffidently on this academic journey, this day had seemed distant, even impossible, to all of them. The day and the ceremony were all the sweeter for that. Both seemed afterwards to have passed very quickly.
The women said they would drive home, in view of the bottle of champagne which had concluded events at Hereford. Bert and the boys were surprised when Eleanor turned off the road five miles outside the ancient cathedral city, following Christine Lambert as the two had arranged. They were even more surprised to find that a table had been booked for the six of them, with gleaming cutlery and glasses laid out in readiness. ‘My treat,’ explained John Lambert shortly. ‘In recognition of your efforts over six years, and the pleasure you have given us over one day in gown and mortar board.’
The meal was a great success. Jack and Luke were allowed a minimal quantity of alcohol, the ladies a responsible small glass of white wine each, whilst the two men sank rather a lot over the two hours’ traffic of the meal. Well, they weren’t driving, were they, and if you can’t indulge yourself when a detective sergeant is awarded a 2:1 honours degree, when can you?
The two boys had never seen Dad and Uncle John, the great detective, so relaxed before. They were delighted by the experience. They didn’t use the word ‘relaxed’, of course. But as their mother told them in the car as she drove carefully home, the word ‘pissed’ was very rude, as well as a gross exaggeration.
Throughout the long bright day of DS Hook’s graduation ceremony, the blue Jaguar of Martin Beaumont stood still and undisturbed. In the quiet wooded area where it was parked, there were few people about on an ordinary Thursday morning. As the long day passed, no one noted that the big car had now been there for many hours.
The twelve-mile long ridge of the Malvern Hills runs from north to south. It is not ranked among the country’s major mountain ranges, but its dominance of the local landscape is far more dramatic than that of many greater elevations. Its flanks rise very steeply from only three hundred feet or so above sea level, making it the commanding feature for many miles around. The rivers Severn and Wye rise almost within hailing distance of each other in the Welsh hills, but run through very different country on opposite sides of the Malvern ridge. From the wide flat valley of the Severn on one side and the less regular country of the Wye Valley on the other, the spectacular outline of the Malverns is visible at most points, defining the limits of the visible landscape.
For those who care to walk the ridge, a modest effort is rewarded by extensive views over some of England’s most historic country. Here were fought the decisive battles in the two internal struggles which rent the country, the Wars of the Roses and the English Civil War. Ridge walking is always enjoyable, with views available on both sides as one moves along the backbone of the height. The northern extremity of the ridge, with Malvern itself immediately below it and the ancient city of Worcester faintly visible to the north east, is the most frequently walked.
The southern extremity of the Malverns, the last of the sharp rises which constitute the ridge, is the lower height known as Chase End Hill. This is much less frequented than the greater heights to the north, though its sides rise with the characteristic Malvern sharpness on its western and eastern slopes.
A small lane skirts the western side of the hill, and the lowest of its slopes are wooded. The blue Jaguar was just off this road, on an unpaved track which ran beneath the fresh foliage of forest trees. It was just visible from the lane, but probably only to pedestrians or passengers, because drivers would be too busy peering towards the next bend on their winding route to spot the patch of blue metal in the shade beneath the huge chestnut.
And so for all of the long May day the big car stood unremarked. As the sun dropped away to the west, it caught the side windows of the vehicle, which sparkled brilliantly for a few minutes. But there were no eyes there to notice the car, or to speculate on why it had not moved for so long. Twilight, then dusk, and then the full darkness of the warm spring night, enveloped the quiet scene.
There were insects in the car, though all the windows were tightly closed. Insects always find their way in, in circumstances like this. Busy insects, concentrating on the blackening blood which had brought them there.
Martin Beaumont lay where he had lain now for many hours, slumped sideways in the driver’s seat, with the left half of his head shattered by the bullet which had ended his eventful life.



TWELVE
On Friday morning, Bert Hook was pleased that he had had the foresight to take two days of his leave for his graduation ceremony rather than the one he had originally planned.
As a young man, he had prided himself upon his capacity for beer drinking. But he wasn’t used to champagne and white wine and red wine in yesterday’s quantities, and the final brandy had definitely been a mistake. It must be because he wasn’t used to such things that he had a thick head this morning. It couldn’t possibly be anything to do with the advent of middle age now that he was past forty.
He was glad that this was a school day for the boys. He loved them dearly, but this wasn’t the morning for their boisterous jocularity. He listened to the agreeably distant sounds of domestic contest between Eleanor and the boys and left it as late as he could to join them at the breakfast table.
Jack glanced at his father as he came into the kitchen in his dressing gown. He winked at his younger brother before giving the paternal countenance more prolonged and delighted study. ‘A little the worse for wear are we this morning, Dad?’
Luke glanced towards the door of the utility room, where his mother was loading the washing machine, and decided she was safely out of earshot. ‘I told you he was pissed!’ he insisted delightedly to Jack.
‘Get on with your breakfast, or you’ll be late for school.’ Bert reached for the cereal, poured a helping from the newly opened packet, and found surplus corn flakes dancing across the table.
Jack reached across the table and swept the surplus expertly into his own dish. ‘Drink’s bound to have more of an effect at your age, Dad,’ he said sympathetically. Then, much too loudly, he yelled almost in the paternal ear, ‘Mum? I think we’re going to need the Alka-Seltzer in here!’
His mother entered abruptly and ordered him to look to his own needs. ‘You’ll be at the last minute for that bus as usual, the pair of you.’ She chased them up to their rooms to gather their gear for the day, and came back into the kitchen to catch her husband wincing at the sound of the thundering hooves upon the stairs.
‘Jack might have a point,’ she said with a sigh. Moments later, a fizzing glass was planted beneath Bert’s nose. The sound of bursting bubbles was deafening in his ears. He downed it, stifled a burp and managed his first smile of the day, half relieved and half apologetic.
‘You all right?’ he said.
‘Of course I am. I wasn’t able to drink, was I? I had to drive the family safely home, if you remember. Which of course you may not.’
‘I do. But I overdid it a bit, didn’t I? I’m sorry about that.’
She put an arm round his shoulders and hugged him gently, carefully avoiding his breath. ‘You snored a bit more than usual, and I couldn’t get you to turn over. But you’re allowed to indulge yourself, on an occasion like that.’
 The stampeding of the cattle resumed, more headlong this time, as the steers descended the stairs. ‘So long, Dad. Hope the hangover improves,’ called Jack solicitously.
‘There’s no hangover and you’re going to miss that bus!’ said Bert, reckless of the sharp agony which coursed through his forehead.
‘So long, Dad. I won’t tell Mrs Fisher you got pissed!’ Luke called defiantly from the front doorway, and disappeared in a blur of grey flannel before his mother could tax him with the offending word.
‘They’re good lads, but sometimes even better in their absence,’ said Bert Hook, as a blissful silence crept slowly back into the house.
Eleanor left him alone with his thoughts and his slowly diminishing headache. He munched a slice of toast and marmalade at half his usual speed, seeking to restore the world to normal through the steady rhythm of his jaws. He was on his second mug of tea when the phone rang behind him. He hesitated, unwilling to resume contact with the outside world; the ringing was offensive enough in his head to make him realize that his recovery was still at the fragile stage.
‘The Hook residence. Bert speaking,’ he said, in that snooty voice which was a parody of something he had now forgotten.
‘It’s DI Rushton, Bert.’
‘I’m off duty, Chris. On official leave.’
‘You might want to revise that, when you hear this. There’s been a suspicious death. A man shot through the head in his car.’
‘Sounds pretty suspicious, that, right enough. Where?’
‘Not that far from you. Near a hamlet called Howler’s Heath, at the southern end of the Malverns.’
‘Sounds vaguely appropriate.’
‘Chief Superintendent Lambert said I was to let you know.’ It was always safer to pass the buck upstairs, when you were interrupting a man’s leave.
‘Quite right, too. They don’t pick their moments, do they, suspicious deaths? A man can’t even have a peaceful day off.’
But as always, the CID man in him was intrigued. It sounded as though a hunt was beginning, and Bert Hook didn’t want to be left out of it. He drained his beaker at a single gulp and went to get dressed.
Hook was combing his hair in front of the mirror when John Lambert rang. He would pick him up in ten minutes.
At Abbey Vineyards, it was ten o’clock. Martin Beaumont’s PA was wondering whether she should contact his home when the call which made all such considerations irrelevant came through.
Fiona Cooper was an experienced aide to senior executives and directors. She knew when to ask questions and when not to, when to be discreet and when to be forthcoming. But with the police, there was no room for diplomacy, let alone concealment. You had to be forthcoming.
When the cool, detached voice of the man who had announced himself as Inspector Rushton asked her if she knew of the whereabouts of her employer, she did not even think of evasion. ‘I don’t know. I was getting anxious about him myself. I had expected him to be here before now. He has an appointment in half an hour and he usually wishes to make sure that he is well briefed for such meetings.’
‘You will need to cancel all his appointments, unless you think someone else can stand in for him.’
‘Why? What’s happened?’
There was silence at the other end of the phone whilst Chris regrouped. It was a long time since he had done this. Normally he would have sent someone round to break the news of a death, as someone had indeed already been dispatched in search of the wife. But a junior officer might not get the right response and he was anxious to get as many basic facts as he could, as quickly as he could. ‘I have to tell you that a body has been found. A body which we think is almost certainly that of Mr Beaumont. I should be glad if you would keep this information to yourself for the moment. I shall get in touch with you when we have more facts, probably later in the day.’
‘Was this an accident?’
There had been a long pause from the PA, but no tears, no hysterics. Rushton was thankful for that. ‘I am afraid that I am unable to reveal any further details at the moment, Mrs Cooper. Could you tell me when you last saw Mr Beaumont, please?’
She felt curiously without emotion. This was a man she had served for the last five years, and yet she felt nothing except a profound shock. Perhaps the other things like grief would come to her later. ‘Late on Wednesday afternoon. He was still in his office when I left at five thirty. He told me to go and I think he was almost ready to leave himself.’
‘That is over forty hours ago. Did you not think it strange that you did not see him for the whole of yesterday?’
‘No. Mr Beaumont is the owner of this firm and its chief executive officer. It is his habit not to arrange any appointments for Thursdays if they can possibly be avoided. That leaves him free to visit other parts of the country, other concerns. Perhaps to develop new lines of business. To do anything, in fact, to further the interests of the company.’
‘Or perhaps to pursue more personal concerns?’
Her instinct was to be loyal to her employer. But this was a senior policeman, and a situation which was outside even her wide-ranging experience. She said as severely as she could, ‘It was not my business or my concern to know where Mr Beaumont was and what he was doing for every minute of his day. All I can tell you is that a considerable amount of business has accrued over the years from his Thursday activities.’
‘I see. So neither you nor presumably anyone at Abbey Vineyards would think it unusual that you have seen nothing of him since Wednesday evening?’
She picked her way carefully through this; it sounded as if her reply might be important at some future date. ‘The junior staff would, I am sure, have no awareness of the pattern of Mr Beaumont’s working week. He delighted in giving them the impression that he might turn up at any time and in any situation. It kept them on their toes, he said, as well as showing them that he was interested in people working at all levels in the firm.’
‘But your senior staff would be aware of his habit of leaving Thursdays free?’
‘I think they would, yes. He made no secret of it.’
‘And how many of those would there be, Mrs Cooper?’
‘Five.’ Fiona was surprised by the speed with which she had delivered a number. But Martin had regularly circularized these five with documents he thought appropriate only for them.
‘Could you give me their names, please?’
Now, belatedly, she asked him a question, the way a good PA, operating for her boss and the firm, should surely be doing. She was glad she had followed her usual practice in jotting down the man’s name and title at the beginning of all this. ‘May I ask why you are requesting this information, Detective Inspector Rushton?’
This time it was Chris who paused. He could hardly tell her he wanted a list of potential suspects in a murder enquiry, as the people who had been closest to the dead man were likely to become. ‘It is standard practice, Mrs Cooper. As yet we know very little about the way Mr Beaumont died. It is those who were nearest to him at work and at home who can best give us a picture of a dead man.’ He had almost said ‘victim’. That showed how long it was since he’d broken news like this, he thought ruefully. It was usually left to junior officers to make the first contact and convey the news of a death, but he realized now that everyone should do it occasionally, to keep himself aware of the problems.
Fiona said, conscious for the first time of a quickening of her pulse, ‘This is what you call a “suspicious death”, isn’t it, Inspector Rushton?’
‘It is exactly that, Mrs Cooper. I cannot tell you any more at the moment. I know very little more myself. I am following standard police procedures, as I said just now.’
‘I can give you the names and job descriptions of the five senior people I mentioned.’
‘That will be most useful information.’ He had been considering whether he should throw in Chief Superintendent Lambert’s name. Most local people were aware of his name and reputation, and the glamour of celebrity often persuaded them to volunteer information they would otherwise have been reluctant to offer. But it was too early to use Lambert’s name yet; time enough for that when this became officially a murder investigation. And this woman was being both efficient and cooperative, in DI Rushton’s opinion, the best possible combination of virtues to offer to a police officer. ‘If it causes you any embarrassment, we will not need to reveal whence this information came to us.’ He liked that last phrase; he had heard Lambert use it years ago, and filed it away for his own use.
‘There will be no need for secrecy, Inspector,’ came the prim response from the other end of the line. ‘I shall give you these names in no particular order of importance. Our finance director is Alistair Morton, aged forty-four. Our shop manager and retail sales director is Gerald Davies, aged fifty-seven. Our manager and director of residential accommodation is Vanda North, aged forty-six, who is also a junior partner in the firm. Our head chef and restaurant director is Jason Knight, aged thirty-eight. Our research and development director is Sarah Vaughan, aged thirty-three.’
Fiona wondered why she had reeled off their ages as well as their names. Probably because she was reading from the employment records and the dates of birth followed the names, she thought. Or was it just the bitchy desire to indicate that pretty young Miss Vaughan was the youngest, most recently arrived, and thus most junior of these people who earned more than she did? She added a little guiltily, ‘Mr Beaumont always stresses that we are a small and dynamic organization, so that these roles are not definitive and inevitably overlap from time to time.’
Rushton finished writing and said rather breathlessly, ‘Thank you. This will be most useful information, I am sure. Should it prove necessary to talk to any of these people, I or someone else here will contact you again, probably later today.’
Fiona Cooper set down the phone and sat like a statue for several minutes. She was looking through the open door of the office at the round-backed chair which her late employer had so recently occupied. She had spoken of him throughout in the present tense, she now realized, though she had been told at the outset that he was dead. Not very efficient, really, for a PA, though the police must be used to it.
They would already be contacting the people she had just named.
Howler’s Heath was indeed no more than the tiniest of hamlets, as Rushton had told Bert Hook. As Lambert drove up the lane beyond it, the scene of the crime was soon apparent by the unwonted activity which surrounded it.
The scene beneath the huge chestnuts was already cordoned off with the plastic ribbons proclaiming ‘Do not enter’, which always define the environs of a serious crime scene. Not that there was much danger in this remote spot of the curious crowds who often gather round the site of a murder in a town or suburb, at once attracted and repelled by the macabre glamour of the most serious of all crimes, the wanton termination of another being’s life.
There were already two police cars at the point where the unpaved track left the lane. Lambert parked behind them; to drive on to the track itself might contaminate important evidence left by other vehicles. The civilians who now constitute most SOCO teams were already busily at work. The photographer announced as they arrived that he had finished his business, but would wait around in case the man in charge of the investigation required any further shots. His manner proclaimed that this was most unlikely.
Two of the others were on all fours, systematically retrieving and bagging in plastic any items which might have a human connection, any detritus which might at a much later date become an important exhibit in a court case. Every calling has its dreams, and it was the aspiration of these worthy seekers to retrieve a piece of jewellery, an accidentally dropped pen or pencil, even at a pinch a soiled tissue, which would secure the conviction of a killer. It very rarely happened, of course. Evidence collected was usually cumulative and supplementary to other findings in building up a case. But very occasionally it did happen, and the hope of it sustained workers in what was essentially a boring task. Because of that, the dream was rarely disparaged by the Scene of Crime Officer or the senior detective in charge of the case.
One of the men with tweezers in hand, a retired police constable who was now operating as a civilian, gestured towards the cigarette end he had recently bagged, which might have been a precious find in the right circumstances, and shook his head glumly. ‘Almost certainly pre-dates this crime, sir. I’ve bagged it to be on the safe side, but I’d say it’s at least a week old, possibly more.’
Lambert nodded his sympathy and moved towards the big blue car. Although the site was remote, you could get to it easily enough by car, and for those who were aware of that it would afford an almost certain privacy. A perfect site for lovers who, for whatever reason, wanted to conceal conversations, clumsy gropings or more serious couplings, for instance. As if the thought had provoked the discovery, the woman at the other extremity of the site now produced with a despairing groan a used condom. She lifted it with tweezers, held it at arm’s length, and deposited it within her polythene container with a gargoyle moue of distaste.
Lambert walked across and bent over the car, opening the driver’s door gingerly with gloved hand. What remained of Martin Beaumont was slumped away from the door, hunched over the gap between the two front seats. It was the left temple which had been targeted, but there was no exit wound.
The voice of the SOCO behind him said quietly, ‘He’s been here for some time, sir. The pathologist said rigor mortis had been and gone, but he wouldn’t commit himself to a time of death.’
‘More than twenty-four hours, though?’
‘It looks like it. He said he’d treat the post mortem as urgent and give you his report asap.’ He looked past the superintendent at the gory remnants of what had been a man. ‘It looks as though the bullet is lodged within the skull, sir. He seems to have hit the door and bounced back towards the centre of the car.’
‘Not a Smith and Wesson then. That would have blown most of the head away.’ The right eye and most of the face were undamaged. Even the left side of the features might clean up after the post mortem, so that the body could be presented as decently as possible to whatever relative had to undergo the formality of identification. ‘Any sign of the murder weapon?’
But even as he spoke, he knew there wouldn’t be. Any prize trophy of that sort would have been triumphantly volunteered to the man in charge of the case as soon as he arrived on the scene. The SOCO said, ‘No. I should be very surprised if you ever see it again.’
Lambert nodded sourly. Probably in the muddy depths of the Severn or one of its tributaries by now. Murderers were rarely so cooperative as to leave such key evidence around. And he was already sure that this was murder. The faint possibility of suicide had disappeared with the absence of the weapon. ‘Did you get anything from the car?’
‘A few fibres from the front passenger seat; one or two more from the rear seats and carpets. Impossible to tell how long they’ve been there. Forensic and their labs might find something more, when their boys and girls are released on to it.’
Lambert looked again at that blank, unseeing right eye. How easy it would be for policemen if the old myth about the cornea retaining the image of what it had last seen had any truth in it. He waved a hand in futile dismissal of the flies, which would return within seconds to the blackening wound which had ended what had once been a man. ‘If the pathologist’s taken what he wants from here, you might as well have the meat-wagon in to remove the corpse.’ He said to the photographer, ‘You’d better stay until then, and take a shot of whatever’s underneath him.’
Hook had been looking hard at the unpaved track whilst Lambert studied the car and its grisly contents. ‘You found any tyre tracks here?’ he asked the man who had been inspecting the ground.
‘Nothing which looks significant as yet. We’ll give it a detailed examination before we leave, but it’s been very dry over the last couple of days.’ The officer had the pessimism which was characteristic of such workers. They were reluctant to offer much hope to those conducting the case, fearful of being reviled as the producers of false dawns.
Hook nodded, thinking of the bright scenes at his graduation yesterday, of the sun beating down on those happy, noisy, celebrating hordes of people from all sorts of backgrounds. The Jaguar and its ghastly contents had been here beneath these green trees through those same hours, silent and unremarked, save for the heedless singing birds and the flies which scented food.
He was beset in that moment by an illogical guilt, as if his heedless rejoicing had in some way contributed to the fact that this corpse had been undiscovered through the vital first day of its existence. Lambert rejoined him and they removed from their shoes the plastic coverings used to avoid contamination of the crime scene, then picked their way slowly back along the grass verge at the edge of the track to Lambert’s old Vauxhall Senator car.
When they looked back a hundred yards to the scene beneath the trees, two men were unloading the plastic body shell from the van the police called the ‘meat wagon’ and were preparing to lever their blood-spattered cargo from the big blue Jaguar.
And still the sun blazed steadily over the quiet scene, as if to remind them how tiny within the cosmos were the petty affairs of men.



THIRTEEN
It was a big house, as they would have expected of the man who had owned Abbey Vineyards. The grounds were tidy enough. A gardener in overalls glanced curiously at the police vehicle, then continued planting long lines of bedding plants alongside the drive. An impressive oak front door stood between the pillars which framed it in the mock-Georgian frontage. The exterior woodwork of the house looked as if it had been recently repainted.
Nevertheless, the house itself looked curiously unloved and uncared for. The curtains of the room to the left of the door had been pulled back untidily and those in the room on the first floor above them were tightly drawn. The end of a newspaper protruded still from the letter box, though it was now two o’clock on this sunny Friday afternoon. They rang the doorbell twice. It was some time after the second effort that their ringing was answered.
‘Sorry. Mrs Forshaw comes in to clean on Tuesdays and Thursdays, but she isn’t here today.’
The woman had straight black hair which fell almost to her shoulders. Her paleness was stark. It was accentuated by the loose-fitting black dress and shoes she wore. Her deep-set eyes must once have been an intriguing feature of the face, but now the rings beneath them made them look haunted, fearful of what might be at hand. Her thin nose seemed pinched, whereas within a healthier setting it would have been attractive. When Lambert announced himself and Hook with their ranks, she smiled and said, ‘Yes. I was told to expect you.’ Her teeth were regular and attractive. As that single smile briefly lit up the face, they had a glimpse of the woman she had been thirty years ago.
She took them into a large, well-furnished sitting room, which somehow seemed too big a setting for this wan, uneasy figure. Lambert was seeking to ease his way into the interview with the bereaved spouse, which was usually the most difficult of those to follow a suspicious death. He said, ‘You know why we’re here then, Mrs Beaumont?’
‘Yes. The two young women in uniform told me this morning that Martin was dead. I’m afraid they had to get me out of bed, even though it wasn’t very early. I often don’t sleep very well.’
‘I’m sorry we have to intrude at a time like this, Mrs Beaumont, and we’ll be as brief as we can. But we have to follow certain procedures.’
‘Was he killed? Did someone murder Martin?’
‘That is yet to be formally confirmed, but we very much fear he was killed, yes. Forgive me, but you sound as though you were expecting that.’
‘You’ll need someone to do a formal identification, won’t you?’
‘We will need that, in due course, yes. But if you don’t feel up to it, I’m sure that we can—’
‘I’ll do it. No problem, Superintendent, I’ll do it. How did he die?’
Lambert smiled at her, seeking to mask the rebuke in what he had to say. ‘Mrs Beaumont, you are understandably rather on edge at the moment, as we all would be in these circumstances. But the idea of this meeting is that we ask the questions and you answer them, to the best of your ability.’
‘Sorry. I’m jumping the gun, aren’t I? I tend to do that, I think.’
He watched her carefully to see whether she would recognize her unfortunate choice of metaphor, but she looked only like a woman on edge. It was an effect which was to persist throughout the interview.
Hook flicked open his notebook and said, ‘When did you last see Mr Beaumont?’
She looked at him as if registering his presence for the first time, though she had nodded to him politely enough when Lambert had introduced him. ‘Wednesday morning. He spoke to me before he went out to work.’
Bert registered a puzzlement he scarcely felt upon his homely features, persuading his listener as usual towards the notion that he was less intelligent, and thus less threatening, than was the reality. ‘That is a full forty-eight hours before his body was found. Did you not wonder where he might have got to, or feel any anxiety on his behalf during those hours, Mrs Beaumont?’
 ‘No.’ She seemed to think for a moment that it was an odd notion that she should be worried about her husband. Then she said, ‘I was used to him being away at nights, you see. I expect he was at Abbey Vineyards on Wednesday. And on Thursdays he was always away. Drumming up new business, he said. I expect that he was, some of the time.’
She caught a glance between the sergeant and his grave-faced superior. What did that mean? Vanda had told her to play the grieving wife, when she’d phoned to say they were coming. That way, they won’t get much from you, she’d said. It was curious how close she and Vanda had become, in just a few days. It seemed odd now that she’d been full of such apprehension when she’d gone to meet Martin’s ex-mistress in her own home. It was because of Vanda’s advice that she’d put on this black dress she hadn’t worn for years. It was a little creased, but it was the right colour.
It was the older man who now asked her, ‘Did he give you any idea of where he was proposing to go on this particular Thursday?’
She stared down at the carpet and frowned, giving the question the concentration of a dutiful schoolgirl. ‘No, I’m afraid he didn’t. Is that when he was killed? Sorry, I’m asking you questions again, aren’t I?’
‘That’s all right. We don’t know yet exactly when Mr Beaumont died. We expect to have a better idea within twenty-four hours.’ He didn’t mention post mortems if he could avoid it. The thought of the body of a loved one being severely cut and mutilated upset many people, though he suspected this rather abstracted woman would have accepted it without much emotion. ‘We need you and everyone else to assist us as much as possible as we try to fill in the story of his last hours. Murder is one of the few crimes where the victim cannot speak for himself. We shall need to find out what sort of man he was, what kind of appointments he might have made. We shall assemble that information not only from such facts as we can gather but from the thoughts of you and of others.’
‘Am I allowed to know how he died?’
She was brittle, unpredictable. But hardly likely to collapse into hysterics, Lambert judged. He watched her closely as he said, ‘He was shot through the head whilst sitting in the driver’s seat of his car.’
Jane Beaumont seemed neither surprised nor shaken. Whether that was because she knew these facts already or not, he found it impossible to judge. She was silent for a moment, nodding slowly, as if lost in her own thoughts. Then she said, ‘You don’t know about us, do you?’
Lambert smiled encouragingly at her, trying to get her to concentrate on him rather than the wall behind him. ‘We don’t know very much about anything concerned with your husband at present, Mrs Beaumont. We need to know much more, and we need the help of people like you.’
‘I see.’ She nodded slowly, as if she was having some difficulty in assimilating the simple idea he had put to her.
She didn’t seem inclined to offer anything by way of response. It was Hook who eventually prompted gently, ‘Mrs Beaumont, you said just now, “You don’t know about us, do you?” That is very true, and we need to know. We’re asking you to help us, though we realize this is a difficult time for you.’
‘Difficult, yes.’ She took a deep breath and frowned, as if striving hard to give the matter her full attention. ‘We weren’t close, Martin and I.’ She nodded again, perhaps congratulating herself upon the precision of her grammar. ‘We hadn’t been close for years. Maybe some of that was my fault – he always said it was.’
Hook said hastily, ‘There is no need for you to speculate about the reasons why you were no longer as close as you once were. What would be useful to us is the most precise summary you can give us of the state of your relationship at the time of Mr Beaumont’s death.’
