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CHAPTER ONE

1855

Colonel Aubrey Tarleton led an orderly existence. Born into a military family and subject to the dictates of a martinet father, hed been educated at a public school that prided itself on its strict regime. When he joined the army, therefore, he was already accustomed to a life within prescribed limits. He felt supremely comfortable in uniform and, as succeeding promotions came, he gloried in his position. His father had never risen above the rank of major. To acquire a colonelcy and thereby better the man whod sired him was, to Tarleton, a source of intense satisfaction. He carried that satisfaction into his retirement, finding, in civilian life, the deference to which he felt entitled.

Is that all you want, Colonel? asked his housekeeper, softly.

That is all, Mrs Withers, he replied.

As a rule, you have such a hearty breakfast.

I dont feel hungry this morning.

Shall I make you some more coffee?

No, thank you.

Very good, sir.

With a respectful nod, Mrs Withers backed out of the dining room. She was a handsome woman of middle years with an ample frame held firmly in place beneath her dress by steadfast stays. Retreating to the kitchen, she waited until she heard Tarleton ascending the staircase, then she snapped her fingers at the girl who was cleaning the knives with emery powder. Subdued in the presence of her employer, the housekeeper now became peremptory.

Clear the table, she ordered.

Yes, Mrs Withers, said Lottie Pearl.

And be quick about it.

Did the colonel eat anything today?

Thats none of your business, girl.

I was only wondering.

Youre not paid to wonder.

No, Mrs Withers.

Now do as youre told.

Lottie scurried out with a tray in her hands. She was a scrawny girl of sixteen and, as maid-of-all-work, was a relative newcomer to the house. In awe of Colonel Tarleton, she was frightened of the stern housekeeper and of her curt reproaches. Creeping tentatively into the dining room, she looked at the untouched eggs and the half-eaten piece of bread on the plate. Only a few sips had been taken from the cup of coffee. The sound of heavy footsteps in the bedroom above made her glance warily up.

Tarleton was on the move, crossing to open the wardrobe in order to examine its contents before walking to the window to look up at the sky. When hed taken his usual morning walk with the dog before breakfast, thered been more than a hint of rain in the clouds but they seemed to have drifted benignly away, allowing the sun to come into view. On such an important day, he was determined to dress well. After removing the well-worn corduroy suit he kept for his rambles through the countryside, he changed his shirt and put on his best trousers, waistcoat and frock coat. Shining black shoes, a fob watch and a cravat completed the outfit. Tarleton studied himself with care in the cheval mirror, making a few adjustments to his apparel then brushing back some strands of thinning white hair.

Taking a deep breath, he crossed to the door that led to the adjoining room and tapped politely on it. Though there was no response from within, he opened the door and gazed wistfully around. Everything in the room was a cherished keepsake. His eyes took in the paintings, the vases, the plants, the ornaments, the jewellery box, the furniture, the Persian carpet and the more functional objects before lingering on the double bed. On the wall above it was a beautiful Dutch tapestry that set off a surge of fond memories and he permitted himself a moment to savour them. After bestowing a wan smile on the room, he withdrew again and closed the door gently behind him as if not wishing to disturb its occupant. Then he collected his wallet, his spectacles and a folded sheet of paper. The last thing he picked up was a large safety pin.

Mrs Withers was waiting for him in the hallway, holding his top hat. As he took it from her, she indicated the letter on the table.

The postman came while you were upstairs, Colonel, she said.

Ive no time to read the mail now, Mrs Withers.

But there might be news. She quailed slightly as he turned to stare at her with a mingled anger and pain. Writhing under his glare, she gestured apologetically. Forgive me, sir. I spoke out of turn. You know best, of course.

Of course, he emphasised.

Do you have any orders for me?

Remember to feed the dog.

I will, Colonel.

Goodbye, Mrs Withers.

What train will you be catching back from Doncaster?

Goodbye.

It was a brusque departure. He didnt even wait for her to use the clothes brush on his coat. Putting on his hat and picking up his walking stick, he let himself out of the house and strode off down the drive. Face clouded with concern, the housekeeper watched him through the glass-panelled door but Tarleton did not look back. His tall, erect, still soldierly figure marched briskly away towards the main gate as if on parade before royalty.

South Otterington was a pleasant, scattered village on the east side of the River Wiske, large enough to have a railway station, three public houses, two blacksmiths and a cluster of shops, yet small enough for each inhabitant to know everyone else in the community. Colonel Tarleton was a familiar sight there, a member of the gentry held in high esteem as much for his heroic feats in the army as for his social position. When hed walked the mile or so from his home, he entered the main street to be greeted by a series of ingratiating smiles, polite nods and obsequious salutes. He acknowledged them all with a lordly wave of his walking stick. Nan Pearl, returning from the butcher with scraps for her mangy cat, all but curtsied to him, desperately hoping for a brief word of praise for her daughter, Lottie, now in service at the Tarleton household. Instead she got an almost imperceptible nod. Mrs Skelton, the rectors wife, on the other hand, merited a tilt of his top hat and a cold smile that flitted across his gaunt face.

Though he seemed to be heading for the railway station, he walked past it and continued on until hed left the village behind him and was out into open countryside. Fields of wheat and barley lay all round him. Sheep were grazing contentedly on a hillside. There was fitful birdsong but it only increased the extraordinary sense of peace and tranquillity. Tarleton had always loved his native Yorkshire and never tired of roaming the North Riding on foot. This time, however, he took no pleasure from the surroundings. His mind was concentrated on a single goal and nothing could distract him from it.

He kept on until he judged himself to be midway between the village and Thirsk to its south. At that point, he clambered over a gate and picked his way across a wheat field until it dipped down towards the railway line. He was still spry enough to climb over the dry-stone wall without difficulty, straightening his hat when he reached the track then slipping a hand inside his pocket. He took out the sheet of paper and used the safety pin to secure it to his coat like a medal. A glance at his watch told him that he had timed his arrival perfectly. Dropping the watch back into his waistcoat pocket, Tarleton took a deep breath and inflated his chest.

He was ready. Keeping between the rails, he walked over the sleepers with a measured tread. He was quite untroubled by fear. When he heard the distant noise of an approaching train, he sighed with joy. His ordeal would soon be over.

Halfway between Thirsk and South Otterington, the train was travelling at full speed. Standing on the footplate, the driver and the fireman were chatting happily together. The journey had passed without incident and they could congratulate themselves on their punctuality at each stage. When they came round a long bend, however, their good humour vanished. The driver saw him first, an elderly gentleman walking uncaringly towards them on the track as if out on a morning stroll. The fireman could not believe his eyes. Cupping his hands, he yelled a warning at the top of his voice but it was drowned out by the frenzied panting of the locomotive and the ear-splitting rattle of the train. Even the shrill blast of the whistle did not deter the oncoming walker. His gait remained as steady as ever.

