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Preface

This is DC Smith’s third investigation with the Diver and Diver Associates agency. They have been asked by a member of Norfolk’s aristocracy to look into the tragic death of her younger brother, Freddie, the late Lord Thorpe of the title. The inquest verdict was of misadventure, but it isn’t long before Smith begins to suspect there has been a serious miscarriage of justice.
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Chapter One

Smith had asked how long it would take for her broken ribs to mend, according to the doctors. She said she’d been told about six weeks, as long as she was careful. Smith didn’t go as far as shaking his head but there was a dubious sort of look on his face, and so she had to ask.

He said, ‘It must be getting on for thirty years ago, not long after I joined Lake Central. There was a bit of a hoo-ha one Saturday night and I ended up with that injury. I don’t think they used to give us six weeks off in those days… But anyway, the point is I still get a twinge there. If I sleep on it wrongly, first thing in the morning I can still tell exactly where it cracked. I’m not sure they ever heal completely.’

Serena Butler stared back at him, and then Smith realised Jo had on her face an expression identical to the one on the face of his former detective constable – an expression which seemed to be saying, really? You have to say that right now?

He said, ‘Nobody’s mentioned that? Perhaps mostly they do mend. My case is probably quite exceptional.’

Jo looked at Serena and said, ‘No surprises there, then’ and both women shared a smile, and some sort of private joke, by the look of it. Smith decided to move the conversation along, and asked their visitor how much longer she would have to stay at home and rest.

She said, ‘Only one more week, thank God. They’ve said I can go into the office before the six weeks is up. Denise has said she’ll arrange a special chair for me. I don’t know if that involves some sort of a wind-up. I wouldn’t be surprised if it does.’

She looked as if she was longing to be back there as the target of some good-natured banter and clowning around. He remembered it, of course, the laughter and the dark humour which comes from sharing with like-minded people the sometimes awful work one has to do – he remembered it and sometimes he missed it still. After all, the word nostalgia only means the pain of longing for home.

Layla had taken up her usual position when they had a guest, lying close to Serena’s feet – this dog was particularly fond of female visitors, and Smith had decided he was probably the only man in her life. When Jo stood up, so did Layla’s ears, as if she knew what was coming next.

Jo said, ‘Well, I’ll take her for a walk along the bank and leave you two alone.’

There were protests from Serena but to no avail – hadn’t she already told them she was supposed to be resting? And anyway, didn’t they all know the real reason for her visit? That she needed to talk to her old detective sergeant about what had happened to her just a couple of weeks ago? Jo understood that was a conversation which could only take place between the two of them.

Smith had had some of the story from Waters but he let her begin at the beginning, and he listened without interrupting – telling and retelling the story is a part of the healing process just as much as resting those broken ribs. He watched her face and read the changing expressions, read, if you like, between the lines on the face of the woman who had been the last detective to join the last of the many teams he had managed in his time on the Norfolk force. Getting on for thirty years… He’d already said that today. He’d begun when they still thought of themselves as a force rather than a service. Just a word, some might say, and after all, what’s in a name?

He'd made the coffee in a French press for a change. When Serena had finished speaking, he leaned forward and poured more into her cup, and then into his own. He said, ‘Let me know if it’s too strong. It’s better to add hot water rather than more milk. Not a lot of people know that.’

She was watching him and waiting, and he remembered again how difficult she was when she first arrived in Lake Central. She’d been angry at the way she had been treated by senior officers, well aware they would have preferred her to resign instead of taking the transfer to another county. After a couple of days, he’d told her to take a car from the pool and drive around on her own, just looking at the town which would become her new patch if she was able to get over herself – he hadn’t said those exact words but his meaning had been plain enough. She had taken him at his word and didn’t come back into the office that day. Alison Reeve had come to him in the afternoon and asked whether they had broken the record for the shortest service ever given in Norfolk. But the next morning Serena Butler was at a desk when he arrived, and she never missed a shift until the day Smith retired. On the night he was stabbed, she had been there, the first to arrive along with Murray and Waters, and when someone has helped to save your life, you’re rather inclined to trust them with it henceforth.

He said, ‘What’s the latest on the girl? Angel?’

‘She’s still in hospital and still poorly but she’s conscious and talking. She’s in a private ward under some sort of protection.’

Smith said, ‘Any permanent damage?’ and Serena said she didn’t know for certain but it looked as if the girl had been lucky for once in her young life.

He went on, ‘The protection is good. They might have her down as a possible witness. If she gives evidence, she could get a new start somewhere.’

Serena didn’t look convinced, and he asked her why.

‘Give evidence against who, DC? They’re clever bastards. She’ll know her handler, and maybe one more along the line. Small fry, not worth investing in her for them. She’ll end up back where she started.’

Smith said, ‘She’s fourteen, you said. Still very much a minor. That’s in her favour, believe it or not. Some other agency might get involved…’

He felt the weakness of his attempt to reassure her, and he knew Serena was right to doubt what he’d suggested; if this was a war they were fighting, the civilian casualty rate was climbing, not falling. In towns and cities across the land, it felt as if the backstreets had become battlefields.

‘But obviously,’ he continued, ‘that someone cannot be you. I know I’m only saying what others have already told you. Even so, it bears repetition. You have to keep clear of it all now.’

Serena looked away from him and said nothing. Chris Waters had told him they thought the main reason Serena had stayed undercover as long as she did was because of the teenaged girl – that she wanted to hurt them for what they were doing to children like that. Knowing her as he did, Smith found this easy to believe but it seemed she was still struggling with the outcome.

When she looked back at him, he said, ‘So, how are those new people doing at Central? I know they’re not really new at all now – I mean the ones I’ve never met. You mentioned Denise. Although I’ve a feeling I did come across her once on a training day…’

Serena said, ‘Oh, we get on like a house on fire.’

‘And so sometimes there are a few sparks?’

A lucky guess? No – he was lucky too often for that. Someone must have said something, probably her detective sergeant – she knew the two of them stayed in touch. And then, of course, there was John Murray. Smith had been gone for a couple of years now but he was most certainly not forgotten, and his intelligence gathering seemed as good as it ever was.

She said, ‘We have our moments, but Denise is a pro. Not much gets past her out on the streets. Clive is funny but there’s more to him than meets the eye. He’s a Level 1 driver and an AFO.’

Smith said, ‘Firearms officer? Not much call for that in Lake, not in my time.’

‘I don’t think he’s drawn a weapon since he arrived but I expect Freeman thinks it’s useful to have him around. And there’s Fordy, who you do know – he’s pretty much full-time with the squad now.’

‘What about your DI?’

She had relaxed again, talking about the people she worked with every day – the people she was desperate to re-join. Smith knew there had been boyfriends since she arrived at Lake Central, and by all accounts Mike Dunn had been serious about her, but she was still single. There was something missing – something unfulfilled – and he felt a little guilty that he had never discovered what it might be.

She said, ‘Greene’s a legend! He never gets into a flap, he never seems to miss a beat. He’s so organised it’s scary. Clive reckons he’s a prototype robot run by AI.’

Smith sat back, a little disconcerted. She asked him what was the matter.

Smith said, ‘AI? Are you sure? I can’t see what that has to do with anyone’s organisational skills.’

‘Er, yeah. Chris says policing will be unrecognisable in five years’ time because of AI.’

He shook his head, and she asked him why he found the idea so strange.

‘Are you sure you mean AI? Because the last time I heard anything about it, it was farmers doing unthinkable things with long rubber gloves at the rear ends of cows. I dread to think what’s going on at the College of Policing these days if…’

She remembered the dead straight face that could catch you out every time, and she began to laugh, even though she knew that’s exactly what he’d intended, and why. He stood up then and said he was going to make some fresh coffee. She watched him go into the kitchen, and then eased herself back into the armchair. Laughing had hurt her a little but it had been worth it. She closed her eyes for a moment and listened to the silence of the late autumn morning which surrounded the cottage on the edge of the saltmarshes.

When he was seated opposite her once more, Smith said, ‘Would you go undercover again?’

She must have asked herself the same question a dozen times by now. The pause before she answered suggested she had yet to come to a firm conclusion.

‘Probably. But I’d ask more questions the next time, before I said yes.’

Smith said, ‘Good. Experience is an exacting sort of teacher, isn’t it?’

Serena nodded, and he continued, ‘Different people do it for different reasons, I think. I liked the intellectual challenge. I know that sounds a bit pompous – what I mean is, I enjoyed figuring it out, how to make the character I’d become as convincing as possible. To make them perfect. I used to go into that side of it pretty deeply, like one of those method actors. Is that still a thing in the thespian world? It used to be all the rage. Anyway, I prepared a lot, read and memorised everything I was given. But the other side of it is, you have to be able to think on your feet, to handle the unexpected and make literally split-second decisions, which is a different skill altogether. It’s not for everyone.’

She was listening intently, and when Smith paused she nodded but made no reply.

‘From what you’ve told me, you did a good job. No one can expect to bring down an entire enterprise – what you did will have seriously disrupted it, and that’s probably the best we can hope for, here in the real world.’

He sensed this was what she had come for – his judgement. He felt the responsibility, felt the weight of it.

‘And by the sound of it, you were unlucky. Events beyond your control aroused someone’s suspicions. The same thing happened to me, in the end. I had to make a run for it.’

That as a soldier he had been undercover in Belfast, infiltrating a cell of the Provisional IRA, was not a secret among the detectives he had worked with in Kings Lake Central, but it was only John Murray who knew the whole truth – that on the night he had ‘made a run for it’ Smith had, in self-defence, shot and killed the younger brother of one of the leaders of that terrorist organisation, a man who had later become an important figure in the politics of Northern Ireland.

Serena said, ‘I made a mistake. I let the girl get too close to me. We both paid the price.’

He sensed her pain, sensed that for her this was the crux of the matter – her guilt at what had happened to the teenager used by the gang. Smith picked up his coffee cup and drank a little more. He looked at the clock on the wall and thought Jo would be back soon.

‘How other people feel about us is one of those beyond-our-control things. She just fell for your natural charm. We all have at some point or other, before we realised the truth.’

He was wearing his philosophically rueful expression and she half put up her hand with the appropriate one-fingered gesture, as if they were still back in the offices they had shared in Central. His eyebrows went up in mock surprise and then he asked her what the girl, Angel, had been like.

‘Just a kid. She’d been a victim all her life – you know the sort – but somehow she’d survived. She was bright enough. If she’d had support at school, she’d have done all right. Maybe she could have done well enough to climb out of the pit… You should have seen her in the sea. It was bloody cold but she was straight in, and she could swim. To see someone like that being so used… Yeah,’ she said to him with a defiant look, ‘it got to me.’

‘And by the sound of it,’ he said, ‘you got to her. Maybe you’re right, maybe you were careless. But with someone so young, it’s not easy to be cruel, is it?’

Her eyes were brimming a little, and Smith had to conceal his surprise – that she had strong emotions he had never doubted but they were rarely so close to the surface. And then he saw a change in her face when she looked up at him, as if he was gazing at someone he had never met before. She said in an odd, quiet voice, ‘She’s fourteen. I’ve never told anyone else at Central this DC, but…’

She stopped when the latch lifted at the back door, and two seconds later Layla bounded back into the room. Serena reached down and made a fuss of her. Smith waited but when she looked back at him he caught only a glimpse of the other person – the one who had been about to share a great secret – before she slipped away. In response to a question from the kitchen, Serena said yes, she would stay for lunch if it wasn’t too much trouble.

He watched and waited but Serena made no attempt to return to their previous conversation. The three of them ate lunch at the oak table in the kitchen – homemade tomato soup using the last of the crop grown in the small greenhouse, with wholemeal bread and two or three cheeses from the local shop. Smith made yet more fresh coffee.

Serena asked him what it was like to work for Diver and Diver Associates – she said she knew they were friends of her detective sergeant but she’d never met them in person. He told her it was a demanding, high-pressure environment with many deadlines to meet but she was watching Jo, and she knew most of his tricks by now.

Jo said, ‘He gets to pick and choose his cases. Jason Diver has given up thinking he might do a forty-hour week. There are weeks when he doesn’t do forty minutes. But to be fair, he has made a serious effort with a couple of things since he joined them.’

Smith said, ‘Damned with faint praise. I sometimes think that’s the story of my life.’

Serena said, ‘You found that missing businessman. How did that end up?’

‘Well, it hasn’t yet – ended up, I mean. Gerald Fitch will be a wealthy man when it does. He’ll sell the lot and make a new home on the east coast – I’ve no doubt about that. I imagine his daughter and granddaughter will go with him.’

Serena said, ‘I know Central has been told to present a case against his wife. I don’t know the details, so I can’t break any rules – I’m a bit out of touch, for obvious reasons. But I think the DCI has passed it on to your old friend, DI Terek.’

Smith cut another thin wedge of Wensleydale and took another piece of the bread. He said, ‘Whether or not she faces a conspiracy charge, she won’t see much more of the Fitch money, and rightly so. Still, she had a good run at it – five years leading a life to which she was not accustomed.’

After some reflection, Serena looked out of the kitchen window and said, ‘It doesn’t sound too bad, the private work. I sometimes wonder what I’ll do when the day comes.’

When her attention returned to the room, she found both of them staring at her with similar expressions – surprise mixed with a little concern. After all, both listeners had been senior career police officers in their time.

Serena said, ‘I don’t mean I’m quitting. God, I couldn’t afford it! The way prices are going, forty minutes a week would buy me half a dozen tins of baked beans. I was just thinking – policing isn’t an old person’s job, is it?’

She looked at Smith and said, ‘I know you went on well into your fifties but most go before that, and…’

He finished the last mouthful before he said, ‘Whereas private investigations are? Are an old person’s job?’

Serena began to laugh and remembered just in time. She contented herself with a smile at both of them, and the thought – which was not at all a resentful one – that they were lucky to have found each other and this place, which seemed to suit them so well.

Smith still had his serious face on as he said, ‘I’ll have you both know that my most recent and well-deserved break might soon be coming to an end. It so happens that in an hour or so I must leave you. I have an appointment, courtesy of Diver and Diver Associates.’


Chapter Two

There are some very fine houses to be found in the North Norfolk countryside. Some are well-known, visible from nearby roads and signposted – others are not. There are not now so many estates, of course; modern economics, more egalitarian politics and the taxman have seen off most of them, but a few remain. One or two have become successful businesses in their own right, attracting thousands of paying visitors every year, showing off the family silver instead of selling it – others live on quietly behind high walls and fences, among the trees the ancestors planted a century ago, and they keep their gates closed.

Smith had thought the directions sent to him that morning by Jason Diver were a little odd; as he drove along the single-track road through the woods, with head-high stands of rust-coloured bracken so close to the verge it was impossible to see around the tight corners, he concluded his original thought had been an understatement. He hadn’t said it aloud, though, so it wasn’t exactly a statement… Can one have an underthought?

Nevertheless, he was as usual a few minutes early. When he rounded another bend and saw the wall and the gated entrance some seventy yards ahead, he slowed and found a passing place. The verge was mostly grass and earth, wet after the recent rains, and he pulled onto it gingerly, keeping the two offside wheels of the Volvo on the gravel track. No other tyre marks were visible. He turned off the engine and lowered the two front windows with the electric switches. Straight away he could smell what he’d hoped for – the soft, green, earthy scent of an English wood in autumn, the scent of leaf mould, damp bark and strange fungi in secret glades where the sunshine had penetrated only for an hour or two on already long-forgotten May mornings.

He thought he knew where he was now but he opened the maps on his mobile anyway. Zooming in, he saw he’d been correct – he was at a back entrance to Burnham Park. From the main coast road as one heads east, Burnham Park is on one’s right but one would never know it – the name appears on no signposts. Two minor turnings lead off towards it but one of those says “No Through Road” and the other “Unsuitable for Large Vehicles”. Smith knew nothing about the people who lived here – presumably it was owned by a family who liked their privacy and who had had nothing to do with Kings Lake Central police station during his time there. But these days you can never be sure – it could equally well be a private school for the offspring of Chinese billionaires or a yoga retreat.

Jason had sent the details of the place he was to be – where he was now – by text but there had also been a telephone conversation the previous evening. Jason had told him it was all a bit hush hush – ‘I invited her in to the office but I got the feeling she wanted more privacy than we could offer. She insisted we go to her place. It looks rather out of the way, so naturally I thought of you, Smith.’

Jason Diver was not beyond a touch of ironic humour these days, now they’d got to know each other better, but one couldn’t always be sure; he viewed the pair of them, the brother and sister who had inherited a private investigations agency and against all conceivable odds had begun to make it work, as terminally eccentric.

Diver continued, ‘I said to the woman we’d both come to see her and she declined that as well. She said she didn’t want a crowd, she wanted to see whoever would be working on the case, if there is one. I’ve no idea what it’s about… Not the faintest. So this rather leaves you to represent the agency and to negotiate whatever needs negotiating. I did tell her I was sending my most experienced man.’

Smith had given this due consideration before he responded with, ‘Unless there have been developments of which I remain blissfully unaware, I’m your only man, I believe.’

Yes, said Diver, quite unphased, but they had taken on a promising young woman who was training with Polly Coverdale. Polly had even said this one wasn’t entirely clueless.

‘Things are looking up, then,’ Smith had said, and then, ‘All right. I’ll go and speak to the mystery woman. What’s her name?’

‘Caroline Thorpe. If it’s any help, she sounds educated and intelligent. I’d say she’s in her forties or early fifties.’

This was Jason entering into the spirit of private investigation. His expertise – and for all Smith knew it was his genius because he seemed to make a great deal of money at it – lay in advising clients all over the planet about their online security. In the brief time Smith had spent in the DDA office, he’d noted calls from the States, Australia and Scandinavia. But a part of Jason Diver wanted to be a gumshoe like his uncle Bernie, whom Smith had known back in the day. Thus far, Smith had done his best to discourage the young man, and he was already feeling a little grateful to Caroline Thorpe for insisting she deal with the man and not the management.

He was typing into his search engine the words “Burnham Park” when he noticed movement ahead of him; the gates had been opened. A burly man wearing the tweeds of an old-fashioned gamekeeper stood at the entrance, watching him. Smith put away his phone, started the engine and drove on towards what might be his third case as a private detective.

‘Follow me,’ the man said, and Smith obliged. The Land Rover looked like an original, a proper boneshaker, and he recalled riding in something similar all night around Salisbury Plain about forty years ago. There had been no exchange of names, nor questions to ascertain what business the visitor was about – clearly the man had been told to open the gate, one not opened often, Smith had noticed, and to escort him to a preordained meeting place. The keeper, for he could be nothing else, was of a similar vintage to the vehicle he was now driving, and he was dressed accordingly. Smith thought the man closer to seventy than sixty years of age, but he was of a recognisable type: unsmiling, barrel-chested, tough as old boots, hard as nails. The sort of man who makes few concessions to age and never retires – he’d already decided he would just drop dead one day.

The track this side of the gates was worse, little more than a wide footpath through more wet woodland. At one point the Land Rover slid a yard or two to the left on a bend, and clouds of blue smoke appeared as the driver revved his way through a marshy patch. Smith slowed, found the button for the four-wheel drive and made sure he was travelling quickly before he arrived at the worst spot – when the old girl made it through, he gave her a pat on the steering wheel and told her it was a good thing he didn’t bring that other car.

He was rather enjoying himself. The trees thinned ahead and he could see the big house – that’s what they were always known as locally and colloquially. It was like arriving on a film set, an Agatha Christie-like affair – murder at the manor and all that, complete with taciturn gamekeeper. If a uniformed maid appeared between the columns of the portico, his arrival would be complete.

Burnham House has the original, imposing building of yellowing gault bricks, and a slightly lower-roofed wing to its left – a long wing with ten windows in both storeys. Above the entire structure are slate roofs, and between and edging all those must be a ton or two of lead flashing. Every window, including the tall arched ones on the ground floor of the main house has Georgian glass. If these had been replaced with modern equivalents, the glaziers had done a first-class job, because it was impossible to tell from where Smith stood after he had climbed out of his car.

The man hadn’t got out of the Land Rover. He leaned across and spoke to Smith through the open passenger window.

‘I’ll be back ’ere to take you out the way you come in.’

Smith thanked him and asked whether he should simply go up the steps and into the house; there was an imposing wooden double door with some substantial iron work.

‘They’ll know you’re ’ere. Someone’ll be out.’

And with that the man restarted the engine, a new cloud of blue smoke formed on the chilly autumn air and he drove away. Smith took another look at the house – impressive as it was, he wouldn’t have swapped a square foot of Drift’s End for it.

He began to walk towards the steps but before he had reached the first of them, a latch was lifted and one of the oak doors began to open. A woman appeared and watched as he approached. She was dark-haired, bespectacled and of a suitable age to fit Jason Diver’s deductions, and so Smith said, ‘Good afternoon. Mrs Thorpe?’

She was tall. The pitying smile that followed his question meant she seemed to be looking down on him in more ways than one. Without answering, she indicated he should follow her into the house, and he did so – the thought occurred that the two people he had met so far might well be a married couple. If so, the Sunday lunches must be uproarious affairs.

They were standing in an immense entrance hall – the outside of the building gave no hint of its inner proportions. The ceiling was up there somewhere, and from it hung a huge crystal chandelier. The floor had an intricate pattern of tiny, pinkish, black and grey marble tiles which must have taken weeks to put down. A wide oak staircase curved away to the right, and doors led off in different directions. Smith noted enormous ancient houseplants in matching brass pots, chairs of various antique vintages and some appropriately gloomy portraits in dark corners.

The woman said, ‘Please take a seat,’ and she pointed towards a Regency bergère chair at one side of the hall. Smith had concluded by now that questions would be pointless – destiny herself seemed to be moving the pieces around the board just at the moment. He did as he was told and then the woman said, ‘Lady Caroline will be with you shortly.’

She was a little above the average height for a woman but so slender she seemed to be taller than that. Smith followed her into a room she called the main study – this time he found himself seated in one of a pair of wing-backed Queen Anne armchairs in green linen. Lady Caroline Thorpe took the other and they faced each other from either side of an ornate iron fireplace – unfortunately, thought Smith, it had not been lit for the occasion. Sheila would have loved this place – she had grown up in her father’s antiques business and knew all sorts of things about furniture. For himself, he was simply surprised at how comfortable the chair was considering the design must be at least three hundred years old.

There were fine streaks of grey in the woman’s dark hair, held back in a simple pony tail, but these only added to her air of distinction – unless he was much mistaken, in her youth she had been a striking beauty. Her eyes were blue, much the same colour as his own, and they were regarding him frankly. She seemed to be in no hurry to begin the interview.

He said, ‘You have a remarkable home.’

Her lips tightened into an ironic half-smile.

‘Remarkable? Not one of the words I’m used to hearing when someone sees it for the first time. You might mean it’s remarkably bad…’

He said, ‘Well, I haven’t seen enough of it to come to a conclusion of any sort – other than it is remarkably interesting.’

She sat back in the chair but kept her eyes on his as she said, ‘I can tell you it’s remarkably difficult to keep it warm. I gave up trying years ago. We shut down most of it every winter and live in two or three rooms. One bedroom, one kitchen, one bathroom and this one. So that’s four – we manage with three or four rooms from October to April. No different to millions of other people.’

Smith said, ‘If it’s not too obvious or rude a question, three or four out of how many altogether?’

‘The answer to that,’ she said, ‘rather depends on what one counts as a room. But the standard response for Burnham is thirty-four.’

The one they were in was not warm. Smith still had on his tweed jacket, and Caroline Thorpe wore a blue Aran jumper. Her jeans were faded denim and a tear was appearing on the left knee. She was wearing a pair of stylish walking boots, and he could make out the brand name Hermès stamped into the dark green calfskin above the ankle, but the soles were wet and muddy; he wondered whether she had been outside doing a little gardening when he arrived – or perhaps just over at the stables. Interesting that she hadn’t taken them off before entering the house; on the other hand, the floor was of simple bare wooden boards that might be as old as the original house. Two sheepskins covered it in front of their armchairs. A place like this might be many things, including an object of envy for many, but it could never be homely.

For some reason, Smith had decided not to be the first to mention the purpose of his visit. Instead, he asked, ‘Have you lived here long?’

This too seemed to amuse her a little – he wondered whether he ought to have checked himself in the car’s mirror. He might discover later that something had gone wrong with his personal grooming this afternoon.

She said, ‘It depends on whether you’re using “you” in the singular or the plural sense. In the singular, all my life – in the plural, two hundred and fifty-eight years. Burnham came into my family in 1775. Which was the year in which the Americans decided they’d had enough of us and became rebellious. I don’t think the two events were connected in any way…’

Still her gaze had barely left him since they sat down; Smith wondered whether she perhaps didn’t have many visitors. Maybe he was a sort of novelty.