‘Yes, I see. Well, I wanted a divorce. He wasn’t going to give me one. But we were going to fight him about that.’
‘We?’
‘Oh, a friend of mine. A female friend. No one can really resist divorce permanently nowadays, if you can prove the irretrievable breakdown of a marriage.’ She spoke carefully, as if she was repeating phrases which might be new to them. Then she suddenly brightened, looking at Hook for the first time as if conducting a genuine conversation. ‘I was going to fight him for my divorce. I won’t need to do that any more, will I?’
‘No, you won’t, Mrs Beaumont. Is it because you no longer felt close to your husband that you seem to know so little about his movements since Wednesday morning?’
‘Yes, that would be it, wouldn’t it? I haven’t known much about his movements on any particular day for quite a long time, now. For many years, I suppose.’ Her brow puckered again, and for a moment she was like an adolescent determined to be fair to an errant boyfriend. ‘I haven’t wanted to know. I suppose I could have found out more about what he was up to, but it’s a long time since I was interested.’
‘I see. Well, this is useful information for us. We shall probably be able to get a good idea of his movements on Wednesday from his staff at Abbey Vineyards. I appreciate that you have no certain knowledge of what he was planning to do on Wednesday night or Thursday, but have you any thoughts on where he might have been then?’
Jane Beaumont gave the question that dutiful, rather touching, attention she had given to all of his queries. ‘No. I’m sorry. I wasn’t very interested. I was more concerned with my plans for divorce, so I was quite happy that Martin wasn’t around.’ She watched Hook make a brief note and added apologetically, ‘I’m sorry. I’m not being very helpful, am I?’
Bert gave her an encouraging smile. ‘I think you’re being honest, Mrs Beaumont, and that is the most we can ask of anyone we talk to. It may be that something will occur to you over the next few hours, when you’ve had time to accustom yourself to the shock of this. Please get in touch with us immediately at this number with anything at all you think might be useful. Even the smallest things can turn out to be significant, sometimes.’
She took the card and studied it for a moment, as if she had been handed some strange and technical artefact. Then she nodded. ‘I’ll ring you immediately, if I think of anything. I’m afraid all I can think of at the moment is things to ask you, which is the wrong way round, as Mr Lambert pointed out.’
Lambert said hastily, ‘You’ve been very honest with us, Mrs Beaumont. If there are questions we are able to answer, we will certainly do that.’
‘Yes, I see. You told me how he died, didn’t you, Mr Lambert?’
He looked at her, deciding that there was a strange and sturdy strength beneath her abstracted air. She seemed to have more rather than less control of herself and her emotions as she had accustomed herself to the idea of this death. Lambert watched her closely as he said quietly, ‘I told you that he was shot through the head in his car, Mrs Beaumont.’
She winced slightly, then nodded. She did not seem to be disturbed by the picture. ‘He didn’t shoot himself, did he?’
It sounded more a statement than a question, but he answered, ‘No, we’re already certain he didn’t do that. We’re sure in fact that he was killed by person or persons unknown, as the law has it.’
‘The law, yes. But you’re going to find out who that person or persons are, aren’t you?’
‘Yes, I hope so, Mrs Beaumont. That is our job.’
‘He didn’t use his own pistol, then.’ She nodded to herself again, as if that was a reassuring thought.
Lambert, who had been preparing to take his leave, sat down again quickly. ‘Your husband had a firearm?’
‘A pistol, yes. That’s what you have to call it, he said. Not a gun.’ She smiled a small, private smile at her satisfaction in recalling that.
‘Do you know the make?’
‘No. I don’t know anything about it, I’m afraid, except that it was a pistol. The thing frightened me. I didn’t like having it in the house, but he said he needed it to protect himself.’
‘And you think he might have had it with him when he was killed?’
She gave the query careful attention in that curiously touching, diligent way again. ‘I think he probably did. I think he carried it about with him in the car. I haven’t seen the pistol in the house for years. Didn’t you find it there?’
‘No, we didn’t, Mrs Beaumont. But this is useful information. This is the sort of thing Detective Sergeant Hook meant when he said that if you think of anything that might be useful you should let us know.’
She smiled. It seemed in simple delight that she had been able to help them, though her cheeks remained as white as ever. ‘I’ll certainly phone if I think of anything else. I hope you find who did this. I didn’t want him killed, did I, even though I wanted to be rid of him?’
It was a question which rang in their heads for a long time as they drove away from the big, neglected house.



FOURTEEN
Whilst Lambert and Hook were conducting their rather strange interview with the newly bereaved Mrs Beaumont, DI Rushton rang the dead man’s PA, as he had promised her that morning he would.
‘I can confirm for you that we are indeed treating Mr Beaumont’s death as murder. There are not many more details available as yet, but I can tell you that Mr Beaumont’s body was found in his own car, near a hamlet called Howler’s Heath.’
Fiona Cooper was making notes on the pad in front of her. ‘I don’t know where that is.’
‘No. Very few people would – it’s a tiny place, just a farm and one or two cottages, I believe. I had to look it up on a large-scale map myself. It’s in a valley at the southern end of the Malverns. The car wasn’t in the place itself, but some way beyond it, under a copse of trees. It was because it was so isolated that the crime wasn’t discovered for some time after it happened.’
‘When can I let people know about this? They’re all wondering exactly what’s happened. I had to cancel all Mr Beaumont’s appointments.’
‘You can release the news now. That is why I rang you. The bare facts of what I have just told you will be embodied in a press release, which will be carried by the evening papers and by radio and television.’
‘Thank you. I’ll let the senior staff know immediately.’
‘You can let everyone know, Mrs Cooper. You could also make it clear that Detective Chief Superintendent Lambert will be taking charge of the case, and that he and his staff would be delighted to hear from anyone who knows anything at all which they think might have a bearing on this death.’ Throw in the local hero now: John Lambert’s name was likely to elicit more contacts than that of some anonymous inspector.
‘I’ll do that. It won’t take long for the news to spread.’
‘No. Bad news always spreads quickly. And sensational bad news such as violent murder spreads quickest of all.’
 ‘Well, you’d know more about that than I would, Detective Inspector Rushton,’ Fiona said primly. She felt a sudden need to distance herself from this awful thing. The vision of the blue Jaguar with its driver dead at the wheel was for the first time appallingly vivid to her. She had worked closely and happily with this man for the last five years. And someone she knew here, one of these people she greeted each day as a friend, might be involved in this, might even have committed murder.
She gave Rushton the extension and home telephone numbers of the five senior people she had named to him earlier in the day, so that he might set up meetings with them.
Fiona sat for a few minutes to compose herself after she had put down the phone, deciding exactly how she would phrase this sensational disclosure for the rest of the staff on the site. It was whilst she was deciding upon the correct form of words that Vanda North tapped briefly on her door and came into the office.
The director of residential accommodation looked very animated. A few strands of her shortish fair hair, usually so tightly disciplined, flew free on the right of her head, creating an effect which was quite attractive. Her blue eyes glittered with life and her cheeks had more colour than Fiona could remember them ever having before. Miss North looked perhaps five years younger than her forty-six as she asked, ‘Is there any news yet on how this happened?’
Fiona took her through the sparse facts which Rushton had just released to her. She could not understand why she felt so disturbed, why she was delivering her information as though on automatic pilot. By the time she concluded her brief bulletin, she realized what it was that was so alarming. Vanda North should have known nothing about this death, yet her opening enquiry had shown quite plainly that she did. And her reaction to the facts Fiona had just given her was unsurprised, even a little impatient.
Had she unearthed her employer’s killer at the outset, simply through this woman’s disclosure of knowledge she should not have had? Fiona Cooper said, through a throat which now felt very tight, ‘You knew about this, didn’t you? But I’ve only just found out some of these facts myself, only just been given police permission to release them.’
Vanda North looked at her for a moment as if she could not understand the accusation behind the words. Then she laughed abruptly, the unexpected sound shrill and loud in the quiet room. She realized the reason for the apprehension she had seen for a moment in the woman behind the desk. ‘Of course, you wouldn’t know, would you? I spoke to Jane Beaumont this morning. She told me about it – two policewomen had been round quite early to break the news of Martin’s death to her.’
Fiona hoped that the horror she had felt for a moment had not shown on her face. She dropped into her PA’s efficient, non-committal voice. ‘I knew it must be something like that.’
The house of the finance director of Abbey Vineyards was altogether less grand than that of the company’s late owner.
It was a pleasant, rather boxy, detached house in a cul-de-sac of identical buildings on the outskirts of Tewkesbury. It would have been more impressive if allowed more space, but the developer had followed the modern trend in building the maximum number of residences the local authority planning committee would allow him to erect on the site. The land had once been the gardens of the two late-Victorian houses he had demolished to allow this project. There were now fourteen residences here, so that the houses were nothing like as elegant as the artist’s impression on the front of the brochure. They had built-in garages and were set in pocket-handkerchief gardens.
Alistair Morton himself opened the door to Lambert and Hook. The room into which he led them was square and well lit by its single broad window in the front wall of the house. The dining-room set of table and six chairs and matching long sideboard made it seem quite small. The three oil-paintings of what seemed to be Scottish Highland scenes combined with a few ornaments to make the decor seem almost fussy.
Perhaps Morton noticed them taking note of the room, in the calm, unhurried way which is common in CID officers anxious to pick up every informative detail from the living spaces of those they interview. He said nervously, ‘This is a dining room, but we don’t use it much for that. I needed it for a study and a place to do freelance work, until I was fully established and provided with my own facilities at Abbey Vineyards.’
Lambert turned his attention with a polite smile to the human being at the centre of this room. Morton was slightly built, his thinness making him seem a little taller than he was. He had straight black hair, neatly parted in the style of a previous generation and closely cut at the back and sides of his head. ‘Have you been with Abbey Vineyards for a long time, Mr Morton?’
‘Very nearly since the outset. I came to Mr Beaumont as a newly qualified chartered accountant, doing his books in my spare time in the early days. Even when I decided to throw in my lot with him, I still did other work on a freelance basis, because he couldn’t afford to pay me much at the beginning.’
Lambert nodded. ‘I remember the vineyard beginning as a very modest concern. Most people thought the notion of English wine rather ridiculous at the time, or at best as no more than a novelty. You must have had faith in the idea.’
‘I suppose I did. Or rather, faith in Martin Beaumont, if I’m honest. I knew nothing about English wine and very little about wine in general. But Martin was an enthusiast. He carried people along with him.’
‘Nevertheless, you showed a lot of faith, to throw in your lot with him when he was dependent on what was then a largely untried idea.’
Alistair hadn’t anticipated this. He had expected to be defensive, to have to devote all his resources to concealing the fact that he had been thinking for months of the means by which he might dispose of the employer he had come to hate. Yet this grey, lined, experienced face seemed to understand his situation, to appreciate what he had risked in those early days. He was tempted for a moment to disclose his real relationship with Beaumont, to say exactly what sort of man he had been and how treacherously he had reneged on those early promises of partnership. But that would surely be folly, with Beaumont on a slab with a bullet through his head and these men looking hard for a killer.
Alistair went back to the words he had prepared. ‘I was young. I had a wife working. I felt I could take a chance to pursue an exciting idea. We didn’t have any children – we still don’t have. I was a qualified chartered accountant. It wouldn’t have been the end of the world if Abbey Vineyards had failed. I’d have found other employment easily enough.’
It all made sense. But Morton was picking his words very carefully for a man with nothing to hide, thought Lambert. ‘You will appreciate that at present we know almost nothing about a man who has been a victim of violent homicide. We’ve already spoken to Mr Beaumont’s widow. Apart from her, you have probably known him longer than anyone else we shall talk to. Would you tell us what sort of man he was, please?’
Alistair wasn’t ready for so direct a challenge. Any frank appraisal of the man was plainly dangerous ground for him. He didn’t want to say what he really thought, but he couldn’t afford to come across to them as evasive. He played for time by rising and going across to the sideboard and sliding open one of its bottom drawers. After searching for a moment through a sheaf of documents, he produced a small leaflet and handed it to Lambert.
‘That is the first brochure we produced at Abbey Vineyards. That is a picture of Martin as he was then.’
It was a modest advertising venture, pushing the notion of English wines, reminding the reader that the Romans had grown vines here. It gave brief accounts of soil analysis and the writer’s views on why the gentle, south-facing Gloucestershire slopes where the first plantings had taken place were going to produce viable commercial yields. Its only printing extravagance was a full-length picture of the man behind the venture, probably taken a year or two before it was used here. Martin Beaumont was a handsome man, slim in his well-cut suit, with an open face and flowing, carefully cut, dark-gold hair. The features exuded confidence and enthusiasm, as was obviously their purpose in the brochure.
John Lambert studied the photograph for a few seconds, as Morton obviously intended him to do. The Martin Beaumont of those years looked a winning figure, who could easily imbue others with the enthusiasm and conviction he felt for his ideas. He wondered for a moment whether there might have been a sexual attraction between the two men, but immediately dismissed the notion. He was almost sure Morton was not gay, and he certainly didn’t present the shaken figure of a man who had lost a lover, whether current or former. More likely there had been an attraction of opposites, a bond between the handsome entrepreneur with his visions of commercial glory and this introverted and cautious figure, excited by an unexpectedly adventurous outlet for his accountancy skills.
Lambert said, ‘So you were in at the beginning. It must have been an intoxicating ride.’
Alistair weighed the word carefully. He would have used other, less complimentary words, but it would pay him to accept this view. ‘It was. There wasn’t much money around at all for a year or two, because Martin insisted on ploughing every penny that was made back into the firm.’
‘But no doubt you approved of that, in view of the progress you have seen since then.’
Was it a straightforward comment, or was he being led on to confess something he would rather conceal? These two were experienced at this interview game, whereas he was a novice, whatever he had decided in advance. Alistair said carefully, ‘I did, I suppose. It’s difficult to recall all the details now, but I remember that Martin could certainly inspire other people with his enthusiasm.’ And with promises he never intended to fulfil! But he mustn’t tell them that. ‘There wasn’t much money available for anyone in those early days, including me. But I supplemented what there was with a little freelance work in my spare time. And my wife was bringing in a secretarial salary.’
‘You didn’t think of going so far as to take a direct stake in the business, rather than just receiving what you admit was a very small salary in the early years?’
It was almost as though this man Lambert knew all about Beaumont’s failure to deliver on his promises of partnership. But he couldn’t possibly know, could he? He’d given nothing away himself and the only other man who could have told them anything about it was Martin himself, who certainly wouldn’t have left any details of that sort around in his papers. Alistair forced a little laugh at his own expense. ‘Put it down to an accountant’s natural caution, if you like. No one except Martin was certain we were going to be a success, at the outset. Once the early days were past and the business was even a modest success, I’d have liked to be a part-owner, of course, but Martin didn’t want that. He was always very much a one-man band, you know.’
‘No, we didn’t know that, Mr Morton. That’s the kind of information we’re here to gather, as I explained earlier.’
‘Well, he was. And what he really needed in the early days was capital, which I hadn’t got. I contributed only my financial expertise. Eventually, when the firm was fully established, I was appointed formally as its financial director. I have no quarrel with the salary I have been paid in that post.’
‘I see. And other senior staff are salaried employees in a similar way, are they? None of them has any say in the policies of the company?’
‘I understand that Miss North, our director of residential accommodation, is a junior partner in the company. You should ask her if you wish to know the details of exactly how junior. She put in some money ten years or so ago.’
But as the financial director and compiler of the annual accounts, you must know all the details of exactly how far she and anyone else is involved, thought Lambert. Are you just being professionally cagey about financial matters, in a typically British way, or are you really trying to conceal something significant here? ‘Abbey Vineyards is now a large and apparently prosperous industrial concern. Is it not unusual that, apart from what you say is a minor involvement by Miss North, it should still at this stage of its development be so much a one-man band?’
‘It is probably unusual, but by no means unique. It is – was – part of Martin’s temperament to control what he had set up and developed. That is a common trait of many successful entrepreneurs. He didn’t operate as a complete autocrat. We had regular meetings, where the five senior staff were allowed their say. Some of us expressed our views on policy pretty forcefully at times.’
‘And no doubt the chairman listened to them, and then went ahead with exactly what he had planned from the outset.’
Alistair allowed himself a smile. ‘It was a little like that at times, I confess. But that is one of the things you have to accept with a strong-willed leader like Martin. You get rapid progress and success, but less power than in a more democratic set-up. If you don’t like it, you go somewhere more congenial.’
Lambert gave him an answering smile, showing his understanding, inviting revelations. ‘As Mr Beaumont no doubt didn’t hesitate to inform any dissenters.’
‘It happened, from time to time, I’m sure,’ said Morton stiffly.
‘But you were perfectly happy with this set-up yourself.’
It was almost as if he was trying to trip him up, thought Alistair. But he mustn’t become paranoid: the man couldn’t possibly know anything. He must pick his words carefully if he was to avoid showing his resentment. ‘On balance, I was happy, yes. There were times when I felt I’d like to have a little more direct involvement, and been able to influence policy more, but as I say I am well paid for my services, so I accept the rewards of the set-up alongside its small limitations.’
Lambert regarded him steadily for so long that Alistair thought he was going to pursue the matter. But eventually he said, ‘A man like Mr Beaumont must inevitably have made many enemies. Do you know of anyone who might have wished him serious ill? I need hardly say that any thoughts you have on the matter will remain entirely confidential.’
It was an opportunity to divert suspicion away from himself. But he mustn’t be too eager to accept the invitation, or it would become obvious what he was about. Alistair said with an air of reluctance, ‘I think Miss North would have liked to withdraw her money, to realize the benefits of her stake in the company. But you would need to ask her about that. And I’m certainly not suggesting that she felt strongly enough about it to undertake murder. That would be ridiculous.’
‘Murder appears ridiculous to most of us, Mr Morton. But there is one person to whom, at the time at least, it seemed a logical action, even an inevitable action. We shall isolate that person or persons, in due course. In the meantime, who else do you know who was a declared enemy of Mr Beaumont’s?’
‘There’s a strawberry farmer just down the road from us. Martin has bought up various properties over the years as we’ve expanded. This man’s farm is now a tongue of land which cuts right into the vineyards.’
‘Name?’ said Bert Hook. It was the first time he had spoken, though Alistair had been conscious of him making notes.
‘Tom Ogden. He’s around sixty, I should think, and he says his family have farmed that land for hundreds of years. I know Martin offered him a good price for it ten years and more ago. He’s upped the offer several times as the years have passed and he’s acquired the other land around that farm, but Ogden has always refused to sell. Tom’s a determined old sod, but so was Martin. He was also used to getting his own way, so he didn’t take very kindly to Ogden’s refusals. I’m not saying Tom would have killed him, mind. But you asked me about Martin’s enemies, and Tom Ogden would certainly admit to being one of those. He’d probably claim it rather proudly, as a matter of fact.’
Alistair thought he’d managed that rather well. He hadn’t offered the name until it was prised out of him. He watched Hook completing his entry on Ogden before he said, ‘Anyone else?’
‘I’m sure there are lots of people. As Superintendent Lambert suggested, it’s almost impossible to grow a business the way Martin has grown this one without upsetting a lot of people on the way. And even those of us who worked happily for him found him an abrasive character at times. That doesn’t mean that we killed him, does it?’
Hook left that rhetorical question hanging in the air. ‘Where were you on Wednesday night, Mr Morton?’
‘I was here at home. I did an hour or so in the garden after our evening meal. During the latter part of the evening I was watching television, I expect, like most of the rest of the populace.’
‘And overnight?’
‘Here. I didn’t go out on Wednesday after I came home from work.’
‘Is there anyone who can confirm this for us?’
‘Just my wife. As I think I said earlier, we do not have any children.’ He’d read or heard that they didn’t like spouse alibis. But if they couldn’t disprove them, they had to accept them. He wondered if they’d go straight to Amy now and ask her to confirm it, but Hook merely made a note. Lambert said he was to get in touch if he thought of anything else which might help them, and then they were gone.
He sat in the empty dining room and reviewed the meeting. It had certainly gone as well as could be expected, he decided, and perhaps even a little better than that. He went through into the kitchen, where Amy was stirring the beans into the chilli con carne.
He went over and stood behind her, sliding his arms round her waist. ‘That was fine, I think. Just routine stuff about the work I do at the firm and so on. The police may not speak to you at all. If they do, just remember that I was here for the whole of Wednesday evening.’



FIFTEEN
The CID section in the police station at Oldford was unusually busy for a Saturday morning. Murder investigations have that effect. Even overtime budgets are treated flexibly, when chief constables are haunted by the fear of tabloid headlines about unsolved mysteries and police incompetence.
Lambert, Rushton and Hook were gathered around the computer on which the DI recorded the mass of information generated by a murder case. He was about to enter the limited information offered by the post mortem report, much of which they already knew or expected. Powder burns around the temple indicated that Martin Beaumont had been shot at a range of no more than an inch or two by a .38 calibre pistol. The cartridge had now been retrieved, but the weapon had not been found at the site.
The body had in all probability not been touched after the single fatal shot was fired. Beaumont had certainly died in the car where he was discovered and the car had not been driven after his death. He had been in good health for a man of his years at the time of his death. He had died not less than twenty-four and not more than forty-eight hours before the body was found, and probably but not certainly between thirty and forty-two hours before that time.
Stomach contents indicated that a substantial meal had been consumed several hours before death. ‘Several’ in this case probably meant three to five, but it would be impossible to swear to anything so precise in a court of law. A little alcohol was evident, probably imbibed at the same time as the food, but the blood milligram level was well below the legal limit for driving.
The detection team wanted as always a time of death, which would give them a starting point and pinpoint the enquiries of the large team of officers who were doing the dull but necessary work of house-to-house and local motorist enquiries. Rushton had been computerizing such information as it came in: there were already surprisingly substantial files on his computer. He said, ‘The last sighting of Beaumont to date is at half past five in his office at Abbey Vineyards, by his PA Fiona Cooper. She thought he was almost ready to leave. If we assume he ate an evening meal shortly after that, he probably drove out to the spot where he was killed late that evening.’
‘Probably towards midnight.’ Lambert nodded glumly. ‘He died in a very quiet place at almost the quietest time of day.’
‘He may have driven his killer with him to Howler’s Heath,’ said Rushton. ‘It’s early days, but there are so far no other sightings reported of another vehicle parked near the scene. But we have as yet no report of a taxi having been summoned to anywhere in that area in the late hours of Wednesday or early hours of Thursday. We’ve covered the major firms in Gloucester and Tewkesbury, but not all the smaller and individual operators as yet.’ He consulted a note he had made. ‘The only one of his executive workers who lives near enough to have made his way home on foot from the site of the death is Alistair Morton, who I compute lives some six or seven miles from there.’
‘Morton assured us yesterday that he was tucked up at home throughout the evening and overnight,’ said Lambert dryly. ‘We shouldn’t dismiss the possibility that Beaumont might have driven his killer out there with him; it’s possible, if we assume an accomplice, who could have picked up the killer at or near the scene after the murder. But the probability is that Beaumont was fulfilling an assignation with the person who killed him. Whether the place and time were selected by Beaumont or by his killer, we cannot know at this stage.’
Hook said, ‘It would have been quite possible for the killer to park on the lane, somewhere near where we parked when we went out there, and walk the hundred yards or so to the Jaguar under the trees.’
‘It’s also possible that in that place and at that time no one noticed a parked vehicle, especially if it wasn’t there for very long,’ said Rushton grimly. ‘I’ll tell our officers they should now concentrate on a time an hour before or after midnight.’
‘Have forensic come up with anything?’
‘They’re still working on the car, but I don’t expect it to produce anything significant. They’ve got various fibres from the front seat, but whether any of them were left on the night of the killing is another matter. In any case, they’d only be any use much later, probably not until we can match them with the clothing of someone we’ve arrested for this.’ Rushton paused, looking at what he had already entered from Hook’s reports on the interviews already conducted. ‘Has the widow got her own car?’
Lambert smiled. ‘She has. And she made no great pretence of being devastated by her husband’s death. She’d dressed herself in black to meet us, but grief didn’t seem to go any deeper than that. The first thought is that it’s a pretty obscure place to meet a husband whom you could confront at home at any time. But of course, it would divert suspicion away from her to kill him out there, at what looks like a secret meeting. Jane Beaumont admitted that she knew he had a pistol. According to her, she knew nothing definite about where he kept it and wasn’t interested. But for all we know at this stage, she might have had easy access to it.’
Rushton nodded. Then, as if reluctant to raise the possibility, he said, ‘Presumably Mrs Beaumont has the resources to pay a contract killer to do this for her, if she’d wanted to do that.’
Lambert nodded. ‘That had crossed my mind. It would apply to others too, presumably. By definition, all of the people we are considering as likely suspects are well paid, or in Ogden’s case prosperous in his own right. Any one of them might have paid someone else to do their dirty work.’
The three of them looked dolefully from the PM report to Rushton’s computer files. It wasn’t a welcome possibility. Professional killers who operated for a third party were the hardest of all homicides to bring to book. Lambert said determinedly, ‘It’s early days yet.’
‘Saturday’s a busy day. I hope this won’t take too long.’
Jason Knight was on his own ground and feeling confident. He had taken the CID men into the tight, almost claustrophobic confines of his private den, behind the kitchens where he ruled supreme.
Lambert smiled the experienced smile of the man who knew his own world better than any outsider could, who had met and dealt with every attitude known to man in the course of nearly thirty years of detection work. He glanced round the bare cream walls of the little room, then said almost affably, ‘It will take as long as it needs, Mr Knight. This is a murder investigation.’
‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound insensitive.’
‘What sort of man was Mr Beaumont, in your view?’
Jason tried not to look shaken. He’d asked them to be brisk and not to waste time on the social niceties; they’d certainly taken him at his word. ‘He was a good employer. As long as he was satisfied that you were good at your job and knew what you were doing, he let you get on with it without much interference.’
‘And you’ve got on with it to good effect. I’m aware that your restaurant has an excellent reputation. Would you agree that it’s been a key factor in the successful growth of Abbey Vineyards?’
Jason, like most people of his calling, was never averse to words of praise. But he was also shrewd enough to wonder where this was going. He tried not to sound like his late employer in one of his publicity pamphlets as he said, ‘The restaurant is one factor, certainly. But it’s a team effort here. There are many other areas and many other people involved in the prosperous business which has been developed over the years. There are the people who plant and cultivate and harvest the vines, for a start. Without them, there would be nothing. The raison d’être of this place and the centre of everything we do here is English wine.’
‘Yes. I seem to remember Mr Beaumont saying something very like that when he was alive. Would you now describe your relationship with him, please?’
Jason told himself not to react badly to this brusqueness. He couldn’t afford to get annoyed; the plain fact was that he was a suspect. He needed to deal with that. He tried to take his time, to ignore the long, quizzical face and the grey eyes, which seemed to be striving to peer into his very soul. ‘Martin was a good employer, as I said. He respected your skills and he paid you well for what you did.’