Shutting off steam, the driver applied the brakes but there was no hope of stopping in such a short distance. All that they could do was to watch in horror as he strode deliberately towards the hurtling train. They had hit animals before when theyd strayed on the line but this was a very different matter. Here was a flesh and blood human being  a man of substance, by the look of it  advancing towards them with an air of challenge about him. It shook them. At the last moment, both driver and fireman turned away. The impact came and the train surged on, carriage after remorseless carriage rolling over the mangled, blood-covered corpse on the track.

Shocked by what had happened, the fireman emptied the contents of his stomach over the footplate. The driver, meanwhile, feeling somehow guilty at the hideous death, closed his eyes and offered up a prayer for the soul of the victim. When the squealing train finally ground to a halt amid a shower of sparks, the driver was the first to jump down from the locomotive and run back up the track. He kept going until he reached the lifeless body, buffeted into oblivion and spread untidily across the sleepers. The face had been smashed to a pulp and the walking stick split into a dozen pieces. What caught the drivers attention, however, were not the gaping wounds and the misshapen limbs. It was a piece of paper, pinned to the mans coat and flapping about in the breeze.

He bent down to read Colonel Tarletons last request.

Whoever finds me, notify Superintendent Tallis of the Detective Department at Scotland Yard.








CHAPTER TWO

Detective Inspector Robert Colbeck liked to make an early start to the working day but the cab ride to Scotland Yard showed him that London had already been wide awake for hours. The pavements were crowded, the streets thick with traffic and the capital throbbing with its distinctive hullaballoo. Glad to reach the restorative calm of his office, he was unable to enjoy it for even a moment. A constable told him to report to Superintendent Tallis immediately. There was a note of urgency in the mans voice. Colbeck obeyed the summons at once. After knocking on Talliss door, he let himself into the room even though he was given no permission to do so. He soon saw why.

Wreathed in cigar smoke, the superintendent was leaning forward across his desk, supporting himself on his elbows and staring at some invisible object in the middle distance. Beside him was a bottle of brandy and an empty glass. Colbeck knew that something serious had happened. Consuming alcohol while on duty was anathema to Edward Tallis. Hed dismissed several men from the Metropolitan Police Force for doing just that. Strong drink, he argued, only impaired the mind. If he was ever under pressure, he would instead reach for a cigar. The one between his lips was the third that morning. The blackened vestiges of its two predecessors lay in the ashtray. Tallis was in pain.

Good morning, sir, said Colbeck.

The superintendent looked up. What?

You sent for me, I believe.

Is that you, Inspector?

What seems to be the problem?

Tallis needed a moment to compose himself. Taking a last puff on his cigar, he stubbed it out in the ashtray and waved a hand to disperse some of the fug. Then he pulled himself up in his chair. Noticing the bottle, he swept it off the desk and put it away in a drawer. He was plainly discomfited at being caught with the brandy and tried to cover his embarrassment with a nervous laugh. Colbeck waited patiently. Now that he could see his superior more clearly, he noticed something that he would not have believed possible. Talliss eyes were moist and red-rimmed. Hed been crying.

Are you unwell, Superintendent? he asked, solicitously.

Of course not, man, snapped Tallis.

Has something upset you?

The explosion was instantaneous. The devil it has! Im in a state of permanent upset. How can I police a city the size of London with a handful of officers and a woefully inadequate budget? How can I make the streets safe for decent people when I lack the means to do so? Upset? Im positively pulsing with rage, Inspector. Im appalled by the huge volume of crime and by the apparent indifference of this lily-livered government to the dread consequences that it produces. In addition to that

It was vintage Tallis. He rumbled on for a few minutes, turning the handle of his mental barrel organ so that his trenchant opinions were churned out like so many jangling harmonies. It was his way of establishing his authority and of trying to draw a veil over the signs of weakness that Colbeck had observed. The inspector had heard it all before many times but he was courteous enough to pretend that he was listening to new-minted judgements based on sound wisdom. He nodded earnestly in agreement, watching the real Edward Tallis take shape again before him. When hed regained his full confidence, the superintendent extracted a letter from his pocket and handed it over. It took Colbeck only seconds to read the emotive message.

Goodbye, dear friend. Though her body has not yet been found, I know in my heart that she is dead and have neither the strength nor the will to carry on without her. I go to join her in heaven.

Colbeck noticed the signature  Aubrey Tarleton.

Is the gentleman a relation of yours, sir? he asked.

We were comrades-in-arms, replied Tallis, proudly. Colonel Tarleton was an exemplary soldier and a treasured friend.

I take it that hes referring to his wife.

They were very close.

When did the letter arrive?

Yesterday morning, said Tallis, taking it from him and reading it once more with a mixture of sadness and disbelief.

Then we may still be in time to prevent anything untoward happening, suggested Colbeck. I see from his address that he lives in Yorkshire. Trains run regularly from Kings Cross. Would you like me to catch the next one to see if I can reach your friend before he does anything precipitous?

Its too late for that, Inspector.

Oh?

This telegraph was on my desk when I arrived. He indicated the piece of paper and Colbeck picked it up. As you see, it tells of the death of a man on the railway line not far from Thirsk. A note was pinned to his coat, saying that I should be contacted.

Yet no name of the man is given, said Colbeck, studying it. The victim may be someone else altogether.

Its too big a coincidence.

I disagree, sir. Colonel Tarleton was an army man, was he not?

To the hilt  he came from a military family.

Then he probably has some firearms in his possession.

He has quite a collection, recalled Tallis. Apart from various shotguns, he has an exquisite pair of duelling pistols.

Isnt that a more likely way for him to end his life? If, that is, hes actually done so, and weve no clear proof of that. A bullet in the brain is a much quicker and cleaner way to commit suicide than by means of a railway.

Tallis snatched back the telegraph. Its him, I tell you. And I want to get to the bottom of this.

Sergeant Leeming and I can be on a train within the hour.

I know, Inspector, and I will accompany you.

Is that necessary?

I owe it to Aubrey  to Colonel Tarleton. There has to be an explanation for this tragedy and it must lie in the death of his wife.

But thats only conjectural, Colbeck reminded him. The letter says that shes disappeared but no evidence is given of her demise. Thats an assumption made by the colonel. He could be mistaken.

Nonsense! snarled Tallis.

There are other possibilities, sir.

Such as?

Well, said Colbeck, meeting the blazing eyes without flinching, the lady might have been injured while out walking and unable to get back home. She might even have been abducted.

Then a ransom note would have been received. Clearly, it was not, so we may discount that hypothesis. Only one possibility therefore remains  Miriam Tarleton has been murdered.

With respect, Superintendent, you are jumping to conclusions. Even if we suppose that Mrs Tarleton is dead, it doesnt follow that she must have been killed. Her death might have been accidental or even as a result of suicide.

Shed have no call to take her own life.

Can you be sure of that, sir?

Yes, Inspector  its inconceivable.