‘And what about you? Have you ever traced your family history?’

He said, ‘Not really. My great grandfather was the fireman on the first steam train from Settle to Carlisle, though. That’s our main claim to fame.’

This time he matched her gaze, and she seemed to come to some sort of conclusion. She said, ‘Thank you for coming to see me, and for being so punctual. What is it they say? The politeness of kings?’

He nodded but said nothing.

‘I’d like someone to look into a family matter. Someone whose discretion is beyond question.’

What can one say? I’m your man, then? He continued to show her she had his full attention but gave no further response.

She said, ‘I understand it was you who found the businessman, Gerald Fitch. Would you mind telling me something about that?’

This was interesting. The story had not made its way into any local news media – that had been quite deliberate. He was as certain as he could be that Jason Diver would not have mentioned it to her.

Smith said, ‘I can tell you it was the result of work done by people at the agency, and not all down to me.’

‘And how did you find him? After five years, I believe.’

If this was a sort of test, he thought, it was a rather obvious one.

He said, ‘I couldn’t tell you that without divulging things about the person concerned. That would be a breach of his confidentiality, and most unprofessional of me.’

She broke eye contact then, and seemed to stare down at those walking boots for several seconds. There was no sound from elsewhere in the house, from any of those thirty-four rooms. When she looked up, she nodded and said, ‘Good. I believe that many years ago, my family sold them some land down on the riverside in Kings Lake but I’ve never met Mr Fitch. If you had told me anything at all, that would have been the end of our interview.’

She talked in a measured way, with the merest hint of an upper class drawl on the occasional vowel – public school, of course, and then probably History of Art at a nice university. Smith knew little about titles but presumably hers went with the estate in some way – or she had married a peer from another aristocratic family.

He showed no sign he was relieved to have passed the confidentiality test, waiting with the patience borne of many interviews with difficult suspects and persons of interest; he doubted whether she was either of those but we must at least begin by treating everyone we meet in the same democratic manner. Time will tell, and the truth will out.

Lady Caroline said, ‘So, let’s try another way. I don’t mean to be precious, Mr Smith, but… The matter in question is a delicate one. It involves a close family member of mine. I need to be absolutely certain of the person I engage to look into it. Does that make sense?’

Yes, he said, of course, but nothing more. As she spoke, he watched and listened to her. Every investigation begins with a story and a storyteller, and the storyteller is your first witness.

‘Would you mind telling me something about yourself, Mr Smith? I mean in a professional sense, obviously. What experience do you have?’

He told her about his time with the Norfolk police force but made no mention of the military service before it – neither did he tell her about the senior ranks he had held, saying only that when he retired it was as a detective sergeant. Yes, he said in answer to a further question – he had worked on a range of criminal cases, but much of his career had been spent on murder investigations.

After that, and quite unexpectedly, she said, ‘Thank you. I’m grateful for your coming out all this way to see me, Mr Smith. I’ll be in touch. Could you let me have a number on which I can reach you directly?’

He quite possibly did not manage to conceal his surprise, but he took out one of those cards, the ones Jo had had printed for him. She took it and examined that too, as if the card itself might form a part of the evidence she was going to consider – he had no doubt he had just been interviewed rather than the other way around.

When they were both on their feet, she said, ‘I’ll take you out, Mr Smith. Ellis should be waiting for you.’

Ellis was indeed waiting for him, seated in the Land Rover. At the top of the steps, Smith thanked her again, but for the life of him he could not have told you for what. It had been an odd sort of afternoon.


Chapter Three

By the time Smith drove back along the track towards Drift’s End, the light was going and the rain was beginning again. He went inside, put on a waterproof coat and took Layla out for her final walk of the day. Unusually, this initially involved her lead – she would happily spend all day swimming in the saltmarsh creeks but was reluctant to venture outside in the lightest of showers.

Tonight would be only a ten-minute stroll along the top of the bank. The cloud was low and a uniform leaden grey – the coming rain had blurred the horizon in every direction, and in the west the sun was setting behind an odd, yellowish glare. Resigned to her fate now, Layla went down to the water’s edge and began to search among the clumps of hard-rush; a few seconds later she put up a snipe which rose into the darkening sky with a call like the tearing of cloth. The dog’s tail wagged, and then, her duty done, she returned to the top of the bank, hopeful of a quick return to the warmth and shelter of the cottage. Her owner told her she was a poor excuse for a spaniel cross but gave her half a biscuit anyway and then they turned for home because the rain was coming straight down in the absence of any wind at all – it looked as if it was settling in for the night.

When he was back in the cottage, Smith called upstairs, and Jo told him she would be down in ten minutes. As was usually the case, they had already decided what would be for tea – Alice down at the shop had a supply of local free-range eggs at the moment, and so he began by frying some bacon, tomatoes, mushrooms and slices of red pepper, enough for two generously-proportioned omelettes. He cut the bread and buttered it – crusty white bread because although they mostly had wholemeal, there were certain dishes which demanded the less healthy alternative, and this was one of them.

Jo arrived. She interrupted him long enough for a peck on the cheek and then she laid the table with cutlery and sauces and wine glasses; their routines were established now – sound, secure and comforting. It was the sort of stability some people never find, and Smith frequently reminded himself he was fortunate indeed to have had it with not just one but two exceptional women.

He asked how her afternoon had been and whether she had heard anything yet. A week ago she had sent off an email with her test audio recording of a sample of one of her books, and ever since she’d been awaiting the result with a sense of trepidation. This was not for the reason one might imagine – he knew she was hoping the publisher would reject it. They had discussed the matter at length, and Jo had said to him, ‘I know I wouldn’t have to record everything fifteen times like I did the extract, but even so, each book will take weeks. It’s not like writing. If I make a mistake writing, I can just correct the word or the sentence – I don’t have to rewrite a whole chapter. When you’re recording, you can do ten minutes and then sneeze, and you have to restart from a suitable point. And it gives you a sore throat if you do more than a certain amount.  And I still sound like a Victorian schoolmistress half the time. I’ve begun to doubt whether I actually have a real voice at all. I don’t know what I’m supposed to sound like anymore!’

Smith had supported her, of course, but he had no intention of trying to persuade her. Her new publisher had made it clear they wanted more of her books whether or not she herself made the audio recordings – she had shown him the emails and there was an option for the company to send her a shortlist of narrators from which she could choose the one she liked should she decide not to do the job herself. To oblige them, she had made the recording and as far as he was concerned it was fine, but he could see her fundamental objection – in the time it would take to record her series so far, she could have completed another book and begun the research for a second.

Jo said, ‘No, nothing yet. I think they’re deciding how to break the news to me. We should get a bottle of champagne to celebrate.’

Smith said he didn’t think that was necessary – they still had the bottle of fizzy rosé he’d won in the raffle at the Marston summer fete. She thanked him for his generosity, and he said she knew nothing was too good for her as far as he was concerned.

‘What about you?’ she said, ‘how did the meeting go? Do Diver and Diver have a new client?’

He said airily, ‘Oh, it’s difficult to say. But I thought Lady Caroline and I got on pretty well…’

A forkful of omelette had paused midway, and Jo was checking to see whether he was serious.

She said, ‘Lady Caroline?’

‘Yes. I think Jason’s finally putting me in touch with the right sort of people.’

He continued to enjoy his food, apparently not noticing that Jo still hadn’t resumed eating hers. She said, ‘Lady Caroline who?’

‘Lady Caroline Thorpe. The Thorpes of Burnham Park. I don’t suppose you’ll have come across them. They keep themselves very much to themselves.’

This time the forkful completed its journey but Jo’s eyes were watching him, waiting for him to look up from his plate. When he finally did so, she said, ‘Tell!’

Jo had brought down her laptop and placed it on the kitchen table. As Smith washed up and put away, she kept him informed of the progress in her own investigation. She said, ‘I think they’re sort of minor aristocracy…’

He said, ‘It isn’t a minor sort of house. It’s huge.’

‘Yes, the house gets a mention. It’s a grade one listed building and there’s a fair bit about the history of it. “A fine example of Regency architecture in its later period”. Apparently one of the past owners collected some important paintings. Did you get to see any of those?’

‘No – her ladyship and I got straight down to business. Sort of.’

Jo was in no hurry – she shook her head and smiled, and continued to read about Burnham Park. Smith filled the kettle for tea and watched her typing quickly – his own keyboard fingers were clumsy in comparison. He liked watching her face when she was concentrating on something new.

She said, ‘You’re right about keeping themselves to themselves. I’ve looked up Haverton Hall on the same website, just to compare. That’s bang up to date – it even gives the names of the newest generation of the Raynham family – Tom, Lucy and Charles. Isn’t that nice… I’m surprised we’re not told what the Labradors are called – they’ve got a few.’

Smith made no comment as he measured out three slightly-heaped teaspoons of the Vithendekende, and admired those fine silvery tips; he and Jo had agreed only to discuss political matters under carefully controlled conditions, there being some slight differences of opinion.

‘Meanwhile, back at Burnham… They’ve only got fifteen hundred acres left – it says the estate used to be much larger. “Fifteen hundred acres comprising productive arable farmland, woodland and the park itself which is in the style of Repton.” Did you get the full tour?’

Jo paused and looked up at him. Smith was drying the wine glasses with a fresh tea towel – he held each one up against the light to make sure there were no smears, and took his time again before answering her. He could be infuriating until you got to know him.

Eventually he said, ‘No. I got to see the entrance hall, sit in two posh chairs and see inside one room. I had the pleasure of being interviewed by her ladyship, and I still don’t have the faintest idea why.’

He went on to describe the conversation in more detail, such as it was – this did not take long at all.

Jo said, ‘So she wouldn’t tell Jason what it was about, and when you got there she wouldn’t tell you either? That’s actually quite strange. What was the point of it all?’

Smith had been asking himself the same question since he’d driven away from Burnham Park. He told Jo that when he had used the word “interviewed” that’s exactly what seemed to be taking place. He had been interviewed for a job but he had no idea as to the nature of that job.

It came as no surprise that Jo’s own inquiry into his afternoon now took a new direction – she said, closing her laptop, ‘What was she like?’

Anyone overhearing his response would have considered it to be meticulously detailed, as if he was speaking from notes made in a little black book – he was not, but a detective’s training involves the development of the memory to a remarkable degree. Short term memory is usually considered to be up to thirty seconds – that’s all – but another part of the brain can be trained to organise and store those perceptions indefinitely. Neuroscientists also believe there is no effective limit to the amount of information a healthy human brain can store in this way if it has had the right sort of training. Detectives who had shared time on surveillance with Smith, perhaps an hour or three sitting in a vehicle together, would without a doubt have confirmed that everything the neuroscientists believed was the truth.

He gave Jo a full account not simply because he could but because this had been her own area of expertise as a police officer – the construction of profiles. Her first degree had been in psychology and her master’s was in forensics and behavioural science; she had already helped him in his cases with Diver and Diver, and he’d realised there could not be another private detective in the country, and quite possibly in the world, who had such a resource sitting at home and sharing her life with him.

When he’d finished his description of Lady Caroline, she reopened her laptop, and with her analytical, laser-like focus went straight for the detail which had caught her attention. She tapped keys, read quickly and said, ‘Hermès boots… Here we are. Seven hundred pounds a pair!’

She looked up at Smith, and he assumed he should be sharing in her apparent sense of surprise if not outrage – when he said, ‘Well, they were very nice…’ he must have realised he wasn’t yet fully on the message.

Jo gave up and returned to her laptop. The chores completed, Smith went to the window that looked out to the south, back along the track towards Marston. The tiny village had only six streetlamps where the coast road passed through, and two of them were visible from Drift’s End – in their distant, misty light he could see the rain had indeed set in for the evening. He went to the back door and opened the upper half – a small porch roof overhung the entrance and he leaned out a little with his elbows on the lower door. Rain makes sounds but few of us find the time to listen to them – a soft pattering on leaves, the intermittent drip, drip from a gutter, the gurgle or burble in a downpipe. And raindrops falling from two thousand feet make the air itself vibrate – at a subliminal level, our ancient parasympathetic nervous systems detect that, too. No wonder therapists recommend recordings of rainfall to the patients who cannot sleep… Smith had no such difficulties. Leaning on the door and continuing to listen, he concluded he was simply a pluviophile. That’s an interesting word, too. It originates from-

‘It looks as though your Lady Caroline has never had a social media profile. She becomes more peculiar by the minute. She’s not quite a googlewhack but she’s not far off.’

Smith pulled the door to – and of course he had to ask. A what?

Jo said, ‘A single result from a two-word search term. It’s outdated now, the internet’s become too huge, but it used to be a competitive thing, years ago.’

He said, ‘Really? People used to… No, it doesn’t matter. I do not need to know. I’m going to light the wood burner.’

As he crossed behind her, he realised Jo was looking at the screen with a new expression. He stopped and peered but couldn’t make out much without his reading glasses, which were somewhere in the bedroom. She pointed anyway and said, ‘Two things that might be of interest to you. One – her younger brother died in apparently tragic circumstances last year. There’s a report from the Eastern Daily Press. “Frederick Thorpe, known to all as Freddie, heir to the Burnham Park estate”. He was only thirty-six. Drowned in a swimming pool.’

Smith straightened up, no longer trying to read anything on the screen – he pushed his hands into his trouser pockets, looked momentarily mildly surprised and recalled what the woman had said to him – “I’d like someone to look into a family matter.”

Then he said to Jo, ‘What was the other thing?’

She said, ‘Lady Caroline didn’t happen to mention her husband, did she?’

Smith gave a shake of the head and asked her why.

‘Because, according to this political gossip column from a few years ago, she’s married to Robert Oliver.’

The look of surprise returned to Smith’s face and lasted longer this time.

‘Robert Oliver the MP?’

Jo said, ‘Well, he’s not just any old MP, is he? He’s our MP.’

Smith told her she was doing a marvellous job but that as soon as the lounge was warmer she ought to put the laptop away and join him there. After all, judging by the outcome of his first meeting with Lady Caroline Thorpe he wasn’t likely to hear from her again. But as he knelt in front of the wood burner, watching the pieces of birch and elm begin to catch alight, with Layla sitting at his side, patiently waiting for him to relinquish the warmest spot, he found himself wondering after all whether he might do so. A very delicate matter… Someone whose discretion is beyond question, she had said… He’d feel a little disappointed to think he had fallen at that first hurdle.


Chapter Four

As Smith rounded the last bend at one o’clock the following afternoon, he saw Ellis already waiting for him at the open gate. He drove through and brought the Volvo to a halt, as he had yesterday. The man walked around to the driver’s side and Smith wound down the window.

‘I’d suggest, sir, that you park ’ere and ride up with me. Last night’s rain hasn’t made the track any better. No sense in maybe gettin’ two vehicles stuck.’

This was not a suggestion any sensible person was going to ignore – Smith thanked him, got out and locked the car. Ellis said he would be locking the gate – it would be safe enough where it was.

Once they were moving, Smith asked whether the Land Rover was one of the earliest models. Ellis seemed to be able to change gear sometimes without using the clutch, and the engine barely protested – he did so a couple of times before he answered – ‘Dunno. It was ’ere when I come, thirty odd year ago. Might be.’

Smith tried again, mentioning his encounter with such vehicles in the Army; it was always worth looking for that connection. This time Ellis glanced across at his passenger, his eyebrows lifted, but he only nodded and looked back at the track.

That would do – a forced conversation is worse than none at all. The shelf underneath the glove compartment held a few odds and ends: a pack of disposable plastic gloves, a pair of plyers, a handful of walnuts and half a dozen loaded shotgun cartridges, number five shot – make of that little collection what you will, thought Smith.

The side pocket of the door contained a staghorn priest, the implement fishermen use to kill their catch, and a bundle of brass wires. He recognised these, too – they were the snares used to trap rabbits and vermin. To be legal, they’d need a safety stop but he wasn’t going to check up on Mr Ellis. Depending on what happened next this afternoon, he might need a few more lifts from the gate to the house and back.

The door to the hall was open – when he paused at it, he saw the same woman waiting inside. She said good afternoon and that she would take him into the study again – her attitude, if not exactly welcoming, was certainly less frosty than it had been the day before.

Lady Caroline stood by the fireplace. There were logs burning and the room smelled faintly of woodsmoke, as if the chimney might need sweeping. Smith had dressed in the same way as yesterday, and as he did on almost every day when he was working: a good linen shirt and a more or less matching tie, dark cotton twill trousers, a pair of stout leather brogues and one of his tweed jackets. Mention of this is made only because the lady of the house was not dressed as she had been yesterday. She was wearing a long, stylish, tobacco brown cardigan with pockets over a pale fawn polo neck and dark blue jeans that were so narrow they might just have been leggings; her ankles were bare above a pair of brown suede moccasins. At first sight, as he entered the room, Smith thought she might have been posed there by the fireplace for a page in an up-market clothing catalogue.

She said, ‘Mr Smith – thank you for returning. I wasn’t certain you would. You must have found our meeting yesterday rather odd.’

There was a half-smile he hadn’t seen on his first visit – only half a smile but it was enough to transform her face into something younger and more beautiful. Perhaps both he and Jason Diver had misjudged her age.

He said, ‘More intriguing than odd. I’d certainly like to know how the agency might be of assistance to you.’

He was thinking it through again. He’d left Burnham Park at four yesterday afternoon, and she had called his mobile at a few minutes after ten o’clock this morning. Yesterday she hadn’t wanted to tell him any details about a delicate family matter, and now, presumably, she was willing to do so. What had altered in between? She might simply have wanted time to think it over or to consult her husband… Or she might have used the time to make some inquiries of her own. Smith suspected it was the latter. After all, hadn’t he been doing exactly the same since he left Burnham after his first visit?

Something else had altered since yesterday. There was an oak table in front of one of those tall, elegant windows – it had been empty save for a decoration at the centre that involved teazels and other dried flowers and seedpods he couldn’t name. Now the decoration had been removed, and instead there was a closed laptop alongside a collection of papers, files and assorted notebooks, neatly arranged.

Lady Caroline invited him to take the same chair he had sat in yesterday, and then she followed suit. She said, ‘Without further ado, then, Mr Smith. Last year I lost my brother, Frederick. Freddie.’

Smith said he was sorry to hear that, and nothing more.

This she acknowledged with a quick, direct glance, and then looked a little away from him again – she was someone who did not enjoy lengthy eye contact, at least not with people she didn’t know. There can be all sorts of explanations for that, and Smith made no judgement based upon it. But she had had to prepare herself to tell this story – that much was obvious.

‘Freddie was my younger brother, and my only one. There were only the two of us, in fact. We were both born here at Burnham and we grew up together. Though of course we went away to different schools…’

Smith himself had gone away to school – eight miles every day, on a bus that took him from the council estate to the grammar school on the edge of the city, and then eight miles back in the afternoon. He doubted whether there would be much point in comparing notes on the matter, however.

She continued, ‘Our parents were peculiar, which is all I need to say about them. My father died several years ago. My mother ran away with a Greek person not long afterwards. She came back for Freddie’s funeral but refused to stay here at Burnham. She spent two nights in a local pub and then ran away again, back to her island. I don’t hear from her.’

The story was delivered in a matter-of-fact manner, as if she was giving an account of the history of the estate back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

‘Anyway, for various reasons, Freddie and I were close, despite his being six years younger. Just in case you’re wondering, Mr Smith, Freddie was the heir. On our father’s death, he became Lord Thorpe – but it was a title he never used for himself. And he didn’t like other people using it either. Freddie was…’

A log cracked and shifted in the grate, sending a shower of sparks up into the chimney. Caroline Thorpe slipped out of her chair, knelt on the sheepskin rug and with an iron poker rearranged the burning logs. Then she sat back on her heels like a girl and said, ‘They’re a bit damp. It’s wood off the estate. We don’t get them properly dry.’

Were Diver and Diver about to be asked to look into matters concerning the inheritance of the Burnham Park estate? It was all Smith could think of, so far. Perhaps there was a distant cousin making a claim, an American even, as in those ponderous Henry James novels Sheila used to read for months on end. He wasn’t sure he’d fancy a trip to Boston.

He said, ‘You were telling me about your brother.’

And there was the matter of how to address this woman, if they were to have many more conversations. Should he be saying ‘Lady Thorpe’? His objections to doing so were more aesthetic than political – he would sound ridiculous to himself. Was she Mrs Oliver? ‘Caroline’ would be at this and probably any other stage, presumptuous.

She returned to her chair and said, ‘If you don’t already, you’re going to end up thinking we’re a family of eccentrics. It’s a cliché, of course, the English aristocracy, all that in-breeding… Though actually, in our case there was hardly any, according to the family tree.’

Make it clear you are listening with all your attention, but also that you are making no judgements whatsoever – Smith gave the merest nod but said nothing.

‘Freddie died at a weekender last August. So just over a year ago.’

Smith asked what she meant by the expression ‘a weekender’, and she said, ‘It’s a party which begins on a Friday night and ends at some time on a Sunday. Usually the following Sunday, but, depending on the company one keeps, it doesn’t have to be.’

There was a note in that “the company one keeps” – a note of disdain, perhaps of bitterness. She was quiet for a moment or two before, ‘Mr Smith, I have no intention of wasting your time or my own. If you already know the story I’m telling you, please say so.’

As a police officer it’s almost a point of principle that you very rarely tell anyone everything you know, and there can be many reasons why you do not do so; as a private investigator, different rules apply and different choices can be made.

He said, ‘I have read something of the story online.’

In her face there seemed to be a split second of something that resembled relief but she said in the same business-like manner, ‘And when did you read about it?’

‘Yesterday evening.’

The merest tightening around her mouth, a repressed smile as she looked away, nodded to herself and then looked back at him.

‘Good. That does suggest to me I was right to ask you back.’

Smith said, ‘I ought to make it clear it was my partner who found it. She’s the expert in that sort of thing. She does assist me with some aspects of the work I do.’

The level and careful expression was back again. She said, ‘Your partner? You’re not married?’

No, he said. He sensed Caroline Thorpe had seen a potential problem, and he could guess what it might be – having so far kept the nature of her concerns even from the man she had hoped might address them, she now knew that someone she had never met had become involved. This must be a “a delicate matter” indeed.

He said, ‘To be clear, my partner is also a former police officer. Her discretion is beyond question.’

This felt a little awkward but he might as well deal with it now; he was not prepared to take on a job that involved promises to keep secrets from Jo.

‘A former police officer? What does she do now? If you don’t mind me asking…’

He said, ‘She’s a writer. Her books are about investigations into controversial or unsolved murder cases. Her name is Jo Evison.’

This time the smile was a surprised one. She looked at Smith as if she thought he might be making this up but said, ‘Really? She wrote “The Day of Judgement”?’

Yes, he said, and Lady Caroline Thorpe told him there was a copy on a bookshelf in her bedroom – she had enjoyed it very much and had always meant to read more of Ms Evison’s work.

The conversation had taken an unexpected turn. Smith resisted the momentary temptation to do a little promotion work and mention the forthcoming audiobooks. If you had asked him then whether he would now be told any more of Freddie Thorpe’s story, he would have suggested tossing a coin – he really had no idea.

Caroline Thorpe looked directly at him once more and said, ‘I wouldn’t want any of our current business to become the subject of a book, Mr Smith.’

This looked hopeful. He said with all the conviction he could muster that the prospect was highly unlikely.

‘We should move on, then. May I ask what the word “misadventure” means to you?’

He knew immediately why she had asked him this – that was the Coroner’s verdict after the inquiry into the death of her brother.

He said in response to her, ‘The meaning depends on the context in which it is being used. In everyday use, one would say it means bad luck or an unfortunate occurrence. It also has a more specific meaning in a legal context.’

She was paying close attention to him now. She said, ‘Which is?’

‘In English law, it’s used to describe a death caused by a person accidentally while performing a legal act without negligence or intent to harm. The death can be that of another person or one’s own.’

Lady Caroline might have wondered whether he had refreshed his memory after reading about her brother’s inquest the previous evening, but he hadn’t needed to do so – experienced police officers carry remarkable amounts of our legal codes around in their memories.

She said, ‘Realistically, there’s no difference between a death by misadventure and an accidental death, is there?’

At this point Smith was wondering whether Lady Caroline might have done better to consult a solicitor, but there had to be more to this – she was following a plan, she had some purpose in mind.

He said, ‘In practical terms, no. They mean more or less the same thing.’

Satisfied, she said, ‘At the inquest into my brother’s death, the Coroner returned a verdict of death by misadventure. For reasons which I hope will become clear, I am no longer able to accept that. I need some assistance if I am to take the matter forward.’