‘So you’d say your professional relationship was good?’
‘Yes. I’d go as far as very good.’
‘And your personal relationship?’
‘Good also. I liked Martin. He cut out most of the fripperies. He didn’t give himself airs and graces.’ Jason felt he was scraping the barrel here. He wanted the phrases to sound spontaneous and genuine, but they weren’t doing that. ‘Some of the other people have said to me that you always had to do things his way, but that didn’t apply to me. Martin made it clear that he knew very little about both cooking and the organization of work in a busy kitchen. He was happy to leave it all to me, the more so once he saw that I knew what I was doing and was achieving results.’
‘I see. So you didn’t feel in any way frustrated.’
Jason wondered what the others had said or were going to say. He realized for the first time that you couldn’t just prepare what you wanted to tell the police and deliver it. You wouldn’t get away with that, because they were going to compare it with what others said, about you as well as about Beaumont. As far as he knew, these top CID men hadn’t spoken to Gerry Davies yet, but they would do, and he wasn’t confident that honest Gerry wouldn’t let things out in spite of himself.
Jason would need to give them a little of what he had really felt. ‘I suppose everyone feels a little frustrated from time to time, when things don’t go exactly as planned. Martin was used to getting his own way. He was very successful, so that it was difficult to argue with him, even when you felt that you had a good idea to put forward.’
Lambert smiled at him, pleased to see him struggling. ‘You’ve just said that he didn’t interfere with you in your kitchens or the restaurant. You’d better make it clear exactly what you’re telling me now.’
‘Yes. Well, it’s difficult to be specific, but I think other people felt it as well as me. I’m about twenty years younger than Martin was, and I suppose I felt sometimes that he wasn’t always open to new ideas.’
‘You will need to be specific, however difficult you find that, Mr Knight.’
‘Well, I suppose I’m saying I’d have liked more of a say in policy matters. I think we all would – all the senior people, I mean.’
‘You wanted to be more than mere employees.’
‘Yes. I’m not sure how far other people shared this view, of course. You’d need to speak to them to find out that.’
‘Which we shall be doing, in due course. At the moment I’m trying to establish how much you resented Mr Beaumont’s autocratic way of running a business.’
‘Oh, our relationship was amiable enough. We’d agreed to differ, for the moment. I expect there’d have been ongoing discussions as time went on, if Martin hadn’t been removed from us.’
‘I see. You didn’t accept that Mr Beaumont’s attitude was immovable on issues affecting his control of the business? Mr Morton gave us the impression that there wasn’t room for manoeuvre on this sort of issue.’
Jason’s heart jumped at this. He hadn’t expected them to be so direct. It was forcing him to move off the ground he had been prepared to fight on. He forced a smile. ‘Alistair Morton and I have different temperaments, I think. Not that I feel I know him really well, even after years of working here. He’s very efficient about matters of finance, but something of an introvert. He isn’t an easy man to get to know. Perhaps Alistair accepted Martin’s decisions as final, whereas I tend to think that there is always the possibility of change. It was my view that as the business grew bigger and bigger, Martin would eventually have had to compromise a little, to allow other people a greater input on decisions of policy. Unfortunately, we’ll now never be able to see whether I was right or whether I was too optimistic. I must admit I always tend to look on the bright side of things.’
‘Perhaps someone else didn’t share your view. Perhaps that someone saw Beaumont’s death as the only way of changing things.’
‘I suppose that is a possibility. I must confess that I had assumed that Martin’s death was unconnected with the business. I’d presumed that it was likely to have stemmed from his private life.’
‘And what reason do you have for thinking that?’
‘None, I suppose. I just thought violent death must have come from violent emotion.’
‘It often does. Do you have a particular reason for thinking violent emotion prompted this crime?’
This Lambert man wasn’t letting him get away with anything. He had planned to offer them a bland, stonewalling performance and send them away feeling he had nothing to offer. But everything he suggested seemed to be treated as if he had special knowledge. He said carefully, ‘No, I’ve no real reason to think this was a killing prompted by private passion. I’ve no idea what motive Martin’s killer had. But when you know a man had a fairly turbulent personal life, you inevitably think his death might be connected with that.’
This time Lambert offered him a nod of agreement. ‘You’d better tell us about this turbulence in Mr Beaumont’s personal life, hadn’t you?’
‘I don’t know any details.’ Jason was immediately and instinctively defensive; he could hear it in his own voice. He knew he needed to offer them something. ‘I do know that Martin wasn’t particularly close to his wife. He produced her about once a year, usually on a formal occasion like dinner in the restaurant, but otherwise we never saw her. I’ve been told that she has some sort of mental illness, but I couldn’t give you any details of that.’
Lambert smiled a rueful acknowledgement. He should have expected sex to rear its multicoloured head. It invariably complicated murder investigations, and unfortunately it was rarely absent from them. ‘What you’re telling me is that Beaumont had other women in his life.’
‘Yes. But I don’t—’
‘And other men?’
‘No.’ Jason permitted himself a smile at the thought. ‘I’d be confident that Martin was thoroughly heterosexual in his tastes.’
‘And by “thoroughly” you would mean extensively.’
‘I think I would, yes. But I can’t give you any details. It’s all hearsay as far as I’m concerned.’
‘But well-informed hearsay, no doubt.’
Jason felt no threat here; on the contrary, it was an opportunity to divert suspicion away from himself and into the murky world of Beaumont’s couplings. He relaxed his language as well as his attitude. ‘Martin was a big personality, as you’ve no doubt gathered already. He dominated this firm and he liked it that way. There was bound to be a lot of gossip about what he got up to when he was away from the work which was his main passion. Some of it was probably no more than salacious rumour, but I’m sure Martin was a red-blooded male who needed his sexual release. Don’t they say that autocrats are the worst? I read that Mussolini used to pop out of meetings for a quick bit of how’s-your-father and then be back for the next agenda item. I’m not suggesting that Martin was anything like that, but I’m sure he had an active and varied sex life.’
‘Are you, indeed? And yet you can’t give us any details of these activities.’
Jason contrived to look a little hurt. ‘I’m just trying to be honest, Chief Superintendent. I’m sure these things happened, but I didn’t want to know the details. They weren’t my business and Martin wouldn’t have been pleased if he’d found me prying into his private life.’
That certainly made sense. They already had this picture of the murder victim as a despot who would not welcome such interest. A benevolent despot, perhaps, so long as no one opposed his formidable will. Rewarding to work for, as Jason Knight had told them at the outset, so long as you were prepared to accept his every decision unquestioningly.
Lambert said, ‘You have been very successful here, as you mentioned. I’m sure you have ideas of your own about how not only the restaurant wing but the whole of the business might best be developed. Did you not find Mr Beaumont’s dictatorial attitude frustrating?’
It was so nearly a summary of the way his thinking had evolved that Jason wondered for a moment of panic whether they knew all about the very things he had set out to conceal. But they couldn’t know: this could only be speculation. He paused, smiled, said, ‘You’re quite right, of course. When you feel you have good ideas, you like to see them implemented. But you were allowed your say. Sometimes you found that your good ideas were being implemented as though they were Martin’s own a few months later.’
Lambert nodded. He’d seen plenty of that in the police service over the years. Your good ideas could sometimes be implemented, as long as you were content to let them emerge as someone else’s bright proposals. ‘Nevertheless, that is a rather dubious way of making progress. You strike me as the sort of man who would like a more direct input and a more direct recognition.’
Jason nodded a gracious acceptance of what he took as a compliment. He had an answer ready for this. ‘I am still developing my restaurant here, both in terms of the quality we offer and the numbers we serve. That is satisfaction enough. If in due course I’d felt the sort of frustration you mention, no doubt I would have moved on to pastures new.’
But chefs more than others were reluctant to abandon what they had built up from scratch, thought Lambert. They might develop and extend, open new branches, but they were usually reluctant to abandon the place where they had built a reputation. It was as though that place contained a part of themselves which they could not readily relinquish. He nodded to Hook, who said quietly, ‘Where were you on Wednesday evening, Mr Knight?’
‘At the golf club at Ross-on-Wye. I saw you on the course there.’ Jason tried not to sound too pleased with himself.
Bert Hook disappointed him by nodding impassively. ‘You weren’t working?’
‘No. Normally I would have been, but this is a quiet time of the year for us. My deputy is quite capable of handling the numbers we had on Wednesday. Good experience for him to be in charge.’
‘What time did you leave the golf club?’
‘It must have been at around eight o’clock.’
‘And where did you spend the rest of the evening?’
‘I went home. Watched a little television. Dozed off in front of it, I expect, after the fresh air and exercise and a couple of drinks.’
Jason wondered if they would ask him about the programmes, but Hook merely made a note and said, ‘Is there anyone who can confirm this for us?’
‘No. I live alone, since I was divorced three years ago. Is it important?’
‘It’s a routine question. We should like to eliminate you from the enquiry, if it were possible.’
‘If I think of anyone who rang me on that night, I’ll let you know.’
‘Thank you. That would be useful.’ But Jason had the feeling that both of them knew he wasn’t going to be able to come up with anyone.
Lambert didn’t speak until Hook had piloted the police Mondeo out of the crowded car park at Abbey Vineyards and on to the road outside. ‘What did you make of him?’
‘I felt he had most of his answers ready for us – not that that’s always significant. I also thought he was being evasive.’
‘Interesting. So did I. No doubt we shall need to speak again with Mr Knight.’
Saturday afternoon was busy in the strawberry farm down the road, far too busy for Tom Ogden to notice the police car as it passed the entrance.
Half an hour later, after several minutes hesitating over the decision, he picked up the phone and rang his wife. ‘It’s me, Enid. I’m almost finished here. I’ll be with you in an hour or so.’ The farmhouse was only a few hundred yards away, at the other end of his land.
‘All right. I’ll have the meal ready. And a beer, seeing as it’s Saturday, so long as you’re prompt.’
‘The police are coming to see me about Beaumont. About his murder.’ He’d planned to wrap it up a little, to deliver it more casually. But as usual he was no good at needless words. And he’d never been able to keep anything from Enid.
There was a tense little pause before she said, ‘Why’s that?’
‘I don’t know. Routine enquiries, the woman who arranged it said. I suppose someone’s told them I hated the sod. I don’t expect it’s anything to worry about.’
‘No. You might be as well not to tell them what you told me this morning about how glad you were that the bastard was dead.’
‘No.’ Tom knew she was joking, but he wished she’d actually laughed at the idea. ‘And there’s one thing I thought of. I think we should both say we were at the cinema on Wednesday night. Just to be on the safe side.’
‘Even though that was on Thursday.’
‘Yes. According to the papers, Wednesday night is when he was killed, you see.’
‘All right.’
‘Just to be on the safe side, as I said.’ He wondered why he wanted so much to do this on the phone, not face to face.
‘And I said all right, Tom. If you think it best.’
Enid Ogden put down the phone and stared at it for a long time, wondering where her man had actually been on Wednesday night.



SIXTEEN
‘There’s a picture of Dad in the local rag,’ Jack Hook informed his mother with satisfaction. ‘He looks like the cat that pinched the cream.’
Eleanor knew she ought to discourage him, but she was too curious not to come out from the kitchen and look at the news sheet he had spread out across the table. The photograph had been taken as Bert descended the steps after the award of his degree. The reporter had caught him off guard, no doubt commanded him to smile, and had been rewarded with an obedient, meaningless smirk. The caption described him as ‘Detective Sergeant James Herbert Hook, delighted with the award of his BA with honours, after six years of unremitting part-time study’. Eleanor shuddered in anticipation; her husband never used his first name of James and hated the Herbert, which was a regular source of tiresome police-canteen humour.
‘Don’t upset your father,’ she admonished her sons; Luke had appeared mysteriously and silently at his elder brother’s side, in response to Jack’s discovery of the article in the free local weekly.
It was Luke who sought out the gems in the accompanying copy and delivered himself of an unseemly guffaw. ‘They call Dad Jim, Mum. It says here: “The well-known Herefordshire detective Jim Hook is now the proud holder of a distinguished honours degree.” Then it goes back to that stuff it always prints about cricket and how he got Geoff Boycott out in the days of prehistory.’
His father, who had entered the room in time to hear this last sentence, said a little wearily, ‘Anything before you were born is “prehistory”, is it, Luke? It was a mere fourteen years ago, you know.’
‘When you were in your pomp and King Boycott was well past his, then,’ said his elder son, with a crushingly accurate knowledge of the game he now loved with the same passion as his father.
‘Indeed it was,’ Bert admitted with his habitual modesty. It was not without a tinge of regret that he added, ‘It was in a benefit match, when the great Geoffrey had retired. He’d already compiled over fifty runs.’
Eleanor Hook said loftily, ‘If you know as much about the game as you claim, Jack, you will be aware that Mr Boycott was renowned for never giving his wicket away. At any time and in any circumstances.’
‘Well done, Mum,’ said Luke. ‘I bet it was one of Dad’s good ’uns, like you say. You know, Jack, he was a great bowler, our dad, long before he was a professor.’
‘Can we eat as soon as possible, please, love? I have to go out again tonight,’ was all that modest luminary said in response to this unwonted filial admiration.
Luke was not going to let him off so easily. After perusing the print beneath the picture carefully, he read with his finger fastened triumphantly on the passage, stressing the forename whenever it occurred. ‘It says here, “Whilst his colleagues were anxious to assure us that Jim Hook was not allowing his academic distinction to go to his head, the great man himself was not available for comment. It seems that conscientious detective Jim was too busy with his work to speak to us. We understand that he is currently engaged on the case of the sensational and as yet unsolved murder of Martin Beaumont, the well-loved local businessman who owned and ran Abbey Vineyards. At the time we went to print, a source described the police as baffled by the crime.”’ Luke looked up with delighted innocence. ‘I don’t think they should call Dad “baffled”, now that he’s a graduate. Do you, Mum?’
‘Dinner’s ready. Get the cutlery out and set the table,’ ordered his mother sternly. Bert forbade all discussion of both degrees and detection for the duration of the meal.
Jack Hook had a parting shot for his father as he left the house and hurried to his car. ‘Best of luck with the detecting, Jim!’
Tom Ogden lived with his wife in a long, low, two-hundred-year-old farmhouse, built in the attractive amber-coloured local stone. The barn alongside it was in good repair but now disused. It had already elicited several enquiries from local property developers, who had been told firmly that it was not for sale in Tom’s lifetime. The other, smaller outbuildings housed the compact modern machinery used in the cultivation of the strawberry fields.
Hook, who was used to the convenience and confinements of modern suburbia, said with genuine appreciation what an attractive place this was to live. Ogden led them across a wide, stone-flagged hall and into a room which comfortably accommodated several easy chairs alongside the old, oak dining-room furniture which denoted its main use.
Tom Ogden looked genuinely pleased with Hook’s compliment. ‘We rattle around a little, now that the children have gone. Enid says we should go for a modern bungalow, but my family’s been here for centuries – I can’t see myself living anywhere else. Besides, there are advantages in living on site, even now, when there are no beasts to milk and we operate like a vast smallholding.’ He delivered the last phrase with a practised contempt, so that they caught a little of the nostalgia for a vanished way of life they often saw in countrymen of his age.
Hook, who was seeking to get a flavour of the man before they began formal questioning, saw the odd but attractive mixture of openness and shrewdness he often found in people who owned and worked the land. He had played cricket with men like this, who had been veterans of the game when he had arrived as a raw but promising teenager, a police cadet newly released from the Barnardo’s home where he had spent his boyhood. He had been a green lad in those days, knowing little of life outside the home and anxious to pick up whatever he could from every experience. He had learned much from men like this.
Ogden had the weather-beaten skin, the tanned face and hands of a man who had spent the bulk of his life in the open air, who had worked outside in all weathers and come through the worst of the heat and the cold, labouring as hard and as long as the men he had eventually employed. At sixty-three, he was a picture of healthy vigour, bulky yet sinewy, an excellent representative of the yeoman stock which had bred him. He was also an intelligent man, who had reacted to the changing demands of farming in the new century.
As if he read those thoughts, Tom looked round the low-ceilinged room and said, ‘I can remember having over thirty people in here for the Sunday tea my mother made, when I was a nipper in the fifties and we had everyone out for the haymaking.’
‘You’ve seen the world of farming change a lot in your working lifetime,’ agreed Bert Hook.
‘Ay. But at the moment I’m wondering what you’re doing here.’ He said it with a smile, but with the air of a man who was used to directness in himself and in others. You wouldn’t get away with much, if you worked for this man, but he would treat you fairly, if you were honest with him.
Lambert said, ‘It’s routine in a murder case. Anyone who was close to the victim is interviewed in case he can provide useful information.’
‘Not on Saturday night, they’re not. And not by the man in charge, the celebrated John Lambert.’ The smile was still there, but this time there was an edge to the words. ‘If this was no more than routine, you’d have sent a copper round, maybe a DC. I wouldn’t have been honoured with a chief superintendent and a detective sergeant.’
Lambert answered the smile, but did not hurry his reply. There was nothing wrong with letting a man who was used to being in control see that you were assessing him. ‘I see you have some knowledge of police procedure, Mr Ogden.’ He waited until he saw the man’s face cloud with anger, then went on briskly, ‘I think you have enough common sense to have expected this visit. Physically, your land is close to Abbey Vineyards. Very nearly surrounded by their vines, in fact. And I don’t think you would expect the fact that you have had what one might call “ongoing discussions” with Mr Beaumont over the years to have escaped us.’
‘All right. So we didn’t see eye to eye and never would have. Doesn’t mean I killed the man, does it?’
‘Indeed it doesn’t, Mr Ogden. But could you now tell us about the source of your disagreements, please?’
‘You already know it. You only have to look at a map. Beaumont wanted my land, but he wasn’t going to have it.’
‘I can certainly see that he would want it. It would have consolidated his holding, made a natural completion of the land he held.’
‘Yes. I’ve watched him swallow up the land of everyone else who held fields adjacent to his, over the years. He was never going to get mine.’
‘You make it sound as if you weren’t friendly neighbours.’
‘I hated his guts. I’m sure he felt the same way about me.’
‘You hadn’t agreed to differ?’
Ogden smiled sourly. ‘You didn’t know Beaumont, or you wouldn’t be asking that. He wasn’t used to being refused things. He warned me years ago that he wouldn’t take no for an answer. But that’s what he got and what he’d always have got. He didn’t like it. He was used to getting his own way and he turned nasty when he didn’t.’
Bert Hook looked up from his notes. ‘How nasty, Mr Ogden?’
Tom Ogden looked from the notebook into the rugged face above it. For some reason he could not quite fathom, he felt an affinity with this burly man with the countryman’s face and the Herefordshire accent. He made a real attempt to explain how things had been with his more affluent neighbour. ‘Beaumont first came to me over ten years ago. He made me what would have been a fair offer, if I’d wanted to sell. A very fair offer – the fairness has never been a matter of dispute. Over the years, he’s been back half a dozen times, each time waving a better price under my nose. I’ve told him the same thing every time: I’m not interested in selling, and the price makes no difference. He didn’t seem to understand that. At any rate, he never accepted it.’
Hook nodded, made another note. ‘And when did he make the last of these offers?’
Tom wanted to distance himself from this crime, to tell them that he hadn’t seen the man for many months. But that wouldn’t be safe; for all he knew, they had already learned how recently he had clashed with the man whose death had been so convenient for him. ‘He’d been round to the farm twice in the last couple of months. He always came during the day. I think he wanted my workers to see him, to be unsettled and think that their jobs might be at stake. He was that sort of man.’
‘When was the last time you saw him?’
‘Last week. He came round with an even bigger offer than he’d made in April.’
‘Which you rejected.’
‘As I’d rejected all the others. It was more than a fair price, but that wasn’t the issue. Beaumont didn’t seem to understand that. He never learned that there were more important things than money.’
Hook nodded, seeming to Tom to understand how it had been, even to sympathize with his point of view. ‘And how did he take it when you rejected his latest offer?’
‘He didn’t like it. Like I said, he was a man used to getting his own way and to pressurizing you when he didn’t. He turned nasty.’
‘How nasty, Mr Ogden?’
Despite his agitation, Ogden wanted to tell the sergeant to call him Tom, when he’d never have asked the tall bloke to do that. But he sensed he should keep this formal. ‘He threatened me. He said that this was his final offer and it would be all the worse for me if I didn’t take it.’
‘And what did you take that to mean?’
‘That he’d send people in to ruin my crops – soft fruit is very vulnerable and he knew that as well as I did. And that if that didn’t work he’d send people in to attend to me.’
‘You mean that he was threatening you with physical violence.’
‘Yes. I’d seen how he compelled another farmer to sell to him, eight years ago. He’d wrecked his machinery during the night, then sprayed his newly planted crops with weedkiller. The man sold out to him the following week.’
‘So exactly how did he threaten you, Mr Ogden?’
‘I’d told him the farm was doing well and that I was expecting a bumper crop this year. He said it would be a shame if anything happened to ruin that crop.’
‘And how did you react to that?’
Ogden hesitated. He recalled the conversation quite vividly, having been over it in his mind many times since it happened. But he couldn’t recount the full details to these men without compromising his position. ‘I told him that two could play at that game. He said I couldn’t afford to threaten him.’
‘And why was that?’
Tom stared at the Indian carpet which covered the middle of the room; he couldn’t bring himself to look at either of the CID men. ‘I don’t know. I suppose he meant that he could play things far dirtier than I could, if it came to it. He was certainly right about that. God – or in Beaumont’s case, the devil – is always on the side of the big battalions, isn’t he?’
There was a long pause, but Tom knew now that he’d already said too much. It was Lambert who said, ‘If Beaumont is the kind of man you say he was, I expect he’d done his homework on you. I expect he knew that you had a record of previous violence. A criminal record.’
Tom Ogden glared at him resentfully. ‘Beaumont wasn’t the only one who’d done his damned homework, was he?’
Lambert smiled grimly at him. ‘I have people to check these things for me, Mr Ogden. A murder enquiry warrants a big team of officers. It’s automatic that we check on known enemies of the victim to see if they have criminal records.’
‘So it’s once a villain always a villain, is it? It’s a hell of a long time since that happened. I’m not the young fool I was then.’
Lambert nodded. ‘Thirty-seven years, Mr Ogden. But you were then twenty-six, not sixteen. Certainly not an easily led teenager. And Grievous Bodily Harm is a serious charge, to which you pleaded guilty.’
‘Because I was guilty. I hadn’t meant to injure the man seriously, but I did. So I admitted it and took my medicine.’
‘In the form of a hefty fine and a suspended sentence. You must have had a good brief, to get away without a custodial sentence.’
‘I did. My dad got the best man for me, when he’d finished reading me the riot act. I pleaded guilty and it was my first offence. I’ve never been in trouble with the law before or since. It’s years since anyone’s even mentioned this. I didn’t expect it would ever be flung in my face again.’
‘Murder awakens all kinds of sleeping dogs, Mr Ogden. You may think that incident is now irrelevant, but it’s got to interest us. It shows a man with a quick temper and an immediate use of violence as retaliation. The kind of man, in fact, who might see murder as a solution when he was pressed too far.’
‘I didn’t murder Beaumont. I don’t deny that I’d have liked to, but I didn’t kill him.’ Tom looked from the long, grave face of Lambert to the rounder, more sympathetic one of Hook and added defiantly, ‘But I’m bloody glad the bastard’s dead and I’m sure whoever killed him had good reason for it.’
He felt himself trembling with the vehemence of his emotion in the seconds which followed. Then Hook said quietly, ‘Where were you on Wednesday night, Mr Ogden?’
‘I was at the cinema with my wife. Enid will confirm that for you. We don’t go very often, but she wanted to see The Duchess. I think she’d read the book. We’d missed it the first time. Personally, I didn’t think much of it.’ He was aware that he was talking too much, sounding nervous and defensive, filling the silence with irrelevant detail when he was normally sparing with words. He stopped abruptly, looking at Lambert for a reaction.
The chief superintendent studied him for a moment, in which Tom thought he read these thoughts, and said impassively, ‘Then who do you think did kill Martin Beaumont, Mr Ogden?’
‘I don’t know. One of his women, or one of their husbands? The gossip is that he put it about a bit. Someone who worked with him? I don’t know anyone at Abbey Vineyards except Beaumont, and I wish I hadn’t known him.’ It sounded rather desperate, but he ended defiantly, ‘I probably wouldn’t tell you if I did know. I’m delighted the bugger’s dead!’
‘You would be most unwise to withhold any information which could lead to an arrest, Mr Ogden. It would make you an accessory after the fact and lead to very serious charges.’
The two big men were on their feet, leaving the farmer to follow them to the door with a surge of relief that this was over. Lambert paused at the entrance to the handsome old building. ‘We may well need to speak to you again, when we know more of the details of this death.’
The words rang like a threat in Tom Ogden’s mind through the evening which followed.



SEVENTEEN
There is a popular misconception that the team never takes time off during a murder investigation. A moment’s consideration exposes this as the myth it is. Investigations often last for weeks or months, and officers would remain fresh in neither body nor mind if they worked incessantly on them. Indeed, there have been some high-profile failures when senior officers became so obsessed with a case that it took over their lives. Judgements are then impaired, and attention to detail becomes worse, not better, when people drive themselves too hard.
Detectives were too close to the cases and the suspects involved to spot the obvious in two of the most notorious cases of recent years. Peter Sutcliffe, the notorious Yorkshire Ripper, eventually found guilty of thirteen murders and seven attempted murders, was interviewed and released several times by the police in the course of that enquiry. The awful Fred West, who buried several young female victims beneath the concrete of his house and its surrounding area in Gloucester, was a known petty criminal who was deemed to be incapable of such monstrous crimes.
John Lambert had often come near to obsession in his early CID days, to the extent that his preoccupation with detection had endangered the marriage which most of his juniors now saw as a model alliance in a difficult profession. He was aware of the dangers now, and he watched for the signs of fixation in those around him as well as himself.
Sunday morning was not a good time for interviews or any other kind of progress in a case like this one. Lambert made a move which he would once never have made. He arranged that Hook and he would present themselves bright and early on Sunday morning at Ross-on-Wye Golf Club and find themselves a game. Golf would blow away the cobwebs, he assured Bert conventionally. His DS was not convinced. Lambert had played the game for thirty years and more; he played to a handicap of eight and kept his temper on the course. Hook, who had taken up the game only three years previously at his chief’s insistence, was not persuaded that Sunday-morning golf would provide him with the healthy release his senior confidently predicted.
The possibilities of disaster were increased by the opposition John Lambert secured for them. He lined them up against the only scratch player in the club, Tom Bowles. ‘Only a friendly. A chance for us to watch and learn,’ he assured a fearful Bert Hook. Tom had moved to the London area now, but he was down for the weekend with a friend of his who played off four at his new club at Sunningdale. Bert, fearing the slice which made even his modest handicap of sixteen optimistic, was filled with sporting apprehension.