You know the lady better than I do, conceded Colbeck. Given your knowledge of the marriage, is it also inconceivable that Mrs Tarleton is still alive and that shes simply left her husband?

Tallis leapt to his feet. Thats a monstrous allegation! he yelled. Colonel Tarleton and his wife were inseparable. What you suggest is an insult to their memory.

It was not intended to be.

Then waste no more of my time with these futile arguments. You read the letter. Its a plea for my help and I intend to give it.

Sergeant Leeming and I will be at your side, sir. If a crime has indeed been committed, well not rest until its solved. Colbeck crossed to the door then paused. I take it that youve visited Colonel Tarleton at his home?

Yes, I have.

How is he regarded in the area?

With the greatest respect, said Tallis. Apart from being a magistrate, he holds a number of other public offices. His death will be a terrible blow to the whole community.

Lottie Pearl was stunned. The news of her employers gruesome death had left her speechless. She could not begin to comprehend how it had come about. Nothing in the colonels manner had given the slightest indication of what he had in mind. On the previous morning, hed gone through his unvarying routine, rising early and taking the dog for a walk before breakfast. Hed eaten very little food but loss of appetite did not necessarily equate with suicidal tendencies. Lottie was in despair. Within weeks of her securing a coveted place there, shed seen the mistress of the house vanish into thin air and the master go to his death on a railway line. Her prospects were decidedly bleak. When she finally recovered enough from the shock to be able to focus on the future, one question dominated. What would happen to her?

Lottie! called the housekeeper.

Yes, Mrs Withers?

Come in here, girl.

Im coming, Mrs Withers.

Lottie abandoned the crockery shed been washing in the kitchen and dried her hands on her apron as she made her way to the drawing room. As soon as she entered, she came to a sudden halt and blinked in surprise. Seated in a chair beside the fireplace, Margery Withers was wearing a faded but still serviceable black dress and looked more like a grieving widow than a domestic servant. She used a handkerchief to stem her tears, then appraised Lottie.

You should be in mourning wear, she chided.

Should I, Mrs Withers?

Do you have a black dress?

No, I dont, said Lottie, self-consciously.

Does your mother have one?

Oh, yes, she does. She dyed an old dress black when Grandpa passed away.

Then you must borrow it from her.

What will I tell my mother?

You must wear it out of respect. Shell understand.

Thats not what I mean, Mrs Withers, said Lottie, uneasily. What am I to say to my mother about me?

The housekeeper was puzzled. About you?

Yes, whats to become of me now?

Good heavens, girl! exclaimed the older woman in disgust. How can you possibly think of yourself at a time like this? The colonels body is barely cold and all you can do is to flaunt your selfishness. Dont you care what happened yesterday?

Yes, Mrs Withers.

Dont you realise what the implications are?

Im not sure what you mean, said Lottie, regretting her folly in asking about her future. All I know is that I was so hurt by the news about the colonel. He was such a decent man. I cried all night, I swear I did. And, yes, I will get that black dress. Colonel Tarleton ought to be mourned in his own home.

Her gaze shifted to the portrait above the mantelpiece. Tarleton and his wife were seated on a rustic bench in their garden with the dog curled up at their feet. It was a summers day with everything in full bloom. The artist had caught the strong sense of togetherness between the couple, of two people quietly delighted with each other even after so many years. Lottie winced as she saw the smile on Miriam Tarletons face.

This will be the death of her, she murmured.

Speak up, girl.

I was thinking about the mistress. If ever she does come back to us  and I pray daily for her return  Mrs Tarleton will be upset beyond bearing when she learns about the colonel.

Dont be silly, said Mrs Withers, rising to her feet and looking at the portrait. Theres no earthly chance of her coming back.

You never know.

Oh, yes, I do.

The housekeeper spoke with such confidence that Lottie was taken aback. Until that moment, Mrs Withers had always nursed the hope of a miraculous return or, at least, had given the impression of doing so. There was a whiff of finality about her comment now. Hope was an illusion. Husband and wife were both dead. The realisation sent a cold shiver down Lotties spine.

We must prepare the guest bedrooms, continued Mrs Withers. Word has been sent to the children so they will soon be on their way here. The house must be ready for them. Everything depends on their wishes. If one of them decides to move in here then there may be a place for you in due course, but only, she added, pointedly, if I recommend you. So until we know what the future holds, I urge you to get on with your chores and forget about your own petty needs. Do you understand?

Yes, Mrs Withers, said Lottie, recognising a dire warning when she heard one. I do.

Victor Leemings dejection sprang from three principal causes. He disliked train travel, he hated spending nights away from his wife and family, and he was intimidated by the proximity of Edward Tallis. The village of South Otterington sounded as if it was in the back of beyond, obliging the sergeant to spend hours of misery on the Great Northern Railway. From what hed gathered, he might be away from home for days on end and his loved ones would be replaced by the spiky superintendent. It was a daunting prospect. All that he could do was to grit his teeth and curse inwardly.

Colbeck sympathised with him. Leeming was a man of action, never happier than when struggling with someone who resisted arrest or when diving into the Thames  as hed done on two occasions  to save someone from drowning. Being trapped in the confines of a railway carriage, albeit in first class, was agony for him. Colbeck, by contrast, had found his natural milieu in the railway system. He took pleasure from each journey, enjoying the scenery and relishing the speed with which a train could take him such large distances. He tried to cheer up his sergeant with light conversation but his attempts were in vain. For his part, Tallis went off to sleep, snoring in unison with the clicking of the wheels yet still somehow managing to exude menace. Leeming spent most of the time in a hurt silence.

When they reached York ahead of schedule, there was a delay before departure. Tallis was one of the passengers who took advantage of the opportunity to visit the stations toilets.

Thats a relief, said Leeming when they were alone. Ive never spent this long sitting so close to him. He frightens me.

You should have overcome your fears by now, said Colbeck. The superintendent poses no threat to you, Victor. Hes racked by grief. Colonel Tarleton was a very dear friend.

I didnt know that Mr Tallis had any friends.

Neither did I. Hes always seemed such a lone wolf.

Why did he never marry?

We dont know that he didnt. In view of his deep distrust of the opposite sex, I agree that its highly unlikely, but even he must have felt the rising of the sap as a young man.

He never was a young man, said Leeming, bitterly. In fact, I dont believe he came into this world by any normal means. He was hewn from solid rock.

You wouldnt have thought that if youd seen him earlier. Solid rock is incapable of emotion yet Superintendent Tallis was profoundly moved today. Weve been unkind to him, Victor. There is a heart beneath that granite exterior, after all.

I refuse to believe it. But talking of marriage, he went on, glancing through the window to make sure that nobody was coming, have you told him about your own plans?

Not yet, confessed Colbeck.

Why not?

I havent found the right moment.

But its been weeks now.

Ive been waiting to catch him in the right mood.

Then youll wait until Doomsday, sir. Hes never in the right mood. Hes either angry or very angry or something far worse. I tell you, Id hate to be in your position.