He had not seen this coming, nor anything like it. He said, ‘Coroners are independent from the police and the rest of the judicial system. They’re a bit of a law unto themselves, to be honest. I’m no expert but I don’t think there is any right of appeal against a Coroner’s verdict.’

Jets of gas from a burning log hissed, ignited and burned blue and green – Caroline Thorpe looked at that for a few seconds but Smith kept his eyes on her. The room seemed dimly lit and in the sudden flare of light from the fire, beauty and grief contested for her profile and it was impossible to say which was winning. When she looked back at him she said, ‘You are correct. There is no appeal. However, the Attorney General can petition the High Court to order a second inquest in the interests of justice. Those are the exact words. I have checked. It is my intention to ask the Attorney General for a second inquest into Freddie’s death. In the interests of justice.’


Chapter Five

She had asked if he would give her another hour of his time. When Smith inquired what she would like him to do with it, Caroline Thorpe said, ‘To see if you can get to know Freddie.’

On the table by the window lay most of what she had left of him – those were his notebooks and papers, and that was his laptop. She wanted, she told him, whoever was going to help her to look through those things.

At this point she had said nothing about why she planned to ask for another inquest but she was, plainly, a woman of considerable intelligence; she had concluded her reasons might make more sense to someone who had read though the material she had assembled. Smith was, to say the least, intrigued by the turn matters had now taken but certain administrative issues could no longer be ignored. He pointed out, just as an example, that no arrangements had been made with Diver and Diver Associates – there were terms to be discussed and a document or two to be signed before they could act for anyone.

She said, ‘If it’s a matter of money, I’m happy to pay for your time this morning.’

He was certain she hadn’t meant to be insulting; he explained that private investigations agencies have legal obligations towards their clients, and that DDA in particular were scrupulous about following the code of conduct.

‘I see… But look, you might decide there is nothing you can do for me, Mr Smith. I’m quite prepared for that. You should probably examine the material I’ve provided first, before anyone makes decisions. If after that some paperwork is required, I will be happy to complete it. How does that sound?’

She had the manner of someone used to having their own way – if it was a form of arrogance, it was unconsciously so, and more a consequence of the world in which she had grown up – a world of entitlements and expectations from the earliest age. She was watching him, waiting for him to agree, and so he nodded and said he’d be happy to look at what lay on the table.

‘Good. I’m going to fetch you some coffee. Or would you rather tea?’

When he said the former, he received an unexpected response – ‘I’m afraid I only have fresh ground. I’ve been away and the cupboards need stocking up. I don’t have any instant at all.’

He said, ‘Freshly ground is always best, thank you.’

She gave him the most open smile he had yet seen from her and said, ‘Oh, I agree! I think you ought to begin with the green wallet folder.’

Smith took his reading glasses out of the case and put them on, relieved that on this occasion he had remembered them. The first page was a drawing, a portrait on a piece of thick A4 artists’ paper. At first he thought it was in charcoal but it might be a very soft leaded pencil. The face of a young man on a dark background, with long hair and a full beard – something about it made you think it was his first proper beard. The nose was narrow and straight but it was the eyes that held one’s attention. They were dark and intense under a frown, questioning the observer – and Smith thought to himself, whatever that question was – or is – the answer is not straightforward.

There was no signature he could see, but on the back was a date – 27/05/2007 – the twenty-seventh of May, two thousand and seven. Sixteen years ago. Smith studied the piece again and thought the artist had not a little skill – presumably it had been drawn by Frederick Thorpe, or why else would it be here? Or, thinking again, it was a drawing of him made by someone else. Perhaps Lady Caroline was the artist. He laid it to one side.

There were other drawings, some with watercolours and tints. He recognised a rather simple one of the front aspect of Burnham House but could find no date and again no signature – he thought this had been done by someone younger, even a child. Other pictures included trees and flowers, some recognisable garden birds and one that might be the creek at Marston where his own boat was moored. The artist had an eye and a hand without a doubt but there was something impatient and unfinished about the images, as if he – for these must belong to the late Lord Thorpe – already had had his mind on another activity, that the act of drawing was a distraction from some other preoccupation.

Smith put all the pictures into a new stack bedside the portrait, which he still thought the best of the things he had examined. The top sheet was headed with the words “Close To The Edge Setlist”. Underneath was a list of numbered titles – one had to presume these were song titles, though they were not ones of which he had ever heard; nevertheless, the name at the top was familiar. Underneath that first piece of paper, he found an explanation – a number of sheets of manuscript paper held together with treasury tags. A glance back confirmed the first sheet had a title the same as the first of the setlist. The staves were full of densely packed notes. Smith was familiar with guitar music notation and guessed he was looking at music written for keyboards; tiny handwritten comments had been scribbled around the pages, almost all of them illegible on a first reading, but Smith could make out ‘Steve comes in here’ and ‘long pause before…’ The second comment came at the end of a page, and the next was a blank sheet of manuscript.

Turning back a page, he studied the notation more carefully. He could just make out a melody but the chords looked impossibly complicated – whoever composed this had not lacked ambition. A sense of proportion, perhaps, but not ambition. And if it’s in this folder, he reminded himself…

Lady Caroline backed through the door to the room, holding a tea tray. He stood up but she had negotiated her way in before he could assist, and so he re-took his seat. She placed the tray on the table and put a rather good coffee cup and saucer in front of him, but already her eyes were on the table – she wanted to see how far he had progressed with the folder. The answer, thought Smith, is not very far.

Smith pointed at the portrait and said, ‘This is your brother, I presume.’

She said it was, and he asked her who had drawn it.

‘He did – it’s a self-portrait. There are a number of others.’

He studied it once more, and then said, ‘He was a talented artist.’

She returned to the armchair, drank a little coffee and then put her cup on a side table.

‘Yes. He was.’

He picked up the manuscript sheets and said, ‘And a musician?’

‘He played the piano for several years, from an early age. He had lessons and passed the examinations. I remember a teacher getting quite excited, telling our parents that if he continued to practise and study, he might have a career. Freddie being Freddie, it wasn’t long after that he stopped practising and studying…’

Smith was watching her over the reading glasses, his chin resting on his interlocked fingers, his elbows resting on the table. He would learn as much about Freddie Thorpe from listening to her as he would from the items she had put in front of him.

Lady Caroline continued, ‘But in his teens he picked it up again – the music, I mean. He acquired all sorts of keyboards and sound systems. His dream then was to have a band, or to be a part of one. On and off, that lasted for three or four years, into his twenties.’

Smith tapped the top sheet of the manuscripts and said, ‘A progressive rock band.’

There was a note of surprise as she said, ‘Yes. How on earth would you know that? Are you a musician yourself?’

He said, ‘Of sorts, very amateur. I can read this, though,’ indicating the sheet music. ‘And I recognise the name at the top of the setlist.’

‘You do? Pardon my surprise, Mr Smith – but how do you ‘recognise’ it? That was the name of Freddie’s band. I don’t think they ever released anything, and they only ever played at a few private parties. How could you have heard of them?’

Smith had taken a sip of his own coffee – he put it down, eyebrows raised in a that’s not too bad manner.

‘Oh, well, if Freddie’s band was called Close To The Edge, you are right to be surprised – I cannot think of any way in which I might have heard of it. However, a rather well-known progressive rock group did publish an album of that name way back in… It must have been the early 1970s. Many would argue it was their best. Anyway, they had a superb guitarist – that’s how I came across them.’

She seemed rather taken aback by this. After a good long look at him, Caroline Thorpe said, ‘There was an album of that name before Freddie was even born?’

‘Yes.’

‘I always thought he’d come up with the name himself. And they were a progressive rock band – the sort of thing he wanted to be a part of?’

‘Yes.’

‘And what were they called?’

‘Yes.’

He couldn’t have resisted this, even if he had tried to do so. She looked suitably puzzled before saying, ‘No – what was the name of the band? In the 1970s?’

Smith said, ‘Yes. That was the name of the band who wrote and played ‘Close To The Edge’.’

After a moment she said with a wry smile, ‘The little toe-rag. He always let me believe he’d thought of it.’

The momentary, wistful half-smile gave him a glimpse of the young woman, the big sister, she had once been – like sunshine on a distant hillside across a steep valley – a fleeting but memorable glimpse of the beauty there had been before time and tragedy took their toll.

She continued, ‘And it always seemed to me, especially later on, to… To sort of sum him up in away.’

Her voice tailed away. After a pause, Smith said, ‘Do you mean, close to the edge?’

She nodded, caught his searching look and got up out of the chair. Picking up her coffee cup, she said, ‘Anyway, I’ll only be a distraction if you intend to look through any more of that stuff. I’ll leave you in peace.’

Before he could respond, she had left the room.

The rest of the papers in the folder formed an odd collection of things but already Smith was beginning to make some sense of it all. He found a very smart certificate from the CPSA – not an initialism he immediately recognised but it stands for the Clay Pigeon Shooting Association. Some twenty years ago, at the age of sixteen, Frederick A Thorpe had made the finals of the English Open Olympic Skeet competition, junior section, coming a very creditable sixth. Freddie had been a crack shot but looking through the rest of the papers, Smith could find nothing more about that activity.

There was a letter dated June 2006 from the University of Sussex, offering Frederick Thorpe a place on their combined honours degree course – English Literature and Modern Philosophy – but no other sign he had attended or graduated; Smith was sure that if there was a final award, it would be in this folder. He sat back then, aware that what he was considering next could be a significant act. After due consideration, he took out his current Alwych notebook and wrote in it for perhaps two minutes; a name at the top of the page and a set of bullet points beneath.

There was a photograph – Freddie in the driving seat of a red MGB Roadster, putting up two thumbs to whoever had taken the picture. The hair was still long but the beard had gone; Smith could see the family resemblance to his sister, Caroline. In the passenger seat was a pretty, blonde-haired girl, laughing, and perched behind the two of them was a young man, smiling down at Freddie. There was no date but all three looked to be in their early twenties.

After the photograph came some correspondence with DEFRA – an initialism that Smith did recognise. The Department for the Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs had replied at some length to Lord Thorpe’s enquiry about organic farming. Smith glanced at the dates and realised Caroline Thorpe had arranged all this material in approximately chronological order; these papers were only a few years old and the Lord Thorpe in question must be Freddie rather than his father. She had told him her brother rarely if ever used the title but for some reason on this occasion he must have done so. The correspondence referred to various enclosed documents and forms but these were not present. As far as Smith could tell, Freddie had had plans to make the farming of the Burnham Park acres more environmentally friendly, but again there was no evidence here that this had ever taken place.

Smith skimmed through to the end of the papers. Three years ago, someone – Freddie, of course – had collected articles about green energy. There was information about wind farms and solar farms, and how profitable these could be for landowners. There were annotations and calculations in the margins in the same small, barely legible handwriting as on the manuscript sheets. And the final pages were in the form of a word-processed article with similar annotations – “The Rewilding of Burnham Park: A Vision of the Future”. Jo subscribed to a quarterly magazine about British wildlife, and so Smith knew this was a hot topic, the latest thing.

He put the papers back together in exactly the order in which he’d found them, and returned everything to the folder. Two thoughts came to mind. First, none of the schemes here had come to fruition – as far as Smith could tell, there were no major green energy installations on the estate, and the farmland had not been rewilded. Yesterday he had looked at an old Ordnance Survey map of the area, and there had been no significant changes since it was drawn – there rarely are in North Norfolk, for a number of reasons. Second, all this was evidence of what Freddie Thorpe had not achieved, and so one had to ask what else had he been doing in the time not covered by these documents? His sister had made this selection, but perhaps it was no such thing – perhaps this was all there was. As a former police detective, however, Smith knew all too well that evidence can be assembled in a variety of different ways to influence outcomes. What outcome had Caroline Thorpe hoped for when she gave him these fragments of her brother’s life?

He listened, hoping she might be on her way back, but the house was silent. Looking around the room, the main study they called it, one couldn’t help wondering about the history of such a place, about the dramas enacted even within these four walls. His instincts were telling him the younger Lord Thorpe himself had had a central role in not a few, in his short life.

The notebooks had not been filled – there were many gaps but he recognised the same handwriting. Much of it seemed to be years old, though there were very few dates. Smith glanced at one or two and then opened the laptop, an Apple. She must have charged it but forgotten about the security – he could proceed no further until someone put in the password. Presumably she did have the password… Then he picked up his own notebook and added to the list of bullet points. Quite what he was adding and why, he couldn’t really have said, but his curiosity had been aroused – and that, he said to himself, is what you really wanted, isn’t it, Lady Caroline?

When he put his pencil away, he took the self-portrait out of the folder again, placed it flat on the table and studied it for quite some time.


Chapter Six

‘Burnham was once a famous sporting estate. That was the case well into my father’s time as Lord Thorpe. We had a team of keepers, and eminent people turning up to shoot driven game every autumn and winter. The topography of the land plays a part – we have some old woodland on hills intersected by streams and valleys. This gives the birds just the right height for sporting guns. I remember my father explaining all this to me as I was growing up.’

Smith had asked about her brother’s award for shooting clay pigeons – it seemed the answer to any question about the family was going to involve a short history lesson.

‘Continuing that tradition was important to my father. He could see the world was changing in many ways but this was something to hold onto, a tradition Burnham could uphold. When he was about fourteen, Freddie announced he wasn’t going to kill anything anymore. This led to some awful scenes. My mother used to pretend nothing was going on until it too obviously was, and then she would disappear for days on end. Often I ended up in the middle – I was twenty and playing the role of the responsible adult.

‘I didn’t witness it but Freddie told me years later that our father had hit him more than once during those times. The shooting thing was a catalyst but they hadn’t understood each other for years. I’m not sure they ever really did.’

She had made more coffee, and now they were both sitting at the table, facing each other. Smith said, ‘So, how did the clay pigeon thing come about? If Freddie had given up shooting?’

With a faint smile, she said, ‘Well, he hadn’t, had he? My brother was clever – much more so than me. My father had said to him that he was backing out of the game shooting because he knew he’d never be good enough, trying to provoke him with some reverse psychology, obviously. Freddie arranged for someone to come to Burnham and give him lessons. After a few weeks of instruction he entered some local competitions and won them. He kept this up until he reached the national junior finals. I drove him about because our father refused to acknowledge any of it. I can remember the day Freddie came back and put that certificate on his desk. Nothing was said but the subject came to a close for good that day.’

Caroline Thorpe spoke well – a good narrator of the story in which she had played a not insignificant part. Smith asked whether there was any pheasant shooting at Burnham now, and she told him it had died with her father. She had kept on Ellis out of respect for his age and long service, but there was no organised sport these days; she said, ‘It was never an interest of mine. I used to like all the dogs, but frankly I have enough to do without all that. And running a shoot costs a fortune.’

It had become clear to Smith she was managing what was left of the Burnham estate herself. He thought about her husband, the Member of Parliament, and speculated that here was another incipient mystery – she had not once made mention of him. Surely, if she had concerns about the inquest into her brother’s death, she was in a better position to have it looked into than almost anyone else in the country?

She said, ‘What you have in front of you is just a sample of Freddie’s schemes. There was always something new. As you have no doubt observed, there are no wind turbines or solar farms. We do our bit for conservation but the farms never went organic. His re-wilding proposals were a nightmare. He put them to the tenant farmers without consulting me and there was an uproar which took weeks to resolve. He and I had a serious fight about it. When our father died, Freddie became Lord Thorpe, of course, and legally the estate was his – but we had agreed that I would be free to run it as I saw fit. I told him it was time he finally grew up…’

Smith sensed this must have happened not long before her brother’s death – life rarely seems to miss such opportunities for irony.

She straightened herself up and said, ‘Mr Smith, I feel sorry for lumbering you with all this now. Perhaps it wasn’t a good idea. You must have an obvious question or two, so…’

He did, a lot of them, but she was surprised by the first one, plainly not thinking it was at all obvious. He found the letter of offer and asked what happened at the University of Sussex in 2006.

‘Oh. So Freddie would have been nineteen. His A level results the previous year had been disappointing, and he hadn’t got in anywhere. He wasn’t bothered but we had a family connection who could pull some strings, you know…’

Smith nodded as if he did, as if he had a few himself.

‘Anyway, Freddie got the offer of a place. It’s a pretty good uni, and those were subjects you’d think would suit him. He was away until the first Christmas holiday, but he never went back. He was still into the band idea at that time, of course.’

He picked up his notebook and glanced at the page he had begun to write upon earlier. Caroline Thorpe said, ‘You’re making notes?’

He told her that unfortunately it was necessary these days, the memory not being what it once was.

‘But does this mean you…? Are you…?’

He closed the Alwych, placed it back on the table and looked at her directly.

He said, ‘This material has been useful – you said you wanted me to get to know your brother, and I think I have begun to get a sense of who he was. But it’s only half the story, isn’t it? Maybe not even that. Would you like to tell me the rest of it?’

She thought he wanted to hear about the inquest, and began with that, but Smith raised a hand and stopped her. He said, ‘No – I was referring to what’s missing here, in the folder. This is all about beginnings. Nothing your brother began seems to have an ending. There are no conclusions. Why is that?’

For the second time, Caroline Thorpe looked a little taken aback. The truth, of course, is sometimes rather like a genie, and most grown-ups have learned it’s impossible to get it back into the bottle – perhaps that’s why we often decide to keep it in there, for a quieter, simpler life. Smith could see her making the decision, and he waited in silence for her to do so.

She said, ‘I take your point. I suppose if anyone is going to look into the matter, all that might be relevant.’

Freddie had some issues, right from his early years. As a girl and then a teenager herself, she hadn’t known about the labels and the possible diagnoses but she had often been involved in dealing with the fallout – she didn’t mention her mother again but Smith could sense the lingering contempt for the woman who had abandoned them twice – once in spirit and then for real. Her brother had never been officially diagnosed – their father had gone to his grave still believing Freddie just needed to pull himself together, that was all. The present fashion, Caroline said, is to get a diagnosis as quickly as possible, the moment a child shows any sort of unusual behaviour; that way they have an explanation, a reason that points in any direction other than their parenting skills, or the lack of them. Whereas Lord Thorpe, she thought, had been unable to accept that his only son had mental health problems at all.

Smith said, ‘What sort of diagnosis do you think Freddie might have been given?’

‘Oh – he was bipolar. By the time I was twelve and he was six, I’d learned to spot the patterns and the triggers. Sometimes I was even able to head it off at the pass, so to speak. I think one or two of his teachers raised the matter with our parents but, as I’ve explained, they never got anywhere. Freddie went to Feoffees, the public school – very progressive, very tolerant and therefore very expensive. They nursed him along. These places have centuries of experience in ignoring inconvenient truths.’

As she spoke, Smith thought again how fluent and articulate she was – but there was something else. She had relaxed in some way, and the thought came to him that she was relieved to be telling someone all this, someone who might even be half-interested. He realised then that Caroline Thorpe had been lonely, perhaps for a long time.

‘I looked into it as I got older. He has… had some classic symptoms. He never slept properly; you’d find him doing ridiculous things in the middle of the night. When he was manic, he’d talk quickly, flitting from one idea to another, impossible to keep up with after a couple of minutes. He could forget to eat… They have a sort of strange intensity about them. Do you have any experience of this sort of thing, Mr Smith?’

He said, ‘Not personally, thank goodness. But I do have my good and bad days.’

She took that in the manner he would have hoped – she smiled and accepted it as a moment of light relief. She continued, ‘When they become teenagers, if untreated, it becomes more complicated. Hormones do not help at all. Freddie became more inclined to argue, especially with our father. Young people with these conditions can seem highly sexualised and flirtatious – that part of my brother’s life is, as they say, a whole other story. They read meaning and symbols into events the rest of us see as normal life – Freddie was prone to that. When they discover things like alcohol – well, the effects are magnified.’

She paused and looked at Smith – ‘I’m making it sound like a nightmare, aren’t I? It wasn’t, not all the time. Sometimes there were a few days in between, sometimes weeks. Freddie was very bright. He was caring. When he wasn’t inwardly focused, he could be generous to extremes. And my brother was one of the most creative people I’ve ever met.’

All this had poured out of her, as if somewhere inside a small dam had broken. They had yet to talk about the Coroner’s verdict but Smith could see that that was not the only reason Caroline Thorpe wanted to fight something – it was clear to him she had loved her lost brother.

She said, ‘Anyway, to finish with his problems; in the end I concluded Freddie wasn’t Bipolar 1. There’s a recognised grading system, with Bipolar 1 the most extreme. I’d say he was either Bipolar 2 or he had Cyclothymic disorder. I’d lean towards the latter because he could be very high-functioning, especially in the later years.’

Perhaps she saw a look of surprise on his face – she said, ‘Sorry. I’m probably over-sharing.’

Smith said, ‘No, not at all. But it sounds as if you did some in-depth reading. What was it? Cyclothymic disorder? I’ve never heard of that.’

She said, ‘It’s thought to be caused by an imbalance of… I’m off again. You don’t need to know that. Only – in between all the family stuff, I managed to complete two years of medical school. If I’d gone on, I might have specialised in that area. Free care for Freddie, then!’

She laughed at herself, aware she had let a stranger see behind the veil on a very short acquaintance. His next question had no relevance to anything she invited him here to do, but he asked it anyway. Sometimes you follow your instincts.

‘What happened? To the medical school?’

‘Oh… That was a bad time, family-wise. I was doing well, better than just passing, you know? The school agreed to let me defer for a year, but things drifted during that year. My father became seriously ill for the first time. There wasn’t anyone else.’

He saw the rather sad, fleeting smile again, and inwardly slapped his own wrist. He had forgotten the first rule, the first letter of the alphabet he’d taught to every young detective. A – assume nothing. He had been very wrong with that History of Art at a nice university – it had been a cheap shot. Was it easy to imagine her as a successful doctor, maybe a consultant psychiatrist? Without a doubt.

Yes, she said, in answer to another of his questions – drink and drugs had been significant issues for Freddie at different times in his life. People who suffer from bipolar disorders are particularly vulnerable. Vodka, cannabis, various pills, ecstasy and cocaine were the things she knew about – there might have been more she did not.

Smith said, ‘Presumably not all at once.’

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘You jest, Mr Smith, but in his late teens and early twenties one might have wondered about that. Freddie was hospitalised on more than one occasion. At times we had to deal with the police. He also went into rehab clinics three times. For years I thought he was probably going to die through substance abuse.’

Had she just told him off a little? He said, ‘I’m sorry if you thought I was taking the matter too lightly. I wasn’t. As a police officer, I saw the damage done by all of those things on a regular basis. If you don’t mind me asking, what was the situation with regard to drink and drugs before your brother’s death? Had it continued to be a problem?’

She said, ‘That is a pertinent question. As I hinted earlier, in his early thirties he seemed to cope better with his condition – with life in general, I suppose. I had managed to get him onto lithium. Typically, he cut the dose without telling me – he said he didn’t want to be on drugs for the rest of his life – but for the last couple of years he was more stable. Or at least, less unstable. I’m not saying he didn’t still take things, but if he did then I’d say he had it under control. None of which, of course, stopped the flow of crazy ideas, such as rewilding the entire estate…’

Smith had noted the remark about “a pertinent question” – she could only mean pertinent with regard to the Coroner’s verdict. She’d mentioned the police, and so he asked  whether Freddie had had a criminal record.

‘He had cautions relating to the possession of drugs – cocaine, to be exact. He was never charged.’

No doubt more strings had been pulled by another family connection – a good thing Jo hadn’t come along for the ride. He wasn’t entirely sure the two women would get along. Police cautions do form a part of one’s criminal record, they stay on file. Had he still been an officer, Smith would have taken a look at them.

He said, ‘The Coroner’s verdict, then. You have a copy?’

He saw her become tense for a moment, saw her swallow before she answered him.

‘Yes, I do. I can give you copy. Have you decided to ‘take me on’ or whatever it is you say in these situations?’

He explained it to her; that the final decision as far as Diver and Diver Associates were concerned would not be his. He could make recommendations which might be helpful to the person making that decision, but at present he felt he was some way from being able to do so. She understood this – he was saying in the politest way he could that while she had told him a great deal about her brother, she had told him nothing that might constitute a case requiring investigation.

She said, ‘There was an autopsy. The report says Freddie had been drinking heavily and had taken drugs on the night of the party. That he had entered the water unseen by anyone else and that he drowned as a consequence of his intoxicated state.’

Caroline Thorpe sat with a straight back as if she had steeled herself for this moment – both hands were flat on the table in front of her as if ready to push her into a standing position.

She continued, ‘I do not believe a word of that, Mr Smith, not any more. It surprised me at the time because, as I have told you, Freddie had moved on from that sort of behaviour. Obviously I know people relapse all the time. But that’s not all. In the folder you have a photograph, of Freddie in a car with two friends…’

She paused again, waiting, and so he took out the picture and placed it on the table.