In the event, things worked out pretty well. Bert Hook disappeared into the woods on two holes, but elsewhere produced some sensible and occasionally outstanding golf to take advantage of his handicap strokes. John Lambert was his usual steady self and the pair fitted their scores together to stay alongside the experts to the very end of the game. On the eighteenth hole, with the match all square, Tom Bowles followed an excellent drive with a seven-iron to eight feet. He then directed a curling putt into the heart of the hole, to secure a splendid win for the young tigers and an honourable defeat for the CID pair.
Tom Bowles’s partner made his excuses and left, casting a longing eye at the drinks Lambert was carrying from the bar for the others. He explained that he had to go and eat a dutiful Sunday lunch with his aunt and uncle, who lived in Monmouth. He made them sound ancient; Lambert reflected that they were probably in their fifties and about the age of Christine and himself.
Tom Bowles took an appreciative pull at his pint and said, ‘I expect you’ve cracked the case of the murdered vineyard owner by now.’
Lambert gave him the quiet, unrevealing smile of long practice and prepared to change the subject. But before he could speak, Bowles added reflectively, ‘I played a match in the first round of the knockout against someone from there – Jason Knight, who runs the restaurant. He put it across me on the eighteenth, rather as I did to you two today.’
‘I played Jason last year. He beat me very comfortably,’ said Bert Hook. He didn’t even need to look at John Lambert. Both of them knew the rules here without even thinking about it. If anyone asked you about the case, you gave them nothing, politely putting up the confidential shutters. If, on the other hand, anyone chose to speak to you about people involved in the case, you let him talk. Nine times out of ten it was no more than extraneous gossip; on the tenth you picked up something useful.
Bowles nodded. ‘He’s done wonders for the place. I’ve eaten there a couple of times, and the food’s very good. Jason was telling me they’ve trebled the number of tables since he started there. I wonder how the death of the owner is going to affect him.’ He took another swallow of his bitter, whilst Lambert and Hook remained reflectively silent. ‘Perhaps he’ll be able to get the say in policy he wants, now that Martin Beaumont’s gone.’
‘Too early to say yet what’s going to happen to Abbey Vineyards,’ said Lambert. ‘Not our problem, I’m happy to say.’
‘No, I suppose not. Jason will be anxious to know, though. He’s ambitious, as well as being an excellent chef. I wouldn’t mind betting that he’ll be having a big influence on the future of Abbey Vineyards.’
‘I expect you’re right there,’ said Bert Hook, studiously non-committal. He sensed that murder was as usual exercising its ghoulish glamour. This pleasant young man, whether he was conscious of it or not, didn’t want to relinquish the subject and his tenuous connection with it.
Tom said, ‘Jason wouldn’t have got very far whilst Beaumont controlled things, as far as I could see. I told him that.’
‘You did?’
Tom Bowles nodded, moving into the anecdote he realized now that he had always been anxious to offer them. ‘I’m an industrial lawyer. Pretty dull stuff, as far as most people are concerned. But Jason was anxious to pick my brains after our match was over. He said he was asking for advice on behalf of a friend, but I suspect both of us knew perfectly well that it was his own situation he was talking about.’
‘We have the same problems as policemen, sometimes,’ said Lambert gnomically. ‘People tend to think we’re experts on all aspects of the law, when we’re often as ignorant as they are. At least you had the benefit of having professional knowledge to draw upon.’
‘Yes. I couldn’t offer much hope to Jason Knight, though. As a key member of the team at the vineyards, he was anxious to get more power for himself, to have a greater share in policy. I told him that he could perhaps buy his way in, but he hadn’t the capital for that. And from what he said, Martin Beaumont had control of the business neatly tied up – I couldn’t see how Jason was going to get the say in things he wanted, unless his employer was willing to give it to him.’
‘Which people tell us he wasn’t,’ said Bert Hook, taking a drink and shaking his head sadly over the obstinacy of autocrats.
‘No. I wonder what Jason would have done about that. He was certainly pretty keen to get more of a say in things. Perhaps he’ll get what he wanted without needing to do anything, now. Another drink, gentlemen?’
‘Sorry, I think we need to be on our way,’ said John Lambert quickly.
Even in this ancient part of England, there are not many thatched cottages left. This one had been little altered externally since it was built in the seventeenth century. Inside, its nooks and crannies retained the essence of its quaintness, but accommodated the fittings now considered essential for modern living.
Vanda North said, ‘I made a pot of tea when I saw you reversing the car into the drive. You need some compensation for having to work on a Sunday afternoon.’ There were biscuits which looked home-made on a china plate beside the teapot. Vanda North did not look to Bert Hook like the sort of lady who made her own biscuits, and Bert was something of an expert on such things. Probably, though, a lady with good taste, who knew where to get the best things in life. Her fair hair was short and expertly cut. Her blue eyes, above a nose which was just a little too prominent, were observant, despite her conventional phrases. He had no doubt that she was measuring them as intensely as they were assessing her.
He flicked open his notebook and retreated into the conventional first question. ‘How long had you known Mr Beaumont, Ms North?’
‘I use Miss. I find the Ms clumsy to pronounce and tiresome to operate. I’d known Martin for just over fourteen years in all.’
Lambert took over the questioning as Hook made his first note. ‘Then obviously you knew him very well. Would you say you were a friend of his as well as a working colleague?’
She smiled at him with her head a little on one side, apparently not at all disturbed to be questioned by the chief superintendent in charge of a murder enquiry. ‘I would, yes. But there’s something you should be aware of from the start. I knew Martin better than most people. I was his mistress for several years.’
She looked at him to see how her little bombshell would be received, but she could not tell from his reactions whether he had already known it. Probably he had, she thought; it was their business to find out such things and someone would surely have told them about it, even though Jane said she hadn’t mentioned it when she’d spoken to the police. It was strange how she now thought of the Mrs Beaumont she had feared to meet as Jane and a friend. Life was very unpredictable.
Lambert’s long, grave face told her nothing. He said, ‘Thank you for being so frank, Miss North. Obviously honesty is helpful to us. The people we talk to normally find that complete openness is the best policy for them too. How long ago did this close relationship end?’
She smiled at his use of that anodyne phrase. ‘You mean when did I stop going to bed with Martin? Eight years ago now. When I was past forty and he decided that I was getting a little long in the tooth. Men like young flesh between the sheets, when they can get it, don’t they?’ She heard her bitterness come out in the question. Before they arrived she had been determined to be cool and detached, so as to distance herself from this killing. That hadn’t lasted very long – perhaps it was something to do with Lambert’s congratulating her on her honesty. She had better treat this man with his reputation as the Great Detective with due care, if she was not to make herself even more of a suspect.
 ‘You’re telling us that Mr Beaumont had other women, which confirms what others have suggested. Was there someone particularly close to him at the time of his death?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve made it my business over the last few years to know as little as possible of his private life. It seemed the best policy once I had recognized that our affair was over and that I had been no more than one of a series of bits on the side for Martin over the years.’ She heard again the asperity she had been resolved to conceal. ‘Incidentally, I have no wish to emerge to you as an expert on sexual matters. I did not take Martin into my bed casually, and it is not in my nature to flit from one man to another.’
‘Thank you, but it is no part of our brief to take moral stances in these things. We need the facts, but in the main we confine ourselves to those.’
‘Of course you do. But it was also no part of my brief to come over to you as a high-class tart.’
She grimaced a little on her last phrase, and Lambert felt a sudden sympathy for the spirit and courage of the woman. He said quietly, ‘I’m surprised you stayed around to work with Mr Beaumont over the last few years, in view of the circumstances.’
He was studiously polite, but he wasn’t going to let her get away with anything. Vanda found herself warming unexpectedly to this grave-faced opponent, enjoying the excitement of the contest a little despite herself. ‘You’re asking the question I’ve asked myself a few times over the years, though not recently. There are practical considerations, Chief Superintendent. All my capital is tied up in Abbey Vineyards. It was in my interests to see that the company succeeded, as Martin was often pleased to remind me. Over the last few years, the development and the management of residential accommodation at the vineyard has been in my hands, and we have been very successful.’
‘Nevertheless, there must have been a time eight years ago when you felt like withdrawing your investment and leaving Beaumont to it.’
She gave him that knowing smile again, partly to conceal her irritation at his probing of this area and partly out of respect for his intelligence in fastening upon it. ‘There were indeed. There are two reasons why I am still around at Abbey Vineyards. The first is that Martin had tied things up legally so that it proved very difficult for me to withdraw my capital from his company. I only have about a fifth of what he has invested in the company, and my junior partnership was drawn up very much on his terms. I could not withdraw my funds, or even sell on my share in the company to someone else, without his permission. I do not need anyone now to tell me that these are very foolish terms to accept. I signed all the agreements when I was completely infatuated with Martin, in the early stages of our relationship. I trusted him to look after my interests. He took very good care to look after his own.’
‘You’ve investigated the possibilities of withdrawal?’
‘Indeed I have. The latest occasion was only last month. The lawyers tut-tutted and told me as lawyers delight in doing that I should never have signed such documents without their expert advice. The legal expertise was all Martin’s; the stupidity in trusting him to safeguard my interests was all mine. That left me in a situation where I couldn’t afford to take on a legal case with no guarantee of success and with Martin able to employ the best lawyers. It was his habit to ensure that he had the big artillery on his side. He was usually at pains to let his opponents know that.’
Lambert let her bitterness hang in the quiet, low-ceilinged room like a tangible thing, making sure that all three of them appreciated the strength of her motive to murder. It was Hook who eventually looked up from his notes and reminded her, ‘You said there were two reasons why you had continued to work with Martin Beaumont. What was the second one, Miss North?’
Vanda measured her reply carefully. It was important to her that she should convince them of this. ‘I do not think I am without ability, but I have no formal qualifications to speak of, other than a secretarial diploma acquired a long time ago in another life.’ She was silent for a moment, as if contemplating the person she had been in those vanished years. ‘I have enjoyed developing the residential wing at Abbey Vineyards. I think I have a skill in recognizing what the people who stay with us want and how much they are prepared to pay for it. I enjoy managing the staff involved, who are even more vital to success in residential work than in other fields, and I think they are happy with the way I handle things. To use a phrase that now seems to be overworked, I have job satisfaction. I also have a generous salary, which I could certainly not command if I moved away from the company. So long as he remained in control of things, Martin always recognized efficiency and was prepared to pay for it. I think the other senior staff at Abbey Vineyards would agree with that.’
Hook nodded, then without any change in his quiet tone, asked, ‘Where were you last Wednesday night. Miss North?’
She smiled as she set her cup and saucer back on the tray, as if it were important to show them how unruffled she was at this key point. ‘I expected you to ask that, of course I did. I am not the only one with a motive, but I clearly stand to gain by having Martin out of the way. There would be a better chance of withdrawing my stake in the firm, if I wished to. The irony is that with Martin off the scene I may not wish to do that.’ She looked from Hook’s reassuringly ordinary face into the intense grey eyes of Lambert. ‘The answer to your question is embarrassing. No, not embarrassing – I’ll change that to surprising. I was with Jane Beaumont. The woman I had gravely wronged during the years when I was Martin’s mistress.’
If she had expected amazement, she was disappointed. Hook’s expression changed not a muscle as he made a careful note of the fact in his round, surprisingly swift hand. Lambert’s eyebrows lifted the merest fraction before he said, ‘I take it, then, that the two of you are now friends.’
She weighed the word with a small smile, her face softening a little with the thought. ‘We are. If you think that an unlikely situation, I can only say that a month ago the notion would have surprised me too.’
‘This is a recent development, then?’
‘Very recent. Jane came to see me two and a half weeks ago.’ She stopped for an instant, wondering why it mattered to her that she should be so precise about this. ‘She wanted to warn me that she was proposing to sue Martin for divorce and that I might find myself cited as a co-respondent.’
‘That must have given you a shock.’
‘It did. But it was fair enough. I’d hardly thought about his wife during the years I was with Martin. It seems quite odd now, but I was besotted with him at the time.’ She shook her head, as if the recollection of that time still amazed her. ‘Jane and I had scarcely seen each other, and I suspect scarcely thought about each other, until she came to see me here. We got on well, which must have been a surprise to her as well as to me. I said she could cite me if she needed to – I could scarcely have denied it – but that I could probably provide her with evidence of more recent women, if she wanted it. I’ve seen her a few times since then. Last Wednesday night, she was a little upset and I agreed to stay the night with her.’
‘A fortunate decision for both of you, as it turned out,’ said Lambert dryly.
He didn’t pull any punches, this man. But Vanda didn’t resent his comment. She felt again the thrill of the contest, the excitement of pitting her wits against this seasoned campaigner. That elation was a warning to her to be careful, however. ‘I suppose in the light of what happened to Martin, it was indeed a fortunate decision. Neither of us could have seen it as that at the time.’
‘You say Mrs Beaumont was upset. In what way was that?’
It sounded impertinent, but she knew it wasn’t. He had to ask about the time when Martin was killed, and it was important to Jane and to her that she got this right. ‘Jane has a bipolar disorder. I don’t know whether your police machine has yet discovered that. It is one of the reasons why even those who have seen the firm develop over the years have never seen much of the boss’s wife.’
‘And it was affecting her on Wednesday?’
‘I’m no medical expert, Chief Superintendent Lambert. I wouldn’t pretend to understand the condition, though I’ve read up a little about it in the last few days. All I know is that Jane was jumpy and unpredictable on Wednesday. I offered to stay the night with her and she seemed very grateful. She accepted immediately.’
Lambert nodded. It seemed to Vanda that his eyes never blinked as he studied her. ‘And you didn’t think that she was simulating this distress?’
‘No, I’m sure she wasn’t. Jane was jumpy and unable to concentrate – unpredictable in what she would say next, as though her mind was flitting from subject to subject. Why on earth should she be pretending that?’
‘This is a murder investigation, or I wouldn’t be questioning you in this detail, Miss North. If Mrs Beaumont knew that her husband was going to die – if, for instance, she had employed the services of a professional killer to dispose of him – she might well have been anxious to establish an alibi for herself. You are the only one who can confirm for us that she was many miles from him at the moment of his death.’
‘But if she’d used a hit man, she wouldn’t need to establish that, surely?’
‘Without your presence in the house overnight, we could not be certain that either one of you wasn’t in the car with Beaumont when he died.’
He seemed to her to have put just a little emphasis on that ‘either one of you’. Perhaps she was becoming too sensitive to his changes of tone. She took care not to react to the phrase. ‘I know enough of Jane Beaumont to be quite certain that she wasn’t involved in his death. But I understand that you have to make your own mind up in these things, that you have to assume that we’re all liars until you know for certain that we’re not.’
Lambert was not at all put out. He smiled grimly. ‘Not everyone involved will be lying, Miss North. But one person will be quite determined to deceive us. Have you any idea who that person might be?’
She was used to his directness now. ‘I’ve thought about that a lot in the last couple of days. I’m happy to say that others have motives as well as me. But I can’t imagine that any of us would have killed Martin. It would be wrong if he came across to you as a monster. He had an obsession with his company and his direction of it, but apart from that he had a lot of good qualities. He could be a good friend, and he was a fair and generous employer. And I have got to know the people I work with pretty well over the last few years. We all have our strengths and our weaknesses, but I can’t imagine that any of them is capable of murder.’
Just when she had got used to fencing with Lambert, to parrying his thrusts and preserving her position with him, it was Hook who now took up the attack. He said quietly, ‘You said earlier that you might have been able to provide evidence of further and more recent sexual adventures to assist Mrs Beaumont in her divorce petition. You will appreciate that such information has to be of interest to us.’
She smiled at his open, rubicund face. ‘Sex and money. They’re the great motivators to murder, aren’t they? And hatred, I suppose – but I’ve just told you that there wasn’t much of that around. Well, both Jane and I are sure Martin was still putting it about, if you’ll excuse the crudity. He isn’t the man he was, of course, in looks at least. You might not believe it now, but there was a touch of the Greek god about him when I first knew him.’ She paused for a moment, her mind abstracted for an instant to that time long ago. ‘I’m sorry, I’m trying to explain away my conduct from all those years ago, when it has no relevance whatever to this death. What was it you wanted from me again?’
Lambert wondered if she had really forgotten the question. Perhaps she had; she had seemed embarrassed from the outset by her conduct as an intelligent woman in becoming so helplessly infatuated with the younger Beaumont. He reminded her tersely, ‘DS Hook was asking you if you could give us the details of any recent liaisons of Mr Beaumont’s.’
‘Of course he was. But I have to disappoint you. As I said, I am quite sure that Martin has other women, and probably frequently. But I cannot give you details. All I said to Jane was that I would ask around and try to find out more. I confess that I had a selfish motive in offering that. I would have preferred to keep myself out of any divorce proceedings by providing more recent and thus more relevant evidence. As I think I pointed out to Jane, Martin’s lawyers would have been certain to query why she had known all about my affair at the time and done nothing about it until many years later.’
‘So there are no names you can give us?’
‘No. I suspect that his alliances recently had been much more casual and short term. I had no interest in whom he was currently bedding, but I think I should have known if there’d been any serious long-term affair.’ She paused, weighing a last idea on the subject, wondering whether to offer it to them and what the consequences might be for her. She didn’t see it could do her any harm; it could only divert their thoughts further away from her. ‘You could try Sarah Vaughan, I suppose. She’s the most recent and the youngest of our senior staff. She strikes me as a capable young woman, with far too much sense to get involved with Martin, but she might know a little more than I do about his current preferences.’
Lambert stood up. He had enjoyed pitting his wits against this alert and intelligent woman, but he suspected she had told them exactly what she had planned to do before they set foot in this comfortable old cottage. Quite possibly that was all she knew and she was being as helpful as she could, but he would like to have thrown her off balance a little more, to have seen how she behaved when she was disconcerted.
‘If you think of any other detail which might be helpful to us, however small, please get in touch immediately, Miss North. We may well need to speak to you again to clarify certain issues, when we are further into this enquiry.’
It was standard stuff. At the moment, he couldn’t think what those issues might be. Vanda North seemed to know that and be perfectly confident about the future. She conducted them quietly to the low door of the cottage, warning him that he might need to stoop a little. But she had the composed air of a woman who had fulfilled her duty and did not expect to see them again.



EIGHTEEN
Gerry Davies went across to Jason Knight’s den early on Monday morning. He went as soon as he received the phone call, while the shop was still quiet and before any of the catering staff were due on duty. A week ago, he wouldn’t have considered such discretion necessary. He threaded his way through the deserted kitchen area to the little private room and watched his friend shut the door carefully behind him.
‘Did anyone see you coming in here?’ Jason asked.
‘I don’t think so. My own staff will notice I’m missing if I’m away for any length of time. Does it matter?’
‘Probably not. I just felt that the fewer people who saw us getting together the better. They might think we’re plotting.’
‘As we are.’
Jason looked at him sharply. ‘I wouldn’t call it that. I’d say we were thinking about the new situation and how it might affect us.’
Both of them were silent for a moment, assessing the accuracy of this. Gerry wondered if Jason was thinking, as he was, that last week neither of them would have worried about people noting their movements. Murder brought suspicion with it. It made people watch the actions of others and question what they were up to. It made them watch what they said, sometimes even with people they regarded as friends.
Jason brought him abruptly out of his reverie. ‘Have they interviewed you yet?’
‘No. They’re seeing me this afternoon.’
‘Good.’ Jason wondered why he said that; it had been automatic, probably relief that others as well as him were being questioned. ‘It’s good that they’ve left you until now, I suppose. It probably means they don’t have you high on their list of suspects. They saw me on Saturday morning.’
‘I hadn’t really thought of myself as a suspect.’
‘You should get used to the idea. They’ll be investigating everyone who was close to Martin. I’m sure they’ve given his wife the third degree. If and when they decide it isn’t a domestic, we’re all in the frame.’
‘You seem to know a lot about it.’ A week ago, the words would have been said jokingly; today they rang deadly serious.
Jason Knight hastened to lighten things. He managed a rather brittle little laugh. ‘I watch too many cop series on the box, I suppose.’
Gerry didn’t think Jason saw much television. As head chef, he was usually working six nights a week. He said as casually as he could, ‘Give you a good going over, did they, the CID men?’
‘They’re professionals, Gerry. The police use the best they have, on a murder case. Until they have a prime suspect – which isn’t yet, as far as I can see – we’re all in the frame. It will pay you to watch what you say this afternoon.’
‘If I tell them the truth, I’ve nothing to fear.’ Gerry knew that at fifty-seven he was sounding like a priggish schoolboy. ‘If I didn’t do it, I’ve surely nothing to fear.’
Jason didn’t laugh at the absurdity of the notion that Gerry might have killed Martin. ‘Murder is big, for the media as well as the police. If they don’t make an arrest in the next few days, they’ll have the press on their backs. And the radio and television won’t be far behind the papers; they pick up ideas from the press and run with them, when they’re short of news. The CID will want to arrest someone as quickly as possible. I think we should make sure it isn’t either of us.’
Gerry didn’t know what to say to that. ‘I believe they’ve got the famous John Lambert on the case.’
‘They have. He questioned me on Saturday morning. I didn’t tell them about us.’
‘About us?’ said Gerry stupidly. He knew what Jason meant; he couldn’t think why he was pretending that he didn’t. This was the sort of distrust a murder enquiry fostered, he supposed.
Jason said with a trace of impatience, like an old sweat instructing a green recruit, ‘I meant our discussion about the future of the company, about how we were going to get ourselves more control of policy.’
Gerry wanted to say that that idea and all the drive behind it had come from Jason; he wanted to dissociate himself from anything which might leave any sort of cloud over himself. ‘Didn’t you say anything about it when they spoke to you?’
‘No, of course I didn’t.’ Jason was suddenly impatient with this man who was a generation older than him and yet still so naive. ‘I didn’t lie. You don’t have to lie. You simply don’t mention it. You show them that you’re as mystified about this death as everyone else is pretending to be.’
‘I might have to lie to conceal it. In any case, isn’t not telling them like a lie?’
Jason wondered for the first time whether this was all a front, whether Gerry Davies had long since realized the danger and was conducting this elaborate charade of guilelessness when he actually proposed to look after his own skin, at whatever cost to others. Like his companion, he felt murder driving a wedge between them; this distrust would have been impossible last week. ‘I didn’t say anything about it. You must realize how bad it would make me look if you now blab about it to them.’
‘All right. I’ll do my best to keep off the subject.’
‘You might have to be prepared to do a little more than that, Gerry. I should think they’re quite likely to ask you why you didn’t want more of a say in the way things were being run.’
‘So what do I say to that?’
‘I can’t put words into your mouth, Gerry. They’d spot them if I did. Your best policy would be to follow the line you took with me at first. Tell them you’re quite happy with the salary you’re being paid. You could give them all that modesty stuff, about how Martin gave you your chance in the first place and encouraged you to go on from there, but I wouldn’t make a meal of that.’
Gerry Davies stared disconsolately at the table between them, where once he would have looked at his friend. ‘Be better if we hadn’t talked to Martin about it last Monday, wouldn’t it? Especially as he turned us down flat.’
Jason sighed. ‘It would indeed. It seems much more than a week ago now, doesn’t it? But there’s no reason why they should know anything about that meeting. What took place there was just between us and Martin. There won’t be any record of it. If neither of us mentions it, there’s no way they can know that it took place.’ He’d only just prevented himself from saying that dead men tell no tales.
‘I suppose not.’ Gerry looked thoroughly miserable.
‘Cheer up, Gerry! It won’t be as bad as you seem to think. Try not to be nervous. After all, neither of us killed the bugger!’
But neither of them laughed, as Jason Knight had intended them to.
The two big men made the room seem even smaller, Sarah Vaughan thought. She said, ‘I have the smallest office here, as the last of the executive staff to be appointed. It’s quite big enough for my needs, though.’
They looked round unhurriedly at the small desk with its PC, at the swivel chair behind it in which she sat, at the two upright chairs which barely fitted into the space in front of it. They took in the single filing cabinet, the pictures of Provence and the portrait of an eminent nineteenth-century French vineyard-owner on the walls.
Lambert folded his long legs carefully into the limited space between him and the front of her desk. With Hook accommodating himself equally carefully, shifting his chair three inches sideways so that he was not actually touching that of the chief superintendent, Sarah felt hemmed in. Their faces were too close to hers for comfort, and the grey, all-seeing eyes of Lambert seemed to be boring into her mind and soul as their exchange developed.
He began conventionally enough. ‘Could you tell us a little about your role here please, Miss Vaughan?’
‘I’m responsible for Research and Development.’ She spoke it with the capital letters which she hoped would give her a little more standing, then immediately threw a little of that away. ‘Mr Beaumont does – sorry, did – a lot of the research himself. He went to the French vineyards almost every year and the German and Italian ones every two or three years to find how the newer grapes are doing there and check on the production of the long-established brands. Of course, wine production for export is a much more worldwide industry now than it was fifty, even thirty, years ago, but we research other areas from here. Not even Martin could go everywhere.’ She gave a little laugh to show that was a joke, wondering how much of what she used in her talks to the public she could feed in here. It was safe ground for her, this stuff.
‘I see. You have quite a few competitors in the English wine industry nowadays. Does your research work take any account of that?’
‘Indeed it does. You have to keep your eye on your competitors, as Martin always reminded us. I keep a record of the volumes sold and prices charged, as comprehensive as I can achieve. It’s usually about a year out of date, as you would expect. Martin used to get out and about and do a little incognito investigation into how well the bigger English producers were doing, in relation to us.’
‘A little industrial espionage.’
She wondered whether to take this as a tease and respond in that spirit, but decided she had better not do that. ‘There’s nothing to prevent you going incognito into retail shops and even wholesale outlets. It’s surprising what some people will tell you about the way their year is going, if you can fasten on the right person to talk to.’
She wondered quite what truncated version of this the detective sergeant was making in his notes. As if he divined that her attention was on him, Hook now looked up and said, ‘So much for research. What about the development side of your work?’
‘Well, I’m rather proud of my work in pushing some of our new lines. I suggested that we should supply beer and cider in our shop here, when other people thought it would militate against wine sales. It didn’t, and Martin got us an excellent deal with the brewery. We now make a very good profit on our beer sales in particular. And whilst it’s impossible to be definite about this, I’m sure that our wine sales have benefited too, because of the extra customers we have attracted into the shop. Mr Davies, the shop manager, certainly supports that view. And whilst we’re very much a team here, I’d say that I was mainly responsible for the development of our sparkling wines. We do a surprisingly good English champagne here – we can’t call it that of course – which I think we shall be able to retail at £7.99 a bottle this year. I recommend it to you: I think you’ll find it surprisingly good.’
She smiled nervously into the encouraging face of Bert Hook, wondering if she was lapsing too much into the commercial chat with which she concluded her talks to the public. But he said, ‘Thank you. We have a clearer picture of your role here now. Is there anything else you do?’