The appropriate time will arrive one day, Victor.

It was during a previous investigation that Colbeck had become engaged to Madeleine Andrews, proposing to her in Birminghams Jewellery Quarter and buying her a ring there and then to seal their bond. While the betrothal had been formally announced in the newspapers, Tallis had not seen it. All that he ever read were court reports and articles relating to the latest crimes. Colbeck was biding his time until he could break the news gently. He knew that it would not be well received.

He never stops blaming me for getting married, complained Leeming. He says that Id be a far better detective if Id stayed single.

Thats not true at all. Marriage was the making of you.

Its having a happy home life that keeps me sane.

I envy you, Victor.

Have you set a date yet, sir?

Oh, it wont be for some time yet, Im afraid.

Colbeck was about to explain why when he saw Tallis coming along the platform towards them. Grim-faced and bristling with fury, the superintendent was waving a newspaper in the air. When he got into the carriage, he slammed the door behind him.

Have you seen this? he demanded.

What is it, sir? asked Leeming.

Its a report about Colonel Tarletons death in the local newspaper, said Tallis, slumping into his seat, and it makes the most dreadful insinuations about him. According to this, there are strong rumours that he committed suicide because he felt guilty over the disappearance of his wife. It more or less implies that he was responsible for her death. Ive never heard anything so malicious in my entire life. The man who wrote this should be horsewhipped.

Does he offer any evidence for the claim? wondered Colbeck.

Not a scrap  well, see for yourself. He thrust the newspaper at Colbeck and remained on the verge of apoplexy. This puts a wholly new complexion on our visit to the North Riding. The colonel has not only lost his life. Hes in danger of losing his impeccable reputation as well. He must be vindicated, do you hear?

Yes, sir, said Leeming, dutifully.

Slander is a vicious crime. We must root out those with poisonous tongues and bring them before the courts. By Jove! he added, seething. Were going to tear that damned village apart until we find the truth. Mark my words  someone will suffer for this.








CHAPTER THREE

For most of its existence, South Otterington had been largely untouched by scandal. It was a relatively safe and uneventful place in which to live. Petty theft and being drunk and disorderly were the only crimes to disturb the even tenor of the village and they were occasional rather than permanent features of its little world. The disappearance of Miriam Tarleton from the big house was a different matter altogether. It concentrated the minds of all the inhabitants and set alight a roaring bonfire of speculation. The grotesque suicide of the colonel only served to add fuel to the flames. There was a veritable inferno of gossip and conjecture. Precious little of it, however, seemed to favour the dead man.

By the time that the detectives arrived, rumour was starting to harden into accepted fact. Alighting from the train, the first person they sought out was the stationmaster, Silas Ellerby, a short, slight, middle-aged man with protruding eyes and florid cheeks. When the visitors introduced themselves, he was suitably impressed.

Youve come all the way from London? he asked.

There are personal as well as professional reasons why I want a full investigation, explained Tallis. The colonel and I were friends. We served together in India.

I thought you had the look of an army man, sir.

Whos been put in charge of this business?

That would be Sergeant Hepworth of the railway police.

Ill need to speak to him.

He lives here in the village.

Mr Ellerby, said Colbeck, taking over, the colonels death is clearly linked to the disappearance of his wife. How long has Mrs Tarleton been missing?

It must be all of two weeks now, replied Ellerby.

Was an extensive search undertaken?

Yes, the colonel had dozens of people out looking for her.

Hed have led the search himself, said Tallis.

He did, sir  day after day, from dawn till dusk.

Were no clues found?

Never a one  it was baffling.

Lets go back to the events of yesterday, suggested Colbeck. Where exactly did the suicide take place?

It was roughly midway between here and Thirsk.

Thats south of here, then.

Correct, sir.

According to the superintendent, the colonels house lies due north. If he wanted to throw himself in front of a train, he could have done so without coming through the village at all.

Sergeant Hepworth had the answer to that.

Id be interested to hear it.

The line to Northallerton is fairly straight. The driver would have had a better chance of seeing someone long before the train reached him. He might even have been able to stop in time. The colonel chose his spot with care, Ellerby went on. He picked the sharpest bend so that he wouldnt be spotted until it was far too late. Hal Woodman said there wasnt a hope of missing him.

Was Mr Woodman the driver?

Yes, Inspector, and it turned him to a jelly. When the train pulled in here, Hal could hardly speak and his fireman was in an even worse state. Ill wager theyre both off work today.

You talk as if you know them, Mr Ellerby.

I should do. Ive had many a pint with Hal Woodman and Seth Roseby over the years. It wasnt an express between London and Edinburgh, you see. It was a local train that runs between York and Darlington.

Where does Mr Woodman live?

Hes just over four miles away in Northallerton.

Sergeant, said Colbeck, turning to him. I think that you should pay him a visit. Take the next train.

But weve only just got here, protested Leeming.

Its important to have a clearer idea of what actually happened.

I can give you Hals address, volunteered Ellerby.

Then its settled, said Tallis, taking control. Leave your bag with us and catch the next train to Northallerton.

Yes, Superintendent, said Leeming with a grimace. Where will I find you when I come back?

They have two rooms at the Black Bull, said Ellerby, pointing a finger, and George Jolly lets out a room at the rear of the Swan, if you dont mind cobwebs and beetles.

That one will do for you, Sergeant, decided Tallis. Well probably be at the Black Bull. Meet us there. When weve booked some rooms, well be going out to the colonels house. The first person I want to speak to is Mrs Withers.

Margery Withers let herself in and crossed to the window. It was the biggest and most comfortable bedroom in the house, commanding a fine view of the garden and of the fields beyond. She spent a few minutes gazing down at the well-tended lawns and borders, noting the rustic bench on which her employers had once posed for a portrait and the ornamental pond with its darting fish. She was torn between anguish and elation, grief-stricken at the colonels suicide yet strangely excited by the fact that she  however briefly  was now the mistress of the house.

After looking around the room with a proprietorial smile, she did something that she had always wanted to do. She sat in front of the dressing table and opened the jewellery box in front of her. Out came the pearl necklace shed seen so many times around the throat of Miriam Tarleton. The very feel of it sent a thrill through her and she couldnt resist putting it on and admiring the effect in the mirror. Next came a pair of matching earrings which she held up to her lobes, then she took out a diamond bracelet and slipped it on her wrist. It had cost more than her wages for a year and she stroked it jealously.

On and on she went, working her way through the contents of the box and luxuriating in temporary ownership. Mrs Withers was so caught up in her fantasy that she didnt hear the sound of the trap coming up the gravel drive at the front of the house. It was only when the dog started yapping that she realised she had visitors. Skip, the little spaniel whod been moping all day, scurried to the door in the hope that his master had at last returned. When he saw that it was not the colonel after all, he retreated to his basket and began to whine piteously.