‘My brother knew lots of people. There were hangers-on, always ready to take advantage of someone in his position, as I’m sure you can imagine. But he had three close friends, who always stuck by him. The girl is Tessa Montgomery. He always called her Monty – I’m sure you can guess why. They had known each other since their teens. They were an item more than once – with Freddie that sort of thing was always on and off, but she remained loyal to him, as a friend. Tessa was at the party that night. At the funeral, which was in the September after he died, she told me he wasn’t drinking that night. She didn’t think he was high on anything either. She knew Freddie as well as anyone, Mr Smith. She would not have been mistaken about that, and I know her, too. She would have had no reason to lie to me about it.’

He looked at the photograph again. A pretty, petite blonde girl, no doubt from another good family if she had known the Thorpes that long ago. He said, ‘Coroners can and sometimes do call witnesses to inquests. Was the young lady a witness?’

‘No.’

Smith could see no point in concealing the fact that by now something had aroused his interest – he wrote the name of the young woman into his notebook. When he’d done so, Caroline Thorpe said, ‘Naively, I assumed that when the inquest took place it would confirm what Tessa had told me – there had been some sort of accident but it had not involved drink or drugs. We waited eight months for the inquest, which seemed an inordinate period of time. Apparently it isn’t. When I called the Coroner’s office to chase it all up, I was told there was a backlog, due to the coronavirus. I thought, good God, it didn’t kill that many people, did it? Not in the end?’

She seemed to want some sort of confirmation from him. Smith said, ‘Not to my knowledge. I suppose working from home would be tricky for coroners… I wonder if some of them tried, though. There’s that Zoom thing, isn’t there?’

Lady Caroline stared for a moment, perhaps wondering whether he was serious. Then she said, ‘I attended the inquest in April. As the nearest family member, I’d been sent some information sheets – you know, what happens next, the procedures explained, that sort of thing. I was hopelessly unprepared in every other way, and I still haven’t forgiven myself. It was a travesty.’

That’s a word you don’t hear so often these days. She had his attention now – those were angry tears about to fall, and who would not be wondering what had actually occurred that day in the Coroner’s court?

“There were other witnesses. A man who was supposedly the owner of the place where the party was held. He must have been older than most of the people who attended, and I didn’t take to him at all, I must say. But he said yes, he’d seen the young man wandering about in drunken fashion, making a nuisance of himself. He said he’d been on the point of asking him to leave, and then he assumed he must have done so. This was the man who found Freddie’s body in the pool early the next morning.

‘Another person backed up this story. She said she had seen the deceased, as she called him, using cocaine in a bathroom… She said she was shocked and left the room. Everyone in the courtroom was simply accepting all this. There were no questions put to these witnesses. But why would there have been? I could have asked some – I had the right to have legal representation to ask questions on my behalf but I hadn’t looked into any of that. It was a form of character assassination, and I felt utterly ashamed of myself because I’d let him down.’

She took out a tissue and dabbed her cheeks, apologising, as she put it, for her outburst. Smith waited and watched, a frown forming over the steady blue eyes. Was this the reason he was here? That her sense of loss had transformed itself into a sense of guilt? Courtrooms can seem to be alien places, and their processes arcane to ordinary people – which is all of us until we become caught up in those processes – but we do not get to have another go just because we hadn’t prepared properly the first time. When he judged the moment was right, he said, ‘There was an autopsy, so there must have been blood tests. What did those reveal?’

She said, ‘I didn’t take in what the Coroner was saying at the inquest, not the detail, so I asked for a copy of the autopsy results. They seemed reluctant to let me have it. I spent some time proving I was his next of kin. Then I had to chase and chase. I applied in May and didn’t receive them until September.’

She seemed to want his verdict on every step in her story – Smith had realised by now he was the first person with whom Caroline Thorpe had shared all this. Again the thought occurred to him – the woman was married to a Member of Parliament. Where on earth was he in all this?

Smith said, ‘Sometimes the wheels of justice grind slowly.’

‘Justice for whom? I don’t believe there was any justice for Freddie that day.’

He waited, grateful for a change he was no longer an official part of the mill that is supposed to deliver justice for the common man or woman. If nothing else, he must have provided some helpful talking therapy for her ladyship this morning.

She said, ‘The report says he had high levels of alcohol. Barbiturates were also present. As you may or may not know, it’s a deadly combination.’

Smith said, ‘I’m not up to speed with modern drug misuse, but that’s not, is it? Not modern at all. Both act as sedatives, exaggerating the effects of the other.’

She nodded, acknowledging his quick grasp, but there was more to come. He said, ‘And no mention of cocaine?’

With a shake of her head, she said, ‘No.’

The frown had returned and was a little deeper this time.

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘I realise, Mr Smith, that I’m coming across to you sometimes as an hysterical and heart-broken woman. I acknowledge that this awful experience has made me both at times. However, the more I’ve looked into it all, the more questions seem to arise. The absence of cocaine is, in my opinion, just the beginning. Or just a beginning. Wherever one starts, inconsistencies appear.’

There was a knock on the door before it opened. The tall woman whom Smith had encountered on his first visit appeared – she asked whether ‘Madam’ and her visitor would be requiring lunch. Smith was thinking he might decline until he heard there would be some of the estate’s venison, cold with a little cheese and some homemade preserves. ‘Madam’ said yes, they’d come over and eat in the kitchen in a quarter of an hour.

When they were alone again, she said, ‘Ellis manages the deer. We sell the culled meat to local restaurants.’

He wondered whether he might have eaten some already at The Lemon Tree – he and Jo ordered it whenever it was available. He was looking forward to giving her all the details about today’s visit.

Caroline Thorpe was saying, ‘… and please ignore the “Madam” thing. That was only in your honour. Tilly and I are on first name terms. She’s my co-conspirator in running this place.’

He thought to himself, and Robert Oliver MP is not? But he said, ‘The absence of cocaine from the autopsy report doesn’t in itself prove anything.’

She said, ‘Of course not. It’s what you call circumstantial, isn’t it? But it’s odd. The Coroner asked that woman what time she had seen him using cocaine. She was quite definite – about half past eight. Do you remember me telling you Tessa Montgomery had seen Freddie there that night? I checked with her. She left just before ten o’clock, and when she last saw Freddie she thought he was sober – she didn’t think he’d even had a drink. Cocaine does not leave the system quickly. It remains present in blood and saliva for at least three days – that’s in a living person. In a dead one, metabolising stops and soon afterwards so does the elimination process. Consuming alcohol also slows the elimination – and he was supposed to have been very drunk.’

Smith had to smile. He said, ‘If my boss does decide to “take you on”, you’re going to be a great help.’

My boss? He’d never called or even thought of Jason Diver as that before but it would take far too long to explain their complicated history.

‘Mr Smith – you’ve just made me realise that I must be taking up an inordinate amount of your time this morning,’ and then glancing at her watch, ‘this afternoon, already. I hope you can forgive me. Let’s go and eat, and then I’ll try to be brief about the rest of it. You can then discuss it with your boss.’

It made him wince, of course, but he’d brought that upon himself. At the door which led out of the study, she stopped and said, ‘One thing. If we do take this any further, I cannot keep calling you Mr Smith. It sounds absurd.’

He said, ‘David is fine.’

She met his eyes, put out her hand and said, ‘Caroline.’

It was a slender, impeccably mannered handshake. He would look back upon it and reflect that crossing the Rubicon can take many and most unexpected forms.


Chapter Seven

‘Last May, when I began to ask for the autopsy report, I also enquired about Freddie’s phone. I discovered the police still had it in their possession – if the autopsy had indicated anything untoward, I was told, the phone would have been a part of the evidence they would consider. Of course, the autopsy had indicated no such thing but the police had omitted to return the phone to me, as the next of kin. That’s what should have happened.’

They had returned to the study after lunch. He had never eaten cold venison before – he was now considering whether he might only have it that way in future. As to the story about the mobile phone, he inwardly crossed two fingers and asked her which police station had been involved in the initial investigation into her brother’s death; when she told him it had been Bethel Street in Norwich, his relief might have been visible to someone who knew him well.

She said, ‘In the end, I went to the station to collect it. It was in a plastic bag with a few other personal items. This was horrible, and once more I was feeling ashamed I had not sorted all this out properly months before.’

She paused as Smith wrote in the little black notebook – his handwriting was small but neat and quick. Without looking up, he said, ‘What else was in the bag?’

‘His watch – an Apple Watch. Two rings he always wore. His little folding wallet thing that they put their cards in….’

Smith looked up and said, ‘Car keys?’

‘No. He travelled there with Tom Spencer. You remember I said there were three friends? Toby Egerton was in the car with Tessa. Tom’s the one not in the photograph.’

He stared at the notebook and then at her again – by now Caroline Thorpe must have noticed a change in the man she had brought to Burnham Park. That frown seemed to be fixed, as if it had set in for the afternoon like a change in the weather.

Smith said, ‘Freddie went there with Tom Spencer but he wasn’t discovered in the pool until early the next morning. Did Tom leave without looking for your brother? Or was it one of those parties where people stay overnight?’

She had something significant to tell him – he could see that.

‘They’re not so many years younger than me, David, but they have rather odd relationships. I don’t know whether this is a generational thing or… They care about each other but seem to be careless of each other, if that makes sense. However, back in May, when I began to ask questions, I did ask Tom that. He told me he messaged Freddie a couple of times, telling him he was leaving, asking him if he wanted a lift or not. He said Freddie read the messages but didn’t answer them.’

‘And what time did Tom leave?’

She shook her head and said she was sorry, but she hadn’t asked Tom Spencer that question. Smith nodded and made a note in that book. He had almost filled a page of it now. Afterwards, he sat back a little, thinking, and quite consciously she decided not to interrupt him.

‘Presumably though, you can see those messages on your brother’s phone. You’ve charged it up and had a look at it?’

They had arrived at the significant thing she had to tell him – he could see that.

‘Yes, I have. There are no messages from Tom Spencer. There are no recent messages at all, from anyone.’

Another measured pause. Then, ‘Was Freddie someone who used his mobile regularly?’

She said, ‘Every day, and frequently.’

Now he was waiting and the eyebrows were raised a little.

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘There are no recent calls either. The phone suggests Freddie didn’t use it for a couple of weeks prior to his death. He was here frequently in that time, and I know he was using his phone – it would have been very odd if he was not. But that’s not the strangest thing, David. I don’t understand why I’m able to use his phone at all. Not if he was in the pool for several hours.’

Smith understood. He said, ‘What sort of phone is it? Some of the new ones are waterproof, aren’t they?’

He could see she had travelled this path already.

‘It’s an iPhone 13. Yes it’s a recent one – but no, they’re water resistant, not waterproof. It would have kept the water out for thirty minutes – that’s what they claim. If you check online you’ll see that in reality, most users say the phone doesn’t even do that. Freddie’s phone charges up, and it holds its charge. It seems to work normally. There’s no sign of water damage more than a year after the event.’

She saw him turn onto a new page in the notebook. He drew a small diagram and added further notes but she was unable to see what this was for.

He said, ‘Which leads one to think either the phone performed exceptionally well or… It was never in the water. I don’t suppose the police happened to say where it was found? Or by whom?’

The shaking of her head was inevitable, of course. She pointed out the Apple Watch no longer functioned at all. It must have been on his wrist while he was in the water.

He continued, ‘And then there’s the matter of the missing texts and calls. It’s – peculiar, I’ll grant you that,’ and then because she had used his Christian name twice now, he added, ‘Caroline.’

She said, ‘As I mentioned before, wherever you begin to look closely, odd things turn up. It gets more peculiar. A similar thing seems to have happened to Freddie’s laptop. I’m convinced there are emails missing.’

Smith said, ‘I’m not being at all facetious when I ask whether he took the laptop to the party. I realise that’s not something one would usually do but…’

‘No. He did not. Freddie had a flat in Sheringham but he moved between there and here regularly. In the weeks before he died, he was here more often than not. His laptop was in his bedroom.’

More notes were added beneath that puzzling little diagram.

He said, ‘You’ll have to forgive me. I’m no expert with anything tech. How would one know an email was not there?’

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘Neither am I. Nevertheless, you seem to have the knack of asking the right questions. For some reason, Freddie had printed some recent emails and put them into a folder. He put the folder into a desk drawer and locked it. I didn’t find the key for days. The emails have dates on them but there’s nothing corresponding to them on his laptop. I’ve checked all this several times.’

Smith put down the pencil, sat back a little in the chair and said, ‘These emails you have – what are they about?’

She said, ‘That’s the next thing. They seem to be replies to something Freddie has asked about. One of them says something like “We can’t do anything without times, dates and places…” I’ve no idea what any of it is about, or what the “anything” might be. They’re being deliberately vague, I’m sure.’

He asked who “they” were. She told him there were no names but at the end of one email where there was the letter “T”. He looked down at the notebook and said, “T for Tom? T for Toby? T for Tessa?’

Caroline Thorpe shrugged and told him she had looked at the email address of the sender – pointing out she only had four of these emails printed – and thought they were all probably from Tom Spencer. But whoever sent them, they must be someone that her brother knew – they were referring to something that had been discussed before.

Smith said, “I know a man who can find out where those emails came from. If you’re prepared to hand over those emails to Jason Diver, he might be able to tell you more.’

She said, ‘Is that the person I spoke to on the phone? He sounded quite business-like… Could he get into encrypted files on a laptop?’

Something of a leap there, thought Smith, and a leap that could land one into the middle of a regulatory minefield. He said he thought it possible Mr Diver might know something about that sort of thing, and then he asked her why.

‘Because there are some, David. There’s a folder on Freddie’s laptop which was created during the summer before last. It contains a number of encrypted files. It’s the only one. He hasn’t done anything like it elsewhere on the laptop. I cannot open them.’

She had noticed he was taking a little time before each question now, just three or four seconds, as if it was somehow important to get the questions in exactly the right order. He said, ‘Was your brother good with IT, tech, all that sort of thing?’

‘He was certainly better than I am – I don’t know if that qualifies anyone as good. He could always fix my iPad and phone problems.’

Another pause – ‘Does that folder on the laptop have a name, by any chance?’

The lady of Burnham Park seemed in that moment to come to some sort of a decision. She nodded to herself and said to Smith, ‘It does. Untitled.’

As he wrote that into the notebook, she added, ‘Will you speak to your Mr Diver, please, and tell him to call me? I’d like to sort out the business side of things.’

He did not answer her directly. Instead, he said, ‘I presume you’ve spoken to Freddie’s friends – the ones you’ve mentioned this morning. They ought to be able to shed some light on all this. There might be a straightforward explanation to some of the questions you’ve raised.’

It was a while since she had smiled. She did so then, but it was a smile that hinted at a troubled heart within. For a moment she looked down to her left as if something had caught her eye, and her profile became one that might have been painted by Millais or Rosetti.

She said, looking back at him, ‘Oh, well, that’s the most peculiar thing of all, David. After I received the autopsy report two months ago, I began to focus my mind on all this. I came up with a plan. I decided to speak to all of them in turn – I even wrote out my questions. But they do not answer my calls, they do not respond to the messages I leave. I’ve been to where I know they live, or at least where they used to… But there appears to be nobody home. This is why I need your help.’

Jo said, ‘And did you manage to sort it all out on the drive back?’

Smith wondered whether books ever enjoy being read – she understood pretty well how his mind worked these days. He said, ‘Not all of it. There’s nothing solid, but you know how it is. Sometimes you get so much circumstantial evidence you can’t ignore it – you have to do something.’

‘What is it you intend to do?’

There was an hour of daylight left and it wasn’t raining. He said as he reached for the lead that hung on the peg by the back door, ‘I’ll take the dog. Coming?’

She shook her head – ‘No. That’s a thinking walk. It’ll be more successful if I’m not there. Anything I can do in the meantime?’

She meant with regard to the Freddie Thorpe situation. He said no, kissed her proffered cheek and then stopped in the open doorway.

‘Maybe. If you’re not busy. It’s odd that she still hasn’t mentioned her husband at all. I get the feeling she’s looking into her brother’s death on her own. Perhaps Mr Oliver doesn’t know. There’s no sign of him at Burnham Park, either. You could look him up again, see what else is in the public domain.’

Jo said, ‘Yes, boss,’ and then he had to check but she was smiling and waving him away.

Sometimes he wondered about the people – the men in those days, of course – who first built a bank here, between the land and the sea. They didn’t lack ambition or vision, did they? We’ll heap up thousands of tons of earth for a few miles and keep out the sea. Just like that. Today, the planning outline, the risk assessments and the ecological impact assessments would take a decade – then there would be a change of government and a reassessment of priorities. The truth, of course, the grim reality, was that the process was going into reverse. Not long ago he had sat in the mobile home with Gerald Fitch and been told that within a few years at most it would fall into the sea. Closer to home, not many miles from here, freshwater marshes had been identified as the next ones that would be allowed to become saltmarshes because of the apparently inexorable rise in sea levels.

Smith stopped and looked back towards Marston. Drift’s End sat snugly at the edge of the marsh, tucked in below the bank, but it could happen here, and then the cottage would be lost; they had paid eye-watering insurance premiums to protect their investment but in time it was likely that somewhere an actuary would draw a line across the page or, more likely, a spreadsheet, and that would be the end of that. Then those living here in the little cottage really would be living and waiting on the edge of the unknown.

Close to the edge. He turned away and began to walk again, refocusing his thoughts on Caroline and Freddie Thorpe – already it was impossible to think of one without the other. Picking up the pace a little, he saw the dog take note – this meant a longer walk, and she ran ahead and down the bank into the first creek, hunting for birds.

He allowed the thoughts and impressions to come in their own order; later he would sort them and put them onto paper. As he’d been leaving Burnham, she said to him, ‘And this bothers me, too. When Freddie drank or took things, he was seeking oblivion. He was never an obnoxious drunk, in all the times I saw him that way. He’d collapse on a sofa or a bed or the floor and close his eyes. The man described at the inquest just did not sound like my brother…’

Corroboration required – speak to other people who were at the party.

Another thing. If Tessa Montgomery’s version was correct, and Freddie had been sober, why was he? In general, people do not go to parties to remain sober. Especially people like – but be careful here, a voice was saying – people like Freddie Thorpe and his friends. If Freddie hadn’t gone to have what’s generally known as a good time, perhaps he had another reason to be there.

Could Tessa have simply been mistaken? Or maybe she’d told Caroline Thorpe a white lie, to spare her feelings at the loss of her brother… He remembered how many of his own police investigations had been resolved through forensic evidence and autopsy results; we view them as a sort of gold standard. Whatever else is unclear or in doubt, those almost never are. He would study them when he had them, but there was little chance he would notice something the experts had not.

Freddie’s mobile. How had it not gone into the water when he did? The odds suggested it had not done so – where had it been found, and by whom? Who identified it as belonging to the dead man, and when? That’s a lot of questions, and there is no obvious way of answering them.

And then the phone had spent months languishing in an evidence box? The general public has no conception of how much of this stuff the police have to deal with and retain – there are, quite literally, warehouses full of it. Things do get mislaid and forgotten. But the possible disappearance of text messages and call records was harder to explain; perhaps that was water damage after all. Jason Diver would know or he would know someone who would know… It doesn’t seem likely, though – both texts and call records lost but only recent ones?

He stopped walking and looked up. Skeins of geese were high in the grey sky, skein after skein of Pinkfoots, heading east towards the great marshes of Holkham where they would spend the night. Whenever they moved any distance, they accompanied themselves with that musical yelping, that constant conversational chatter, quite unlike the discordant honks of Greylags and Canada geese. They come each year from Iceland, and have been doing so long before the first men arrived here and said, let’s build a bank.

Walking again, he thought about the emails. The laptop had been at Burnham since Freddie Thorpe died – she had told him she found it in his room. If emails had disappeared, how? Smith had accidentally deleted a few in his time but you have to be at the keyboard and pressing the wrong things to do that. Don’t you? If the answer to that one was yes, then who? If the answer was no, you do not need to have physical access, then there were even more questions – how, obviously, but the central one would be why would someone go to the trouble of remotely deleting some, but not all, of Freddie’s emails? He had saved and printed a few of them. Again, why? Had Freddie Thorpe anticipated that some third party might interfere?

To begin to find answers to questions like these would involve examination of the phone and the laptop. Caroline Thorpe had invited him to take them away that afternoon but he had declined – as a police officer he had followed the strict procedures, the chain of evidence, to the letter. If Diver and Diver didn’t have a similar protocol in place already, they would do so before they took possession of the phone and the laptop – Smith would make sure of it. He could hear the voice of a nameless, faceless lawyer months from now saying ‘And is it the case, Mr Smith, that this mobile phone was in your possession for several hours before it was examined by these ‘experts’? Is it possible that that’s when these text messages disappeared?’

Layla had swum across the creek and stood with her nose in the air. He stopped and watched, hoping it was a live bird rather than a dead seal – she had rather a penchant for the latter. If she was unable to drag them back to show the rest of the pack, she was inclined to roll on them for some minutes and return with the smell instead. This involved an extended bathing procedure back at Drift’s End, and was not the way Smith fancied ending his week. The dog inched forward and then made a rush into the bushes of sea buckthorn – he winced and felt the thorns more than the dog, it seemed, and then a large, long-winged bird rose silently into the air. It turned its oddly human face towards the man, the two yellow, fierce and forward-facing eyes fixed upon him as it flapped and turned west into the wind, gaining height. A short-eared owl, a bird Jo would be sorry she’d missed. Shakespeare’s mousing owl, a bird of ill omen, but never mind – seeing it would probably be worth the risk. Smith walked on, and the dog swam back across the saltmarsh creek.

Now, about the absent friends of the late Lord Thorpe…

When he returned to the cottage, he told Jo about the owl. Yes, she said, she’d watched one from her study window earlier in the day and had forgotten to mention it. Probably the same bird. Had he managed to sort out his thoughts about the Freddie Thorpe affair?

Smith had a variety of expressions that could convey nonplussed and he chose one more or less at random before he said, ‘Yes. I’m going to call Jason and tell him we ought to take a look at it. There are-’

‘You’re too late. He rang while you were out, on your mobile. Have you figured out yet why it’s called a mobile phone, by the way?’

Smith said, ‘I’ve always assumed it’s an adjective which means able to be moved, but things which can be moved do not have to be. I mean, it isn’t compulsory. It’s another example of how giving people more choice makes life more difficult. It’s also linguistically interesting in that an adjective has taken on the functions of a noun – I cannot think of any other instances of that offhand but there must be some. Of course, a mobile can also mean a sort of decoration…’

Jo was putting the new drying coat onto Layla – her other owner would be more inclined to put additional wood on the burner, whereupon the dog would happily roast herself dry, but this was not a hill worth dying upon. One must choose one’s battles.

He asked where his phone was, and then what Jason had wanted. Jo said, ‘Oh, it’s about her ladyship. He asked me to ask you to call him back.’

His phone lay on the small coffee table in the lounge – the only item upon it, placed in the exact centre, its sides perfectly parallel with the edges of the table. Quite possibly this hadn’t happened accidentally – the behaviour of others, even those dear to us, is endlessly fascinating.

‘David… Thanks for getting back to me straight away.’

Diver still felt awkward about the Christian name but there was nothing to be done – Smith had told him he was happy to be called just that, on numerous occasions.

Diver said, ‘I’ve had Lady Caroline Thorpe call me this afternoon. It looks as if you’ve clinched the deal. Well done.’

It was difficult to know how to respond to such an accusation. While he considered it, Jason Diver continued his side of the conversation.

‘…coming in tomorrow morning at eleven o’clock. I know it’s a Saturday but would you mind awfully? That would speed things up, and as you’ve already got to know her… What exactly is it she’d like us to do for her, by the way?’

This, of course, was a very good question.

Smith said, ‘It’s quite involved – but essentially she wants us to throw enough doubt onto her brother’s inquest so that there has to be another one. This is going to involve the Attorney General.’

There was an appropriate pause at the other end of the conversation. Layla wandered into the lounge, looking faintly embarrassed in her red coat, and Smith said quietly that he was sorry but there was nothing he could do.

Jason said, ‘Oh. The Attorney General as in…?’

‘As in His Majesty’s Attorney General. I think there’s only the one.’

The dog sat down in front of the unlit wood-burning stove.

‘Well, David, in that case… I think you’ll have to come in. Can we say 10.30, have a bit of a briefing beforehand? You can bring me up to speed. Katherine’s in Dublin unfortunately, so she won’t be able to join us.’

Smith said this was a pity – they’d just have to manage as best they could. Then he ended the call, moved the dog aside and laid paper and kindling in the wood burner. He selected a couple of birch logs and told Layla that as soon as those caught alight the coat would just have to be removed.