 ‘You’re right to ask that. We’re still quite a small organization, though our turnover increases each year. I help in the shop when they’re busy. And I do little tours of the vineyard, in which I talk on the history of winemaking and of Abbey Vineyards. The abbey part’s a bit of a con, actually. We don’t think there was ever an abbey here, though there may at one time have been a Saxon church. I think Martin thought it would give the right ring to the name when he started. It suggests an ancient lineage for the place, I suppose, which is a bit more glamorous than farmland to most people. I don’t disillusion them unless anyone asks. I think my talks have been going well this year – I’ve got bigger audiences, even though I’m doing them more frequently.’
‘They’re very interesting, from what I’ve heard,’ said Hook.
‘I hope so. It’s like anything else, one improves with practice. And I don’t try to disguise the fact that like everything else we do the tours are directed towards bringing in a profit, even if that’s indirect and long term.’
‘And you think they do that?’
‘I do. They’re getting more orders in the shop at the conclusion of my little talks, quite often for full cases. Of course, I can’t prove that these people weren’t planning to buy in any case, but Gerry Davies, our shop manager, says a lot of the sales come directly from what I’ve been saying. I speak quite honestly about our best wines and our best years for them. And Martin wouldn’t have increased the frequency of the tours if he hadn’t thought that. He was a very shrewd commercial operator.’
‘So everyone tells us,’ agreed Lambert. ‘And the evidence is all around us in the growth of this place. How did you get on with him?’
She was rather thrown off her guard by the abruptness of this, after she had been encouraged to talk so much about herself. ‘I’d say very well. He was very successful, which always helps. A successful ship is usually a happy ship.’ The phrase came back to her from a course during her Business Studies degree. She hoped it wasn’t the cliché to them that it was to her.
‘You found him a good employer?’
She made herself take her time, knowing now that they were coming to the heart of the interview, where she was most at risk. ‘He was a good boss, as long as you did things his way. And I was earning more than I’d ever earned before, with the prospect of it rising year by year.’
‘But how would you describe your relationship with Mr Beaumont?’
‘Good. He paid well and he was fair. You had to toe the line, as he made clear when he interviewed me, but as long as you did that you earned good money.’
‘You didn’t feel once you were well established here that you wanted a say in future policy? Research and development are all about the future, after all.’
‘No. I’m still only thirty-three and making my way. Martin was a generation older and had much more experience.’ She paused, then was unable to resist the opportunity to divert their attention to others and thus take some of the heat off herself. ‘I think some of the executives who’ve been here longer than me were chafing a little about Martin’s dominance, but you’d have to ask them about that.’
Lambert afforded her a smile which made her uncomfortable, as if he knew very well what she was about. She wondered if her face was colouring; she knew that her fair skin and delicate features often revealed more than they should. She was very conscious of how close those gimlet grey eyes were to hers as he said, ‘Everything you’ve said has been related to your working relationship with Mr Beaumont. We’re grateful for that information. But what about your personal relationship with your employer? You’re a small team here, as you’ve told us yourself, and no one works all the time. How did you get on with Mr Beaumont outside your working relationship?’
‘Perfectly well. Martin was wrapped up in the business: it was his whole life. He has a wife, I believe, but I’ve never seen her. I was perfectly content with my social life. I think I’ve indicated that our working relationship was a good one.’
‘Miss Vaughan, we have had indications from several sources that whilst Mr Beaumont ran his business as an autocrat and built his life around it, it was not as you claim “his whole life”. We have it on good authority, indeed, that he had involved himself over the years with quite a stream of women.’
She wanted to tell him to go back to that good authority and get his information there. But that source, whoever it was, might tell them about her. She was suddenly not sure how much the people who worked here knew about her, how much they might try to incriminate her in a situation like this. She said dully, ‘I’ve heard that, too. About the other women, I mean. He said his wife was an invalid, but some people say he exaggerates that to get sympathy. I can’t help you. I don’t know any details about these other women. Maybe they were all in the past, for all I know. He was late fifties, wasn’t he? Perhaps he’d given up that sort of thing.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Lambert. His tone on the single word seemed to convey how easily deceived she was, how little she knew of life compared with the two men opposite her, whose work had left them with few illusions. ‘He didn’t make any suggestions to you that you might like to see him away from work, then?’
If only it had been as polite and civilized as that, Sarah thought bitterly. She was tempted for a moment to tell them about those terrifying minutes in the big blue Jaguar. But her resolution held. She mustn’t even hint that she’d had any sort of motive for disposing of him. The quickest way to send the CID away was to distance yourself as far as possible from the victim. ‘No. I didn’t see any evidence of the womanizing I heard people gossip about. For all I know, that was all it was – gossip.’
She sounded like a prim twenty-year-old rather than a woman of thirty-three who had seen much of the world and was making her way steadily in it. But at least she would have the sense not to try to change that with more words. If they thought of her as unworldly and inexperienced, they would be less likely to think of her as a murderer.
Hook, his wide brown eyes seeming now as searching as those intense grey ones of Lambert, said calmly, ‘Where were you last Wednesday night, Miss Vaughan?’
 ‘I was here until about six. Then I was at home. I cooked myself a lasagne I’d picked up from Waitrose and curled up on the sofa to watch the telly.’
‘Is there anyone who can confirm this for us?’
‘No. No one spent the night with me and I didn’t go out again, once I’d got home and garaged the car. A couple of friends rang me during the evening.’
It had all come very promptly, but that was fair enough; the time of the death was public now, and you would expect an intelligent woman to have thought about how she was going to account for herself. ‘Can you recall the time when you received these calls?’
‘I can’t pinpoint the times exactly. But I think both of them were between eight and nine.’ She’d been tempted to say they were much later than that, but they would check them out with the callers. And if they found her lying about one thing, they’d suspect everything else she’d said.
Lambert studied her face for a moment. It was anxious, pale, taut, looking a little older and more worn than when they had begun the interview. He said, ‘You’ve had some time to think about this death now. Have you any views on who might have killed Martin Beaumont?’
‘No.’ It had come too promptly, almost before he had finished the question. Sarah had thought about many things before they came, but had not realized that even the timing of her replies might seem significant. ‘As you suggest, I’ve thought about it a lot over the weekend. I don’t even know Mrs Beaumont. And I can think of motives for most of the people here. But I can’t imagine that any one of them would have killed Martin. None of them seems like a murderer.’
‘That is a sentiment we hear often, Miss Vaughan. Our experience tells us that even the unlikeliest person can commit murder, given the right set of circumstances. You say you can think of motives. Let us into that thinking, please.’
An invitation to divert the attention away from herself, to suggest more rewarding targets for their efforts. But she mustn’t seem too eager or go too far. She forced a smile. ‘You mention the unlikeliest person to commit murder. In my opinion, that would be Gerry Davies, our shop and sales manager. He’s liked by everyone here, including Martin when he was alive. He’s been a good friend to me, as I’ve found my feet here, and I’m sure to lots of other people as well. As for the others, well, I sense that most of them would have liked more say in the future of the company, as it becomes more and more successful. That’s natural: there’s a general feeling that two or more heads are better than one, that a growing firm needs to take account of all the ideas available if it is to grow successfully.’
For a moment, she was back again in one of her essays for the Business Studies degree, throwing out the phrases she had used successfully there. She hoped these grave-faced men did not recognize them as the glib clichés they now seemed to her. Apparently they didn’t, for Lambert said as he stood up, ‘We shall be seeing Mr Davies later today. We shall bear in mind your glowing opinion of him, though of course we shall not retail it to him. Like other things you and other people have volunteered to us, it will remain confidential. If you have any further thoughts, please get in touch with the Oldford CID section immediately – ask for Detective Inspector Rushton.’ He set a card carefully upon her desk.
Sarah saw them out, then shut the door firmly and slumped thankfully into her chair. It hadn’t gone too badly, she decided. They’d seemed happy enough with what she had been able to tell them, and she hadn’t revealed what she was most anxious to conceal.
Sarah Vaughan would have been less sanguine if she had heard the conversation in the police Mondeo as Hook drove it towards the station. They had travelled a mile and more before Lambert said, ‘What did you think of pretty young Miss Vaughan?’
Hook grinned. ‘She isn’t a girl, John. You’re getting older. But there were moments in the interview when she’d have been happy if we thought of her as at least ten years younger and very gauche. She’s concealing something.’
‘I agree. Whether it’s significant or not remains to be seen. But I think we shall need to see the glamorous Miss Vaughan again, in due course.’
‘Life has its consolations, if you work at it,’ said Bert Hook, his attention studiously upon the road ahead.



NINETEEN
Lambert glared at the television set resentfully. ‘It’s far too early for them to be playing one-day cricket internationals. We’re scarcely into spring yet.’
Christine set his sandwich in front of him and smiled tolerantly. ‘It’s May the eighteenth and the longest day is in five weeks. You’re just annoyed because you won’t see much of it. If I know you, you’ll be off out again in half an hour. How long is it since you were last home for lunch?’
‘I don’t know. A few weeks, I suppose. Everything seems to fly past too quickly, nowadays. I suppose you’re going to tell me I’m getting old.’
‘I wasn’t, but you are. You must learn how to wind down. You’re better than you were at relaxing, but there’s still room for improvement.’ Then, running against her own advice but sensing that he wanted her to ask, Christine said, ‘How’s the case going?’
‘That’s why I’m here, if I’m honest. To get away from the string of pressmen ringing in and wanting a quote from John Lambert about the progress of the case. You can’t even digest what you’ve learned properly at the station, with people buzzing around your ears all the time.’
‘I heard you’d talked to Tom Ogden.’
He grinned resignedly, where once he might have been annoyed. ‘Local grapevine in operation, I suppose. I expect no less.’
‘I saw his wife in Tesco’s. She didn’t seem put out – they’d expected it. Their farm cuts right into the vineyard’s land, doesn’t it? And Tom was apparently no friend of Martin Beaumont’s.’
‘That he wasn’t. He didn’t try to disguise it.’ He grinned at the memory of Ogden’s honest avowal of his feelings. ‘He has a decent alibi, though. He was at the cinema with his wife on the night of the murder and she’s confirmed that he went straight home with her afterwards.’ John watched another England batsman sky a catch straight to the man on the boundary and gratefully accepted a large beaker of tea from his spouse.
Christine Lambert had taught in the area for over twenty years, although since a serious illness three years ago she now only did part time. She knew many of their contemporaries as parents and many of the younger generation as former pupils. John had come to regard her now as a source of information rather than an unwelcome intruder into his affairs. She was pleased that he was letting her into this corner of his working life, which he would never have done at one time. She said as casually as she could, ‘Have you got a prime suspect yet?’
‘No. I’d say we have several leading suspects, at the moment. We’ve eliminated the more peripheral figures, but not his wife or any of the people who worked closely with him.’
‘Does that include Sarah Vaughan?’
He looked up sharply. ‘We saw her this morning. She’s in charge of research and development at Abbey Vineyards.’
Christine laughed. ‘And I remember her as a little girl with flying blonde pigtails and a brace on her teeth! Too small for the netball team, but desperately keen to get into it.’
‘She’s thirty-three and quite a looker now. Blonde, blue-eyed and pretty, with long legs and a bust that got Bert Hook’s attention. No fool, though. She certainly isn’t the conventional dumb blonde.’
‘Married?’
‘No. And hasn’t been, though she’s thirty-three now. Heterosexual but no serious boyfriend in tow, our research suggests.’
‘And your research will no doubt have been meticulous on such a delicious subject. If she’s still unmarried at thirty-three with looks like that, she’s clearly got brains.’
John decided to ignore this slur upon his sex. ‘She conducts tours of the vineyard and talks about the history of winemaking. Apparently they’re very successful, so she learned something from you.’
‘If she impressed you and Bert Hook with her looks and her brains, she must also have impressed her employer. He clearly rated her, to give her the job she has.’
Food for thought, John Lambert concluded, as he drove back to resume the hunt.
Gerry Davies lived in the 1950s semi-detached house on the outskirts of Monmouth in which he had spent the last twenty-eight of his thirty-five years of married life.
The purchase had been a great leap forward at the time, when he had two young children. He had undertaken a mortgage which had then seemed huge. In his boyhood, miners in the Rhondda Valley had lived in rented cottages. The notion of going into debt to acquire a house of your own had seemed a dangerous extravagance to his parents; the mortgage would in his father’s view prove ‘a millstone around your neck’. For a short, nightmare period when he had been unemployed, it had seemed as if his father might be right. His parents hadn’t lived to see him pay off the mortgage and secure the prosperity he now enjoyed. That was a matter of lasting regret for Gerry. To have seen their grandchildren attending university would have been an impossible dream for them.
He could afford a more expensive house now – perhaps even a detached bungalow with a spacious garden, now that the boys had left home. All in good time, Gerry told Bronwen. The truth was that even after thirteen years of success at Abbey Vineyards, even when he looked at the substantial sum which went into his bank account every month, he could not quite believe in his success. To move to a more expensive residence would not only be presumptuous, but also an invitation to the Fates to put him in his proper place by removing his job and the source of his comfortable income. He did not voice this view and there was not a single fact to support it. But instincts nourished in youth can be stronger than logic.
He was glad that the CID men had offered to come here to interview him, rather than to his office at work. The less you were seen with policemen the better, in Gerry’s view. It was another thought rooted in the misty distance of his youth, when young men drank too much after rugby and the Saturday night rozzers were not always sympathetic to brawny young forwards from the long terraces of cottages. There had been some hairy moments, especially in strange towns after muscular away victories.
Gerry took the officers into the rather cramped front room, which had seemed a luxurious extra space when they had moved into the house. Nowadays, they used this dining room only when the boys were down with their wives. Gerry had never been comfortable at the dinner parties which most of the other people in the road seemed to enjoy. He was still happiest in clubs, usually in an all-male setting, but he and Bronwen threw a boisterous and very successful party once a year for their many friends, when all the downstairs rooms of the house were crowded and noisy.
The two men who came to see him looked with interest at the rugby photographs which lined the walls. There was one of the great Welsh side of the fifties, with Cliff Morgan holding a ball in the centre, another with the greatest of all teams of a generation later, with Barry John and Gareth Edwards and JPR Williams. The rest were of teams just below that national level, in which Gerry Davies himself had figured.
The CID visitors sat on upright chairs beside each other and confronted the man whose presence dominated this room across his dining table. ‘We’ve been a long time getting to you, Mr Davies,’ said John Lambert. Gerry wasn’t sure whether that sounded apologetic or ominous. ‘We’ve learned quite a lot about Mr Beaumont and a little about the way he died. Now we’d like your views.’
‘I’m sure I won’t have a lot to add. Martin was a good employer and I liked him. But other people will have told you that.’
No one previously had said openly that they liked the man. There had been a little nostalgic recollection of the younger man and his attractions from Vanda North, and much respect for what he had achieved in his business, but his other close associates had been guarded. No one, not even his wife, had previously professed an unqualified liking for the man. In the perverse influence murder exercised over such declarations, it might mean exactly the opposite of what was said. But Gerry Davies, in the comfort of his pleasant, slightly old-fashioned home certainly looked genuine enough, with his square, open face, his burly frame, his still plentiful frizzy black hair, now slightly tinged with silver.
Lambert said, ‘Tell us a little about what you do at Abbey Vineyards, please.’
‘I run the shop. We sell a lot of wine, as you’d expect, plus beer and cider and associated products. Increasingly over the last few years, I’ve also taken on the work of wholesale information and supply. We sell a large number of cases to restaurants now, and our sparkling wines are particularly in demand at weddings.’ Gerry hoped he did not sound too much like their publicity brochures. ‘Martin said that I should describe myself as the sales director on correspondence and invoices, but I only bother to do that with the big customers. He thought it was important to show the big buyers that we aren’t some tinpot little concern, but are used to meeting large orders.’
‘I see. Were you happy in this work?’
‘Very happy.’ Gerry saw an opportunity to show his respect for Beaumont, as well as a chance to assert his own innocence. ‘Martin ran a happy ship as well as a successful one. He was very easy to approach. He gave me a lot of encouragement and guidance in my early years with the firm. It’s only in the last year or two that I got used to calling him Martin. I still took care to call him Mr Beaumont when there were customers around.’ Gerry didn’t know why he’d told them that – it said more about him than his late employer.
But the tall man with the intense grey eyes didn’t seem to think it out of place. He said with a little smile, ‘We operate a similar system with ranks in the CID team, Mr Davies. Detective chief superintendent is a mouthful which gets in the way of things. And I don’t like being continually “sirred”. But someone didn’t like Martin Beaumont. Someone either hated him enough or found him obstructive enough to kill him in cold blood. Who do you think might have done that?’
The challenge was very abrupt, after the pleasantries which had preceded it. Gerry wondered whether those had been a deliberate tactic to soften him up. He must stick to his plans, whatever form of attack they used. ‘I’ve thought about that a lot since we got the news on Friday, but I haven’t come up with anything. Some of us had our differences with Martin, but I can’t think that anyone would have killed him. I think it must be someone from outside.’
The familiar, entirely understandable, plea from those who had worked close to a murder victim. ‘We’ve considered that, Mr Davies. We haven’t ruled it out completely, but we now think it very unlikely. I think you should enlarge on these “differences” which people had with Mr Beaumont.’
He was on dangerous ground, but he mustn’t show them that he felt that. ‘It was nothing very serious. Martin operated very much as a one-man business. It was understandable, because he’d built the firm up from very small beginnings. And I must say that it suited me. I was very happy to have my own job clearly defined for me and to consult Martin whenever I felt there was a big decision to be made. I didn’t want to stray outside my limits. For me, his methods worked very well.’
‘But not for everyone. We need every detail of this that you can give us, Mr Davies: this is a murder enquiry.’
Gerry felt his pulses racing, though he told himself that he had known all along that this moment would come. He tried not to remember how Bronwen always found him transparent if ever he tried to lie to her; this was far more important than any little domestic deceit. He delivered the words he had prepared for this moment. ‘I’m the oldest of the senior staff at Abbey Vineyards. I was grateful to Martin for giving me my chance in a senior post. I expect that has continued to influence me even many years later. The other executives are younger. They are all better educated than I am and most of them have a broader work experience, despite my age. I can’t speak for all of them, but I think some of them chafed a little at the system Martin had always used and was continuing to operate. They felt that now that the business was large and prosperous, they wanted rather more say in policy decisions than he was prepared to allow them.’
He’d got it all out without interruption. He wondered how it sounded to them. Lambert was watching him keenly. For a moment which seemed to Gerry to stretch agonizingly, he did not speak. Then he said quietly, ‘You must see that in these circumstances we must have the names of these people who were not content.’
‘I know nothing definite. It’s just a feeling I’ve picked up from things said.’ Gerry knew he had spoken too quickly, almost anticipating Lambert’s instruction, instead of being surprised by it. ‘At our company meeting in March – that involved just the five senior staff and Martin – there were various suggestions about how we should develop things, where we should go from here. Martin took them on board, but made it very clear that it would be he and not any of us who made the final decisions. That was fine as far as I was concerned; it’s worked well in the past and I couldn’t see any reason why we shouldn’t carry on a successful system. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it, as they say.’
‘But other people weren’t happy to leave it at that?’
Gerry Davies looked and felt uncomfortable as he was pressed. ‘I don’t really know. They may not have been happy with the system, but I’ve no evidence that they did anything about it. Only Martin would know that.’
‘I see. And we can’t ask him, can we?’
Gerry found himself shifting on his seat, feeling those all-seeing grey eyes much too close to him across the table. ‘No. You’ll need to ask the individuals concerned about it.’
‘At the moment, I’m asking you, Mr Davies. Are you quite sure there’s nothing else you can recall on the matter?’
‘Yes. If you think it’s important, you’ll need to pursue it with the others.’
Without taking his eyes off his quarry’s face, Lambert gave the slightest of nods to his detective sergeant. Hook made a play of consulting his notes. ‘A week ago today, only two days before he died, Mr Beaumont conducted a meeting with you and Jason Knight, his head chef. What was that meeting about?’
Gerry Davies was shocked and he failed to conceal it. Perhaps he should have anticipated that they would know of the meeting, but he hadn’t done that. He stumbled into inadequate phrases. ‘I can’t remember much about it now. It was nothing very important. That’s why I didn’t mention it.’
Hook smiled an understanding smile, a smile which said that he sympathized, but Gerry had been caught out, that he had much better cut his losses now and be honest. ‘This is barely a week ago, Mr Davies. Fiona Cooper, Mr Beaumont’s PA, took us through his diary of appointments in the weeks before his death. She remembers voices being raised behind the door of her boss’s office. Mrs Cooper thought the meeting was important. Mr Beaumont arranged it, she said, and he certainly thought it was important.’
Hook had picked up Davies’s word ‘important’ and repeated it, until it seemed in Gerry’s ears to have now an ironic, mocking ring. He had a thoroughly miserable air as he said, ‘Martin seemed to think we had been stirring up trouble, trying to undermine him. He was wrong about that and we told him so.’
‘And did he accept what you said?’
Gerry looked at the table. ‘Yes, I think so. It was all a misunderstanding, really.’
Lambert, who had continued to watch him intently through this interlude with Hook, said sternly, ‘All arguments which take place days before a man is killed have to be of interest to us. You must see that, Mr Davies.’
‘Yes, I do. You’re blowing this out of proportion, though.’
‘Are we, indeed? Well, maybe Mr Knight will prove to have a clearer memory of the exchanges than you have managed to retain. I do hope so.’
Hook said in his more informal, persuasive way, ‘One of the things we have learned about Mr Beaumont in the days since his death is that he had an eye for the ladies. More than an eye, in fact. When passions are aroused, violence is rarely far away, in our experience. No doubt having worked with him for thirteen years and got to know him very well, you will be able to tell us more about this.’
Gerry was confused now. As a naturally honest man, he felt thoroughly ragged after the questioning about last Tuesday’s meeting. He could not think straight, could think only of Sarah Vaughan weeping on his chest in her distress over Beaumont’s attentions. They’d interviewed her in her office at the vineyard this morning. What had she told them about this? He couldn’t afford to be tripped up again, or they wouldn’t believe another word he said. ‘I don’t know any of the details of Martin’s love life. You’ll need to ask Sarah herself about this.’
He shouldn’t have used that word ‘herself’. It was, in some way he couldn’t immediately grasp, a complete giveaway. Hook was studiously low-key as he said, ‘Beaumont was conducting a relationship with Miss Vaughan, was he?’
‘Not a relationship. You’ll need to ask her, won’t you? And Miss North, of course. Vanda used to be his mistress, you know.’
‘Yes, we do know, Mr Davies. And we shall be seeing both these ladies again. Is there anything you think we should ask them?’
‘No. I wasn’t interested in Martin’s love life.’ He looked desperately around the room with its array of rugby photographs, then at the door which concealed Bronwen and the rest of his orderly house, as if he hoped that the happy rectitude of his own life could convince them of his ignorance about the restless lechery of Beaumont. ‘He was a good employer to me and I shall remember that.’
Lambert said tersely, ‘And if we find that you have concealed things from us, we shall be forced to remember that, and investigate the reasons why. Where were you last Wednesday night, Mr Davies?’
‘I was here. I came home from work at about six twenty and I didn’t go out again until Thursday morning.’
‘And is there someone who can confirm that for us?’
Gerry glanced again like a caged animal at the firmly closed door of the room. Bronwen was out there somewhere, minding her own business as usual, confident as she had been from the first of his innocence of this awful thing. He hadn’t asked her to lie for him; he would never ask Bronwen to lie – indeed, he was proud of the fact that she wouldn’t be any good at lying. ‘No, I don’t think there is. Bronwen was in the Rhondda, in the house where she grew up. Her mother’s still alive but she’s ill. She phoned me to tell me that she was worried about her ma and I said she should stay the night.’
Bert Hook said quietly, ‘Do you recall the time of that call?’
‘It was some time between seven and seven thirty. I was just enjoying the cottage pie she’d left ready for me to heat. That’s too early to clear me, isn’t it?’
Hook’s weather-beaten, outdoor face relaxed again into the smile which said that all might yet be well. ‘If you mean that Mr Beaumont was killed much later in the evening, yes it is. Did you have any other calls on that night?’
‘No. I’m in the frame for this, aren’t I?’
Lambert said with a hint of impatience, ‘If you’ve told us the truth, you’ve nothing to fear. We don’t fit people up, Mr Davies, whatever the more lurid television series suggest. If you wish to revise or add to what you’ve told us, you should get in touch with us immediately at this number.’
He did not speak again as Gerry Davies showed them out, keeping them away from his invisible wife as if the contact would somehow soil her. At all costs, he wanted to keep Bronwen out of this.



TWENTY
‘My gran still doesn’t approve of me staying here overnight,’ said Anne Jackson. It was one of those inconsequential lines you delivered when you were still not fully conscious and attuned to the demands of the day.
DI Chris Rushton eyed her contours thoughtfully from the breakfast table as she stood beside the toaster. He still found it mystifying that she could curve so attractively beneath a dressing gown, a garment he had always regarded as a necessary evil rather than a fashion item. ‘Even though you’re now an engaged person?’ he asked dreamily.
‘I don’t think that makes any difference to her generation. She doesn’t make a big thing of it. I can just tell that she doesn’t really approve.’
‘Remind me to steer clear of her at the wedding. A divorced bridegroom who is ten years older than you isn’t going to get her stamp of approval.’
‘It won’t if you keep thrusting those facts into her face as you do with me.’ The toast clicked up and she transferred it swiftly to her plate and came over to the table. She didn’t sit down but came and stood behind Chris, resting her hands lightly for a moment on his chest, then raising them to softly massage his neck. ‘Why do you make such a big thing of the age gap? I never even think of it except when you remind me of it – which is far too frequently.’
‘I suppose I still can’t quite believe that you’ve taken on an old wreck like me.’ He lifted his own hands from the beaker and rested them for a moment on hers.
‘You’re not an old wreck. You’re a mature man of thirty-four who has put childish things behind him and used his hard-won experience to make an intelligent choice of bride.’ She looked down with love at the head she now pressed lightly against her stomach. ‘A man without a grey hair to be seen among the black, a man who even from this angle hasn’t yet got a bald spot. A man whom I might even describe as handsome, if I didn’t think it would be bad for his soul.’
Chris stared dreamily across the warm little kitchen of his flat, reviewing fondly but silently the night that was gone. Then, characteristically, he recalled himself firmly to the real world. ‘Kirstie will be coming over on Saturday. You won’t be able to escape my past then. Just when you’ll be feeling like a break from children.’
‘I enjoy Kirstie – she’s a good kid. And entertaining one child is very different from teaching thirty, you know.’
‘I don’t, but I’ll take your word for it. All I know is that she’s got far more energy than should ever be contained in one small body and that you’re very good with her.’ His face clouded for a moment. ‘I hope we’ve cracked this case by then. I don’t want to leave you to entertain Kirstie on your own all day.’
‘The Abbey Vineyards owner? How’s it going? Or am I not allowed to know?’