Mrs Withers descended the stairs in time to see Lottie Pearl conducting two men into the drawing room. Going in after them, she dismissed the servant with a flick of her hand.

Thank you, Lottie, she said. That will be all. As the girl went out, the housekeeper looked at Tallis. I wasnt expecting you, Major. I fear that youve come at an inopportune time.

Were well aware of that, Mrs Withers. Were here in an official capacity. You only know me as Major Tallis but, in point of fact, Im a superintendent of the Detective Department at Scotland Yard.

She was astounded. Youre a policeman?

Yes, he replied, indicating his companion, and so is Inspector Colbeck.

Im pleased to meet you, said Colbeck, and Im sorry that it has to be in such unfortunate circumstances. You must feel beleaguered.

Its been an ordeal, Inspector, she said, and theres no mistake about that. However, I must continue to do my duty. The colonel would have expected that of me. She waved an arm. Please sit down. Can I get you refreshment of any kind?

No, thank you, Mrs Withers, answered Tallis, lowering himself onto the sofa. What wed really like you to do is to explain to us exactly whats been going on. She hovered uncertainly. This is no time for ceremony. Youre a key witness not simply a housekeeper. Take a seat.

Mrs Withers chose an upright chair and Colbeck opted for one of the armchairs. The housekeeper was much as shed been described to him by Tallis. She looked smart, alert and efficient. He sensed that she had a fierce loyalty to her employers.

In your own words, coaxed Tallis, tell us what you know.

Its the things I dont know that worry me, Major  oh, Im sorry. Youre Superintendent Tallis now.

Start with Mrs Tarletons disappearance, said Colbeck, gently. We understand that it was a fortnight ago.

Thats right, Inspector. The colonel and his wife went for a walk with Skip  thats the dog. I think he knows, by the way. Animals always do. Hes been whining like that all day long. Anyway, she continued, Colonel and Mrs Tarleton soon split up. She was going off to see a friend in Northallerton. It would have been quicker to go by train or to take the trap but she loved walking.

She paused. Go on, urged Colbeck.

Theres not much more to say. She was never seen again and I havent the slightest idea what happened to her. Some people claim to have heard shots that afternoon but thats not unusual around here.

Im sure it isnt, Mrs Withers. Farmers will always want to protect their crops and I daresay there are those who go out after rabbits for the pot. He noticed the hesitant look in her eyes. Is there something you havent told us?

Yes, she replied, blurting out her answer, and its best that it comes from me because others will make it sound far worse than it is. They have such suspicious minds. On the day that his wife vanished, the colonel was carrying a shotgun. He very often did.

I can vouch for that, said Tallis. On the occasions when Ive been here, we went out shooting together. I cant believe that anyone would think him capable of committing murder.

Oh, they do. Once a rumour starts, it spreads. And it wasnt only the nasty gossip in the village, she said, ruefully. There were the letters as well.

What letters?

They accused him of killing his wife, Superintendent.

Who sent them?

She shrugged. Ive no idea. They were unsigned.

Poison pen letters, observed Colbeck. What did the colonel do with them, Mrs Withers?

He told me to burn them but I couldnt resist reading them before I did so. They were foul.

Were they all written by the same hand?

Oh, no, Id say that three or four people sent them, though one of them wrote a number of times. His comments were the worst.

How do you know he was a man?

No woman would use such filthy language.

Its a pity you didnt keep any of them, grumbled Tallis. If anyone is trying to blacken the name of Colonel Tarleton, I want to know who they are.

Well, there was the one that came yesterday, she remembered. When I pointed it out to the colonel, he said he didnt have time for the mail. I think he couldnt bear to read any more of those vile accusations. In my opinion, they drove him to do what he did.

Could you fetch the letter, please?

Ill get it at once, Superintendent.

As soon as her back was turned, Tallis glanced meaningfully at Colbeck and the latter nodded his assent. The superintendent felt that Mrs Withers might be more forthcoming in the presence of someone she already knew rather than when she was being cross-examined by the two of them. Getting to his feet, Colbeck went into the hall and asked where he could find the servant whod opened the door to them. Mrs Withers told him, then she went back into the drawing room with the letter, her black taffeta rustling as she did so.

Here it is, sir, she said, handing it over.

How can you be sure that its a poison pen letter?

I recognise the handwriting. Its from the man whos already sent more than one letter. The postmark shows it was posted in Northallerton.

Tallis scowled. That means it came from a local man. He opened the envelope and read the letter with mounting horror. Dear God! he exclaimed. Is this the sort of thing people are saying about the colonel? Its utterly shameful.

Lottie Pearl was in the larger of the guest bedrooms, fitting one of the pillowcases shed just ironed. Even though it was too big for her, she was wearing the black dress that shed borrowed earlier from her mother. There was a tap on the door and it opened to reveal Colbeck. When she saw his tall, lean frame filling the doorway, she moved back defensively as if fearing for her virtue.

Im sorry to startle you, he said. Lottie, isnt it?

Thats right, sir.

Im Inspector Colbeck and Im a detective from London.

I havent done anything wrong, she cried in alarm.

He smiled reassuringly. I know that you havent, Lottie. Look, why dont we go downstairs? I think you might find it easier if we had this conversation in the kitchen.

Thank you, sir.

Glad to escape from the bedroom, she trotted down the steps and went into the kitchen. Sitting opposite her, Colbeck first explained what he and Tallis were doing there but he failed to remove the chevron of anxiety from her brow.

Do you like working here? he asked.

Yes, I do, sir. Theres a lot to do, of course, but I dont mind that. My mother always wanted me to end up here in the big house.

It is a big house, isnt it? said Colbeck. I would have thought it needed more than two of you on the domestic staff.

There used to be a cook and a maidservant, sir.

Do you know why they left?

No, that was before my time. Mrs Withers took over the cooking and I was expected to do just about everything else. The girl who had my job was dismissed for being lazy.

How did you get on with your employers?

I didnt see much of them, sir, but they never complained about my work, I made sure of that. Mrs Tarleton was a nice woman with a kind face. The colonel was a bit strict but Mrs Withers told me that that was just his way. She spoke very highly of both of them.

How long has she been here?

Donkeys years, said Lottie. She came as housekeeper and her husband was head gardener. He died when he was still young and Mrs Withers stayed on. And thats another thing, she added. There used to be three gardeners but theres only one now.

I see.

She drew back. Have you come to arrest someone, sir?

Only if it proves necessary, he said. Neither you nor Mrs Withers have anything to fear. All were after is guidance.

I cant give you much of that.

You may be surprised. Tell me what happened on the day that Mrs Tarleton went missing.

Pursing her lips, she gathered her thoughts. It was a day like any other day, she said. The colonel went for his usual walk before breakfast with Skip, then his wife joined him for the meal. Later on, he took her part of the way along the road to Northallerton then he went off shooting. He brought back some pigeons for Mrs Withers to put in a pie. I had to take the feathers off.