Chapter Eight

‘Any first thoughts?’

Just one or two, thought Smith. Items he had last seen in the study at Burnham Park now sat upon Jason Diver’s executive desk – the laptop, the folder and placed on the top, Freddie Thorpe’s mobile phone. Caroline Thorpe had arrived at eleven o’clock and conducted herself in a business-like manner. She listened to Jason’s pitch, asked a couple of pertinent questions about the agency’s terms and agreed to sign some forms – various disclaimers and consents. Then she had produced these things from her shoulder bag, put them in front of Jason, stood up, smiled and said she would leave them to get on with the job. To Smith she’d said, ‘I’m sure you will think of more questions for me as things progress. Please don’t hesitate to call me, at any time. We could always meet again at the house.’

Smith got out of his seat and opened the door for her. She said good morning to Madison at her desk and then descended the stairs – elegant in a fitted ladies’ tweed shooting jacket, a matching cap, the skinny jeans again and a different pair of leather ankle boots – Smith made a point of not noticing the brand name on those.

Madison stared and then looked at Smith with a sort of fancy that expression – he decided not to take this literally, and returned to Jason’s office. In answer to the earlier question, Smith said, ‘Well, if you were giving a press conference, you’d have to say we are following a number of lines of inquiry. There’s a lot to do.’

Jason was plainly pleased with this.

‘My thoughts, too, a team effort on this one, right from the start. Obviously the phone and the laptop can come in my direction. That is, unless you…?’

The idea was absurd and Smith waved it away – he wouldn’t have a clue where to begin. Jo was more knowledgeable than he but she would not know how to search for evidence that either device had been interfered with in some way. He asked Jason what were the chances they could find out whether messages and calls had been deleted.

‘That depends on a number of factors. Primarily, a mobile phone acts as a…’

He’s getting better at reading me, thought Smith – that pause and look means he is about to take a sensible shortcut.

‘It’s certainly possible. We examine the phone in a logical sequence of steps. Depending on exactly how it’s set up, we might even recover all the data from a file someone has deleted. I’m no expert on phones but I have contacts who are – I’ll make a start, and hand it on if necessary.’

There are strict laws about all this, and even the police require the equivalent of a digital warrant before they can enter your phone, just as they require a piece of paper before they are allowed to push past you at your front door. Smith raised the question now – you learn to think many months ahead when you might be confronted by King’s Counsel in open court.

Jason said, ‘Ah, that’s why I asked whether her brother had left a will. He did and she was the sole beneficiary. His possessions are legally hers, and she has signed a consent for us to examine those possessions in any way that is relevant to our investigation.’

Smith nodded – just slightly but there was more respect in that nod than the recipient of it might have realised. He asked a similar question about the possibility that emails had disappeared.

‘Again, a number of factors come into play. It depends on who provides the email service and how it’s set up on your computer. If your computer downloads the emails, we’re in business, so to speak. If they are stored on the provider’s server – Gmail, for example – we have a problem.’

Jason had a thought and reached for the folder on his desk. He found the printed emails, looked up at Smith and said, ‘Gmail. Never mind. I have acquaintances who can work wonders.’

Smith said, ‘If you’re taking that on, I’ll make a start with the printed emails and Freddie Thorpe’s friends. Before I approach anyone, I’m going to need more from his sister, so I will be calling her about that. Depending on why they have gone silent as far as Caroline Thorpe is concerned, finding them might be a quick job or it might not.’

Jason said, ‘Well, we have more than one man in the field now, don’t we?’

Technically no, thought Smith, but it wasn’t worth quibbling. Polly was a good hand – it might be interesting to work with her on a case.

‘But if you hadn’t told me about her husband, David, I’d never have known. She made no mention of it.’

Again, he thought. That has to be quite deliberate on her part, and you have to wonder why. Jo had done as she promised and had a look at Robert Oliver online. Quite a lot can be discovered about your Member of Parliament if you are patient and know how to search. The North West Norfolk constituency has been a Conservative stronghold since the boundaries were redrawn in the 1970s, apart from a brief flirtation with the Labour party in the strange days of the late 1990s; Robert Oliver had held it since 2010. His majority had neither increased not decreased in subsequent elections, suggesting that in that area the electorate, having once made up its mind, was not inclined to change it without good reason. Their MP had not been invited to participate in government, as far as the public record showed, but for the past three years he had been a member of the Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliament – the ISC. Thorough as ever, Jo had found out their brief: “to oversee the policies, expenditure, administration and operations of MI5, MI6, GCHQ, Defence Intelligence, the Joint Intelligence Organisation, the National Security Secretariat and Homeland Security Group”. After Jo had read this aloud, Smith had commented that Mr Oliver had a few useful contacts then, but as Mrs Oliver had decided, for whatever reason, not to involve her husband, Diver and Diver would be doing their very best to honour her wishes in that respect. To himself he reflected that his two encounters with ‘those people’ whilst he was still a detective at Lake Central would suffice.

As to the marriage itself, this had been more difficult to find. Social media was a blank, as were local newspapers. His wife was mentioned simply as “Caroline” in a Wikipedia profile. Eventually Jo found the details by searching the General Records Office database – she had asked Smith whether he would like to order a copy of the certificate while she was there but he said he thought this would be considered overkill; nevertheless, he had now learned that Robert Oliver was fifty-three and ten years older than his wife. They had been married for eight years. Jo expressed her surprise that there had not been a proper society wedding, and wondered why.

Smith shared the relevant details with Jason Diver as far as Mr Oliver was concerned, and then it was a matter of deciding when they would begin work on a new and unusual case. Jason said he would be looking at the phone first, if possible that same afternoon – Smith said he would begin framing questions for Freddie’s friends as soon as he’d called Caroline Thorpe and discussed the best approach to them with her.

As he stood up, he pointed at the items on the desk and said that when not in use they ought be in the DDA safe.

Jason said, ‘Yes, already thought of that. Have you come across anything like this before, David? I mean, with regard to inquests and coroners?’

‘No. I’ve known instances where the Coroner stopped proceedings to allow the police to continue investigations. But they are a law unto themselves – they have a surprising amount of independence.’

And then he added, ‘I’m sure Lady Caroline will have a lawyer ready next time, if things get that far, but it might be a good idea to take some advice as far as the agency is concerned. Legal waters can get murky very quickly. It might be worth asking Katherine to check the code of practice as well, just to be sure we’re not stepping over a line somewhere.’

Jason Diver already had a pen in his hand. As he wrote, he glanced up at Smith and said, ‘Noted. Thank you.’

Jo worked six days a week. It used to be seven, she’d told him, when she was living alone, and in the middle of a book, but they had agreed a while ago now that she could afford to take off Sundays – for the sake of their relationship, she had said with a straight face. After lunch together that Saturday she went up to her study and Smith went up to his – they had kept the largest of the three bedrooms, the one which overlooked the track back to Marston, as their place to sleep, and converted the two smaller bedrooms, both of which overlooked the saltmarshes to the east of Drift’s End, into places of work and private recreation.

Smith’s room had an old oak desk which had travelled here from his Kings Lake days. When he sat at it, he could look up and see the saltmarshes through the window. Bookshelves covered the wall to his right, and to his left were more shelves. The top one had a row of notebooks – those Alwyches included – files both domestic and work-related, and below that other shelves held a decent Lumix camera with a couple of lenses, a pair of binoculars, a little brass Buddha, various incense burners and so on – the small, apparently insignificant things we collect on our way. Behind and to his left was his favourite acoustic guitar on a stand. Drift’s End was deceptively spacious; downstairs the single-storey extension at the rear of the property had become a music room and that’s where he kept his other guitars, his amps and a keyboard he’d told himself he would learn to play properly once he had retired. He hadn’t got very far with that.

He transferred to his laptop the images he had taken with his phone in Jason Diver’s office that morning – the photos of the four emails in the folder Caroline Thorpe had given them. As he watched the process, which took mere seconds, he reflected that when he began his time at Lake Central, he would have had to spend long minutes beside an enormous photocopier as it wheezed and whirred its way through the process, invariably jamming with paper before the job was finished. You had to pull out hidden drawers and unwind it from rollers – sometimes the paper got hot and charred as if it was about to catch fire. And now, look at this and look at me – the pictures have travelled through the ether, in ways he could not begin to understand, and reassembled themselves on his computer screen. Binary code, light waves, rearranged atoms more than likely. Search me, guv – don’t have a clue.

The first email had been sent on Tuesday the 2nd of August, 2022. It read Confirmed, T’s cousin has photos on her phone. They prove he was there on the 14th. Too risky to share these online. We need to talk, call me. The sender’s email address or name or handle, whatever one calls it, was spencertherover. An old English folk ballad, John Martyn’s is the classic version, DADGAD tuning, beginning in D… Smith resisted the temptation to turn around and reach for the Taylor guitar, which just happened to be set in that open tuning, and play it. Discipline and focus, please.

This was too big a job for a page of an Alwych. Opening a drawer, he took out the pad of lined A4 and an HB pencil. First notes are made this way – later notes, summaries and conclusions are added using the Waterman, with Intense Black ink. But, to be absolutely sure, he did open the Alwych and check – one of the three names given to him by Lady Caroline was Tom Spencer. Tom Spencer had been at the party – Tom Spencer was the friend not pictured in the photograph of Freddie in the sports car. It was likely – highly likely – that the same Tom Spencer had sent this email to Freddie Thorpe eighteen days before Freddie died.

Smith read the message again, waiting for the moment he knew would come – the moment when something clicked into place and his mind was fully engaged with the task. When it had done so, he picked up the pencil and wrote a heading – “Email dated Tuesday 2nd of August 2022”. This he underlined, using the same steel ruler he had owned for more years than he cared to remember. Beneath the heading he made his first bullet point – unhurried, precise, the actions of a man carrying out the rituals of meditation or the tea ceremony – and by the bullet point he wrote the words Who is T? Another point, below and exactly in line with the first, and Who is T’s cousin? And then another, with Photos of? More points and questions followed: Who is “he”? Where was “he” on the 14th of when? In what way were the photos “risky”? Did spencertherover and Freddie meet up? Had Freddie ever called the person who sent this email? Pausing there, he read back through the list and thought, well, if this was you, Tom Spencer, that lot should keep us busy for half an hour, shouldn’t it?

Smith missed three lines and wrote the second heading – the one for the second email. After that, he frowned – he wanted the four sets of notes to be consecutive but another question had occurred. In the margin at this point he wrote, at a slight upwards angle, “Why print?” This meant he could continue with the emails, and return to that one later on.

Email number two was dated the 4th of August, two days later, a Thursday. It read I’ve seen the pics. 100% it’s him. If this gets out, he’s toast. It could bring all the bastards down. On either the second, the third or the fourth of August, the writer of these emails had seen the photos – on T’s cousin’s phone or somewhere else now?

After making the next bullet point, Smith got half out of his chair and reached for the binoculars. He scanned the marsh through the window, and could see not a soul out along the bank, even though it was a Saturday afternoon – it wasn’t raining but the threat of it was in the air again. In the distance, gulls were hanging around in the south-westerly – that’s literally what they do, just shaping their wings to the wind, holding position without effort, or drifting down the wind like flakes of fine ash, grey and white against the heavy sky. Observing the man, one might think he had lost interest, but this too was a part of the process; he was reflecting that compromising photos don’t have a wide range of subject-matter possibilities. Sex is the first thing one thinks of, though one has to be careful when explaining that to the nearest and dearest. Could be money changing hands… Associating with nefarious characters… But it’s usually sex.

‘Toast’ suggests they’re properly compromising – boys, girls or something more exotic? You can’t help wondering but it’s time to move on. The next part is more of a puzzle – all the bastards? Bring them down? Down from where?

Sunday the 7th of August, three days later – Don’t know whether this is on the family calendar…ha bloody ha! The first DSC is on the 22nd of next month. The Thorpe family calendar? Smith was becoming sure these emails had been sent by Tom Spencer – only an intimate friend would make such a joke. As far as the DSC was concerned, nothing obvious sprang to mind. He would conduct a routine search at some point. Smith found an online calendar for 2022 and clicked through to September but there was nothing of significance, nothing the nation needed to know on the twenty-second – it wasn’t even an obscure saint’s day. But in some way the date would be connected to the other matter they had been discussing – why else mention it?

The final email had been sent two days after the third one, on Tuesday the 9th of August. It read Shooting grouse in Scotland next weekend. DSC probably paying for the ammo. Returns on the 15th. Expected to go to the Ranworth do the following weekend. You definitely on for that? An initial reading could suggest the sender of the email was off to Scotland for the Glorious Twelfth, but the second sentence implied that someone else was the subject heading north. The DSC again, obviously… Ammo was an odd choice of word if the writer was referring to shotgun cartridges. The same person comes back on the 15th, a Monday, and the sender clearly has good intelligence about their planned movements at least a week ahead. How? Freddie Thorpe’s answer – assuming he sent one – must have been yes. He had died on the night of the 20th, and the party had been held at Grange Villa which is – Smith had already checked the location – a private residence on the edge of Ranworth Broad in the north-east of the county.

Each email now had its list of bullet points. He sat back a little and regarded them with a critical eye, but didn’t think he had missed an obvious question. Of course, there were many subsequent ones, almost infinite possibilities dependent on answers received to the opening ones; one could map them on a sheet of A4 until they resembled the branches or roots of a great tree. He preferred the roots analogy because you’re digging away, uncovering the taproots of truth. It’s the dendritic theory of investigation – Waters would have believed that in the early days.

There was a link between the unnamed shooter of red grouse and Freddie Thorpe – why else had T asked whether the late Lord Thorpe was going to be at Grange Villa? The phrase “up for it” usually implies some sort of challenge, doesn’t it. Some sort of risk?

Later that afternoon, Jason Diver called.

“Remember Twice-Shy Security, where we took your car to have the tracker removed? I took the phone to them. His young man, Noah, the long-haired boy who was working when we were there, took it apart. The phone has never been submerged – there’s no sign of water damage. Second, like me he doesn’t have the specialist equipment to retrieve deleted material, but he knows an awful lot. He confirmed what I thought, David – someone has deleted texts and call records. The most recent data on the mobile is from the 15th of July 2022. That’s more than a month before Lord Thorpe died.’

Caroline had told him Freddie was an inveterate user of his phone – there must have been plenty to delete in more than four weeks. He said as much to Jason, adding that this was, at the very least, rather odd.

‘I should say it is!’

Oh dear – an unmistakable note of enthusiasm, possibly even excitement. Jason was continuing – ‘… find out whether it’s possible to retrieve any of the missing data. I don’t know whether I can extract what’s required or whether I’ll need to send it away, but that’s my next job. What about you?’

The assumption Smith would not have been idle this Saturday afternoon was, shall we say, interesting, but nevertheless it had been correct. He reported his work on the printed emails, and said that on Monday he would make contact with the first of Freddie Thorpe’s friends, after having another word about that with Caroline Thorpe.

Jason said, ‘Oh, good – you can let her know how we’re doing, bring her up to speed. Great work! Talk soon!’

Jo came in, caught the end of the conversation and asked whether he was done for the day. He told her he had one more call to make, to Lady Thorpe, and then he was all hers. She said that was nice, and that she’d start grilling the Dover sole.

When he told Caroline Thorpe about Freddie’s phone, she said, ‘Oh. Goodness. I hadn’t expected to hear anything so soon. Please tell your Mr Diver I’m impressed. And – well, that raises all sorts of questions, doesn’t it?’

Smith said this was now beyond dispute – they were not short of questions. He told her he was planning to make contact with Tom Spencer on the coming Monday, and that any further information she could give him would be useful.

She said, ‘Freddie and he met at school. He was one of the people who helped Freddie to survive there. What else? His family are Suffolk people. The last I can recall, Tom had a business in Swaffham. He’s an artist – graphic design, that sort of thing. I haven’t seen much of him in recent years, what with this place and Freddie moving away, but I’m sure they were still in touch. He came to the funeral. I just do not understand why, after Freddie’s death, Tom seemed not to want to talk to me… I tried. I asked him to tell me more about that night, about how he came to leave the party without Freddie. I wasn’t trying to blame him at all but he blanked me – there’s no more polite way of putting it.’

Smith had been standing by the desk in his study. Now he sat down and said, ‘When was that exactly? If you can remember.’

‘Yes, I can. It was shortly after the inquest, so April of this year. As I’ve explained, that’s when I began to look into everything.’

A note was made in the little black book. Perhaps Caroline Thorpe misinterpreted the silence. She continued, ‘I’m sorry I don’t have an address for Tom Spencer. I gave you his mobile number though, didn’t I? It’s the one he answered in April. I expect it’s still correct.’

Smith said he was sure he had enough to find the young man, and if not he would call her again. Now she was silent. Smith looked out across the blackness where the saltmarshes would be; there was no artificial light anywhere in that landscape of the night.

She said, ‘This is all quite involved already, isn’t it? If it would be easier in person, please feel free to come over to Burnham for supper. I realise you’re probably busy on a Saturday evening, but…’

He had an image of her in the great, empty house with its thirty two cold, dark rooms. He wondered whether Tilly lived in. It was surely likely but difficult to imagine the pair of them sat either side of the open fire, reading, knitting, reminiscing. Still no mention had been made of her husband but the fiver would have been placed on Robert Oliver not residing in the family home this evening.

He realised she was still waiting for a response, if not an answer. He thanked her but said he already had an arrangement for dinner, and the call came to an end. He wondered whether Caroline Thorpe had forgotten what he’d told her about Jo. Then he went downstairs to supervise the cooking of the fish – a delicate business, Dover sole – and didn’t mention to Jo that invitation to supper at Burnham Park.


Chapter Nine

The high street had been a good choice of location, and this had helped to keep the business going, but the rents were rising again in the new year. He could think about letting Grace go, sharing the admin out between the three of them who would remain. That would only delay matters, of course, by a few months or maybe a year. They needed a broader client base at a time when businesses had trimmed their spending on advertising and marketing but that was only the medium-term problem; the fundamental issue would be the rise of generative AI. The online debate about whether artificial intelligence would wipe out graphic design continued, and Tom Spencer followed it with academic interest. He was already sure his business, along with a thousand other sorts of business, was going to be irrevocably changed by it – he simply couldn’t be sure exactly when and how.

Grace brought in a mug of coffee. He smiled and thanked her, and then she lingered a little – he said a silent prayer of thanks for the fact he hadn’t given in to temptation a few months ago. Imagine how much worse it would have been then, if her job was coming to an end. Too young, anyway, at least ten years too young – that’s a scary thought when you’re still only in your thirties. He reminded her there were only eight working days left in the month, and that she needed to get the late payment reminders out. She took the hint and left his office.

The coffee tasted bitter, and he put the mug down. The screensaver on his desktop changed to a view of the Grand Canyon. It was a picture he’d taken himself, what seemed, this grey, late autumn morning, a very long time ago. Bright Angel Point, the North Rim in brilliant sunlight. Beautiful photographs. Carefree days.

Where do they go? He stood up, aware of the shirt tightening across his softening middle. He was becoming something he had once despised, the middle-aged businessman worrying about unpaid invoices and commercial rates. You have to earn a living – do you have to sell out? There was capital in the business. He could cash it in, maybe travel again.

The window of his office looked down over the high street. He went and stood there, leaning on the sill. Miserable-looking Monday morning people on the main street of a small and insignificant market town, raincoats on, umbrellas at the ready. God, he could do with some sunshine.

The day had been all right until the phone call at a quarter past nine. His personal number was on the website and it was not unusual for clients to ring him directly – personal number, personal touch and all that. The man had introduced himself, said he was from some sort of agency, and Spencer had thought, sales rep. Then the man said, ‘I’m actually calling on behalf of Caroline Thorpe. You’ll no doubt-’

He'd ended the call by pressing the red button. Five minutes later, his mobile lit up again and it was the same number. He found a menu and pressed Block This Caller. He tried to recall what sort of agency had been mentioned but could not; he couldn’t even recall the man’s name. What could she possibly want that would involve a third party? After six months? Jesus…

He should have handled it differently, played forward defence and blocked everything. He’d made the first eleven at Feoffees. If he’d made it clear to that character he had nothing to say, there and then, his head would be clearer now. Still, putting the phone down, if not quite literally, had sent a clear enough message, hadn’t it?

TSCreatives didn’t have its own dedicated parking spaces but there were no charges on the high street, and people could stay for up to two hours on a weekday. He watched as a Volvo pulled up and then reversed neatly into an empty bay almost directly below his window – one of the XCs. He could not see the driver’s face but it was a man, and his hands were busy organising things on the passenger seat and in the dashboard. Eventually the driver’s door opened and the man got out, looked at the front entrance with its TSC logo and then up at the window where Spencer was watching. Under his left arm he had tucked a green A4 wallet folder, which looked promising. Not our typical client but in these harsh times, come one, come all.

The man was walking towards the door now – not a tall man but compact and upright, with a sort of military air about him. Tom Spencer’s father had been a major, and there were some difficult times when his only son had refused to follow in his footsteps – that sort of regimented life and regimented thinking had not been for him. His father had accused him of being a leftie, which had rather encouraged him in that direction.

On the pavement now, standing to attention. Then the eyes looked up at the man in the window again, and the man in the window stepped away. Moments later, Tom Spencer heard footsteps on the stairs.

Yes, he’d said to the young lady, it’s a business matter, and away she went. He’d given the name Smith, realising there was a chance it might be remembered, but it was such a common surname the risk was negligible. He could see it was a small place. Open plan – over to the left, a couple of young people sat in front of the inevitable screens, and they didn’t seem to have noticed him. All very modern and shiny, as one might expect a design agency to be.

The approach he had planned on the drive over from Kings Lake was not the one he would normally have taken at this point in an investigation, but Spencer’s behaviour on the phone earlier suggested there might not be a wide window of opportunity to ask questions – it was unlikely they would be adjourning to the pub across the street for a chat about Tom’s fond memories of Freddie. In fact, he reflected, as he waited for the girl’s return, hopefully with an invitation to proceed, I’m now as puzzled about this as Freddie Thorpe’s sister; why is this former best friend putting down the phone at the merest mention of that family’s surname? Try as he might, Smith had not been able to come up with an even half-convincing explanation.

And so, all the usual preliminaries were to be discarded – if he could get himself in front of Tom Spencer, he intended to deliver a left hook more or less centrally on the young man’s right jaw bone, to see how well he could take a punch. Metaphorically speaking, of course.

The office reminded Smith of Jason Diver’s – they had similar tastes in furniture and executive chairs. It was odd – in all the years he’d run teams of detectives, sometimes numbering fifty strong, he’d never sat on anything more elaborate than a chair made of cheap wood or tubular steel with a foam-filled seat and back…

When the young woman returned, she told him he’d been fortunate enough to catch Mr Spencer in a free moment, and then he was following her towards the office he had seen when he looked up from the street. The proprietor stood up and they shook hands across the desk – the visitor declined the offer of a corporate coffee, and the receptionist departed.

‘So, Mr, er, Smith, isn’t it? How can TSCreatives be of help to you? I presume you’ve had a look at our website?’

Yes, said Smith, and this was true – he’d had a poke around.

‘I was wondering, sir,’ he answered, opening the green wallet folder, ‘whether you could take a look at these for me…’

Spencer nodded, smiling indulgently and holding out a hand for the sheets of paper.

‘… and confirm that these are emails sent by you?’

Spencer’s eyes left Smith’s and looked down at the papers. The intake of breath was slight but instantaneous, followed a split-second later by the flaring of the nostrils; easy to miss but the sympathetic nervous system triggers the flight or fight response. There’s a surge in the blood flow and the nostrils dilate to raise the oxygen levels.

Spencer continued to stare downwards for longer than necessary, taking the time he needed to compose himself. When he finally made eye contact, it was with a shake of the head and, ‘No, sorry. Nothing to do with me.’

He held the papers out towards Smith, who did not take them.

‘I appreciate, sir, that that might no longer be your email address; I sent a test one to it this weekend, and it did bounce back, as we say in the business. Nevertheless, I believe it is an email address that belonged to you at one time. Specifically, I think you sent these emails from it between the dates of the 2nd and the 9th of August last year. You sent them to Freddie Thorpe, whom I think you knew rather well, sir.’

Spencer was still holding the documents in question. When it was obvious his visitor was not going to accept them, he dropped them onto the centre of the desk. Then he said, ‘I do not see what business this is of yours, Mr Smith, but I do see that you have gained access to private property under false pretences. That has to be a criminal offence. Please leave or I shall call the police.’

Smith sat back a little and nodded a little, as if he’d been expecting to have to explain this.