‘No sign of a solution. We’re still gathering information. We know a lot more about the people close to him than we did four days ago, but so far, it’s tended to obscure rather than illuminate.’ He was surprised to find himself coming out with that phrase; it was the one John Lambert had used. ‘The widow’s still pretty mysterious, and too many people who worked with the victim have motives and no alibis.’
‘Including Tom Ogden, I believe.’ She was studiously low-key, not sure yet how far Chris wanted her to enquire into his work, or indeed how much she herself wanted to know.
‘You know Ogden?’ He was suddenly alert, the CID inspector ready to gather information from any and every source.
She grinned at his intensity, as she often did, half in surprise and half in admiration. ‘My dad’s known him for years. Tom might be a year or two older, but I think they went to school together. He didn’t like Martin Beaumont, did he?’ She watched Chris with amusement as he struggled for the right reply. ‘Don’t worry, he’s never made a secret of it. Beaumont had been trying for years to swallow up his farm, and Tom didn’t like it. Tom Ogden’s not one to disguise his feelings, Dad says.’
‘That’s more or less what John Lambert and Bert Hook reported. They interviewed him on Saturday. I haven’t actually spoken to him.’
‘We saw him at the cinema on Thursday night, actually, with his wife. They were the couple I waved to in the interval when I went for the ice creams.’
‘You waved to so many and spoke to so many that I was bewildered.’ He was still surprised how many people in this rural area had lived all their lives there, how those lives interwove and touched each other, even now, when people followed very different career paths. Now that Anne had come back from university to teach in the district where she had been born and bred, there would be another network, spreading over parents and eventually grandparents, if she stayed in the area. Sometimes he thought it narrowed people’s horizons, but he found that more often he liked the support and security it seemed to offer.
He mentioned the senior people Beaumont had employed to see if Anne knew anything about them. It seemed they had all moved into the area in the last twenty years or so, for she knew little of them, though she had eaten in the Abbey Vineyards restaurant and enjoyed it. ‘Possible place for our reception after the nuptials,’ she said lightly, before she left the house to start her day and disappeared towards her school and he towards the station at Oldford. Chris wasn’t sure whether that was a bright idea or a threat.
Nine thirty on Tuesday morning. They’d suggested the time and she hadn’t objected. Now she wished that she had.
Jane Beaumont wasn’t at her best in the mornings. It was not until today that she had registered that nine thirty was still early for her. She had been up before eight, but it took her much longer to do things, nowadays. After she had showered and dressed, she’d barely had time for a bowl of cereal and a cup of coffee before the appointed time was at hand.
 She had remembered to spend some time in front of her dressing-table mirror, as Vanda had told her that she must. She hadn’t bothered with much make-up – she felt out of practice and afraid of overdoing things. She didn’t want the CID to put her down as a tart who didn’t give a damn about her husband’s death. But she brushed her hair carefully and applied a pale rose shade of lipstick. When these men had gone, she’d perhaps telephone to arrange to have her hair cut later in the week, as her new friend had suggested she should.
Before she was really ready for them, she saw the police car turn into the drive. She watched Detective Chief Superintendent Lambert climb rather stiffly from the passenger seat and look up at the front of her house. They came most carefully upon their hour. That was a quotation, she thought. The opening of Hamlet, if she remembered it right. That recognition gave her a tiny thrill of pleasure; perhaps Vanda was right and she could afford to cut down on the tablets. Martin had been so insistent, and she realized now that she had got out of the habit of resistance to him. It would be good if she could manage with less medication, perhaps eventually with none at all. Things were going to be different now. Different and better. She still had a lot of her life left to live, hadn’t she?
Both Lambert and Hook were surprised by the change in Jane Beaumont’s appearance. She seemed to have got younger by several years in four days. A nice trick if you could manage it, and one which would make you a swift and certain fortune if you could market it.
Lambert was emboldened to say, ‘You seem much better today, Mrs Beaumont. Perhaps you were still in shock from your husband’s death when we saw you on Friday. That would be entirely understandable.’
Entirely understandable, but neither of them really thought it was just the passage of time. Jane gave him a tight smile to show that they were at one in this. She said, ‘I’m glad that I seem healthier to you. I suppose I am, but I doubt whether I shall be able to add much to what I told you on Friday. I expect I shall have to make funeral arrangements for Martin quite soon, won’t I?’
It was always a moment of embarrassment, this. But this woman didn’t look as if it would add anything to whatever grief she was feeling. ‘I am afraid it will not be possible to release the body for burial or cremation at the moment, Mrs Beaumont. The law does not allow us to do that.’
‘No. My friend told me that and I should have remembered it. It’s because it’s murder, isn’t it? When you eventually charge someone, the defence has a right to a second post mortem. Is that right?’
‘That is exactly right, Mrs Beaumont.’ She seemed so little distressed that he felt he should really give her a little formal bow to acknowledge her knowledge.
As if she read his thoughts, she said abruptly, ‘I identified him, you know.’
‘I did know, yes. It must have been quite an ordeal for you.’ She gave him no reaction to this, but sat composed as a Renaissance madonna, with the trace of a smile upon her lips. ‘You are no doubt aware that the coroner’s inquest returned a verdict of Murder by Person or Persons Unknown.’
‘Yes. They said there was no need for me to attend the coroner’s court unless I wished to. I didn’t see any point.’ She looked at him with her first sign of real interest. ‘Are you any nearer to turning this Person Unknown into a person known?’
Her evident enjoyment of this little play on words reinforced Lambert’s view that there was no need for him to treat Jane Beaumont with the kid gloves he normally donned for a grieving widow. ‘Neither DS Hook nor I was aware that you had a long-term illness when we spoke to you last week. I apologize if we were insensitive because of our ignorance.’
‘No. I don’t think you were insensitive. I do not recall all the details of our conversation, but I’m sure both you and your sergeant behaved impeccably.’ She nodded an acknowledgement towards Hook, much as Queen Victoria might have acknowledged a competent manservant. ‘As a matter of fact, I rather think my condition has been much exaggerated in the past.’
‘That is good to hear. As I say, there is no way in which we could have been aware of this on Friday.’
Jane afforded him a more generous and genuine smile. ‘There is no reason why you should pussyfoot your way around this, Mr Lambert. I have what is usually called a bipolar disorder. Martin was always anxious that I should take all the latest drugs, and occasionally incarcerate myself in medical institutions, when the condition was at its worst. I went along with his wishes. I resisted him less over the years, as my energy declined. I now feel that I might have been wrong to do so.’
Lambert wanted to arrest this flow of medical speculation, to tell her that he was grateful for her frankness but didn’t need to know anything more. He said stiffly, ‘It’s good to hear that you’re feeling better.’
‘I am indeed. I told you last week that I was planning to divorce Martin, so I feel that I do not need to pretend to any great grief for his death. Frankly, I feel better already. I now believe that he added to rather than alleviated the degree of mental suffering I have endured over the last few years.’
‘Thank you for your honesty. But whatever your feelings about your husband, you no doubt wish us to arrest and charge the person responsible for his death.’
Jane Beaumont seemed to weigh the proposal for a moment before she answered. ‘I cannot deny that his death has given me a feeling of release, because that has become more pronounced with each passing day. But the good citizen within me says that the law must be upheld and his killer brought to book.’
Her colour had risen. She seemed to be positively enjoying herself now. It appeared that the shaping of her replies and the declaration of her new-found health were giving her pleasure. Perhaps it was a feature of her condition, but she seemed to be almost surfing the wave of her own excitement now, to be waiting eagerly to discover what they might raise next for her in this novel situation.
Lambert was ill at ease with this unnatural reaction in a newly bereaved widow. He said rather desperately, ‘You mentioned a friend earlier, who advised you that you would need to delay the funeral. It is good that you have someone to help you in this situation.’
He was fishing, and she knew it immediately. But she was not at all put out. ‘There is no reason why you should not know the identity of my new friend. It will probably surprise you almost as much as it does me, Mr Lambert. It is the woman whom, until a fortnight ago, I was proposing to cite as Martin’s co-respondent in my divorce proceedings. It is Vanda North.’ She paused for a moment and seemed delighted by their reactions. ‘It isn’t a likely combination, is it? But Vanda and I hit it off from the first. I should perhaps add that it is many years since she had anything other than a business relationship with Martin. I fear we both felt the same about him by the time of his death. He could be charming and attractive in the early stages of a relationship, particularly when he was younger. But both of us had long since had our eyes opened to his vices.’
Jane wondered whether she was talking too much, whether she should be speaking so openly about her friendship with Vanda. But she was so cheered by it that she wanted to tell others about it, wanted to be open and cheerful about this startling new presence in her life. It wasn’t startling any more, not to her. She was amazed by how quickly she had come to accept it and she felt that Vanda was too.
Lambert was certainly surprised by the depth of her feelings, though training and long experience had taught him to show no more than he wished to reveal. There was something a little febrile in her happiness. He would also have been less than human and a poorer detective if he hadn’t wanted to shake this new-found confidence in someone who was still a suspect. He said calmly, ‘Are there any revisions you would like to make to what you told us on Friday, Mrs Beaumont? It would be understandable if you were confused by the shock of this sudden death.’
Jane tried to be cool, literally as well as figuratively. She could feel the heat on her skin which excitement had brought to her face. ‘To be honest, I can’t recall in any detail what I told you on Friday. I wasn’t trying to be obstructive, but if I said anything which wasn’t correct I apologize for it.’
‘All we wanted then and all we want now is the truth, Mrs Beaumont. We didn’t ask you directly where you were when Mr Beaumont was killed. That was partly because we knew you’d be upset in the hours after you’d heard of Mr Beaumont’s death, and partly because we already had the information. I believe you told the officer who came on that morning to break the news of your husband’s death that you were alone in this house throughout last Wednesday evening and the night which followed.’
‘Did I? Well if the young lady says I told her that, I’ve no doubt that I did. I wasn’t long out of bed and I think I was still affected by the drugs I’d taken the night before. I was still trying to take in the news of Martin’s death when she was asking me questions. It’s quite possible I made mistakes, don’t you think?’
‘I do, and I am giving you the opportunity to put things right. I’m not asking you whether you intended to deceive us or not. I’m trying to get the facts of the matter right. They could be very important.’
Jane felt him watching her intently, but she wasn’t unduly worried by that. She must get this right, but she was confident she could do it. ‘If I did tell that young policewoman I was alone, I got it wrong. Vanda was here with me overnight. She stayed because she thought I needed her help.’
Hook looked up from his notes and said kindly, ‘We’d better have the full facts of this, Mrs Beaumont. Better get it right once and for all, so that our records aren’t confused. That could be important to others as well as yourself.’
‘Yes, I can see that.’ She frowned in concentration, anxious to show them that she was now giving the matter the attention its significance deserved. ‘I’m afraid I can’t give you the exact time when Vanda arrived. Early evening, I think, because she didn’t want anything to eat. It was still daylight, because I showed her some of the rhododendrons in the garden. The sun was still well up then. It must have been about seven o’clock, I should think.’
‘Thank you. That is helpful.’
She watched him making a note of the time in his round, clear hand. ‘Vanda hadn’t intended to stay the night. I had to lend her a nightdress and a toothbrush.’ She looked very pleased with her recall of these details. ‘She only stayed because she could see I wasn’t very well. Martin and I had argued about the divorce the night before and I’d taken a lot of my pills before he left in the morning – he always wanted me to do that, when we’d quarrelled. I must have taken more than I should have, because Vanda could see that I was falling asleep as we talked to each other in the sitting room. I said that it didn’t look as though Martin was going to be back and she said she didn’t want to leave me on my own. So I put her in a spare room. We’ve plenty of those available, but Martin said we couldn’t entertain people, because of my illness.’
‘So Miss North was here overnight.’
‘Yes.’ It seemed strange to hear this stolid, friendly fellow calling her Miss North, when she’d got so used to Vanda.
‘And what time did she leave on Thursday morning?’
‘Oh, I couldn’t be sure of that. You’d need to ask her.’ Realization dawned. ‘But perhaps you already have. That’s why Mr Lambert said I might want to amend things I’d said on Friday, isn’t it?’
Hook smiled but did not answer her question. ‘After breakfast, was it, when Miss North left?’
‘Oh, yes. She brought me a tray in bed. It was probably about nine o’clock when she left, because she made sure I was up and feeling better. But she’d gone before Mrs Forshaw arrived – she’s my cleaner, who comes on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She arrives here at half past nine.’
Hook made another note and said ‘Thank you, Mrs Beaumont. That is much clearer. We previously had the impression that you’d been alone overnight, and of course that is what you’d led our officers to believe.’
‘I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t quite myself last week, as Mr Lambert was kind enough to say earlier. Martin would have had a harsher expression for it, but there’s no need to go into that any more, is there?’
‘Indeed there isn’t. And of course we’re happy that you’re feeling so much better than you were. So do you have any idea who killed Martin?’
He dropped this hand grenade on the tail of his politeness with an inviting smile. That made it even more shocking. She again felt as if her cheeks were colouring, a sensation she had not endured for years. ‘No. I’ve thought a lot about it, as you’d expect. I think I’m going to be a lot better off without Martin. But I’d tell you if I knew anything about how he’d died.’



TWENTY-ONE
Lambert had briefed the full team of twenty-two officers involved in the murder case first thing on Tuesday morning, emphasizing the need to find local witnesses to events at Howler’s Heath on the night of Wednesday, the thirteenth of May. ‘Above all, we need to find someone who has seen a vehicle other than Beaumont’s Jaguar near the scene in the late evening – any time between ten and midnight. There is definitely no record of anyone using a taxi in that area, so there must surely have been a private vehicle around, whether it belonged to the murderer or an accomplice taking him or her away from the scene.’
Later in the morning, when he and Hook returned from their second interview with Jane Beaumont, he called DI Rushton into his office so that the three of them could review all the information gathered thus far. Hook, snatching a quick coffee in the canteen, found himself still the butt of colleagues who envied him his degree and the unexpected academic distinction it had brought to him. A young female DC who should have known better said, ‘Meeting the chief superintendent and Chris Rushton, are you, prof? I suppose they’ll be expecting you to conduct this morning’s seminar for them!’
‘Just you get out on the house-to-house and find us a witness. Find us someone who spotted that car the chief was on about and justify your overtime!’ growled Hook in reply. No respect for their elders, today’s young officers.
In Lambert’s office, Chris Rushton was putting the revisions to Jane Beaumont’s account into his laptop and awaiting the moment when he could announce the solution to this mystery. Lambert always stressed the need for facts rather than speculation, and Chris had a fact which would make the old dinosaur sit up and take notice. Chris would listen to what the others had to say, as the rules of the game demanded, but Detective Inspector Rushton was pretty certain that he could provide them with a piece of evidence more telling than anything they would be able to offer him.
Lambert said, ‘Let’s begin with the grieving widow, who from the start has made little secret of the fact that she isn’t grieving very hard. Jane Beaumont has a history of illness. She has a bipolar disorder which was first diagnosed around the time when she married Beaumont. The doctors and medical records confirm that this is genuine and that it has become more pronounced in recent years.’
‘I get the impression that Beaumont, whilst pretending to be very concerned about her illness, actually aggravated her troubles,’ said Bert Hook. ‘Whether that was wittingly or unwittingly, we can hardly investigate now. But she seems to me to be better off without him, from a health point of view, as well as being rid of a loveless marriage. She was much more in touch with reality when we saw her this morning than she was last Friday, but I doubt that she’d have been capable of planning and executing a murder such as this one.’
Sometimes not having seen a suspect can be an advantage, in making you more objective, thought Rushton. He looked at his computer and said, ‘Mrs Beaumont’s changed her story since Friday. She now claims she wasn’t at home alone but that Vanda North was there, thus providing herself neatly with an alibi.’
‘And the capable Miss North with one also, as she confirms it,’ said Lambert thoughtfully. ‘For what it’s worth, I did believe Jane Beaumont when she spoke to us today. For a start, someone who’d driven out and killed Beaumont would probably have had her alibi ready from the start, rather than producing it at a second meeting. And secondly, her tale of being drugged up to the eyeballs on the night of Wednesday and Thursday tallies both with Vanda North’s assessment of her and with our first impressions of her when we saw her on Friday. She was certainly much sharper and more in touch with life today. And her changed account tallies with what Miss North had already told us, both about her presence there on Wednesday night and Jane Beaumont’s condition at the time.’
‘There is still the possibility of a pact between the two to see off Beaumont whilst providing each other with alibis,’ Rushton pointed out. ‘Though I must say that this alliance of wife and former mistress seems a most unlikely one.’
‘Unlikely but genuine, as far as we could see,’ said the usually sceptical Lambert. ‘Miss North’s affection for Beaumont is long gone, and Jane Beaumont has for many years been a lonely and isolated woman – largely as a result of her husband’s efforts, it seems. It’s quite a recent association, and both women say they were surprised by it. They appear to have been bonded by a mutual hatred of Beaumont’s actions towards them over the last few years. We’ll interview Vanda North again, though, and see whether that impression is confirmed.’
Rushton flicked the North file on his monitor. ‘What about Miss North as a suspect?’
‘She appears to be in the clear with Jane Beaumont, if we accept that they were in the Beaumont house together overnight at the time of the murder. She’s cool and intelligent, and the fact that she’s a former mistress of the victim gives an obvious motive. But if this was a crime of passion, would she wait for all these years to commit it? She appears to have dealt with the break-up of her relationship with Beaumont and moved on – even to the extent of forming a friendship with her lover’s wife. How genuine did that friendship seem to you, Bert?’
‘Both of them seemed surprised and even slightly embarrassed by the way a bond had formed between them and then strengthened so quickly. If they are acting this, then they are both very accomplished. And if I were a wife looking for some sort of alibi, I’d look for a more likely companion at the crucial time.’
Rushton nodded and moved on methodically. ‘What about Alistair Morton? He’s been with Beaumont since the start of Abbey Vineyards.’
Lambert nodded. ‘And he’s resolutely low-profile. That may be merely his personality, but I want to speak to him again, now that we know more about the case and the other people in it. I get the feeling that there was general discontent with the way Beaumont was running things as the firm got bigger and bigger. With his grasp of financial affairs, Morton would be the natural focus for any organized revolt.’
‘I might have a little ammunition for you against the low-profile Mr Morton. The Inland Revenue conducted quite a prolonged investigation into the affairs of Abbey Vineyards in the early days. There was even a possibility of the Serious Fraud Squad being brought in at one point, but in the end the whole thing collapsed for lack of reliable evidence. As far as I could gather, the directorate of Abbey Vineyards consisted of Beaumont and Alistair Morton in those days. There were lots of employees on the land, but those two were the only ones who knew what was going on financially and they were the subjects of the investigation.’
‘Interesting. Mr Morton presented himself as a pillar of financial respectability. We might be able to shake him up and find out a little more about both him and others, if we can use this when we see him again.’ Lambert looked as if he relished that prospect. He enjoyed pinning down evasive witnesses almost as much as the lawyers all policemen affect to despise.
 Hook grinned at John Lambert’s intensity. ‘We also have grounds to pursue Jason Knight. He’s no doubt an excellent head chef, but he appears to have ideas which were above his station as far as Beaumont was concerned.’
When Rushton looked a question at his chief, Lambert said, ‘Golf club tittle-tattle, Chris, expertly unearthed by one DS Hook. I told you the game would bring you unexpected rewards, Bert.’
Hook grinned at Rushton. ‘John and I played with a young industrial lawyer on Sunday morning. He happened to tell us afterwards that Knight had been sounding him out about the possibilities of getting more say in policy and perhaps shares in the business only a week or two before Beaumont was killed.’
Rushton frowned. ‘It’s a long step from that to murder.’
‘Agreed,’ said Lambert. ‘But our informant said he told Knight that Beaumont had things so well tied up legally that Knight had very little chance of breaking his monopoly of power and decision-making. I agree it’s still a long way from there to shooting a man in cold blood, but it’s got to interest us that Knight concealed these aspirations from us when we saw him.’
‘Gerald Davies,’ said Rushton rather abruptly. He was anxious to get through these lesser suspects and on to the one damning piece of evidence he had unearthed.
‘Salt of the earth,’ said Bert Hook, equally abruptly and decisively.
Lambert grinned. ‘Bert likes him because he’s a sportsman from a working-class background. We have to make allowances for the built-in prejudices of our Barnardo’s boy. Of course, we now also have to take into account the intelligent insights of the new graduate.’
‘I came in here to get away from all that bullshit,’ protested Hook. ‘All that I’m saying is that Davies seemed a genuine and decent man to me.’
‘And all three of us in this room have seen enough violent crime to realize that decent men can quite easily become murderers in the right circumstances,’ Lambert pointed out gently.
‘Which are usually domestic,’ responded Hook. ‘Anyone can be driven beyond his or her limits of control in some domestic set-ups. This isn’t one of those, unless the widow killed him, which we seem to have agreed is most unlikely.’
Lambert nodded. ‘Davies was trying to conceal things. Ineffectively, in the case of Sarah Vaughan: he let out that Beaumont had made some sort of sexual advance to her. I agree that he isn’t a natural deceiver, but that’s all the better for us.’
‘He has no alibi.’ Rushton was looking at his screen. ‘Highly inconvenient for him that his wife was away at her mother’s on the night in question. Or highly convenient, if he wanted to drive twenty-five miles to kill his employer. His residence is further from the scene of crime than those of all the other suspects.’
‘That might appeal to a man like Davies,’ said Lambert thoughtfully. ‘He’s the kind of man who’d want any act of violence on his part to be as far from his own patch as possible. And whilst that meeting must have been arranged beforehand, we shouldn’t assume the murder itself was necessarily pre-planned. Jane Beaumont was pretty certain that Beaumont had his pistol in the car that night. The killing might have been on impulse. It might even have been in self-defence, if Beaumont had produced the weapon and threatened whoever met him that night.’
‘We’re unlikely to find the weapon. And we still don’t know whether it was Beaumont or his killer who arranged the time and place of their meeting,’ Rushton pointed out. ‘Do you think what Davies told you about Sarah Vaughan is significant?’
Lambert pursed his lips. ‘She concealed some sort of sexual advance by Beaumont when she spoke to us. I’m not sure how serious it was, but I’d be interested in why she thought it necessary to hide it. Davies clearly thought it had shaken her.’
Hook decided to show that a pretty face and shapely legs were irrelevant to a professional man like him. ‘Ms Vaughan pretended to be more recently appointed to Abbey Vineyards and more gauche than she is. She’s a capable woman of thirty-three, whatever her physical attractions. Beaumont wouldn’t have appointed a dumb blonde. We now know that he had a wandering eye and wandering hands, but he rarely made a bad appointment. And everyone we’ve seen says that Abbey Vineyards was his first and most consistent love, to the point of obsession at times.’
Lambert said quietly, ‘We also know that he demanded his own way and got it. Perhaps he thought that should apply in sexual encounters as well as business. If he arranged to meet Sarah Vaughan last Wednesday night and then went too far, she could well have panicked and shot him. We shall have to investigate that possibility with her. She has no alibi.’
Rushton nodded. ‘Like most of the others. Including our last major suspect, Tom Ogden.’ This time his normally staid exterior could not conceal his excitement.
The others both looked at him keenly before Lambert said, ‘He was at the cinema with his wife last Wednesday night. I understood that she had confirmed it.’
‘She did. She also stated that he went home with her afterwards and didn’t go out again. But it was Thursday night when they went to the cinema, not Wednesday. I was there with Anne and we saw them. It’s most unlikely that they went to the same place to see the same film on two successive nights.’
Lambert and Hook digested this, their brains registering again what Ogden had told them and how he had seemed at the time. Then Lambert said heavily, ‘He didn’t seem a natural liar to me, but that only makes this more significant. He has a record for violence, though admittedly a long time ago. But he more than anyone made no secret of his loathing for Beaumont and his relief that he was off the scene.’
‘Do we get him in here and grill him?’ said Rushton eagerly. As he was coordinating the investigation from the station, he was even more conscious than Lambert of the attention the press and other media were giving to this high-profile case. A man ‘helping with enquiries’ was always a useful placebo to produce for them.
Lambert shook his head. ‘No. If Ogden is our killer, he’s not a danger to anyone else. Let him think he’s got away with his alibi at the moment, whilst we investigate one or two other deceptions.’
Rushton concealed his disappointment; Lambert’s rank and record didn’t permit him to press the matter further. ‘You don’t even want an officer to see his wife and find out whether she wishes to revise her statement?’
‘No. That would alert Ogden himself, which I don’t want to do at the moment. I think we’ll start with a word with Jason Knight, after we’ve grabbed some lunch.’
Rushton didn’t envy the director of catering at Abbey Vineyards his afternoon.
Jason Knight, like many of his calling, looked most confident in the kitchen where he reigned supreme. For a moment, he did not notice the arrival of his CID visitors and they watched him directing his staff in the preparation of the food for the evening menu. He was quiet, confident, obviously both respected and liked by his workers. He was still only thirty-eight, and several of the staff were older than he was, but there was no sign of resentment in what seemed to be a contented group. Knight seemed not at all put out when he noticed Lambert and Hook waiting patiently for his attention near the entrance door.
Lambert remarked how quietly efficient the kitchen looked as Knight led them into the small private room which adjoined it. ‘It gets more hectic when the customers are in and waiting for their food,’ Jason admitted ruefully. ‘But it’s my belief that you rarely improve efficiency by shouting at people. As a result of carefully edited television coverage of one or two of our number, the public has the impression that your cuisine can’t be good unless you’re foul-mouthed and temperamental.’
‘Rather as you have to have a drink problem and at least one broken marriage to be a television sleuth,’ said Lambert wryly.
‘Overall, I suppose we should be grateful for the publicity afforded to our calling,’ said Jason. He was pleased with this informal introduction to a meeting he knew he had to handle smoothly if suspicions were to be removed.
His satisfaction did not last for very long. Lambert glanced around the chef’s den, which was scarcely larger than a police station interview room, and decided its bare walls had nothing new to tell him about its occupant. ‘We’ve found out quite a lot more about Abbey Vineyards and its late owner since we last spoke to you.’
It sounded ominous, as it was meant to do. Jason stalled with the opening he had planned. ‘I’m glad you now know more about the sort of man Martin was. Not everyone’s cup of tea, though all of us here have done well out of his enterprise.’
‘Well enough, no doubt. But some of you felt that it was high time the firm moved on. And apparently thought also that it couldn’t do that with the system Mr Beaumont was operating.’
Jason Knight put his elbows on the small desk, steepled his fingers and smiled affably, trying to look thoroughly in control on his own territory. ‘Nothing wrong with that, is there? A little healthy debate about the ways we might go forward was very much in the interests of the firm, I should have thought. Particularly as we are becoming an ever larger concern, as a result of our success.’
Lambert’s tone was equally pleasant. The bullets were in the words. ‘Nothing wrong at all, on the face of it, Mr Knight. But you chose to conceal not only that view but an acrimonious meeting with Mr Beaumont the day before his death. That is bound to interest officers conducting a murder enquiry. I think you should now tell us why you did that.’