When did it become clear that Mrs Tarleton was missing?

It was when she didnt turn up at the railway station. She walked to Northallerton but was going to come back by train. The colonel was very worried. He drove over there in the trap and called on the friend his wife went to see. Mrs Tarleton had never been there. The friend had been wondering where she was.

Lottie rambled on and Colbeck encouraged her to do so. Much of what she told him was irrelevant but her comments on the village and its inhabitants were all interesting. It was clear from the way that the words tumbled out that the girl had very little chance to express herself at the house. Colbeck had unblocked a dam and created a minor waterfall.

And thats all I can tell you, sir, she concluded, breathlessly. Except that I feel as if its something to do with me. I mean, none of this happened until I came to work here. Its almost as if its my fault. Deep down, thats what Mrs Withers thinks. I can see it in her eyes. Mind you, she went on, philosophically, theres some as are worse off than me.

What do you mean?

The engine driver is the one I feel sorry for, Inspector. He killed Colonel Tarleton. Thatll be on his conscience for the rest of his life. Poor man! she sighed. Id hate to be in his shoes.

How fast was the train travelling? asked Victor Leeming.

Fast enough  almost forty miles an hour.

And where exactly on the line did you hit him?

The spot will be easy to find, Sergeant, said Hal Woodman. Im told that some people have put flowers there.

It must have been a shock to you and the fireman.

It were. We sometimes have children playing on the line  daring each other to stand in front of a train  but they always jump out of the way in plenty of time. The colonel just marched on.

Didnt he just stop and wait?

No, he seemed to be in a hurry to get it over with. It were weird. When we hit him, like, Seth  hes my fireman  spewed all over the footplate. But we left an even worse mess on the line.

Leeming had been in luck. Expecting a long search in the town, he was relieved to discover that Woodman lived within easy walking distance of the railway station. It took the sergeant only five minutes to find him and to acquaint him with the reason theyd come to the area. Woodman was a thickset man in his thirties, with a weather-beaten face and missing teeth. He was still patently upset by the incident on the previous day and went over it time and again.

Did you know Colonel Tarleton beforehand? said Leeming.

Everyone knows the colonel. The old bastard sits on the bench in this town. They reckon hes a tartar. Im glad that I never came up before him.

Did you recognise him at the time?

Of course not, said Woodman. When youre on the footplate, youre staring through clouds of smoke and steam. All we could make out was that it was a man with a cane. He pulled a face. It fair turned my stomach, I can tell you. There was simply nothing we could do. He rallied slightly. In a sense, I suppose, I shouldnt feel so bad about it, should I?

Why not? asked Leeming.

Well, I was doing everyone a favour, really. We all know that he shot his wife. He got himself killed on purpose before the law caught up with him. Yes, Woodman continued as if a load had suddenly been lifted from his shoulders, you could say we were heroes of a kind, me and Seth Roseby. We gave that bugger what he deserved and did the hangmans job for him.








CHAPTER FOUR

Before they left the house, Colbeck asked if he could see the room where Colonel Tarleton had kept his firearms. Mrs Withers led them down a long corridor until they came to a brick-built extension at the back of the property. Edward Tallis had been there before but it was new to Colbeck and he was impressed by its array of weaponry. It was less of a room than an armoury. No fewer than six shotguns stood side by side in a glass-fronted cabinet. Also behind glass was a magnificent pair of duelling pistols with ivory handles. In a separate cabinet were two long-barrelled matchlock pistols, a flintlock musket and a Spanish blunderbuss. An old fowling piece rested on two pegs driven into a wall. Boxes of ammunition were neatly arranged on a shelf.

Evidently, Tarleton had been a collector. Colbeck counted four sabres, six pikes, eight daggers of varying sizes and an assortment of clubs, maces and axes. There were even suits of armour and a lance. What they were standing in the middle of was a history of warfare.

I dont like seeing all this, admitted Mrs Withers, eyeing a spiked iron ball on the end of a chain, but I was the only member of the staff allowed in here because the colonel wanted it kept clean and tidy. I didnt touch the guns, of course. Theyre under lock and key.

That was his favourite, said Tallis, pointing at a shotgun in the cabinet. You can see his initials carved into the stock. It was made by James Purdey himself. The duelling pistols were the work of Joseph Manton, who perfected the percussion cap principle. Gunsmiths worldwide owe a real debt to Manton.

James Purdey is one of them, noted Colbeck. He learnt his trade under Manton. Looking around, he took a swift inventory. The contents of this room are worth a pretty penny.

He built up the collection over many years, said Tallis.

Its a real museum.

Well, it wont stay like this, said Mrs Withers. Neither of the children has the slightest interest in guns and swords. Whoever inherits the house will want to get rid of these things.

Tallis shook his head. They wont be able to do that.

Oh?

Inspector Colbeck will explain. Hes well versed in the law. Before he joined the police force he was a barrister.

Her eyes widened. Really?

Yes, said Colbeck. The law regarding suicide  or felo de se  is very specific. In taking his own life, Colonel Tarleton has dispossessed his children to some extent. Under the terms of a statute of 1823, his goods and chattels are forfeit to the Crown.

Thats cruel! she cried.

Its the law, as it stands, Mrs Withers.

Ive never heard that before.

Youve probably never heard of someone committing suicide before either, said Colbeck.

No, sir, thats true.

Fortunately, its a rare occurrence. As for the way the colonel took his own life, it was unique.

Mrs Withers was aghast. Are you telling me that the children will get nothing?

Theyll retain the land. Its only the goods and chattels that are forfeit and they, alas, he said with a gesture to take in the whole room, include everything in here.

I had no idea of any of this, said the housekeeper, quivering all over. Id hoped that one of the children would take over the house and that wed carry on as before. The colonel promised me that I had a job for life. This has been my only real home. Id hoped that I could stay.

Fearing for her future, she suddenly burst into tears and rushed out of the room. When Colbeck tried to go after her, he was restrained by the firm hand of Tallis.

Let her go, Inspector.

I wanted to console her, said Colbeck.

When all is said and done, Mrs Withers is of no consequence. Shes only a servant. We can forget about her.

Thats rather harsh, sir.

Im being practical. As for the children, theres something you should know. Colonel Tarleton was not their father. When he married her, his wife was a widow with two young children  a boy and a girl. He brought them up as his own and they took his surname.

I see.

The son, I regret to say, is something of a wastrel. He was still single when I last heard of him. The daughter, Eve, is married and has been more of a credit in every way. Shell be absolutely horrified at the turn of events  as am I, said Tallis, soulfully. The colonel was my friend but I cant condone his suicide. In my view, its a sin as well as a crime. It always appals me.

Colbeck remembered how distressed Tallis had been by the suicide of Leonard Voke, a silversmith theyd encountered during another investigation. The superintendent had no personal connection with the man yet had been badly shaken when he heard that Voke had shot himself. The fact that a friend of his had now committed suicide  and done so in the most extraordinary manner  disturbed Tallis at a deep level. He was still dazed by the news. Colbeck tried to offer the consolation that hed intended to give to the housekeeper.