‘It’s the Fraud Act of 2006, sir. People will confuse matters with the word “pretences”. What you’re talking about is actually called false representation in the said Act. To be found guilty, one must be shown to have intentionally falsely represented oneself, but up to this point I do not believe I have done so. When your charming young lady asked me whether I was calling on a matter of business, I answered quite truthfully that I was. It just happened to be my business rather than yours.’

Reaching into his jacket, Smith took out the fancy DDA smart card and presented it to Spencer. He said, ‘The agency has been engaged to act on behalf of Caroline Thorpe – Lady Caroline Thorpe, I suppose I should say, but you do know them well, the Thorpe family. She tells me she did try to contact you in person some months ago, but-’

‘Act how?’

The initial chit-chat seemed to be over. Mr Spencer looked outwardly calm enough but in that interruption there had been in his voice, unless Smith was much mistaken, the harmonics of a note of panic if not hysteria. Short though the question might be, it was not an easy one to answer. He certainly didn’t want to get into the second inquest/attorney general business with everyone who asked it – and he had a feeling this would not be the last time he was faced with the question, or something like it.

He said, ‘Oh. Well, Lady Caroline’ – it seemed more appropriate than using her full name, especially as Tom was an old family friend, ‘has a few concerns about matters connected to her brother’s death. That’s Freddie Thorpe, sir, as I mentioned earlier. If you could just confirm for me that he was the same Freddie Thorpe you knew at Feoffees school, that would be a big help. My name’s among the commonest, I know, but I expect there are other Tom Spencers around as well. So, to be clear, you knew Freddie Thorpe? The one who died so tragically and unexpectedly last year?’

It was probably the naming of the school that threw him most, but of course that’s why Smith mentioned it. Spencer picked up the emails and held them between the thumbs and fingers of both hands, the way we do when we intend to tear up a sheet of paper. When he looked at the man across his desk, he saw only a slight shrug and a sympathetic smile.

Smith said, ‘They’re copies, sir.’

Spencer, half out of his chair, leaned across and dropped them in front of Smith.

‘Please leave my office.’

The emails were returned to the folder, and the smart card was returned to its pocket. Another card was taken out, a plain white one with very little written on it. Smith placed this one on the desk and stood up. He said, ‘Of course I will. But the fact I’m leaving doesn’t mean I’m going away, sir. I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, but… Anyway, if at some point you decide you would like to speak to me, my number’s on the card. Good morning, Mr Spencer.’

Driving is like walking – used properly, it can create excellent thinking time. Our minds want to be busy, and repetitive actions can satisfy that need whilst using only a fraction of our brain’s capacity; once the rhythm of movement is established, we are free to speculate, wonder and even dream. By the time Smith placed a foot on the bottom step of the stairs leading up to the offices of Diver and Diver Associates, he had certainly spent time on the first two of those thought processes.

What had seemed a little strange when first told to him by Caroline Thorpe – the way in which Freddie’s oldest and, by her account, truest friends had cut themselves adrift from her – now looked more so. He had considered the possibility that Lady Thorpe had made more of a nuisance of herself than she had suggested to him, to the point where those friends had decided enough was enough – he had considered it and then dismissed it. He could not picture her in that way; it simply did not ring true. And that left a puzzle. Taking Tom Spencer first, as the only one Smith had met face to face, what else could explain such behaviour? Embarrassment or shame because he’d left Freddie at the party? Guilt, for the same reason? Or for some other reason?

These made some sense in a general way, but that happened fifteen months ago now. It seems hard, and is often difficult to accept, but we do move on – if time doesn’t exactly heal such wounds, it does at least allow a sort of protective scar tissue to form, enabling us to get on with our lives. This had not happened in Tom Spencer’s case, obviously. Some other explanation, then? Smith was interviewing himself and knew it, carrying out due process, not simply accepting what his instincts had told him the moment he’d heard that odd note in Spencer’s voice – “Act how?” Due process matters. He would not need to explain the steps he had taken to a senior investigating officer but the training never leaves you if you’re one of those people who are serious about the job.

He thought again, thought of every conceivable alternative before he finally said quietly but aloud to himself as he arrived in Kings Lake, ‘Tom Spencer was frightened.’ The youngsters in Lake Central would, to a man and a woman, have said then, ‘What of?’ At that point Smith would have looked at them and said, ‘Of what?’ – the thought, the memory, made him smile. He’d been a pain in the neck sometimes.

There was no obvious answer to the question, of course, but its very existence was enough. It was a reasonable assumption that Spencer was not stupid; he could have come up with a story, allowed Smith to sit in his office for a few minutes asking questions and then said he was sorry but he couldn’t be of any more help. Instead of which, he had panicked and aroused suspicion. Spencer himself must have realised this already. I wonder, thought Smith, what he’s done since I left him there.

At the top of the stairs, Madison smiled and said, ‘Again? I’m soon going to start believing you work here, David.’

His name came to her lips quite naturally, something her boss had yet to manage. When Smith asked whether Jason was free, she told him no – he was on a group call and it was important, not to be disturbed. ‘But he left instructions. He said could you have a word with Polly in the other office, and he’ll come through as soon as he’s done. He does want to speak to you this morning.’

When he walked into the second office – one of the early signs DDA was intent on expanding this side of their business – Polly Coverdale stood up from her desk, and they shook hands. The two of them hadn’t met many times and she still had yet to take up the offer of a Saturday visit to Drift’s End. Smith looked about before saying he thought he might see the latest staff member – he’d heard there was one.

Polly said, ‘Veronica? She’s at home studying for a couple of days.’

‘Studying? She’s a student?’

As they sat down, Polly said, ‘Aye – she’s reading through all the material from the ABI. She seems like she’s plannin’ to learn it off by heart!’

Smith said, ‘Oh dear. You’re going to tell me she’s a graduate, aren’t you?’

Polly laughed and said, ‘Ha, she is that! She’s keen, though. She might ’ave something.’

‘Well, I think it’s marvellous you’ve taken her under your wing…’

The wry smile told Smith that Polly Coverdale had understood exactly what had been implied – better you than me, partner. Polly told him she wouldn’t be in a hurry to put the girl onto anything that meant she would be operating without close supervision – she said, ‘If you ask me, that’s where they’ve been goin’ wrong. I’ve told them they have to be prepared to invest time and money in new people. It’s a long apprenticeship if you’re going to do it properly.’

Once again Smith felt he and the former member of the Redcaps had plenty in common. He said, ‘No. Once you’ve watched a few TV series, you should be able to do it – and it should be lots of fun as well!’

Polly said, ‘Look. About this morning. I don’t want to be steppin’ on your toes. He asked me to take a look at what you’re working on – he said it were a big job, an’ all that. If you think I’m pokin’ my nose in, just say so.’

It was true – he had said to Jason there was a lot of work if they were to follow up everything Caroline Thorpe was concerned about. But Jason hadn’t suggested to him other members of the team would be involved as a consequence. As a former police officer, Smith was used to working in a team, but even then one becomes quite possessive about ‘your’ case or even ‘your’ tiny piece of one. He asked Polly what she had been looking at.

She said, ‘Finding them, the young people.’

The ‘young’ was relative, of course – Freddie Thorpe’s friends were all in their thirties now. Polly herself was perhaps only ten years older than that – it was difficult to say, and not a guess Smith felt he needed to make.

She continued, ‘I ’ad a look for Tessa Montgomery. I rang the mobile your client gave you, and it’s a dead one. She’s changed her number.’

Smith said, ‘Oh. Two out of two, then.’

‘Aye. But it’s three out of three. After that, I rang the one for Toby Egerton – same result.’

As he took out his notebook, Smith said, ‘Hm. In less than a year. What are the odds of that, I wonder?  I’ve only ever had one mobile number. The thought of changing it would be rather unnerving. Is it something younger people just do?’

Polly Coverdale said it might be but all three in less than a year seemed surprising. She continued, ‘Anyway, I think I’ve found her.’

Smith recalled how she had located Lauren Fitch through the county court records – he said, ‘Go on.’

‘Well, I thought that’s not a common surname. I searched for it in the county first, and there’s not many. Third one I called in the directory recognised the name Tessa – I was speaking to her mother. I could tell straight away this lady wasn’t going to give me anything personal so I…’

She had raised her eyebrows – the two of them were still finding out about each other’s ways of working. Nevertheless, Smith read her expression correctly. He said, ‘So you improvised?’

‘Aye. Said I was from a Christmas gifts company, thought it would sound seasonal. Tessa had made an enquiry but we must ’ave written the number down wrong. I didn’t ask for the girl’s own number, the lady wouldn’t have given it. I left mine and said to get Tessa to give me a call back. Fifty-fifty whether she does, of course.’

He said, ‘Useful though. It suggests she’s still about and in contact with her family, or her mother would have said they’re not in touch. Well worth a try.’

Polly nodded, sat in silence for a few seconds and then said, ‘I think I’ve found her anyway, whether she rings or not.’

This reminded him of Waters – he used to play this game once he’d found his feet as a detective constable. It was best dealt with by a half-expectant but patient sort of expression, one that takes many years to master.

Polly said, ‘Facebook search. There’s quite a few of them in the world but a Tessa Montgomery started working at a Montessori school eighteen months ago, here in Norfolk – it’s a private school in Upham Market. Her name came up on t’school’s page. I had no idea what one was so I looked it up – it’s for posh people with awkward kids, as far as I could tell.’

She regarded Smith, and he wondered whether she was checking out what his politics might be. He said, ‘Where was her family home? When you spoke to her mother – was it a landline?’

‘Aye. About fifteen miles away from the school. Likely to be the same Tessa Montgomery. There’s a photo of her on t’school’s website, so we can check easily enough with your client.’

In the first two cases with Diver and Diver, Smith had worked almost entirely alone; now, and unexpectedly, he felt as if he were back in the criminal investigation suite at Lake Central, with a decent detective constable filling in some of the gaps.

He said, already guessing the answer from her face, ‘Brilliant. Anything else?’

‘Aye. She’s using what I think is now her maiden name. Public records show a marriage to a,’ checking her notepad, ‘Benjamin Howell, six years ago. I didn’t look for a divorce but I’d guess that’s what ’appened. She’s shown as Ms Montgomery on the school’s website.’

Smith said, ‘You’ve been busy!’

‘Like I said, Jason asked me to have a look. I don’t want to poke my nose in… It’s all yours.’

Polly pushed her notepad across the desk towards him. He wrote a couple of details into his own book and then passed it back to her. In the quiet after that, they could hear Madison on the phone, and somewhere across the town, a siren. These days it seemed to be a sound perpetually present in the background. And Smith took a decision.

‘Thanks, Polly. Have a look at these,’ handing her the green folder which contained the emails, ‘and I’ll tell you how my meeting with Tom Spencer went this morning.’


Chapter Ten

Polly said, ‘I wonder why he printed ’em, just these four. They’re obviously part of a longer conversation.’

She had raised several similar questions as they discussed the emails, and Smith had to remind himself more than once that though she had never had the training given to detectives in the civilian police force, she thought and talked very much as if she had. She had told him before that she’d been involved in Specialist Investigation and Close Protection units in the Army – the first of those must have given her the equivalent of the civilian training, and the second might come in handy should any of these young people decide to cut up rough, as we used to say; she wasn’t John Murray but Smith had now concluded Polly Coverdale was not to be underestimated until further notice.

He said in answer to her last comment, ‘I had the same thought. They contain some details he might want to have retained – he printed them rather than making notes? Or something made him decide to keep a permanent record of whatever it was they were talking about. The last one is dated just days before he died, as you can see.’

She glanced over the sheets of paper again.

‘They weren’t just talkin’ – they were plannin’ something. For the weekend at Ranworth, wherever that is… They were plannin’ something that involved the bloke they were referring to but they’re careful not to name him in these emails, aren’t they?’

Once again, Smith had had exactly the same thoughts.

He said, ‘And then, on that same weekend, Freddie Thorpe had a tragic accident. There’s nothing to suggest it wasn’t one, of course, but it’s an odd – coincidence, isn’t it?’

He was studying her reaction to that. She picked up the mug of coffee, drank some and made a face as if she didn’t much like the taste of it – Smith had a mug of it too, and it was dreadful. If he was going to find himself in this place any more frequently than once a month, something would have to be done.

Polly said, ‘You have to ask why they’re not writin’ his name. Makes you wonder, that… Is there a guest list – for that party?’

Smith’s instincts had made him pose the same questions; there was no obvious logical connection between these emails and the drowning of the late Lord Thorpe but no detective worth their salt was going to ignore what had been written by “T” in the days before that death. “T’ was Tom Spencer, Smith had no doubts about that any longer. Every jigsaw puzzle, no matter whether it has twenty pieces or two thousand, is begun by slotting the first two together, and that had now been done. Then you study the patterns and look for another similar piece.

He said, ‘I’m not aware of a guest list. We know of two people who were there – Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery. At some point we’re probably going to be talking face to face with them – again, in Spencer’s case. That’s something we need to ask them.’

The “we’re” had been deliberate but if Polly Coverdale noticed, she didn’t acknowledge the fact. Instead she looked behind Smith because someone had entered the room. Jason Diver didn’t conceal his pleasure at seeing the pair of them with what looked like work on the desk between them.

‘Ah! You’ve got together on it. Any progress? What’s this?’

Smith explained these were simply the emails Caroline Thorpe had provided, and summarised their thoughts so far; Jason pulled another chair close to the table and sat down – and then he took out of a pocket the mobile phone which had belonged to Freddie Thorpe.

Jason said, ‘Right. Let me add something in to the mix. I’ve gone into this phone’s memory as far as I can, after Noah told me there were certainly gaps where there should have been data. I cannot recover any of the deleted material but I’ve taken screen shots of what I am finding. I’ve shared these with some of my contacts. When I say contacts, most of them are people who work with us on the internet security side of our business…’

Jason had a sort of boyish enthusiasm once underway in this area – Smith caught a look from Polly, a look which suggested she hadn’t encountered this before. He did his best to send her reassurance in a smile.

‘…which, I have to say, is meshing quite nicely into our newer sorts of cases, isn’t it? I’m thinking of the work we did on the phones in the Gerald Fitch business – and finding the tracker on your car?’

Smith nodded but didn’t engage further – it was the most sensible thing to do.

‘Anyway, three have come back to me with very similar opinions. One of these people is the most expert I know in the field.’

Jason looked about rather theatrically, as if unwelcome ears might be listening, before he continued in a slightly lowered voice, ‘Formerly of GCHQ, now an independent consultant. She has told me not to bother trying anything else with this,’ holding up the mobile, ‘because whoever deleted the data knew what they were doing. In her opinion, it was done by an expert.’

The implications of this digital discovery didn’t take long to sink in for the two analogue detectives in the room. Polly said, ‘Was Freddie Thorpe an expert?’ looking at Smith, and Smith said he did not believe so.

Her next question was, quite logically, ‘Where the ’ell has this phone been, then?’

Smith told its story – that the mobile had, apparently, been in police custody from the day following Freddie’s death until Caroline Thorpe had collected it in person from a police station in Norwich in May, nine months later. And then he asked Jason whether his expert could tell them exactly when the deletion had taken place because that was critical.

Jason said, ‘No. All one can say is that it must have been after the last data which is still there. Why is that critical?’

Smith and Polly Coverdale exchanged another look as he said, ‘Because if it happened while Freddie was alive, he might have done it himself, or he might have got someone else to do it, for some bizarre reason I cannot fathom. If it happened after his death… Well, as somebody must first have said a long time ago, that’s a whole different ballgame, isn’t it?’

An effective senior investigating officer or team leader knows when to stop and conduct a review, an audit of what has been ascertained, at key points in an investigation. Smith undertook that role now. Freddie Thorpe had not gone to the weekend party at Ranworth on a whim; the emails showed he went there with some sort of purpose, one involving a person as yet unknown. They had a Coroner’s report which indicated he had died while under the influence of a dangerous combination of alcohol and barbiturates, and yet Caroline Thorpe had told him she was sure Freddie hadn’t been involved in that sort of activity in recent years. Furthermore, Tessa Montgomery, present at the party and someone who knew Freddie well, had told Caroline he was not behaving in an inebriated way. She left at around 22.00 – or so she had told Caroline – but another witness told the Coroner she had seen Freddie taking cocaine at 20.30.

He paused there and said after looking at Jason Diver and Polly Coverdale, ‘Already we have a problem, don’t we? Post-mortem test results are invariably viewed as incontrovertible, and yet we have a witness casting doubt on them. We have to ask whether Tessa was mistaken, whether she said what she thought Freddie’s sister would want to hear, or, more worryingly, that she was telling the truth – that Freddie was not spiralling out of control at 22.00 that night. In which case, we really do have a problem.’

Polly said, ‘Or, it’s possible the other witness who reported the cocaine-taking was mistaken… Or something else… I know that doesn’t alter the autopsy results, but there’s contradictions ’ere.’

Next, Smith outlined the sequence of events following Freddie’s death. The post-mortem was conducted on the 24th of August, four days after the discovery of the body – a typical interval. On Wednesday the 7th of September, the Coroner released the body to the family, no suspicious circumstances being evident at that time. Freddie Thorpe’s funeral took place on Friday the 23rd of September – his body was cremated, and his ashes were spread by his sister in a favourite spot on the Burnham Park estate.

The inquest was held at the Norwich Coroner’s Court on the 11th of April this year. Eight months was not an unusual interval nowadays, Smith informed them – he had checked. Caroline Thorpe attended the inquest, and was concerned by the picture it painted of her late brother; she had admitted to Smith that her grief had overwhelmed her for several months but that by the time of the inquest she had begun to come to terms with Freddie’s death. She had tried to speak to all three of her brother’s closest friends after the inquest because of the concerns it raised for her, and found they had all acted in the same way – they were unwilling to talk to her about it. Eventually none would pick up a phone call from her. Caroline had been to where she knew Tessa was living when Freddie was still alive, only to find she had left that address.

He said, ‘Shortly after the inquest, Caroline asked for a copy of the Coroner’s report – that was in May. She didn’t receive this until September. Who can say why that took so long to arrive? She also asked about his mobile phone, discovering it was still being held by the police in Norwich. Eventually she went there herself to collect it. She was not able to speak to an investigating officer – the phone had been left at the reception desk for her.

‘It’s safe to say that by now Lady Caroline had the bit between her teeth. She investigated Freddie’s mobile and discovered what we have found – things appear to be missing. She goes through the rest of his possessions and finds that his laptop seems to be suffering from the same complaint. She discovers the printed emails. Being an intelligent woman, she can see there’s something going on prior to the party at Ranworth. She decides to seek some professional help… And here we are.’

Polly Coverdale sat with pursed lips and a partial frown, staring down at the emails – Jason Diver said, ‘Crikey. When you put it all together like that…’

Madison appeared in the doorway and asked whether anyone would like another coffee – Smith and Polly declined politely but Jason said he would, thank you; it was plain he was enjoying himself enormously.

Smith said, ‘I don’t know anything about second inquests and the Attorney General business – that’s someone else’s department. Do I think there’s something odd in all this? Yes, I do.’

Polly nodded – ‘Aye. Somethin’s off with it. If nothin’ else, we need to speak to the friends. That’s the strangest thing for me.’

Jason said, ‘For me, it’s the phone. Who’s the expert who deleted that data? And why?’

Investigations begin in different ways. Sometimes there has very obviously been a crime – look, there’s a body with stab wounds in the back. On other occasions we can spend a surprisingly long time trying to decide whether an offence has been committed at all – the search for Gerald Fitch was a perfect example. Freddie Thorpe’s death might yet involve no wrongdoing, but someone somewhere now had some explaining to do.

Smith said, ‘That’s the review done. Thoughts about where we go next?’

They discussed the matter for another quarter of an hour. Jason decided he would switch his attention to Freddie’s laptop – Smith guessed this was an area in which the DDA director had as much expertise as his contacts. Before he left them, Jason said, ‘It’s turning into a pretty interesting day, all round. The meeting I was in earlier? It’s come to us in a very roundabout way but it looks as if we’re being invited to assist with some work being done on behalf of an official body.’

This was the most he’d ever revealed about the other sides of DDA’s business – one could only presume this was more team-building. Nevertheless, Smith looked suitably concerned and said, ‘Not the police, is it?’

Missing the point entirely, Jason said, ‘No. Some other government agency concerned about data leaks. It’s an area we’ve never explored, but who knows…’

He drifted off for a moment whilst remaining in the room, reminiscent of Christopher Waters. Polly glanced at Smith, looking for guidance perhaps.

Eventually he said, ‘Anyway, while you’re searching for the missing emails, we’ll have a look for the missing people.’

‘Eh? Yes, absolutely. If you can it might be better to talk to them face to face, rather than just phoning them up. You know, if there is something they’re concealing. Not that…’

Yes, Smith said, they would bear that in mind.

After Jason Diver had left them, Polly said, ‘I think he means well.’

The Eastwood Preparatory Montessori School released its charges back into the wider world at three o’clock in the afternoon – that much had been available on the website. Polly had established that Ms Montgomery was in school by making a phone call. When Smith asked, she told him she’d said to the secretary that as it was only a union matter, she would call again after lessons were over for the day.

Smith had said, ‘Do teachers in private schools belong to unions? Just as a point of interest.’

Polly said, ‘I’ve no idea. Might ’ave got her into a bit of bother, I suppose,’ but when Smith looked across from the driver’s seat, his companion for the afternoon didn’t look overly troubled by the thought.

He had allowed an hour for the drive south from Kings Lake and for a few minutes’ observation. He was already familiar with the Eastwood suburb of Upham – as leafy a location as one might find anywhere south of the Wash, with long, tree-lined avenues of comfortably middle class homes. And yet even there he had once conducted a forced entry in the search for two missing children; the darker sides of human nature are by no means confined only behind the doors of the poor and downtrodden. Look at the business they were investigating now…

In the office Polly had said it was his case really, she didn’t mind, but Smith had told her that as she had found the young woman, she might as well come along for the ride. ‘In fact,’ he’d added, ‘she might respond better to a female approach, at least initially.’

Polly was getting out of her seat then, but she said, ‘Just so you know, it would be a mistake to overestimate me when it comes to charm offensives. I’ve been known to frighten off women as well as men.’

Smith had looked impressed and said he was keen to see her in action, in that case; for the first time since they’d met, there was a laugh and a smile from his fellow PI. She made a comment about the agency not being likely to pay for two of them on one job very often but Smith thought she was pleased to be invited along.

The school had once been one of those sprawling four or five-bedroomed houses. Part of the garden to the right of it had become a good-sized car park but as they were ten minutes early, Smith waited out on the road. Other vehicles were already there – the Range Rovers, Mercedes and Audis of the well-to-do mothers whose offspring need the sort of education the state cannot provide. Smith said he expected Polly had gone to school somewhere like this.

‘Oh aye. This takes me back all right. I remember mummy waiting outside in the Bentley…’

He remembered what Caroline Thorpe had told him about Tessa Montgomery. She and Freddie had been an item at one time but things like that with her brother were always complicated – at some point he should probably ask her what she meant by that. Still, if they had remained friends afterwards, it was a deeper friendship than most. Generally we keep our past lovers at a special sort of a distance, don’t we? Of one thing Smith was reasonably sure – Freddie Thorpe had been a character, someone others made allowances for, someone full of ideas and schemes, someone you do not fail to notice at a party.

Polly said, ‘It’s almost three,’ and Smith started the car and drew forward, turning right into the school’s car park. He reversed into a space and they were looking directly ahead at the glass double doors of the main entrance, some thirty yards away. Women had already gathered on the wet tarmac, chatting as they waited for the children to appear – some had pushchairs and toddlers, one or two had brought along the sort of dogs that look nice in the backs of Range Rovers, Mercedes and Audis. Smith wondered whether a smart operator had spotted the perfect location for a Montessori school or whether the local people had got together and decided they simply must have one.

The children came out, noisily and excitedly. A small boy ran towards the Volvo, stopped and peered at the two people watching him. Smith stared back and said to Polly, ‘I think we’ve been made.’

When she didn’t respond he glanced across and saw she was looking at her phone – at the image of Tessa Montgomery on the school’s website. The small boy, meanwhile, was still looking – Smith stuck out his tongue and the child ran away. The mother listened to his tale and then glared in their direction. If she came across to remonstrate, this could all go embarrassingly wrong, though Jo would enjoy it enormously.

The woman turned her back and the boy peered from around her legs. Smith reflected that there were some advantages to not meeting your children until they’re thirty years old, and then he heard Polly say, ‘That’s her.’

A petite blonde woman had appeared, holding a little girl by the hand and then passing her on to a mother, talking and explaining something, laughing as she did so, reassuring. Other children ran up and spoke to her – one of the popular teachers.