Jason told himself not to get annoyed, not to show that they had troubled him. This must have come from Gerry Davies. He’d known the bloke was too naive for his own good, that these people would get things out of him which he himself had been able to conceal from them. Why hadn’t Gerry told him, given him some warning that they knew? Too anxious to preserve his own skin, probably. Still, there was nothing to fear yet. They hadn’t anything to tie him directly to this death, and they wouldn’t find anything, if he handled this right. ‘I thought when we spoke on Saturday that my views on the way things should be run here were irrelevant to Martin’s murder. I still do. That is why I saw no reason to dwell on the subject when I talked to you then. I did agree with you at the end of our conversation that I had wanted a little more say in policy. I thought that would benefit the company as well as me personally.’
‘Very altruistic of you, Mr Knight. What we have to ask ourselves is whether an innocent man would have chosen to conceal from us a meeting initiated by Mr Beaumont two days before his death. A meeting in which he seems to have taxed you with plotting against him.’
Jason nodded slowly. ‘Perhaps I should have mentioned it. But when you know you didn’t kill a man, you know also that it’s irrelevant.’
Lambert’s smile said that he found this very hollow. ‘And you no doubt also thought it irrelevant that you had been enquiring about exactly what legal means might be available to force the issue on this matter, only a week or two before Mr Beaumont became a murder victim.’
Jason forced himself to keep calm. He hadn’t anticipated this. The way the man had put it made him look bad, like a man who had been plotting against the dead man. But there was no way that it proved he had killed him. ‘I admire your research, Chief Superintendent Lambert. I wish our own research and development department had the personnel to produce this degree of detail. I merely took whatever advice I could gather. Martin Beaumont would have done exactly the same himself, in the same circumstances. He’d built the business up well, but he was a stubborn old sod. And a clever one, as I found out – he’d surrounded himself with all sorts of legal provisions which made it difficult to challenge the way he ran things.’
‘So the only way forward was to remove him from your path.’
Knight ran a hand quickly through his fair, well-cut hair. It was his first visible manifestation of tension and he stilled it immediately. ‘I suppose that some member of the senior staff might have felt that way. I should tell you that there are others as well as me who wanted more power. I have to accept the possibility, with Martin lying dead in the mortuary, that one of us killed him. I can only tell you that it wasn’t me who thought murder was the solution. And whilst I see that extreme frustration with Martin’s autocratic methods is a motive, it is not the only motive.’
‘What other motives do you see?’
He smiled, happy to have diverted them away for the moment at least from the immediate area of danger for him. ‘This is surely your area of expertise and your business rather than mine, Chief Superintendent Lambert. It is common knowledge that Martin had treated his wife abominably for years. It is common knowledge that Vanda North was once his mistress; she also feels as I do that she should be more than a junior partner in the firm. I told you on Saturday that Martin pursued an active and varied sex life outside his marriage: he must have made enemies there. Alistair Morton and Gerry Davies feel as I do that Martin could not have gone on being the sole wielder of the reins of power. Even our most recent senior executive, Sarah Vaughan, believes that.’
Jason paused. He had expected to be interrupted before now, but Lambert was merely watching him attentively, his head a little on one side and the grey eyes unblinking, as if he was revealing more of himself than the people he spoke of. He sought desperately to seem not a denigrator of his friends but a person who had considered also the wider context. ‘From what I have heard, in the early days of the company, long before I was on the scene, Martin used some very dubious business practices to develop the firm. He trod on some dangerous toes to bring Abbey Vineyards to its pre-eminent position in English wines. He was still doing so at the time of his death. With your excellent research team at work, you no doubt by now know vastly more than I do about all of these things. I mention them only because you invited me to speculate.’
Lambert caught the irony, but chose not to react to it. ‘Then speculate a little further, Mr Knight. Since you have plainly given the matter so much thought, let us now know the full extent of your thinking. It need go no further than this room. Who do you think put that bullet into Martin Beaumont’s head?’
‘I don’t know. If I did, be assured that I would tell you. I don’t find it pleasant being a suspect, which is plainly what I am. If you put me on the spot, I should have to opt for one of the people he has trampled on his way to success – perhaps quite recently, for all I know. Ethics went out of the window when he was acting for Abbey Vineyards. Martin regarded any action as justified if it benefited the firm.’
He was pointing them towards Tom Ogden, thought Lambert, but he did not take up the hint. Instead, it was Hook who looked up from his notes and said, ‘You told us on Saturday that you had no one who could vouch for your whereabouts after you left Ross-on-Wye Golf Club at around eight o’clock last Wednesday night. Is that still the case?’
‘I am a single man, DS Hook. I was at home, relaxing after a round of golf and a couple of drinks. I dozed in front of the telly and went to bed some time after eleven. Does that seem unreal to you?’
‘Not at all, sir. If you had unearthed someone who could confirm that, it would have been useful for you. As you have just told us, it is very unpleasant to remain one of the suspects in a murder enquiry.’



TWENTY-TWO
The sound of laughter rang clear and high in Vanda North’s thatched cottage. Female laughter. A rare sound, because Vanda lived alone and in the last few years had done little entertaining. A rarer sound still, almost unique in the last decade, because it came from Jane Beaumont.
It was seven o’clock in the evening, and the two women were eating in the conservatory at the back of the house. The May sun was still reasonably high in a cloudless sky, stealing towards the Welsh hills and its descent behind them. ‘Fine again tomorrow, set fair for the week,’ said Jane happily, as she watched the sun gilding the fresh green leaves at the top of the tall beech tree, sixty yards away at the bottom of Vanda’s back garden. She could not remember when she had last considered the weather. That was a banal thought, perhaps, but the fact was significant: she was sure of that now.
Vanda brought in the strawberries and cream. She too was pleasantly surprised. She had enjoyed preparing the meal, when for years now cooking had seemed little more than a tedious chore. When she had felt it necessary to entertain friends, she had usually done so at a restaurant, making the excuse that she was no cook and they should be grateful to be spared her efforts in the kitchen. Today she had turned back the clock and felt all the better for it.
‘Better finish that red wine before we eat the strawberries,’ she told her guest.
‘I don’t know when I last enjoyed a meal so much,’ said Jane, running a finger reflectively round her empty glass as she put it back upon the table. ‘Mind you, you haven’t much competition: for months now, I’ve hardly noticed what I was eating. But I noticed everything tonight. And enjoyed everything.’
Vanda brought two Benedictine liqueurs with the coffee. At her suggestion, they left the small square table she had set up in the conservatory and went back into the sitting room. The sun was dipping behind the big oak tree now, and the light here seemed dim after the brightness of the conservatory. But she did not put on the light, sensing correctly that both middle age and the pleasant lassitude which was overtaking them would be better suited by the twilight of a perfect evening.
Jane subsided happily into the deep comfort of the sofa and said, ‘I shouldn’t drink this. I won’t be fit to drive home.’
‘You’ve passed that point already. You’ll need to stay the night. It’s no problem; the bed is already made up in the spare room.’
Jane Beaumont nodded. They were close enough now for there to be no need for the ritual protest. She felt now that she had always known she was going to stay. She looked at the green liqueur in the glass, then rolled it around a little, relishing the rich colour and the moment without sipping the drink. ‘If anyone had told me a fortnight ago that I’d have been relaxing here after enjoying a meal with you, I’d have said they were crazy,’ she mused.
Vanda nodded. ‘I had a very anxious hour after that first phone call of yours, wondering whether you’d cosh me when you arrived.’ She hesitated for a moment, then came and sank down beside her new friend on the deeply cushioned sofa. ‘Here’s to us!’ she said, clinking her glass against Jane’s and taking a ritual sip.
She slid her arm round Jane’s shoulders and rested it on the bare flesh of the arm below the short-sleeved dress. She felt the body beside her stiffen for a moment, then slowly relax. She glanced sideways at the strong, newly animated features beneath the neat dark hair, then outwards again through the windows of the conservatory at the crimson sky behind the tree. ‘Perhaps I should say that I have always been of a strictly heterosexual persuasion,’ she said, after a full minute had passed in silence.
‘So have I,’ said Jane Beaumont softly. ‘Though I can’t say that the experience has been either frequent or varied over the last few years.’
They giggled a little over that, then were silent again. They willed the companionable darkness to steal in softly around them, exquisitely content in their friendship, resolutely refusing to consider where it might go from here.
Alistair Morton’s office at Abbey Vineyards was almost as anonymous as the man himself, Bert Hook thought.
There were five photographs on the walls, but they were all of the vineyard and its buildings at different stages of their development. They spanned a period of over twenty years and were interesting enough as a record of the place’s history. But they told you nothing about the man who spent a lot of his life in this room. He only appeared in one of the photographs, the earliest one, in which a young Morton with precisely parted black hair stood just behind the more striking blond-haired figure of the young and handsome Martin Beaumont. The founder and owner of the vineyard beamed his confident, extrovert smile at the camera. The man behind his right shoulder looked more shyly at the lens, as if he could not wait to disappear back to his office and away from public view.
It was eight o’clock on Tuesday evening, and Lambert wondered why Morton had been so insistent that they should meet here rather than in his home, where they had conducted their first meeting. It would be quieter here, he had said. But his house was in a sleepy suburb and he had no children. Had he wanted to keep them away from his wife? Did he fear that she might let him down under pressure? Hook decided to take up that issue later, unless the man proved cooperative.
In the meantime, Lambert would set about piercing the carapace of privacy which this slight, self-effacing man had grown about himself. ‘We know a lot more about Mr Beaumont and his senior staff than when we spoke to you on Friday. This in turn means that we need information from you, Mr Morton.’
‘I shall be happy to help you, of course, as far as I am able to. I should perhaps warn you that I know little about the private lives of my colleagues.’
‘It is your own life, business and private, which interests me most.’ Lambert glanced through the window at the restaurant with its busy car park, at the now deserted offices and shop, at the fields of vines stretching away as far as the eye could see into the soft evening sunlight. ‘You were involved in all this from the outset. You have helped it to grow from a small, risky venture into a prosperous business. I believe you know more about the business methods of our murder victim than any man alive. Particularly the ones he used in those early days. You have so far told us very little.’
Alistair had not been prepared for the directness of this challenge. He told himself firmly that he had known they would get on to this ground eventually, that he had answers ready for them. ‘It is a long time since those early days. I cannot see that they have any bearing on Martin’s death.’
‘You cut some very dangerous corners in the years when you were establishing Abbey Vineyards.’
‘Martin did that, not me. It was a difficult process, establishing an enterprise in a totally new field. We hadn’t really enough capital, but you can’t ask Martin about that now. He took a few risks – pretended at times that we had more money at our disposal than we had, claimed tax relief on a few items which may have been dubious.’
‘Claimed tax relief on items which did not exist. And you were his financial adviser. You not only went along with his lies but devised many of them for him.’
It was strong stuff, much stronger than Alistair had anticipated. He hadn’t expected this to be thrown at him again after all this time. ‘That was never proved. The Inland Revenue investigated everything at the time and gave us a clean bill of health.’
Lambert smiled the smile of the man who had made his point and put his adversary on the back foot. ‘You know as well as I do that it was very far from “a clean bill of health”. My interpretation of their findings is that they knew very well you were at fault but decided not to prosecute for lack of evidence. Mr Morton, you may be relieved to hear that I have no wish to reopen old wounds. We are interested in charging a murderer, not pursuing an ancient fraud case.’
Alistair looked down. His thin, stricken face looking like that of a schoolboy determined to get out the words he had prepared for this. ‘Martin did things which I advised him not to do and said things which I advised him not to say. We were very much a two-man band in the early days; I went along with these things at the time because I felt I had to support him. I would not do it again.’
‘No doubt he told you that he would make it worth your while to do so.’
Whilst Hook marvelled anew at his chief’s ability to make many bricks from little straw, Morton flashed an anguished glance at his questioner, then dropped his gaze again to his desk. ‘He said that once we were established as a going concern and had put those perilous early days behind us, I would become a partner in the firm.’
‘A promise which he failed to honour.’
‘He denied he had ever made it. And I’d nothing in writing to challenge him with, as he reminded me whenever I raised the matter.’ Alistair felt as if teeth were being drawn from him, without an anaesthetic. Even with the assurance that he would not be prosecuted, it was agony for an accountant to admit crimes of financial deceit to a policeman. And it had all been for nothing. He had been a cautious financial man for many years now; it was agony to admit to such ancient naivety.
‘So you felt that Beaumont had led you into a Serious Fraud Squad investigation, with the possibility of a prison sentence and the certain loss of your professional status, without paying the price that he had offered.’
It was a statement, not a question. Alistair Morton could see no way to deny it. He nodded miserably. ‘It remained a bone of contention between us until he died.’
Lambert smiled at the mildness of the cliché. ‘A little more than that, Mr Morton. Mr Beaumont’s intransigence in failing to recognize your loyalty and the risks you had taken without reward became a motive for murder.’
Alistair found himself drawn irresistibly into greater confessions than he had ever intended. He said in a monotone which seemed to come from someone else, ‘I thought about killing him. I don’t deny that.’ He stopped for a moment, remembering the long hours of the night he had spent considering the methods he might employ. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, ‘But I didn’t kill him. Someone else did that for me.’
The CID men allowed the long silence to stretch as a tactic, so that this denial seemed increasingly feeble. It was into this atmosphere that DS Hook eased his first question. ‘You said on Friday that you were at home on the night of this death. That you did a little gardening, watched television, and did not go out again until the next morning. Would you now care to revise that?’
‘No. My wife confirmed that, didn’t she?’
Hook shook his head sadly as he consulted his notes. ‘Mrs Morton was interviewed by a junior officer in uniform. He said she seemed a little unsure of the facts of the matter.’
Alistair was suddenly weary of this, of the years of deceit, of the years of alternately wooing and badgering the man who had refused to concede his rights. He could picture his naturally honest wife trying to do her best for him and failing to convince. He was soiled goods. He didn’t want Amy to become soiled goods too, as a result of what he had asked her to do for him. He said dully, ‘I went out again, late in the evening, on the edge of dark.’
‘And where did you go, Mr Morton?’
‘I came here. Went through my files whilst it was quiet, trying to find something to help me to challenge Martin. I know I could have done that during the day, but somehow I thought that if I had complete privacy I’d have a better chance of finding something.’ He paused, hearing how lame that sounded. ‘And all right, I hoped I’d be able to get into Martin’s own files, to find something from years back that I could use against him to make him deliver at last. I had a key to his office, but I couldn’t get at anything in there. Fiona Cooper is far too competent to allow access to her employer’s private affairs.’ Through his bitterness, there was a strain of reluctant admiration for the PA’s efficiency.
‘And what time did you return home, Mr Morton?’ No one would have guessed from Bert Hook’s quiet prompting that he was recording what might be the preamble to a confession of murder.
‘I can’t be precise. But it was definitely after midnight. There were no lights visible in the avenue and Amy was in bed and asleep.’
The three men in the room were silent, watching Hook’s swift, round hand record the evidence that there might be a murderer amongst them.
The scene was an appealing mix of ancient and modern. The small block of flats was new and the orange of its bricks still a little brash, even in the twilight. But it was framed by tall oaks on either side which had been there since they were planted almost two hundred years ago, after the Napoleonic wars had denuded the area of timber for the ships of Nelson’s fleet. The long reach of the Wye which ran softly sixty yards to the south had scarcely changed in two thousand years.
Gerry Davies wondered if the new red sweater he had donned as leisure wear was too bright. He looked over the darkening river through the first-floor window and said conventionally, ‘You’ve got yourself a nice spot here, Sarah.’ He turned away from the view at the window and sat down carefully on the black and white sofa, beside the low table with its single small silver ornament. He felt not exactly guilty but a little embarrassed to be alone in this minimalist environment with a pretty woman who was a full generation younger than him. Young enough to be his daughter, as an amused Bronwen had reminded him when he had told her he was coming here.
Sarah Vaughan brought in her gin and tonic and his beer, setting them carefully upon coasters on the table between them. The sage green of her top and the darker green of her trousers fitted with the muted taste of the decor. Slipping off her shoes and curling her feet beneath her on the chair opposite her visitor, she contrived to look more relaxed than she felt. ‘I like it here. I probably paid an extra ten thousand for the position, but I felt I could afford it, once I’d got the salary at Abbey Vineyards.’
‘Yes. Martin was never a bad payer, if you gave him what he needed. Work-wise, I mean!’ Davies added hastily, and only made his unintended innuendo more pointed.
She grinned at Gerry and his embarrassment. His small gaffe had eased the tension, not added to it. ‘I wanted to talk to you about this police investigation.’
‘I’m sorry I let out what Martin had done to you. I didn’t know you hadn’t told them.’
‘That’s all right. I’ve got over it now. It wasn’t your fault, anyway.’ They’d had words about it earlier in the day when he’d revealed what he’d said, but she’d realized since then that she needed all the help she could get. ‘You only saw them last night, after they’d talked to everyone else. I was wondering how much they’d found out about us all. Do you think they’re near to an arrest?’
‘I don’t know. They gave me the impression of knowing an awful lot about us, without telling me anything they didn’t want to. I suppose they’re experts at that.’
And you’d be putty in their hands, thought Sarah irritably; you’re far too trusting for your own good. But that was unfair. It was no good resenting the very qualities in the man which had made her trust him and go to him for advice when she was new in her job. ‘I’ve heard they’re looking for people who might have seen a strange car in or near Howler’s Heath last Wednesday night. Do you know if they’ve found anyone?’
‘No. They didn’t say. But they were on to the fact that we all wanted more of a say in the way things were being run at the vineyard. And they knew that Martin wasn’t having any of it. I believe they think someone who wanted more say in policy might have killed him.’
‘And what about other motives?’
He was quiet for a moment, sensing her anxiety, wanting to offer her something which might make up for his gaffe of the previous day. ‘They said Martin had an eye for the ladies. That’s when I let it out that he’d made a pass at you.’
‘Rather more than a pass, Gerry. I could have dealt with a pass easily enough. Do you think they’ve found out much about his sex life?’
‘I don’t know. I couldn’t tell them much. I told them Vanda used to be his mistress, but they already knew that.’
‘They’ll come back to me, you know. Do you think there’s anything I should be prepared for?’
He thought hard, still searching for something to compensate for his mistake in revealing the attack she had previously concealed from them. ‘No. They get as much as they can from you, without telling you much. I’m sorry.’
Gerry Davies stood up. He wanted suddenly to be away from here, to be within the walls of his shabbier and more comfortable house, with the photographs and the memories of children, who could never have lived in this tidy, aseptic place.
She had been about to bring him another beer, but she sensed his mood and shared it. Perhaps things would never be as they had been again between them. On an impulse, she stood on tiptoe and kissed him lightly on the forehead, without putting her arms around him. ‘I never had a dad, you know. He left us when I was two. Sent us money and all that, but I never saw him.’
He was at once embarrassed and pleased. ‘And I never had a daughter. Two hulking sons, but no daughters!’ He put his hands on her shoulders, pulled her lightly towards him and pressed his lips against her forehead as lightly as she had kissed his. ‘Everything will be all right, you know,’ he said at the door.
‘Of course it will, Gerry!’
She stood for a long moment with her forehead against the door when she had shut it behind him, wondering if that could ever be so.



TWENTY-THREE
Vanda North put the phone down and stared at it for a moment before turning back to Jane Beaumont. ‘They’re coming at ten. I think it would be better if you weren’t here then.’
‘Right. I can be on my way in twenty minutes.’ Jane didn’t question Vanda’s judgement. Still less did she resent it. She had learned swiftly that her new friend knew more than she did about the world and the people who lived in it. Accepting Vanda’s guidance had added to her confidence rather than diminished it. It was a long time since she had had a friend that she could rely on. She relished the feeling of trust which had grown up so quickly between them.
They had already finished their breakfast and the clock on the kitchen wall told her that it was two minutes past nine. Jane had nothing to pack, because she hadn’t intended to stay the night. By twenty-five past nine, she was easing the grey Audi out of the narrow entrance to the old cottage and waving farewell to her friend. She enjoyed the drive home. The sun was already high above the fresh spring green of the trees and the Wye ran for a mile or two beside her, appearing and disappearing as the road rose and fell beside its winding course. She tried not to conjecture about where Vanda and she might be in six months’ time, but it was too pleasant a speculation to stay out of her mind for long.
Back in the thatched cottage, Vanda North was busy removing all traces of her friend’s presence. There was no reason why the police should not know that Jane had been here overnight, but neither was there any reason for them to know more of her private life than she chose to concede to them. Murder might allow them to open doors which in any other circumstances would have remained firmly shut, but there was no reason why they should learn any more than they had to.
She put the toothbrush she had lent to Jane carefully back in her bathroom cabinet and shut the door upon it. Then she went downstairs and stowed the dishes she had left draining in the kitchen cupboards. For no reason she could define, it was important to her to give her visitors the impression that she had breakfasted alone.
The two CID men came precisely at ten, as she had expected. The tall man with the grey eyes which seemed to see everything and his sergeant with the notebook and the deceptively friendly attitude; Vanda was determined not to underestimate them.
‘We need to clarify certain issues, in the light of what we have learned from a variety of other sources,’ said Lambert.
‘I’m here to help you,’ said Vanda with a strained smile.
‘What do you think will be the future of Abbey Vineyards?’
This was a tack she hadn’t expected. ‘I’ve really no idea.’
‘You must have thought about it. You’re a shareholder in the business. The only one still alive.’
‘I presume Jane will inherit Martin’s assets, including the business. I don’t know yet how active a role she will choose to adopt.’ She knew it sounded stiff and unyielding, but she saw no reason to confide the discussions she and Jane had had about the future. That was no one’s business but their own. ‘I can’t see what this has to do with the investigation of a murder.’
‘It has a connection. A week ago, you and several other people who occupy senior posts at Abbey Vineyards were interested in acquiring greater control of policy. The late owner was resisting you – successfully, it seems, for he had arranged things legally so that all the power was in his hands.’
‘Yes. I told you as much when I spoke to you on Sunday.’
‘You told us about your own situation, about how even your junior partnership in the firm had been defined by Mr Beaumont, so that it gave you no power to influence policy. We now know that several other senior staff were frustrated because they could neither acquire shares in the company nor have any say in its future development.’
‘I am aware of that. Perhaps, as you say, they will now get that say. I hope so.’
‘We have to consider the possibility that there may have been a conspiracy between two or more people to remove the man who stood in the way of such change.’
Vanda allowed herself a sour smile. They were floating theories; they didn’t know anything for certain. ‘I see the possibility. Therefore I shall tell you formally that I was not part of any such conspiracy; nor do I have any knowledge that any alliance of that sort existed. Chief Superintendent Lambert, I do not know who killed Martin Beaumont. Nor, if I am honest, do I care very much: Martin gave me ample reason to wish him out of my life. But that does not mean I will not give you every assistance I can in discovering his killer, because murder is not a solution of which I approve.’
No sign passed between the two men that Vanda could see, but the questioner suddenly became DS Hook. ‘Could you tell us again where you were on the evening and night of last Wednesday, Ms North?’
She allowed herself a patient, understanding smile. ‘Yes. That hasn’t changed. I was where I told you I was on Sunday – at the house of Jane Beaumont.’
Hook nodded. ‘The reason I ask you to confirm that is that Mrs Beaumont has changed her story. She originally told us that she was alone; she now says that you were in the house with her. You will realize, I’m sure, that this gives her an alibi she did not previously possess for the time of her husband’s death.’
‘Then I am happy to provide it. I think I told you on Sunday that Jane was confused on that night, I think because of an excessive use of prescription drugs. I am happy if my presence in the house clears her of direct involvement in this crime. I am myself quite certain that she had no connection with it.’
‘Thank you. You said just now that you would give us “every assistance”. Will you now tell us in confidence who you think might have put that bullet into Martin Beaumont’s skull, please?’
It was an unexpectedly blunt challenge from this quiet, considerate man. Shock tactics, perhaps. Well, it wouldn’t shock her. Vanda North said, ‘I’ve given that much thought, as I expect others also have. I have no name to offer you, I’m afraid.’
Tom Ogden did not immediately recognize his visitors. The two men stood awkwardly in the doorway of the old shippon which had become his administrative headquarters for the strawberry farm. He thought he had seen them before, but he was not sure where.
It was the younger man who introduced them. ‘This is Alistair Morton and I’m Jason Knight. We’re working neighbours of yours. We’re from Abbey Vineyards.’
This man Knight spoke nervously, as Tom would have expected him to do. He had never made any secret of his dislike for his more powerful neighbour. But today something protected them from his immediate, open hostility. He needed to know how this murder investigation was going. Up the road at Abbey Vineyards, the staff were no doubt busy comparing notes, whereas he was isolated and alone, picking up none of the rumours about what the police might or might not now know. He said gruffly, ‘You’d better come in and sit down.’
It was not really an office. There was a table but no desk, and four chairs in various stages of disrepair which did not match each other. Knight and Morton sat down gingerly on the two which looked most robust, whilst Ogden placed himself on the other side of the table. Tom was not a patient man. Instead of waiting for them to announce why they had come here, he launched into his most urgent query. ‘Have they got anyone for killing Beaumont yet?’
Jason Knight’s smile was bleak and humourless. ‘All of us are wondering about that. Including the man who shot him, I presume.’
‘They know it was a man, then?’
‘No, I don’t think they do. I was making an assumption.’
‘But it needn’t be a man, need it? A woman could have shot him just as easily.’ Ogden was anxious for anything which would broaden the field of suspects; it sounded as though he was computing the odds against his own arrest. It was probably no more than a natural nervousness when you were a murder suspect, Jason decided. He said, ‘We just wanted to discuss the future with you, Mr Ogden.’
‘It’s Tom. And if you’ve come to persuade me to sell you this place, you’ve wasted your journey.’ His jaw set in a firm line and he stared his visitor straight in the face for the first time, emboldened by the familiar instinct to protect his ground.
Alistair Morton said quietly, ‘We’re not here to offer you money, Tom. We couldn’t do that, even if we wanted to. We don’t know what the future of our firm is yet, nor even whether we’ll have a part in it.’
Tom looked at him for a moment, then nodded brusquely. He liked the look of this older of the two men. Probably the first, subconscious reason was that he could have dealt with him easily in a fight. He was not conscious of any such reaction in himself, but when you worked with your hands in an environment where bodily strength and stamina were important qualities, you felt easier when you started with a physical advantage. Morton was older and slighter than Knight, and a direct contrast in appearance and manner to the blond, ebullient Martin Beaumont who had been his ogre over the years. Ogden said gruffly, ‘What is it you want, then?’
‘We have different ideas about the way our firm should go than Beaumont had. As our nearest neighbour, we’d like to know what you think of them.’
‘How different?’