All may not yet be lost, sir, he said.

What are you talking about? grunted Tallis.

Colonel Tarletons earthly possessions. They will only be forfeit to the Crown if the inquest rules that he took his life while of sound mind. The technical conditions of murder apply to suicide, namely, if a person commits any unlawful, malicious act, the consequences of which is his or her own death, then that person must be deemed to be a self-murderer. Thats what felo de se means.

I know that, man.

Then you must also know that the law permits the deceased some leeway. If it can be shown that someone committed suicide while the balance of his mind was disturbed, then he will be considered to have been insane and therefore not responsible for his actions. That being the case, nothing will be surrendered to the Crown. Dont you see, sir? asked Colbeck. That may well be the outcome here.

Tallis was outraged. Aubrey Tarleton was not insane.

Look at the facts, Superintendent.

The only fact that interests me is that I knew this man for almost thirty years. As a soldier and as a friend, he was above reproach. He was the sanest man I ever met in my whole life.

That may have been so, said Colbeck, but I ask you to gaze around this room. A man could choose dozens of different weapons with which to kill himself here, yet Colonel Tarleton preferred to walk along a railway line in the path of an oncoming train. Does that sound like the action of someone in full possession of his faculties?

How dare you even suggest it? howled Tallis, caught on the raw. Youre talking about someone you never met. He reached into his pocket for an envelope. You read the letter he sent me. Did that sound like the ravings of a lunatic?

No, Superintendent, it was a sad but rather dignified letter.

You heard the housekeeper. She noticed nothing unusual in her employers behaviour. Even under the intense stress of losing his wife, he bore up well and showed the resilience that Id seen him display on the field of combat. He was a man of iron self-control. Frankly, said Tallis, I deplore what he did but he conceived and followed a definite plan. That was the action of a sane man.

Then I must beg to differ.

You can do what you like, Colbeck. But dont you dare have the audacity to say in my hearing that Colonel Tarleton was of unsound mind. Thats a slur on his character that I simply wont permit.

Tallis spent most of his life in a state of permanent ire but his fury had reached a new and more dangerous pitch. Colbeck was tactful. He tried to reduce the intensity of the superintendents rage.

I defer to your superior knowledge of the gentleman, he said with a note of apology. Its not my place to form a judgement of him. That must be left to the inquest. Id rather turn my attention to the event that provoked his suicide. Foul play must be suspected and that leaves us with one question  what happened to his wife?

It fell to Victor Leeming to be the first to make the acquaintance of Eric Hepworth. Entering the Black Bull in search of his colleagues, Leeming was immediately confronted by the imposing figure of the railway policeman. Sergeant Hepworth was in uniform, his long black coat patently worn with pride, his boots gleaming. The low ceiling had obliged him to remove his top hat, revealing a large head that was rapidly balding. As if to counter the dramatic loss of hair, hed grown a thick, dark beard out of which came a deep, accusatory voice.

Are you one of the people trying to take over my duties? he challenged. You got no right to do that.

You must be Sergeant Hepworth, said the newcomer.

Thats right.

Im Detective Sergeant Leeming of Scotland Yard.

I dont care if youre the Emperor of China. Nobody pushes me aside.

Thats not what were trying to do.

Leeming took a step towards him and promptly lost his hat as it collided with a beam. Showing quick reactions, he managed to catch it. Hepworth laughed derisively.

A fine bleeding detective you are, he said. You couldnt even detect a beam above your head.

Maybe not, riposted Leeming, squaring up to him, but I can detect hostility when I find it. If you value your position, Sergeant, youd better learn to show some respect.

You have no jurisdiction over this stretch of line. Its my patch and I look after it well.

Then you should patrol it more effectively so that people dont get killed by a train.

Hepworth was indignant. That wasnt my doing! he bellowed. If someone is stupid enough to walk on the track, thats his funeral. My job is to clear up the mess afterwards. I wont listen to threats. You have no authority over me.

Inspector Colbeck does.

Colbeck? The name jolted him. Are you talking about the Railway Detective?

Thats the man. His reputation goes before him. The inspector has solved crimes for most of the railway companies in this country and theyve been extremely grateful. He will doubtless have influence with your employers and wont hesitate to use it. If, that is, Leeming went on, he meets with the same boneheaded resistance that I did.

Who are you calling boneheaded?

Hepworth took a combative stance but soon thought better of actually exchanging blows. Leeming stood his ground fearlessly. He was a solid man with the powerful fists and battered face of someone whod survived many brawls. Ten years younger than Hepworth, he also looked much fitter. Realising that hed met his match, the railway policeman resorted to a companionable chuckle. He patted Leemings shoulder.

Theres no call for us to fall out, he said, genially. After all, were in the same business, really. If youve come all this way, Sergeant, you must have built up a thirst. What can I get you?

Leeming asked for a pint of beer and the two of them were able to have a conversation instead of an argument. It was not long before Colbeck came into the bar, doffing his hat as he did so.

There, said Hepworth, approvingly. Thats what I call a real detective. He spotted that beam at once.

Leeming introduced the two men and they shook hands. The debonair Colbeck looked rather incongruous in the rough-and-ready surroundings of a rural pub but he was completely at ease. Having heard of his reputation, Hepworth regarded him with wonder.

You actually saw the body, then, said Colbeck.

I saw what was left of it, Inspector, replied Hepworth. It was a sorry sight. His own mother wouldnt have recognised him. I had the remains taken to an undertaker in Northallerton.

Mrs Withers told us that. Superintendent Tallis is on his way there right now by train. He wants to see the body for himself.

Thats more than Id want to do, said Leeming.

Hes acting out of a sense of duty.

Then hes in for a nasty shock, warned Hepworth. That train broke almost every bone in his body.

The superintendent was in the army. He must have seen some hideous things on the battlefield. He wont blench.

I would, confessed Leeming. I felt sick when our cat was crushed to death under the wheel of a coal hauliers cart.

Hepworth insisted on buying Colbeck a pint of beer, then the three of them moved to sit down at one of the tables. The railway policeman took a long sip from his tankard.

This is my first suicide, he said. I dont count the sheep and cows that wandered onto the line and got themselves smashed to smithereens. Thats not suicide  it was plain stupidity.

Its the duty of farmers to keep their stock fenced in, said Colbeck. When there are accidents, its not only the animal that suffers. Locomotives have sometimes been derailed by the impact.

Fences cost money, Inspector, and there are farmers who resent having track across their land. They defy railways.

They stand to profit by it. They can move their stock to market far quicker by rail than by driving them there overland.

This is Yorkshire. Old ways die hard.

Ive no complaints about the beer here, said Leeming, quaffing his pint then licking his lips. I like it. He glanced at Hepworth. The sergeant is afraid that we want to do his job for him.