Smith said, ‘It’s my guess one of these cars belongs to her. I suggest we wait until she comes out. Monday’s not a likely day for a meeting, is it?’

‘I doubt it. But she might have some cutting out to do, or something… Were you serious earlier, about me talking to her first?’

He was, and they planned the approach. Show the DDA card, introduce yourself and ask whether one might have five minutes of her time. She should feel safe enough out in the open, and say yes, what’s this about? Then, I’m here on behalf of Caroline Thorpe. Would you mind…

At that point, matters could become rather unpredictable, he said, and you’ll have to make it up as you go along. Polly Coverdale only shrugged and said, ‘Fair enough.’ Smith thought she was strongly towards the unflappable end of the spectrum, and he hadn’t forgotten how she’d already handled Tessa’s mother and the school secretary.

Tessa went back into the building, and gradually the mothers and their children dispersed. Overhead the sky was looking darker once more – today was the 20th of November and it seemed to have rained every day for the past three weeks. A poet did once write it is the month of the drowned dog. The two of them waited in silence, and he noticed Polly was not someone who needed to fill spaces with idle talk; neither did she fidget or fiddle or flick at the screen of her mobile phone. She seemed to be self-contained, and content with the way she was and the way things were. Smith thought again about that comment, that she could frighten off women as well as men, and wondered whether there had ever been anyone. He was as sure as he could be there was no one else in her life at present.

She interrupted his thoughts when she said, ‘’Ere we go. I’ll wait until she gets to her car.’

Tessa Montgomery had reappeared in an outdoor coat and carrying a sports bag. She seemed to be walking directly towards the Volvo until she veered a little to her right – a blue Citigo’s lights flashed when she pressed a key remote, and then she was at the boot of it. Her car was the next but one to where Smith had parked.

Polly opened her door and got out – Smith turned on the ignition and pressed the button which lowered the passenger side window so he would be able to hear what was said. Tessa Montgomery frowned as Polly made her introductions but only insofar as something a little unexpected had occurred. Then the young woman smiled and said, ‘Really? What’s this about?’

When Polly reached their client’s name, everything changed. The smile faded and the face seemed to freeze into a mask; Tessa was attractive but the blood quite literally drained away, leaving her pale and shocked. Smith heard her say, ‘How did you find me?’

Polly began to give some sort of an explanation – something Smith himself wouldn’t have done at that moment. Then he noticed he’d been seen by the young woman. He opened his door and got out, wondering whether anything could be salvaged from the situation.

Tessa backed away and so he stopped approaching her – they were standing some ten feet apart. She might be angry or she might be afraid or maybe it was both – it was impossible to say – and Smith said in his most reasonable tone, ‘Ms Montgomery, there’s no need to be alarmed. I assure you we only-’

‘No.’

‘Could we perhaps-’

‘No! Leave me alone!’

Out of the corner of one eye, Smith was aware of someone crossing the tarmac, heading towards the door marked Reception; he half-glanced in that direction and it was a middle-aged lady, still walking but watching, with a quizzical expression on her face.

The young woman was visibly and genuinely upset. This was about damage limitation now – Smith’s look towards Polly said as much. To Tessa Montgomery he said, ‘I’m sorry if we alarmed you, Ms Montgomery. That was never our intention.’

He was surprised to see that her eyes had filled with tears, and still more surprised when she said, in an odd and bitter tone, ‘Eff your intentions.’

This seemed most out of place from a primary school teacher in a primary school playground – even a Montessori one. In times past he might even have gently remonstrated with her.

The tears were on her cheeks now. Reaching up, she slammed shut the boot of the car, and then turned to them again. Looking hard at Smith she said, ‘You’ve absolutely no idea, have you?’

He presumed the question related to the specific circumstances rather than being a more general one, and he was unable to resist saying, ‘If you’d care to enlighten us…’

She turned then and half walked, half ran back towards the building. The middle-aged woman was outside the door, with another out of the same mould. When Tessa reached them, there were voices of concern and one of the women’s arms went around her – the other was staring angrily in the direction of the two private detectives.

Smith said, ‘If we don’t scarper, we’ll end up in detention.’


Chapter Eleven

All the major coffee chains are represented on the streets of Kings Lake. Mostly out of necessity, Smith had sampled every one of them over the years, and had concluded that the original, the one which seemed to have begun it all about thirty of those years ago, still provided the most drinkable cup. Fortunately, their shop was also the nearest to the DDA office. The first thought had been to buy a couple of takeaways rather than confront again the horror that lurked in the kitchen at the bottom of the stairs, but the late Monday afternoon lull meant the place was almost empty; there were a couple of those old comfortable-looking armchairs – wasn’t that a stroke of genius all those years ago? – positioned so they overlooked the market square through the full height window, and when Smith nodded the question towards Polly, she accepted the invitation.

The conversation which had begun on the journey back from Upham continued. Polly said, ‘There’s something, ain’t there? Something that explains why they’ve both reacted as they ’ave today. It’s not a coincidence.’

She didn’t go so far as to say she didn’t believe in such things but this was reassuring, nonetheless. Smith nodded his agreement.

‘And you’ve seen ’em both today. You reckon they were both afraid of talking about Freddie Thorpe. What the ’ell is that about?’

He drank some of the coffee – too late in the day, to be honest –but it was half-decent, possibly from a fresh batch of beans, and it helped the thinking process. Not as much as a cigarette used to do, though… The smell of one freshly lit could still catch him unawares but he wouldn’t go back to that habit. Imagine the consequences at Drift’s End, for one thing.

He said, ‘Both of them, Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery, knew Freddie for at least twenty years. According to Caroline Thorpe, they were as thick as thieves, and I’ve no reason to disbelieve her. It’s odd they won’t say a word about him or what happened. You’re right – there’s something.’

Polly said, ‘Well, we’ve got one shot left, if we can find ’im.’

Her mug was already half empty – Smith guessed she was keen to get back into the office and carry on the search for Toby Egerton, even though the afternoon was almost over. Polly Coverdale was not a nine ’til fiver.

He said, ‘You seem to have the knack, I’ll leave that with you. But before we approach anyone else, I need to speak with Caroline again. I’d like to see her reaction to their reactions, if that makes sense.’

Polly nodded and said, ‘To see if there’s something she hasn’t told you. If she thinks we’re hitting a brick wall, she might give it up.’

He had been thinking exactly along those lines, which was why he would meet Freddie Thorpe’s sister rather than talk to her on the phone. He said, ‘Toby is the one who was not at the party-’

‘As far as we know.’

‘- as far as we know. He didn’t go to the funeral, and Caroline has already told me she hasn’t been able to speak to him since the day Freddie died. Which, the more I think about it, is very strange. Even so, if he wasn’t around that weekend, he might know the least of any of them.’

Polly considered this as she drank the last of her coffee. Outside, the day was fading and Smith noticed some of the shops had put up their Christmas lights.

Polly Coverdale put down her empty mug and said, ‘But they all know somethin’. I’d bet my next month’s pay on it.’

Oh, he thought, as they made their way to the office – she’s on the monthly basic scheme plus bonus. The Divers offered that as an option but he was in the fortunate position of not needing to take it; instead, with both previous cases Jason Diver had agreed to pay him pro rata out of the money the agency had received for the work done, a sort of share of the profits. When the payment came through from Axon Life for finding Gerald Fitch, he would receive, he already knew, a handsome amount.

At the top of the stairs, they found Madison typing away whilst holding a phone conversation – despite this, she managed to say to them as she pointed left towards the second office, ‘I’ll let him know you’re here. He wants to see you both.’

As they sat at the table, Smith said he thought this could be about a complaint from the school – the young woman might have properly taken offence and remembered where they were from… He didn’t think it likely but it was a reminder of the good old days when a call from Detective Inspector Alison Reeve or Detective Chief Superintendent Allen not infrequently meant some poor soul was being bothered by the usual detective sergeant. Jason Diver hadn’t had to deal with this yet, but it was surely only a matter of time. As for Polly, she only shrugged and asked to see the folder which contained the emails again.

Smith took out his mobile and discovered a text from Jo – this had arrived almost an hour ago. It read 1) I’ve had some wonderful news. 2)I’ve found our MP. He smiled – sending cryptic messages had become a private joke, and, of course, he had to wonder what the wonderful news might be, just as she had intended. The thing most on her mind in recent days had been hearing from her new publisher – it would be something in that line. As for the MP, this was Robert Oliver, husband, apparently, of Lady Caroline Thorpe. He and Jo had speculated as to where this man might reside when in his constituency because Smith was pretty sure it was not at Burnham Park with his wife.

He resisted the temptation to text back immediately. It was an annoying habit when in the company of others and, more perhaps to the point, he’d heard the door to Jason’s office being opened. The young man appeared quickly, with that nervously busy air, the one which distinguished him most from his very similar-looking sister – Katherine Diver’s manner conveyed supreme indifference to events and to most people and yet, Smith had realised, she was the one who had built the business around her brother’s intelligence and understanding of IT. Judging by the money they were making, it was a highly effective partnership.

Jason was carrying Freddie Thorpe’s laptop. He placed it on the table and sat down with them, asking immediately how the interview with Tessa Montgomery had turned out. Smith gave his report, and said it might be that he’d lost his knack where interviewing was concerned – Jason Diver knew enough now to disregard some of these remarks. He said, ‘So that’s twice in one day. Two of Freddie Thorpe’s friends, two refusals to talk to us about him. What do you make of that?’

The question had been directed at Smith. He said, ‘As I’ve said to Polly, they were both afraid of something. The chances of them being afraid for different reasons are, in my opinion, vanishingly small – therefore, they were afraid for the same reason. What that reason might be, I have absolutely no idea.’

Jason Diver opened the laptop and said, ‘I have something else to add now.’

He pressed keys so swiftly his fingers were a blur. Turning the screen half towards Smith and Polly Coverdale, they were able to see what looked like lines of computer code.

‘I realise it might not mean much to you, but this page tells us emails have been deleted.’

Smith was rather touched by the kindly “might not mean much” – nothing was more certain on this earth. A glance at Polly told him the two of them were in the identical small boat as far as all this sort of thing was concerned.

Jason continued, ‘I haven’t finished with it yet but I doubt if the content is recoverable. It’s been done pretty thoroughly.’

Polly said, ‘Just like the texts on his phone.’

Jason nodded and said, ‘There’s more.’

He tapped on the keyboard again, and a similar-looking screen appeared but with more lines of whatever it was they were looking at.

‘A number of other files have been deleted. When encrypted files are removed, they leave a different sort of footprint, and that’s what we have here.’

Jason pointed at the screen, presumably more in hope than expectation.

Smith said, ‘To be clear – encrypted means more secure?’

‘Yes. A code is incorporated into the data you wish to protect, or to stop others from opening. There are many levels of sophistication in encryption, but by and large…’

The hand had been raised.

‘First question, then. To erase these files, did someone have to physically get hold of the laptop? Caroline Thorpe told me it’s been at Burnham Park since her brother’s death.’

Jason said, ‘No. Not at all. People who know what they’re doing can access machines remotely.’

Smith said, ‘There we go again. Experts. People who know what they’re doing. Second question – is it possible to find out who did it? Doesn’t everyone leave something behind. It’s called an IP address, isn’t it?’

Jason nodded encouragingly but said, ‘Internet Protocol. Even if we had one, finding out to whom it belongs is very difficult – people leave false trails. But if you know what you’re – OK, you get the point. There are several ways to hide IPs – VPNs, proxy servers, connecting to a public Wi-Fi. There’s nothing traceable here as to who deleted the files.’

He indicated the laptop in front of him.

Polly Coverdale said, ‘So, on the one hand it’s more evidence that there’s somethin’ up, but on the other, it’s another dead end?’

Smith had been watching Diver, and he simply wasn’t frustrated enough – in fact, if anything he was containing a little bit of excitement. He was waiting for the right moment.

When Smith had Jason’s attention he said, ‘But?’

Hard drives were and always would be a mystery to an old-school investigator, but the software that runs people’s minds – that was right inside his comfort zone. Jason gave a respectful sort of nod.

‘It’s possible there’s enough left behind for us to find out what these files were about. I’ve downloaded copies of all this onto a desktop and I’m running some programs as we speak. It takes a while. If I can’t get at it, I know someone on the other side of the world who might.’

Jason glanced at his watch and said, ‘It’s five o’clock in the morning in New Zealand… Not that it matters. He keeps very odd hours. In fact, he’s a rather odd person all round. But he’s the best I know of at this sort of thing. And he can write bespoke solutions if necessary. There are just no guarantees when he would look at it.’

Smith said, ‘Freddie Thorpe died fifteen months ago – it’s not a case where time is of the essence. There’s a good chance that the deleting of the emails and these files is related, so finding out what they were could be significant.’

Darkness had fallen outside, and in the window Smith could see their reflections – three people holding a case conference late on a November afternoon. Inevitably he was reminded of similar times in a building not so far away, but not for the first time that day he also thought about how much had changed; when he was a police officer, Tessa Montgomery would not have been able to run away, and he would have been allowed to delve deeply into Freddie Thorpe’s mobile phone, finding all the call records and possibly even the content of those missing text messages from the service provider.

The other two seemed to be waiting for him to say something more.

‘There’s not much else we can do today, is there? I’ll call Caroline Thorpe tonight and see if I can meet her tomorrow morning. She might be able to give us a clue about Toby Egerton before we speak to him.’

Polly said, ‘I’ll try everythin’ I haven’t already,’ and Jason followed that with, ‘If anything turns up about these files, I’ll let you both know immediately.’

Jo seemed almost as pleased to see him as Layla was – a peck on the cheek was customary but a long and serious hug was not. The news must be wonderful indeed, but she waited until they both had a cup of tea and were seated at the kitchen table. Then she showed him the letter. It said, in as many words, how grateful the company was for the time she had obviously spent making the recording of her work. They thought it showed promise.

Smith looked up at that point – ‘Shows promise. That’s not what you wanted to hear, is it?’

Jo said, ‘Read on.’

With support from a professional, they had no doubt Jo could produce an excellent reading, one which would satisfy her many followers. Smith looked up under raised eyebrows and said, ‘OK, getting better.’ However, as Jo herself had pointed out to the company more than once, getting her reading to the required standard and then making the actual recordings of her four published books would be time-consuming. The company therefore would be more than willing to explore the alternative option – that of finding an experienced audiobook reader. They would, if she wished, send her a number of sample recordings of different readers, narrating the same extract from her own work, from which she could make the final selection.

When he looked in her direction after that, Jo raised a clenched fist and said, ‘Yes! It’s the best rejection I’ve ever had!’

‘Congratulations are in order, then. Well done on failing to get the job.’

‘Thank you.’

Layla’s head appeared at his side, with her front paws resting on his leg; this wasn’t usually allowed but like all dogs she knew the precise moment when normal rules have been temporarily suspended. Smith rubbed behind her ears until she closed her eyes.

Jo asked about progress in the case, and listened without interruption. After that, she said, ‘Well, your idea about Robert Oliver was spot on. I was talking on the phone to Gillian from the bookshop, and I thought I’d mention him. She’s pretty well-connected and seems to know all sorts of people. She’s met Oliver socially. According to her, he rents a place not far from Cromer. When I asked how long he’s been doing that, she said at least eighteen months. Before that, he did stay at Burnham. The gossip is that they’ve separated.’

Smith shrugged and said, ‘Well – not the most brilliant of deductions, was it? Anything else? Any ideas what brought it about?’

Jo shook her head.

‘No. But I got the impression Gillian didn’t particularly like him. You can just sort of tell, you know?’

Hmm, thought Smith – can you just sort of tell if a woman doesn’t like a certain man? Tantamount to asking whether a fish can swim or a duck can quack… He asked whether Gillian had ever met Robert Oliver’s wife, and the answer was no.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘before I put my feet up, I need to give her a ring. We need to talk before we three associates go investigating any further. That’s useful, though, about the husband. Thank you.’

Cromer must be at least fifteen miles from Burnham Park; Robert Oliver hadn’t just moved out, he’d moved away. And if the dates were correct, he’d separated from his wife three months before her brother died. What a dreadful year she’d had. No wonder she sometimes has that sad and haunted look in her eyes.

The cottage at Drift’s End is three quarters of a mile from the open sea, but in the silence of the night, when the wind has a touch of the north in it, and if the tide is rising, one can hear the fall of breakers on a distant beach. The sound resembles a slow heartbeat, the rhythm of seas and oceans since time immemorial.

Smith lay awake and listened to the faraway waves. They both liked an open window at night, in all but the coldest of weather. He guessed the time would be half past one in the morning – when he turned over and looked at his watch, it read almost half past two. He must have woken at least half an hour ago. A party of pink-footed geese had flown over the cottage, their musical yelps rising and then falling as they travelled east, pushed out of their feeding ground by the rising tide, most likely.

There had been cases before which had disturbed his sleep. This isn’t unique to police officers, of course – doctors dealing with life and death illnesses must experience it, and accountants when money is missing… Maybe entrepreneurs when they realise they are one idea away from making millions… He stopped his mind from drifting into making a list of all the sorts of people who might have a sleepless night because of the work they’d chosen to do, bringing himself back to his own situation. Certain cases trouble you. Andretti had been by far the worst, naturally. For some it had become a waking nightmare – for some it had, over the months, become too much to bear, and several decent officers had found reasons to leave the inquiry. Who could blame them?

But the investigation into the case against Charlie Hills’s son, and the search for Gerald Fitch hadn’t bothered Smith in this way – they had brought with them no sleepless nights. He knew what had triggered this – “in her opinion, it was done by an expert”. That word – “expert”. It’s a funny little one, from the Latin, one who has experience. Like everything else, language evolves, and now the word has come to mean one who has learned much from their experience, someone who knows a great deal about their subject, an authority. Someone, a wag had once said, who knows more and more about less and less. Still, what was one of those doing messing about with Freddie Thorpe’s mobile and his laptop?

Data being lost from one of his devices could be viewed as unfortunate, but from both? You think about opportunity but it hardly applies here, if these people are able to wipe out things from anywhere on the planet – a frightening thought in itself. So you concentrate on motive.

He turned over to lie on his back, moving carefully so as not to disturb Jo. It was motive that had always intrigued him – more junior officers could establish the opportunity bit. Why would someone want to wipe out records on the late Lord Thorpe’s phone and laptop computer? What could someone hope to gain from that? There was nothing to suggest Freddie himself had been involved in anything untoward, unless one counted his drug use… There was nothing to suggest Freddie had presented a threat to anyone. Quite the opposite – one had the feeling he was something of a victim; of his mental illness, of his unkind upbringing, or simply of life itself, which can be remarkably cruel to some.

And so it comes back again to why? Smith’s training had taught him how to put that to one side, to park it, so to speak, for now. He did so, eyes open in the darkness, and moved on. Accept there was an expert – accept they had a motive; what has that to do with how Freddie died? Because you know it does have something to do with that… Somebody cleaned up after the fact, and therefore you must examine the event itself. The event being the drowning of an otherwise fit young man – who could swim well, his sister had said – and who had been quite drunk according to some witnesses and perfectly sober according to another.

It came to him then. He got out of the bed, moving quietly until he was on the landing. His study was next door – inside it, he went to the desk and turned on the reading lamp. Without sitting down, he picked up his notebook, opened it and with the pencil wrote two words. He replaced both items exactly where they had lain before, and turned out the light.

Back in the warmth of the bed, he listened once more to the distant booming of the breakers, and imagined the hissing of the waves as they drew back down the shore. A melancholy, long, withdrawing roar down those naked shingles of the world. There is indeed a sort of eternal sadness in it.


Chapter Twelve

At the gate, Ellis said, ‘Mornin’. She ought to consider givin’ you your own key.’

Smith looked at him then but the words had not been spoken in a mean-spirited way. Nevertheless, Smith apologised for putting him to the trouble of opening the rear gate again, and Ellis said, ‘’S’no trouble. If you’re helpin’ her out, that’s fine by me.’

Caroline Thorpe inspired loyalty and affection in those who worked for her, the people who knew her best – Smith had seen the same thing in the woman, Tilly. He made some conversation as they rode to the house, asking about the business of managing the deer on the estate, and this time Ellis was more forthcoming.

‘Season starts on the 21st of October for the fallow – that’s the one they all want in the restaurants. I been at it a month. Bloody ’ard work! But it helps keep the place goin’.’

Smith asked whether poaching was a problem. The expletives alone were a sufficient answer but he was also told this had got worse in recent years, what with outsiders coming from cities during the night, armed with rifles, trapping deer in spotlights and shooting them from all-terrain SUVs.

Smith said, ‘That’s serious. Do you involve the police?’

The look on the old man’s face said it all.

‘I did once, years ago. They give me a leaflet – what to do if you are a victim of crime. Ain’t bothered since. I goes out if I hears ’em, they bugger off if they see the headlights. So far, anyway. I got a couple of good dogs who’ll get after ’em. An’ if they don’t clear off, I ain’t averse to pulling the trigger. Someone’s got to make a stand. Country’s goin’ to ruin, if you ask me.’

When they reached the house, it was Caroline Thorpe who was waiting at the door. Inside she said, ‘I’ve made some coffee. Do you mind having it in the kitchen?’

They sat at a huge, old table, one of those which has its own history etched into its surface, the marks made by many generations. It stood immovably on a floor of stone slabs, and these too were worn smooth by the steps of those same people, as pebbles on that shingle beach have been rounded by countless waves. At one end of the kitchen was a wide, open fireplace with a massive oak beam across it, the walls behind and to the sides blackened by smoke. Smith said it would make a wonderful film set for anyone who needed to go back a century or two.

She said, ‘It’s funny you should say so. There was an offer in my father’s time – he turned it down. If they ever come back, I’ll probably say yes!’

It was somewhere one could not help being distracted by – a glimpse into another age and another way of life. He drank more of the coffee, deciding where to begin, and she said, ‘As for this place,’ waving her hand around, ‘this is where we had our best Christmases. I mean Freddie and I. We always wanted to get in here, where the cooking was going on. We had more staff, then. We used to get in their way terribly, but it was the best fun…’

He waited, not wanting to bring her back into the present, which was not going to be fun at all. For a moment the thought was in his mind that she might do better to stop the search she had begun – to let her brother rest in peace, to rest in a past which had had some happier times.

She said, ‘I’m sorry. Don’t let me ramble on. You said you had some news for me. And some questions.’

First he told her about the mobile phone and the laptop. She said, ‘Well, in a way I’m relieved. I was wondering whether I’d imagined it all. But who on earth would have done it? And why?’

Yes, he said, those are the questions we’re asking ourselves.

‘And your Mr Diver says this was done by someone intentionally, and someone who knew how to do it… What could they possibly hope to gain?’

She was, he thought, a highly intelligent woman – in not much time at all she would get there, and ask herself whether this had something to do with her brother’s death. At that point, they would need to have a different sort of conversation; for now, he moved matters on and told her about his brief encounters with Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery.

She said, ‘So, I didn’t imagine that either. I have to say, David, that as a result of your enquiries thus far, I am more puzzled than ever.’

He apologised but she was half-smiling and they both understood – perhaps they shared a sense of humour. Smith asked her whether there was anything more she could tell him about the three people she had named as her brother’s closest friends. Anything at all.

She said, ‘I think I have already…’

He had very blue eyes and a way of looking most directly at one when a question was important – he was looking at her that way right now. After the pause, she said, ‘Tom was a clever boy, at school. I think I told you Freddie leaned on him when they were at Feoffees. He did well and went to university and studied something art-related. He was the other person keen on the whole band thing. He did the singing. I’m not sure what else there is to say.’

‘You said Freddie leaned on Tom, which I understand – with your brother’s problems that makes sense. What did Tom get out of the relationship? I know that sounds rather mercenary but…’

‘Oh. I see. I’m sure it was partly that Freddie could buy things – the money. I don’t think Tom’s family were well off. I remember his father was an Army officer. Tom was at Feoffees on some sort of scholarship.’

She didn’t sound disappointed or disapproving.

‘You’ve mentioned Freddie’s drug use. Was Tom also involved in that?’

‘Oh yes. They all were.’

Caroline Thorpe continued, ‘And you’re wondering whether Freddie provided the money for the drugs and the drink – I see. Probably, sometimes. But I was thinking more of the equipment for the band, I’m sure he bought all that.’

Smith asked whether Tom and Freddie had remained friends into their twenties and thirties. The answer had been that during his better times Freddie had travelled, even spending some time in Greece with their mother, but she knew they had stayed in touch, and in the year or so before his death she thought they had met up again.

He noted that down – this made sense of the emails.

He said, ‘Did you ever get into conflict with Tom Spencer over Freddie? Did you argue?’

