CHAPTER ONE

1855

Colonel Aubrey Tarleton led an orderly existence. Born into
a military family and subject to the dictates of a martinet
father, he’d 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 who’d 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 don’t 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?’

“That’s none of your business, girl.

‘T was only wondering.’

‘You're not paid to wonder.’

‘No, Mrs Withers.’

‘Now do as you're 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
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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 he’d taken his usual
morning walk with the dog before breakfast, there’d 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
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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.

‘Tve 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 didn’t 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.
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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 he’d 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 rector’s 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 he'd 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.
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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

12



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 they’d 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 driver’s attention, however, were not the gaping
wounds and the misshapen limbs. It was a piece of paper,
pinned to the man’s coat and flapping about in the breeze.

He bent down to read Colonel Tarleton’s last request.

‘Whoever finds me, notify Superintendent Tallis of the
Detective Department at Scotland Yard.
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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 man’s 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
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glass. Colbeck knew that something serious had happened.
Consuming alcohol while on duty was anathema to Edward
Tallis. He'd 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.
Tallis’s eyes were moist and red-rimmed. He’d 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! 'm
in a state of permanent upset. How can I police a city the

size of London with a handful of officers and a woefully

16



inadequate budget? How can I make the streets safe for
decent people when I lack the means to do so? Upset? I'm
positively pulsing with rage, Inspector. 'm 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 he’d
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.

‘T take it that he’s referring to his wife.’
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“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. ‘T see from his
address that he lives in Yorkshire. Trains run regularly from
King’s Cross. Would you like me to catch the next one
to see if I can reach your friend before he does anything
precipitous?’

‘It’s 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.

‘It’s 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.’

‘Isn’t that a more likely way for him to end his life? If,
that is, he’s actually done so, and we've no clear proof of

that. A bullet in the brain is a much quicker and cleaner way
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to commit suicide than by means of a railway.’

Tallis snatched back the telegraph. ‘It’s 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?’

‘T 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 that’s only conjectural,” Colbeck reminded him. “The
letter says that she’s disappeared but no evidence is given of
her demise. That’s 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 doesn’t follow that she must have been killed. Her death

might have been accidental or even as a result of suicide.
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‘She’d have no call to take her own life.

‘Can you be sure of that, sir?’

‘Yes, Inspector — it’s 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 she’s
simply left her husband?’

Tallis leapt to his feet. “That’s 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. It’s 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, we’ll not rest until it’s
solved.” Colbeck crossed to the door then paused. I take it
that you've 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 employer’s
gruesome death had left her speechless. She could not
begin to comprehend how it had come about. Nothing in
the colonel’s manner had given the slightest indication of

what he had in mind. On the previous morning, he’d gone
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through his unvarying routine, rising early and taking the
dog for a walk before breakfast. He'd 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, she’d 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’

T'm coming, Mrs Withers.

Lottie abandoned the crockery she’d 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 don’t, said Lottie, self-consciously.

‘Does your mother have one?’

‘Oh, yes, she does. She dyed an old dress black when
Grandpa passed away.’
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“Then you must borrow it from her.

‘What will I tell my mother?’

“You must wear it out of respect. She’ll understand.’

“That’s not what I mean, Mrs Withers, said Lottie,
uneasily. “What am [ to say to my mother about me?’

The housekeeper was puzzled. ‘About you?’

‘Yes, what’s to become of me now?’

‘Good heavens, girll" exclaimed the older woman in
disgust. ‘How can you possibly think of yourself at a time
like this? The colonel’s body is barely cold and all you can do
is to flaunt your selfishness. Don’t you care what happened
yesterday?’

“Yes, Mrs Withers.

‘Don’t you realise what the implications are?’

‘'m 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
summer’s 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

Tarleton’s face.

“This will be the death of her,” she murmured.
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‘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.’

‘Don’t be silly, said Mrs Withers, rising to her feet and
looking at the portrait. “There’s 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 Lottie’s 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.

23



Victor Leeming’s 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 he’d 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 he’d
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 station’s

toilets.
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“That’s a relief, said Leeming when they were alone. Tve
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.
He’s racked by grief. Colonel Tarleton was a very dear
friend.

‘I didn’t know that Mr Tallis had any friends.

‘Neither did I. He’s always seemed such a lone wolf”

‘Why did he never marry?’

‘We dont know that he didn’t. In view of his deep
distrust of the opposite sex, I agree that it’s 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 don’t believe he came into this world by any normal
means. He was hewn from solid rock.

“You wouldn’t have thought that if you'd seen him earlier.
Solid rock is incapable of emotion yet Superintendent Tallis
was profoundly moved today. We've been unkind to him,
Victor. There is a heart beneath that granite exterior, after
all”

T 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 haven’t found the right moment.’

‘But it’s been weeks now.’
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‘Tve been waiting to catch him in the right mood.

“Then you’ll wait until Doomsday, sir. He’s never in the
right mood. He’s either angry or very angry or something
far worse. I tell you, I'd 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 Birmingham’s 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 I'd be a far better
detective if I'd stayed single.

“That’s not true at all. Marriage was the making of you.

‘It’s having a happy home life that keeps me sane.’

‘I envy you, Victor.’

‘Have you set a date yet, sir?’

‘Oh, it won’t be for some time yet, 'm 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.
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‘It’s a report about Colonel Tarleton’s 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.
P've 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.
He’s 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. “We're going to tear that damned
village apart until we find the truth. Mark my words —

someone will suffer for this.’
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