Not at all, soothed Colbeck. The most needful thing has already been done and that was to clear the remains from the track. The colonel is dead. Our interest shifts to his wife and we may be forced to tread on a few toes there. I take it that the search was conducted by police from Northallerton.

What few there are, said Hepworth. Most of those who went out were villagers recruited by the colonel. I was glad to help myself when I was off duty, and not only because we were paid.

How far afield did you search?

We went for miles, Inspector. We combed every inch between here and Northallerton because thats where Mrs Tarleton was going when she disappeared. He hunched his shoulders. There was no trace of her.

Do you know whom she was going to see in the town?

Oh, yes, it was Mrs Reader. Shes the wife of a banker and was very friendly with Mrs Tarleton. They often visited each others houses. So did their husbands. The four of them played cards together.

Well need to speak to Mr and Mrs Reader, said Colbeck.

Hes easy to find. His bank is in the High Street.

Thank you for telling me.

Im always available, if you need help, sir, said Hepworth. Policemen are few and far between in the North Riding. It would be a feather in my cap if I could assist the famous Railway Detective.

The best way to assist me is to tell me what your own opinion is, Sergeant. Some unpleasant rumours are circulating, I hear.

Not only in South Otterington, Leeming put in. When I spoke to Hal Woodman in Northallerton, he claimed that everyone there knew for a fact that the colonel had murdered his wife.

What evidence did he put forward, Victor?

None at all, really  he seemed to think it was so obvious.

You can tell me later about your visit to him. What about you, Sergeant? asked Colbeck, looking into Hepworths eyes. Do you subscribe to the notion that its so obvious?

No, sir, I dont, replied Hepworth, seeing a chance to impress. Im a policeman. I like to study all the facts before I make any decision. On the other hand, he said, thoughtfully, the suicide could have been some kind of repentance for a heinous crime.

It could equally well have been the action of a loving husband, driven to desperation by the disappearance of his wife.

Youll not find many people around here who agree with that.

Why is that?

Colonel Tarleton was a peppery character. He was the sort of man who has to have his own way no matter how much offence that might cause. Everyone here respected him but few of us liked him. Fewer still would have called him a loving husband.

How would you describe him?

He was a crusty old stick. He did some good things  giving to charity and suchlike  and I admire him for that. But I resented the way that he threw his weight around.

So you think hes a murderer, do you? said Leeming.

The honest answer is that I dont know.

Whats your guess?

Oh, its a bit more than a guess, confided Hepworth, checking that nobody else was within earshot. I have this theory, you see.

Well?

I dont think that Mrs Tarleton is dead.

Then where is she?

Who knows? Shes a long way away, probably.

Thats an interesting theory, said Colbeck. Why did you take part in the search for a woman you thought had simply left the area?

It was because of the way that the search was conducted by the colonel that I began to think. He made us go over and over the same ground as if he was trying to convince himself that she was there when, in his heart, he knew that shed simply run away from him. Thats what played on his mind and drove him to suicide. He was too proud to admit that Mrs Tarleton had deserted him.

Was he such a dreadful husband?

All I can tell you is that he was difficult to live with.

How do you know that?

My daughter used to work at the big house.

Ah, I see.

Ginny was shocked when she first went there, said Hepworth. The colonel and his wife had separate bedrooms. Ginny thought that was unnatural. Its something my wife and I would never dream of doing. Married people should sleep together.

Thats what I believe, said Leeming, stoutly.

Hepworth confided an intimate detail. I wouldnt get a wink of sleep without my wife beside me. I need to feel her there

Separate bedrooms are not that unusual in some marriages, Colbeck pointed out, and the arrangement may suit both partners. If one of them snores all night, for instance, I can imagine them sleeping apart, and there are lots of other innocent reasons why they might not wish to share a bed.

Hepworth leant forward. Ginny still thought it was odd.

Its downright peculiar, muttered Leeming.

What else did your daughter think was a little odd, Sergeant Hepworth? asked Colbeck.

Lots of things, said the other. One of them was that the colonel and his wife didnt seem to spend much time together. He was always out shooting, sitting on the bench in Northallerton or going off somewhere by train. And Mrs Tarleton was always visiting friends.

I cant see anything odd in that, Sergeant, said Colbeck. Youve just described a lot of marriages. Some couples prefer to rub along amiably instead of living in each others pockets. What I havent heard so far is any motive for desertion. When I was at the house earlier, the housekeeper was at pains to tell us that the colonel and his wife were devoted to each other.

Hepworth curled a lip. Mrs Withers would say that.

You dispute the fact?

My daughter does. Ginny heard them arguing more than once. She saw Mrs Tarleton run off to her room in tears one evening.

Did she know why?

She thinks so.

What did she tell you?

Ginny believes the argument was over Mrs Withers. My daughter was only a slip of a girl when she was there but shes got sharp eyes and she senses things.

And what did she sense?

That something was going on between Mrs Withers and Colonel Tarleton. It was nothing she could put her finger on but it was sort of in the air, if you know what I mean.

So theres no actual proof of any attachment between them?

There is now, Inspector.

Well, I certainly dont see it, said Leeming, scratching his head. All youve told us so far is that your daughter senses things.

She worked beside Mrs Withers every day.

Did she actually catch the two of them together?

No, conceded Hepworth, not exactly.

Then where is the evidence? pressed Colbeck.

Its in the suicide, Inspector. Thats what gave him away. My belief is this. The colonel and Mrs Withers started carrying on together and his wife found out about it. When she could stand it no longer, said Hepworth, developing his theory, Mrs Tarleton ran away and is probably living somewhere under an assumed name. To cover his shame, the colonel organised that long search for her when, all the time, he knew what had really happened. To a man of his standing, it must have come as a thunderbolt. Think of the scandal hed have faced. Knowing that the truth was bound to come out one day, he concluded, the colonel took his own life in order to escape the humiliation. Hepworth grinned and sat back as if expecting applause. You see? Ive solved the case for you. I can always work things out when I put my mind to it.

The undertaker lived over the premises. He was annoyed when someone called so late that evening but was soon mollified by the information that his visitor was a senior detective from London. He conducted Tallis to the room where the coffin was resting on trestles. The lid was on it but had not yet been nailed down.

Do you really want to put yourself through this? he asked.

Tallis nodded. He was my dear friend.

Then you have my sympathy, sir.

The undertaker removed the lid so that the corpse could be viewed. Even though herbs had been used to sweeten the atmosphere, the stench of death rose swiftly up into Talliss nostrils and made him retch. He gaped in horror. The shroud failed to conceal the broken limbs and the ugly distortions of the body, but it was the head that really shocked him. Colonel Tarletons face had been smashed to a pulp and the bare skull cracked apart. What dismayed Tallis, however, was something else. Head and body were quite separate. When the locomotive struck him with such force, his friend had been decapitated.

Closing his eyes to shut out the pain, Tallis began to pray.
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