Alistair took a deep breath. Privately, though he had agreed they should come here, he had not expected that they would even get a hearing from Tom Ogden. He decided the best introduction he could offer was to declare a dislike of his late employer. ‘I’m the financial director at Abbey Vineyards. I’m also the oldest employee, now that the founder is dead. I was in the business from the start, and I don’t mind telling you that Beaumont made some dodgy deals and did some hairy things, particularly in those early days. He also made certain promises to me about the future of the firm, on which he failed to deliver. To put it bluntly, he lied to me. He gave me his word on some important things and later denied it absolutely, because it suited him. I didn’t like him any more than you did, Tom.’
‘Fair enough. What difference does that make to either of us now?’
‘Maybe none at all. Maybe quite a big one. That’s what we’re here to discuss.’
‘I’m not going to sell out. You’ve wasted your time if you think I am.’
‘That might well be so, Tom. We’re not fools. We’re not here to offer you the moon. We wouldn’t propose anything that wasn’t in our interests as well as yours. And as Jason says, we can’t yet offer anything definite. It’s just that if there was a measure of agreement amongst the three of us, that would strengthen our hands in whatever negotiations we may choose to undertake with other interested parties.’
Ogden was interested despite himself. Over twenty years and more, the situation with Beaumont had been black and white; he had never needed to think twice about his rejection of that odious man’s proposals. But if he was going to have to deal with a group of people, perhaps making more subtle suggestions than Beaumont ever had, he would be at a disadvantage. He was an independent farmer, proud of his yeoman stock. He knew every yard of his land and he made his own decisions. But that meant he had little experience of negotiation.
Secretly, Tom Ogden feared being outsmarted. The kind of situation where you conceded one thing to gain another was foreign to him, and he felt he was too impulsive and excitable to handle it well. If he could indeed reach some agreement with these qualified, experienced men, he would feel much more confident in dealing with others. He said cautiously, ‘I can see that we are all in a new situation. What is it you want to discuss with me?’
Alistair nodded appreciatively. They had already achieved more than he had expected. ‘We hope that in future the system in our firm will be more democratic than it ever was under Beaumont. We hope that the five of us who have done most to run the place will have power, rather than just wages. We hope that we shall control policy in a way we have never been able to do in the past.’
‘I keep hearing that word “hope”. You’re not in a position to make decisions or to come here making offers to me, are you?’
‘Indeed we’re not, Tom. Jason here told you that at the outset. We’re not here to offer you lies or to make propositions we can’t fulfil. All this is tentative, to see if we can establish some common ground between us.’
‘That’s all right then. Just so long as you don’t expect any commitment from me today, I’m prepared to listen and to decide whether your plans are in my interests too.’
‘That’s good. Well, it’s obvious to all of us that your land is in a particularly interesting position for us. The acquisitions made by Abbey Vineyards over the years mean that your strawberry farm is almost surrounded by our fields.’
‘It’s a prosperous concern. We’re about to have our best year yet.’
‘I don’t doubt it. And Jason and I are not here to make you any cash offer for your land. We are not in a position to do anything of the sort. But let me tell you how we see the future of our firm, because that will obviously affect you as well, whatever happens. We see Abbey Vineyards as having a board of either five or six, depending on whether the widow of the late owner wishes to be involved. We know that you are not interested in a cash offer for your land and we understand why. But we thought that you might be interested in becoming the sixth or seventh director of the firm, in exchange for the absorption of your land into the vineyard.’
Tom Ogden, who had expected to reject these men as firmly as he had always rejected Beaumont, felt suddenly and unexpectedly exhilarated. His wife had been telling him for years that he needed to contemplate retirement; that he should be considering Beaumont’s gold because he had no one to take over from him at the farm; that it was an inevitable fact of life that it would eventually become an anonymous chunk of Abbey Vineyards. This way he would not only get out with head held high, but would have a say in the future of his land, an interest in a thriving business which he could retain as long as he lived. He said guardedly, ‘That would need a lot of discussion. A hell of a lot of discussion!’
‘Of course it would, Tom. On both sides. And we can’t even start on that yet, until all of us are clearer about the future. But you’re not opposed to the idea in principle?’
‘No. Not in principle. It’s different from selling out. It would leave me with an interest in this land and how it was developed.’
‘Of course it would. And from our point of view, it would make obvious sense. We’d like to be able to tell whoever else may be involved in the future of Abbey Vineyards that we’ve made contact with you and had a favourable response.’ He saw the stirrings of dissent in the weather-beaten features opposite him and hastily modified his phrase. ‘Or at any rate that you haven’t turned us down flat, as you always did Beaumont. That we’ve talked about a very different sort of agreement, and that these discussions are ongoing. That would strengthen our hand too. There’d be three of us thinking along the same lines about the future policy for the firm.’
Tom Ogden didn’t like some of the glib modern phrases, but he’d already decided the general idea was acceptable. He stood up and offered his hand. ‘I agree that what you have suggested might be possible, that I’m open to further discussion in due course. Let’s hope none of us ends up behind bars because we saw off that bloody man Beaumont.’
He had tried to end on a light note, and all three men smiled. But none of them found the notion very amusing.
The flat which Gerry Davies had admired on the previous night seemed smaller, with these two large, threatening men within it. Sarah Vaughan asked them to sit down on the small black and white sofa, crushing them together a little, making their presence less dominating in her home. She sat opposite them on a chair which was a little higher, and gave Lambert a smile which he did not return.
She was used to people congratulating her on her taste and on the neat, minimalist interior of her dwelling, or at least on her securing of a picturesque site beside this quiet reach of the river Wye. This time there were none of those initial niceties. Instead, Lambert issued a direct challenge. ‘Miss Vaughan, you lied to us when we spoke on Monday. You impeded the progress of a murder investigation.’
She felt a flash of anger at Gerry Davies and his clumsiness in revealing what she had sought to conceal, then guilt that she should cavil at this honesty in an honourable man. ‘I didn’t tell you about Martin Beaumont’s assault on me. Surely you can understand that. It was an embarrassment to me.’
‘And a motive for murder. That is how we have to see it as detectives. Especially when someone takes elaborate steps to conceal it.’
‘I just didn’t tell you about it. I didn’t lie to you.’
Lambert lifted an eyebrow at Hook, who turned back the pages of his notebook with what seemed to Sarah deliberate slowness. ‘You said about Mr Beaumont, “I didn’t see any evidence of the womanizing I heard people gossip about. For all I know, that’s all it was – gossip.” That seems a pretty definite denial.’
‘All right. I didn’t realize I’d been as emphatic as that. Martin made a pass at me. Well, a lot more than a pass, actually. It was an attempted rape, if you must know. He didn’t accept my refusal. It was in his Jaguar and in broad daylight. He’d offered me a lift into Ross to collect my car. He pulled off the road and threw himself across me. Eventually, I managed to grab a handful of his hair and pull his head back, then get my knee into his balls.’ She was breathing hard at the recollection of that afternoon, glaring at them accusingly. They were men, weren’t they, and thus in some distant way to blame for this degradation?
Hook said quietly, ‘When did this assault take place?’
‘At the end of April. I can give you the date if you want it.’
‘About a fortnight before Mr Beaumont was killed.’
‘I suppose it was, yes.’
Lambert let the seconds stretch, encouraging her to make her own inferences about her hatred of Beaumont and what he had attempted. Then he said coolly, ‘Did you take any action about this attack?’
She was suddenly furious with the man and his calmness. ‘Get real, Detective Chief Superintendent Lambert! If I go to the police, he denies it, says I’m a silly young woman who’s fantasizing about her boss. If I go to a solicitor, he wants evidence, which I can’t provide. If Beaumont hears I’ve taken any action at all, I lose a job which I enjoy and earnings which I won’t be able to match elsewhere. So I make sure that I don’t give the man any opportunity to be with me alone and I get on with my life! That’s the action I took.’
Lambert nodded several times, as if this time he accepted her account of things. ‘Have you thought of anyone who can confirm that you were here at the time when Beaumont died?’
‘No. There isn’t anyone. I had telephone calls between eight and nine on that evening, but nothing after that.’
‘Who do you think killed Martin Beaumont? We now think it was someone in his immediate circle, not an outsider.’
‘I don’t know. It’s your business, not mine. It wasn’t me. But you’re not going to believe that just because I say it, are you?’
‘Not just because you say it, no. The nature of our work does not allow that. You can see that you did not help yourself by concealing what you have now told us.’
‘It’s a motive; no more than that. I admit that I was quite pleased when I heard Beaumont was dead. But you must have other motives, as well as mine.’
They didn’t respond to that. Sarah Vaughan was left staring bleakly through her window at the view which everyone found so attractive. She’d have to go in to work at the vineyard soon. She’d have to spend the rest of her day among the other suspects.



TWENTY-FOUR
In Oldford police station, it was early afternoon. The sun was high, the CID section was almost empty, and the postprandial atmosphere was soporific.
Detective Inspector Rushton did not like that. He knew that the end of this day would mark a full week since Martin Beaumont had been shot through the head. His enthusiasm for data meant that he was well aware of one of the hoariest of police statistics: there was a sharp decline in successful conclusions to those murder hunts which had no arrest within seven days.
 He wandered through to the front of the station, where his mood was not greatly improved by a conversation with the uniformed station sergeant. This corpulent veteran was due for retirement in three months and he wanted nothing more than an uneventful countdown to that date. Rushton wanted a sense of urgency, and he was not going to find one here. He enjoyed being at the centre of the investigation, correlating and cross-referencing the multitude of data as it accrued, but today he envied Lambert and Hook their more direct involvement with the people in this case.
Then, when he was telling himself that he would have to wait for any serious input until the pair arrived back at Oldford, he received an encouraging phone call. More than encouraging, in fact. Crucial, perhaps. A young probationary constable had unearthed a witness who had seen a car in Howler’s Heath at eleven o’clock on the Wednesday night of the murder. A parked car, in fact. No number: you couldn’t expect miracles of the ever-fallible public. But a colour and a make.
A colour and a make which tallied with the vehicle of one of the key suspects in the Beaumont case.
Two hours after Tom Ogden had finished his discussions with Jason Knight and Alistair Morton, he ushered Chief Superintendent Lambert and Detective Sergeant Hook into the same stone building.
He had set out the shabby furniture a little more formally, but he took the same chair behind the table, with the two CID men facing him across it. He met them as they climbed out of the police Mondeo, but they exchanged scarcely a word with him as he led them into the old byre. Once they had the privacy of the old stone walls around them, Ogden discovered why that was.
Even now, they did not speak, but looked at him expectantly. He said nervously, ‘I trust you’ve made some progress. As I told you, I had no time for Beaumont, but I shall be interested to hear how—’
‘You lied to us on Saturday night.’ Lambert said bluntly.
The farmer’s healthy outdoor complexion reddened visibly. In this place, he gave the orders and was obeyed without discussion. He was not used to being challenged. In addition, he was fighting the acute discomfort which affects the normally honest man when he has lied. ‘I might have made some sort of mistake.’
‘There was no mistake, Mr Ogden. DS Hook asked where you were last Wednesday night and you said you were at the cinema with your wife. That was a deliberate lie. You also asked your wife to lie on your account.’
Ogden was speechless. The justified allegation that he had forced Enid, the most honest and straightforward woman he knew, to lie on his behalf hit him hardest of all. As if he feared that the man might wander even further out of his depth, Bert Hook explained quietly, ‘You and your wife were seen at the cinema on Thursday night. Not Wednesday, as you claimed to us on Saturday.’
‘All right. I lied and I admit it. And I was stupid – as Enid said, with the size of the team you’ve got on the case, I was always likely to be rumbled.’
Bert hoped that Ogden was right in that assumption. He had an uncomfortable feeling that if Chris Rushton’s fiancée hadn’t recognized the Ogdens at the cinema on Thursday night, his story might have been accepted. Hook said heavily, ‘You’d better tell us now where you really were on Wednesday night.’
‘I was at home. Enid had had two sleepless nights with toothache and a visit to the dentist last Wednesday. She went to bed with painkillers at about half past nine. I’d no one to account for where I was after that.’ Ogden spoke as if he was delivering words he had prepared for this moment, as he probably was. It made him sound as if he did not expect to be believed.
Lambert said curtly, ‘In fact you went to Howler’s Heath, where you met Martin Beaumont and shot him through the head with his own weapon.’
‘No. I was at home. If you must know, I sat in a chair and worried myself about Beaumont’s latest offer for my land, because Enid had said I should accept it.’
‘Then why lie about the matter?’
Tom looked down at the deeply scratched table, at the chip in the edge which had been there since his grandfather’s time, when cattle had been milked in here. ‘Because I hated Beaumont and everyone knew it. Because I had a police record of violence. I knew you’d bring that up. Because I’d have liked to kill the bastard, if I’d felt I could get away with it!’
They listened to the heavy, uneven sound of his breathing. It seemed to fill the room like the breathing of a heavy animal in pain. When it subsided a little and he glanced at them again, Hook spoke like a therapist. ‘Did you kill him, Tom? It would be far better to tell us now, if you did.’
‘No. I didn’t stir from the house. But I can’t expect you to believe that now, can I?’
‘If you didn’t kill the man, who did?’
‘I don’t know. I don’t know what goes on at the vineyard. I’ve never wanted to know. That bugger must have had a lot of enemies, from what I saw of him.’
Lambert spoke more sternly, the complement to Hook’s persuasion. ‘It’s your duty to tell us anything you know. If you didn’t kill Beaumont, it’s also very much in your own interest to speak out.’
Tom Ogden nodded. Having lied to them once, he had an urgent desire to tell them something, anything, which might persuade them that he was now telling the truth. ‘Two of them came to see me this morning. From Abbey Vineyards, I mean. They’ve got plans for the future. They want me to join them.’ It felt disloyal, but at the same time it felt the right thing to do. He didn’t want to conceal things, not any longer. And a horrifying possibility had struck him only now, whilst the police stared at him across his table: one of his earlier visitors might have murdered to achieve what they wanted, what they were now inviting him to be part of. The two of them might even have done it together.
Lambert was studying the troubled face closely, as if he could read the workings of the mind behind it. All he said was: ‘We’d better have the names of these people.’
Ogden dug his hand deep into his trouser pocket and produced the grubby scrap of paper on which he had written the names. ‘Alistair Morton; I think he said he was the financial director up there. And Jason Knight; he runs the restaurant.’ He watched Hook record the names, then added unnecessarily, ‘They want me to become a director along with them. But nothing’s definite yet. I said I’d need to think about it.’
Lambert nodded. ‘They’re not in a position to make offers, but they may be making plans. You would be well advised to mention this approach to no one else, until things become clearer.’
‘I didn’t intend to. I’m only telling you because I don’t want to keep any more secrets from you.’
But he could tell Enid, he thought, as he watched them drive away. It would please her, if she thought he was planning to retire from the farm at last. And he owed her that, when he’d asked her to lie about the night they’d been at the cinema.
Lambert and Hook were silent for most of the six-mile journey back to Oldford. They had worked together for far too long now to talk for talking’s sake. Moreover, the CID habit was to speak only about things which mattered and eschew small talk which meant nothing. An observer might have thought that they were merely appreciating the Gloucestershire countryside in spring, with the infinite range of greens offered by the burgeoning trees. A more experienced CID-watcher would have known that they were thinking hard about what they had heard, digesting what Ogden had said and weighing its merits. Silences between these two were never uneasy and often productive.
It was the driver, Hook, who eventually said, ‘I believed Ogden. He’s the most obvious candidate for murder, with his quick temper, his declared hatred of the victim, and his record of violence in his youth. But I don’t think he’s our man.’
Lambert smiled. That much had been evident to him whilst they were still with the farmer. ‘For what it’s worth, neither do I, Bert. I have a much better candidate, but very little proof as yet.’
They were turning into the police station car park as he said this. At the wheel of the vehicle immediately behind them was Chris Rushton, who could scarcely conceal his excitement until they reached the privacy of the CID section and his computer.
‘I’ve been out to see a witness,’ the detective inspector told them eagerly. ‘The report came in from one of our youngest constables, so I thought I’d better check the statement out for myself. Especially as the person concerned may very well eventually become a witness in court.’
He was as animated as if he were a young officer himself. Lambert was both amused and delighted to see this zest in a thirty-four-year-old DI. ‘Don’t you think you’d better begin at the beginning with this one, Chris?’
‘Yes. Sorry. I did try to get you on your mobile, but you were obviously with Tom Ogden at the time. We’ve found someone who saw a car in the right place at the right time. In Howler’s Heath late last Wednesday night.’
‘A reliable sighting?’
‘Yes. That’s what I wanted to check. Entirely reliable, I’d say.’
‘It’s taken this person a long time to come forward.’
‘Yes. I’d say it was some pretty sustained burrowing by a young constable which unearthed this. It would be good if you could give him a pat on the back in due course. Youngsters get plenty of rockets when things go wrong. It’s only right that they should get a bit of praise occasionally.’
For a few seconds, they were all back on the beat, considering the long hours of boring, repetitive work, the insensitivity of the public, the contempt of old-sweat superiors who made out that today’s beat work was a doddle compared with their time. Then Lambert said, ‘I’ll do that; let me have the young man’s name. In fact, I’ll do more: I’ll make sure his sergeant and inspector know that he’s produced a vital bit of information for us – always assuming that’s what this proves to be.’
He looked interrogatively at Rushton, who said hastily, ‘Details. A car was sighted at eleven o’clock last Wednesday night in Howler’s Heath. It was seen by a young man of eighteen who was driving his father’s car. He had his girlfriend with him and they were several miles from where they were supposed to be – hence his reluctance to come forward initially. Dad would not have been at all pleased to find his son driving his seventeen-year-old girlfriend out into the Malverns for a helping of nooky.’
‘How sure is he about the time?’
‘Very. The lad’s prepared to swear it was within five minutes of eleven o’clock.’
‘And the exact location?’
‘He saw a stationary vehicle just off the road, within a hundred yards of the spot where Beaumont’s Jaguar was parked.’
‘Probably where we parked when we visited the scene of the crime,’ acknowledged Hook as he made a note.
‘The vehicle had no lights and the witness’s impression is that it was empty at the time. He did point out that if people had been supine in the car, he would not have seen them as he drove past – an idea no doubt deriving from his own activity a little while earlier.’
Hook smiled. ‘Have we any idea how long this vehicle was parked there?’
‘Not from this lad. But we have several people who say there was no car there at around half past ten and others who tell us there was nothing there from eleven twenty onwards.’
Lambert sensed that Rushton was happy to prolong the details, anxious to make this latest coup of his all the more dramatic. He said, ‘What about the identity of this vehicle?’
It was Rushton’s turn to smile. ‘No registration number; that would be asking too much. But our man is confident of make and colour; like most young men, he’s keen on cars. He spotted the rings on the bonnet as he went past. It was an Audi saloon, silver-grey metallic. He would swear to that in court, if necessary.’
‘Do we have a match?’
Rushton flicked up the relevant file on his computer, though he knew well what he was going to say. It is part of the work of the most junior officers in a murder investigation to document all kinds of routine information, including the make of car driven by everyone who had been close to the victim. After six days of investigation, masses of detailed information had accrued, all of it dutifully documented on Chris Rushton’s PC. Most of it remained tedious and useless. Occasionally, as on this occasion, the system threw up a nugget of gold.
Chris tried and failed to keep the excitement out of his voice as he said, ‘A silver-grey metallic Audi is driven by Mrs Jane Beaumont.’ He glanced automatically for a reaction at the two older men. ‘It looks as though, despite all the work we’ve put in on the people who worked with Beaumont, we have a domestic killing after all.’



TWENTY-FIVE
With the afternoon sun high and wisps of white cloud seemingly stationary in the vivid blue sky, the thatched cottage and its neat gardens looked fit for a picture postcard. The scene reminded Lambert of Anne Hathaway’s cottage, seventy miles away in Stratford-upon-Avon. As a boy, he had purchased a cheap print of that for his mother’s birthday, and it had remained in a position of honour on the wall of her terraced house until the day she died.
The two big men stood looking at the outside of the cottage for a moment before they went to the door. There was no sign of life. But the oak door was answered quickly when they knocked. Vanda North said, ‘I’m getting quite used to seeing you two. This is the second time today. I don’t know whether I should be flattered or alarmed.’
Lambert said nothing until they were sitting in the low-ceilinged lounge, with its comfortable sofas and the big television and hi-fi set in opposite corners. As always, his grey eyes fixed steadily upon his quarry. He waited until she was sitting motionless and looking at him before he said tersely, ‘New evidence has come to light, Miss North. We need to know what you can tell us about it.’
‘As ever, I am at your service, though I can’t think of anything important that you haven’t already had from me.’ Beneath the routine politeness, the smiling confidence, she gave the impression that she relished their meetings not as exchanges of information but as intellectual contests.
‘Tell us again where you were last Wednesday night, please.’
A little sigh, just the slightest suggestion that her patience was not inexhaustible. ‘I thought we had cleared up any confusion about that. I was at Jane Beaumont’s house, as I told you from the start. I know there was a little confusion on Jane’s part, because Martin had her so drugged-up that she wasn’t quite sure what she was doing. That had been going on for years and I shan’t forgive him for it. I think everyone can see how much better she’s beginning to look since he died. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know about my colleagues at Abbey Vineyards, but when I see what he did to his wife, I can’t regret that Martin’s dead.’
She was saying too much, afraid of whatever challenge they had to offer, thought Lambert. He didn’t interrupt; there was always the possibility that even such an organized woman might let something slip if she was nervous. He was aware that if she denied him, if she took the obvious course which was open to her, even the police machine might find it difficult to amass the right evidence to bring her to court. But he didn’t think she would do that.
Outside, beyond the conservatory, a blackbird was singing and a green woodpecker with a bright red head was exploring the lawn. He saw these things behind her without taking his eyes from her composed, intelligent face. And still neither of the men who sat so upright on the sofa spoke. Vanda North said, ‘You said you had new evidence. Are you now going to acquaint me with it?’
‘A car was seen parked near the scene of this killing at eleven o’clock last Wednesday night.’
‘That is no more than circumstantial evidence, surely?’
Lambert smiled, recognizing the first concession in this macabre little endgame. ‘It is a popular fallacy that no one is convicted on circumstantial evidence. It happens quite often, when the circumstantial evidence is strong enough.’
‘Which hardly seems to be the case here.’
‘As you may remember, we have details of the cars driven by all of the people who are involved in this investigation. In this case there is a match.’
Vanda North nodded and made her last bold play to test their strength. ‘I’m glad to hear it. When you have arrested the gentleman concerned, we shall all be able to get on with our lives again.’
‘The car concerned is a silver-grey metallic Audi saloon. We believe it is the car owned by Mrs Jane Beaumont.’
Hook, studying her now as closely as Lambert, felt a reluctant admiration for the coolness of the woman. There was no obvious sign that she was forcing the smile she gave them as she said, ‘What you believe and what is fact may be a long way apart. Jane Beaumont was at home in her bed at the time of the murder. I have already told you that. I am prepared to testify to it in court, if necessary.’
Lambert was inexorable, sensing now that he had her in a corner, that in the crisis she was not going to let her new friend suffer for her. ‘Your testimony would not be worth very much, as you were not in the house at the time.’
‘Jane will tell you that I was. I believe she has already told you so.’
‘She was in bed and asleep at the time of her husband’s death.’
‘I’m glad that you admit that. The presence of a similar car to hers at the scene of the crime has no connection with Jane Beaumont.’
‘It was Mrs Beaumont’s Audi which was in Howler’s Heath at the time of the killing. I said that she owned it. I did not say that she was driving it on this occasion.’
‘This gets more outlandish by the minute. Do I understand that you’re now suggesting that some person unknown stole Jane’s car and—’
‘No!’ Lambert’s denial was like a gunshot in the quiet room. ‘I’m stating, not suggesting, that, without Mrs Beaumont’s knowledge, you drove out to an assignation with Martin Beaumont. That you shot him through the head with his own pistol.’
She looked him fiercely in the face for several seconds, in what had become a contest of wills. Then, with a sigh which was scarcely audible, she acknowledged that there was nowhere for her to go now. ‘He’d arranged the meeting, not me. I didn’t intend to kill him when I went there.’
They could hear the beginnings of a defence plea in court here, but that was not their concern. They wanted an arrest and a conclusion to their involvement. It was DS Hook, speaking as though he were neutral in this battle of opposing wills, who said softly, ‘It’s over, Miss North. You should tell us now about what happened last Wednesday night.’
She stared at him in surprise for a moment, as if she had forgotten his presence in the intensity of her duel with Lambert. Then she spoke in a steady monotone, like one under hypnosis. ‘Martin asked me to meet him in that place and at that time. I asked him why he had to be so secretive about it, but he said he didn’t want the rest of his staff at Abbey Vineyards to know about the meeting. I thought he was going to make some offer to me about the withdrawal of my capital from the firm. That’s why the secrecy made sense. Martin regarded any concession as a mark of weakness, so I could understand that he wouldn’t want others to know about it.’
She turned her head for a moment to look at the bright sunlight and the rich green of her lawn outside the house, as if realizing for the first time that these things were going to be denied to her. Then she resumed her trance-like monologue. ‘Martin wasn’t making any concessions at all. He wanted to warn me off any friendship with his wife, any attempt to rescue Jane from the prison without walls in which he held her. He said he wasn’t going to buy me out of the company and he would make very sure that Jane didn’t get her divorce.
‘I think I said that he couldn’t do that nowadays, that the laws of the land would allow Jane to escape him. That’s when he reached for the pistol. I knew from my years with him that he always kept it in the driver’s door of his car, hidden under a windscreen cloth, but for a moment I couldn’t move: it felt as if someone had frozen my limbs. He waved the pistol in my face. He shouted at me that he wouldn’t allow anything to threaten the future of Abbey Vineyards. He’d always been irrational about the business, almost as if it were a child of his, living and breathing. I believed him. I believe he was threatening that he would kill Jane or me if we damaged the firm. That was when I panicked. I grabbed at the gun and it went off.’
Beaumont had been shot very precisely through the temple. Lambert wondered if that would have happened, in the sort of struggle she described. But that was for others to argue, months later and in the solemnity of a criminal court. Sinuous minds, well versed in the law, would explore the plea of self-defence, perhaps the reduced charge of manslaughter, over days, maybe weeks.
That was not the concern here. Hook stepped forward and announced formally that Vanda North was being arrested for the murder of Martin Beaumont. She listened to the familiar words of arrest and the caution about prejudicing her defence if she withheld information, as if they fascinated her.
They led her to the door and the waiting police car. It was not until the door was opened for her that she stopped suddenly, as if she felt the need to explain her confession, ‘I love Jane. I couldn’t allow anything to happen to her, could I? We would have built a life together.’
Five minutes later, when she was sitting very upright in the back of the car with Lambert beside her, she said, as if there had been no pause, ‘Maybe we still will, in a little while. Jane has a lot of life left to live, now that Martin’s gone.’
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