She paused then and studied him again – he was probing into areas most would consider private, family matters; on the other hand, she had brought him here to do exactly that. She said, ‘Yes, many years ago, when I thought they might be exploiting him. I did challenge them about that. But I don’t want you to get the wrong idea. I’m talking about events fifteen years ago. In my opinion, Tom was a good friend to Freddie. Which is why I…’

Smith finished the sentence for her, in his own mind – which is why I just don’t understand why he will not talk to me about that night. She turned away and poured more coffee into their cups.

He asked about Tessa Montgomery. She and Freddie had been in an on and off relationship from their teens and into their twenties. He sensed in Caroline Thorpe some disapproval of this and yet she said, ‘It was probably all Freddie could handle, if I’m honest. He wasn’t emotionally stable – to that extent, Tessa probably did the best she could. I always liked her, I have to say.’

Smith said, ‘Is the way she’s behaving now out of character?’

The answer didn’t come immediately. Somewhere in the house there were footsteps but if she heard them, Caroline did not react – he thought it must be Tilly, keeping out of the way.

‘People change – characters change. But yes, it’s certainly out of character for the girl I used to know.’

He told her they had been unable to trace Toby Egerton as yet, and what she told him then underlined the importance of meeting people face to face.

‘Oh, you might well not, if you’re looking locally. Toby was a boarder at the school – I think his family were London people but they had a holiday home on the coast – it was at Saltheath, I think. I suppose they might still own it. In the holidays, Toby used to stay there on his own, often all through the summer. The place became their clubhouse, all that group of people.’

Smith asked if she knew anything more about the Egerton family.

‘As I said, they were London people. Toby’s father was a consultant… A surgeon, I think. I’m sorry to sound vague. And I suppose I ought to have mentioned it earlier. Before you ask, because I know you’re going to, yes, Freddie was still in touch with Toby. I know they spent some time together last year.’

‘When exactly, if you can remember?’

She thought before she said, ‘In the early summer – June time.’

In other words, just weeks before her brother had died. As he wrote in the notebook, Smith’s mind was busy; in that first email, Tom Spencer had written “T’s cousin has photos on her phone” – photos that were “too risky to send online”. The use of that initial had implications – it was a way of not writing the name in full and yet it had to be recognisable to the recipient, to Freddie Thorpe. It had to refer to someone they knew well and in common. T for Toby? Or Tessa?

‘Would you like to see Freddie’s room?’

The question took him by surprise, and she said, ‘Only it’s what they do, isn’t it?’

‘They?’

‘The police. On the television. They look at the rooms – of people who’ve gone missing. Or… If you’d like to see it. If you think that might help.’

Spacious hardly did Freddie Thorpe’s room justice – in square footage it was larger than all the bedrooms in Drift’s End put together. Two windows overlooked the front of the house, a side Smith had not yet seen. There was an extensive area of lawn which was regularly cut, edged with wide herbaceous borders – again, someone had put time and effort into maintaining these. A sizable pond lay between the most distant border and the trees beyond, and around it there were statues of the sort that belong and work only in such old and extensive gardens.

The room itself was virtually a self-contained bachelor pad. Shelves held some books but most were filled with CDs and vinyl albums. A desktop and monitor sat on a table, but when he asked, Lady Caroline told him her brother hadn’t used it in years – she had switched it on and checked after she’d investigated his laptop, but there was nothing recent there. The bed was king-sized, covered by a quilt with the design from one of the most recognisable album covers in history – black with the image of a beam of light passing through a prism, the beam splitting into the colours of the spectrum. She saw him looking and said, ‘I know. It’s years old but he’d never let me replace it.’

There was a matching sofa and armchair in dark blue leather, and oriental-looking rugs instead of carpet covered the floorboards. One wall was mostly pictures and posters; Smith saw a couple of drawings that were probably by Freddie himself, and he saw in a frame a hand-drawn notice telling the world that Close To The Edge would be playing live at the Sheringham Social Club next Saturday, the 12th of April, seventeen years ago.

Smith looked at the wall for some time, and the most expert of his observers would have guessed from the slight frown that something else had caught his attention – but for now he only turned to Caroline Thorpe and said, ‘Whose is the cello?’

It was in one corner of the room, and next to it was a music stand with a book open upon it – nearby was a small stool, plainly the one used by the instrumentalist.

She said, ‘Oh… That’s mine. As a girl I studied it for a couple of years. I never really got anywhere. Freddie had the talent, on the piano. He had a natural ear but – well, he found it difficult, the discipline that’s required. After the band, he never took it up again, not seriously. Which was a shame…’

Smith said, with a nod towards the cello, ‘But you do still play.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because it doesn’t look as if it’s been left there to gather dust. And this room doesn’t look as if you’re using it for storage.’

For a few brief moments there was a quizzical expression on her face, and he thought he could understand why; if you are conducting an investigation as it ought to be done, unexpected and sometimes complex relationships are formed with the people involved, with victims, with witnesses, even with perpetrators. She would be wondering why he was showing an interest in her, rather than asking simple questions about Freddie – she would not have realised yet that through her he was beginning to understand what might have caused her to lose the brother she had plainly loved.

She said, ‘Yes. Sometimes I sit in here and play. I suppose that seems rather morbid, doesn’t it?’

No, he said very simply, and he asked her what she had been playing.

Now she was smiling at the odd direction this seemed to be taking.

‘Trying to play the Dvorak concerto. Do you know it?’

‘Only vaguely. I’m not very knowledgeable about classical music. But that’s a bit more challenging than Frère Jacques, isn’t it?’

She watched him as he crossed to the wall covered in shelves. He studied the spines of the books and said, ‘Not a lot of reading for someone who went to university to study English Lit.’

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘He did read occasionally – some peculiar things. A couple of years ago he threw out lots of books. I don’t mean literally, we took them to charity shops in Kings Lake. He used to have impulses like that, and one went along with them. But university was never going to work for him, like most things… He was quite excited about the philosophy part of it for a while. You know – enquiring minds often go there, thinking they’ll find an answer? And Freddie was more in need of answers than most.’

Smith nodded, and she continued, ‘He said to me once, afterwards, that philosophy was just a way of making simple things complicated.’

She’d thought to herself, he doesn’t smile very often, but he did so now, and he said, ‘He had his moments, didn’t he?’

She said only the one word, ‘Yes,’ but he heard the catch in her voice and looked at her.

Then he moved towards the CDs and albums, tilting his head to read some of the labels.

‘And an eclectic taste in music. There’s some of everything here.’

He sensed her moving behind him – when he half-turned, he saw her sitting on the edge of the bed.

She said, ‘Yes. If he found something new, he’d go all out for it. He’d have spells of buying everything by a particular artist. Then a month or two later, it would be someone else. Everything was a quest for Freddie. He never gave up looking for the thing that would bring him peace.’

One CD case lay on the shelf in front of the others. Smith had noticed everything was in alphabetical order, and wondered whether that was the doing of Freddie or his sister. He picked up the CD and studied it.

She said, ‘OK – that’s not one of Freddie’s. Except that it is, in a way. That’s a band he was listening to a lot last year. When I was looking at his laptop, it came up as a recommendation. I clicked on it, and then I bought it… You’re going to be thinking I’m rather peculiar, if you don’t already, but look at the title of the first song.’

The National – he’d never heard of them. He turned it over and found the track list. The first one was called “Once Upon a Poolside”. Dear me, he thought, but she was still talking.

‘…and another one is “Your Mind Is Not Your Friend Any More”, which Freddie would have found hilarious. So I’ve played it for him a few times, in here. That is pretty weird of me, isn’t it?’

He still had them, of course, all the albums he’d played for Sheila after she died. Some of them were still difficult to hear. To Caroline Thorpe he said, ‘Everything is weird if you think about it enough. We should probably trust our instincts more, and do what feels right.’

The room felt as if Freddie Thorpe had walked out of it yesterday, rather than fifteen months ago. As a police detective, he might have conducted a fingertip search of it, but that seemed inappropriate and unnecessary. Instead, he asked her what had happened to the flat she’d told him her brother had used in Sheringham.

‘I sold it earlier this year. It paid the tax bill. They still come after us as if the estate makes what it did in my father’s time. Two years ago they investigated us and discovered we didn’t owe them a penny but it cost me thousands in accountants’ fees to prove it. Now, every year we have to go through the ludicrous business of claiming back the excess we’ve paid them – it takes several months and they’ve had the interest in the meantime.’

Smith put down the CD case, and his eyes went back to the wall with the pictures and posters. Caroline Thorpe said after a pause, ‘I’m sorry about the rant. It wears you down. You’d almost think the intention is to make sure nobody owns places like this anymore. I cleared the flat myself. There wasn’t anything that had any bearing on what we’re doing now. As I said before, he’d moved back here in the spring.’

He felt the phone in his pocket vibrate with a message – as always, he’d turned it to silent before a conversation. He left it there and said to her, ‘It must be a huge responsibility, running the estate. Have you thought about packing it in? After settling up with His Majesty’s protection racket, I expect you’d have a bit left over.’

An independent observer hearing this might have thought it a little intrusive, somewhat inappropriate perhaps, but there were delicate matters which Smith needed to address.

She said, ‘God, sometimes it seems like I don’t think about anything else! But… There’s a lot of history here. Mine, of course, and the family’s. My father instilled it in us, the old-fashioned stuff about duty – noblesse oblige and all that. I know it sounds pompous these days, but there’s truth in it. We still have tenant farmers. If I sold this place, they’d all be finished – the protections in law for them are worthless. Norfolk’s pretty well conserved but there would be some sort of development. Tasteful holiday lodges? An upmarket conference centre? A spa?’

She was for just a moment looking at him as if he had himself proposed such horrors. He shrugged and said, ‘Even so. It’s a heavy burden to carry – on your own.’

Caroline Thorpe saw it then, his line of questioning.

She said, ‘You’re wondering about my husband.’

He waited and watched her.

‘He thought Burnham was an anachronism. Which was odd for a supposed Tory… He was ambitious. He thought I should be devoting myself to his political career, and that this place would get in the way of that. Which in the end it did, I suppose. You know we’re separated?’

One nod was sufficient.

‘It’s amicable enough. He visits occasionally. And he was supportive when Freddie died.’

Smith said, ‘How did they get on, your husband and Freddie?’

She took a little time to answer.

‘Robert and Freddie tolerated each other for my sake. One would not say they were close, but I had never thought they would be. I don’t know how we got onto this or why I’m burdening you with it.’

Perhaps she was at that moment trying to reroute the conversation but Smith had reached the question he’d anticipated some minutes earlier.

‘What does your husband think about what you’re doing – looking into the inquest?’

A longer pause, and a longer look at the man who was asking her these questions.

‘I haven’t told him.’

‘Would he approve, if you did?’

‘No.’

He looked away from her then, back towards the end wall of Freddie Thorpe’s room. He said, ‘Was your brother political?’

‘Freddie? No! He was contemptuous of the whole Westminster thing.’

Smith was moving closer to the wall. He said, ‘Right – that’s party politics. What about something like this?’

He was indicating a small poster. It had a black background on which had been printed an equilateral triangle, with one point uppermost, like a pyramid. The base of the triangle was a bright green strip, and above that was a narrow band of white. The rest, up to the top was a bright red, forming a smaller triangle within the larger one. Within the red triangle six black shapes had been arranged to form another triangle – the shapes were all the same and they seemed to represent droplets – tears or blood or perhaps both. Beneath the coloured triangle, on the black was printed in bold, white capitals “SILENCE = DEATH”.

She said, ‘Oh. I can’t say I’ve ever paid that any attention. I’ve a feeling I ought to know what it means, but…’

‘Well, it’s in the colours of the Palestinian flag.’

This time she stared at the poster before saying, ‘Of course,’ and then, ‘He never mentioned anything like that to me. But Freddie was a bit of a magpie for a cause – like the whole eco things on the estate. A new idea would burn brightly but only briefly. I never knew him to get involved in anything as political as that. I expect someone gave it to him.’

When Smith continued to look at the poster, she said, ‘You don’t think it’s…. Significant, do you?’

He shrugged and turned away from the wall to face her.

‘Probably not. It just looks a little out of place. What about the friends? Were they political?’

Her look said, that was all a long time ago, but she thought anyway.

‘Tessa, no, I don’t recall her ever being involved in anything like that. Tom Spencer – I don’t know. Toby could have been. I remember he could be quite preachy, you know, dogmatic, wanting to win every argument. As I said, he and Freddie were in touch last year. Toby might have given it to him. Or it might be years old, and I’ve just never noticed it.’

When they were back in the kitchen, she offered more coffee but he declined. He took out the notebook, opened it and said to her, ‘This might seem a little left field as they like to say these days, but if you’re going to go over every aspect of the inquest, have you enquired about the samples taken in the post-mortem?’

She said no, and asked him to explain. To be certain, he told her, he had double checked what he was about to tell her; samples taken during an autopsy should either be reunited with the body before a funeral or disposed of respectfully. The decision is made by the next of kin. Had Caroline Thorpe been contacted about the matter?

She hadn’t, and she asked him what might have happened to those samples, in that case. Smith said, ‘If the procedures have been followed to the letter, they’re still in storage. You managed to retrieve Freddie’s phone – it might be worth asking about the samples they took as well.’

She said, ‘No one has ever mentioned it to me. I’d never considered it…’

He gave her a little time. It’s an odd thing to grasp, that there are still pieces of the one you’ve lost, in tubes or bottles, labelled and catalogued.

She said, ‘I suppose I should ask for them. I will now you’ve mentioned it, or it will bother me. Thank you.’

The phone in his pocket buzzed again – either another message or a reminder about the previous one. Tilly walked into the kitchen and started a little when she saw them. She said, ‘Oh, beg your pardon. I didn’t realise you were still in a meeting, madam.’

Caroline said, “Tilly, you can drop all that. I’ve a feeling David has seen through us already. We’re almost done – I’ll come and find you.’

The woman disappeared, and Smith took the opportunity to finish what he had to say about those autopsy samples. He told her that if she managed to find them, she might want to consider having them independently tested.

The suggestion took her by surprise. She said, ‘Really? After all this time? Would they still… I mean, how are they stored? Surely…’

He said, ‘If the job is done properly, there’s almost no ‘best by’ or expiry date – if you don’t mind me putting that way.’

‘So, why would I have them retested? The results would be the same, wouldn’t they?’

‘They should be, of course. But if there was any sort of discrepancy, even something relatively minor, it could add weight to your application for another inquest. But I should say, it’s an expensive business, independent testing. It’s something you ought to discuss with Jason Diver.’

She moved towards him and put out her hand.

‘I appreciate your help. I’m already delighted with what you’re all doing. It’s a weight off my mind just to know I wasn’t imagining everything. I’ll call the police about the samples today. And I’ll let Ellis know you’re ready to leave.’

He’d thanked her but said he would walk back to the car this time – Ellis had left the back gate open. She said the ground was awfully wet, and he pointed out he was wearing stout walking shoes today, for just such an eventuality. She watched him go from the steps of Burnham Park – when he looked back, she had waved.

Once out of sight of the house, he took out the phone. The message was from Polly Coverdale. It read, Chance in a hundred but Tessa called me back. Played dumb, said it must be a wrong number but we’ve got hers if we need it. I don’t think she recognised my voice. JD has brought in the All Blacks.

A team job indeed – an odd but not unwelcome feeling. There was no need to reply to the text – he’d be back in the office within half an hour. He slowed his pace, making himself aware of the autumn woods around him, the oaks with their leaves of rust and bronze, the ash trees with their slivers of pale gold fluttering in the breeze, glowing against the dark sky. He walked to the side of where vehicles’ wheels had sunk into the track but the ground was still soft, and water oozed into the prints he was leaving behind. At a bend in the track there was a gap in the trees and a view back towards the house at Burnham Park. He stopped and looked, and then said to himself, if it had been my choice, I think I might have given up politics rather than this place.

He'd made a mistake in not asking to see Freddie Thorpe’s room himself, but there was little point in dwelling on that. Remember it for next time. He was getting a clearer picture of her brother now, and it did not match up with some of the circumstances of the young man’s death. There were pieces which simply would not fit together properly. Good about the autopsy samples, though – she had taken well to that idea.

Habitually, he felt in the pocket for the Alwych, making sure he hadn’t left it behind. That’s what he had written down at half past two in the morning. Autopsy samples.


Chapter Thirteen

He went back to the DDA offices, and as he climbed the stairs he thought this was almost like having a regular job. Madison pointed towards Jason’s door with a question on her pretty face – Smith shook his head and went right towards the second room, where he found Polly working at a laptop. She asked, and he told her what he had discovered from his visit to Burnham Park.

She said, ‘I’ve got some t’s to cross and i’s to dot on my last job. Shouldn’t take me long. If you like, I’ll have another go at Toby Egerton. What’re you thinking? Look at hospitals, see if we can find his dad?’

It was the obvious thing to do, the standard procedure, but it was useful to have someone else around who knew that. He said to her, ‘All assistance welcome. There’ll be hundreds of hospitals and clinics in London. And that’s assuming he’s still working, and not retired.’

Polly said, ‘You don’t think there’s any point in tryin’ t’other two again?’

No, he said, not yet. At some point they would speak to Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery again, he was sure of it, but he wanted more in the locker before he did so – he wanted a clearer idea of what had led up to the party at Ranworth, and he wanted to know more about the party itself. He said, ‘We need some idea what Freddie was involved in – what was going on in those emails. If Tom and Tessa start to realise we’re finding out things anyway, they might be more inclined to give us whatever they know. It’s not so easy to maintain ‘No comment’ when you realise the people asking the questions already have some of the answers.’

Polly gave this a little thought.

‘And you’re certain they know something?’

‘Yes.’

There was a desktop computer on another table at the side of the office. Smith woke it up and logged on. He found a website for Coroners’ court support services, and searched through the frequently-asked questions until he found what he was looking for. He made brief notes, saved the webpage into a new folder he labelled ‘TLLT’ and then backed this up into the cloud. Wouldn’t Waters be amazed by all this? Old dogs and new tricks?

He then discovered that as of that morning there were three hundred and three hospitals in the Greater London area, to cater for the more than seven million people who live there. This number, however, does not include the private clinics and facilities for which the capital city is renowned the world over – the final total might be nearer one thousand medical centres. There was a further complication: whilst the private facilities will invariably list their eminent doctors and consultants as part of the marketing process, the National Health hospitals tend not to do so, for all sorts of reasons it’s pointless speculating about. Nevertheless, Smith concluded, if he was still working, Mr – it would not be Dr – Egerton would be spending at least part of his time in private practice. That’s how you afford a nice holiday home on the Norfolk coast.

He was studying the A’s in the first list on the screen when his mobile began to ring. It was Caroline Thorpe. Smith saw Polly Coverdale watching, and nodded – it’s either a team job or it isn’t.

‘Hello? David? Oh good. I called them straightaway. You were right – they do still have the autopsy samples. They’re at a lab near Norwich. They tell me it will take twenty-four hours to retrieve them. I have to take some ID to the police station and then I can collect them. I’m going tomorrow afternoon.’

This was unexpectedly quick, and he took a moment to think before he asked her whether she had considered having the samples independently retested.

‘Absolutely, yes.’

Smith said, ‘In which case, you might want to leave them here, with the laptop and the mobile. They’ll be secure, and we can look into finding the nearest place which can do the job.’

She agreed and said she would drive straight from Norwich to Kings Lake – she asked what time the office was open until and Smith said he would make sure there was someone to meet her.

‘I was going to call you,’ he added. ‘I’ve been online this morning. You should apply to the coroner’s office for copies of the notes of evidence and any documents which were filed as part of the inquest. As what they call “a properly interested person”, you’re entitled to these. They will certainly come in handy if you decide to speak to the Attorney General’s office.’

She asked him to text her the exact details of the things she should ask for, and said, ‘That’s already decided, David. On what you’ve discovered so far, there’s no question of it.’

The very last thing one wants to do is to offer anyone false hope, let alone someone as vulnerable as Caroline Thorpe – because she was, without a doubt, trying to compensate for the loss of her brother, for what she perceived as her carelessness in letting him go. He explained it to her then, saying they hadn’t ‘discovered’ much at all – that they had asked some interesting questions but they didn’t have any answers yet. She thanked him, saying she understood why he had to tell her such things and that he was being properly professional in doing so; he didn’t think for a moment he had convinced her of the need for circumspection.

Still, Polly approved – when the call was over she looked up from her screen and said, ‘She’s not messin’ about, is she?’

They worked in near silence for an hour and a half. When Smith glanced up from time to time, Polly was intent on her screen or her notepad – if she was aware of him looking at her, she did not acknowledge the fact. He thought about the last teams of detectives he’d had; Serena and Maggie had been outstanding officers but they did like a natter every few minutes when they were stuck in the office, especially when the task was a mundane one like this. Polly Coverdale was an odd sort of woman in more ways than one.

When Jason Diver entered the room, they were about to start on the Ds and Es – at that rate, getting through the London hospitals was going to take a couple of days, and it was, Smith knew, a long shot in the first place.

When the work had been explained to him, Diver said, ‘Good grief. Isn’t there a quicker way?’

Smith sat back and said, ‘I’m all ears. Put us out of our misery.’

In the earliest days with the agency, the silence which followed might have been considered awkward – when he looked across at Polly, he saw she too had conjured up an expectant look, joining in the fun.

Jason said, ‘Well, I… What about electoral rolls?’

Smith said, ‘More holes than a fishing net. And we’d end up with more Egertons than we have hospitals.’

‘Oh, I see. Could you…?’

Both pairs of eyes were fixed upon him, and he decided to retreat to more familiar territory.

‘Anyway, you know your business best. I’ve had some contact with Hunter this morning. He thinks-’

‘I’m sorry? Hunter?’

‘Yes, my chap in New Zealand. Regarding the deleted files. He-’

Smith said, ‘That’s a code name, I suppose. Like the hackers use. A sort of online persona. It creates an air of mystery.’

Polly was looking impressed.

Jason said, ‘Well, no. That’s his name. His actual name.’

‘Hunter?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well I never… Anyway, what did Hunter have to say?’

For a moment Jason Diver had a slightly distracted air as he looked from one to the other, sensing he might have missed something yet having no clue what that something might have been.

‘He informs me there’s an even chance he can tell us what those files were about. He’s extremely conscientious about prioritising work. There’s no point in me trying to jump the queue but we might hear something by the end of the week.’

Polly said, ‘So there’s an actual queue of people offering ’im this sort of job?’

Jason Diver said, ‘Oh yes, and people like that can name their price.’

And Smith wondered exactly what the deal might be, and what sort of price Lady Caroline Thorpe might end up paying. As a police officer, one has to consider many costs to the purse of the public one serves but not that one; now he felt himself to be in an odd place between the agency and the client, whom he had come to know a little. Nothing’s ever straightforward in this life.

Jo had decided to make a Christmas cake. When they stopped for a short lunch break, Smith drove to a supermarket, with a list of the missing ingredients. Sheila had made such seasonal delights but he had no idea just how many varieties of dried fruit are required, and he spent several interesting minutes studying the packets and noting the exotic origins of such things – the cake would have a truly international flavour. Whilst in the shop, he visited the wine section, with Christmas and cake in mind. He found a nice, very reasonably priced Sauterne and bought two bottles, guessing those might all be gone if he waited another fortnight. One learns to seize the day, eventually.

When he returned to the office, Polly didn’t look as if she’d left her desk. She told him she’d found an Egerton but the neurologist concerned turned out to be a Samantha – there was a photo on the private clinic’s website of a woman who looked indecently young to be a consultant in anything. Smith asked where they were in the list, and was told they had reached the Ls.

At three thirty Madison asked if they’d like a drink as she was making tea – Smith decided that the gruelling work meant he could take the chance, especially as Madison now understood the rudiments of the art. When she returned, the three of them chatted inconsequentially, and he thought if Jo could see me now, she wouldn’t believe her eyes. They were back at work by four, with Smith noting there were no fewer than eleven metropolitan medical establishments beginning with the letter P.

Polly said, ‘If it’s all right by you, I’m going to take a detour. I’ve just thought of something else.’

He told her she really didn’t need to ask – but what had she come up with?

‘Like I told you that first day, I did a couple of years chasing debtors before this. Sometimes you can find people through local authority records. That place your lady told you about – Saltheath? It’s in the county, isn’t it?’

He said it was, in the North Norfolk district.

‘Right. So, as second home owners there’s ways the Egertons might ’ave left a footprint or two, if they’ve been there years. I can try some searches using their name and the name of the village…’

Be my guest, he said.

He had almost reached the end of those Ps when he heard her say, ‘I think I’ve got ’em.’

Smith went across and looked down at the screen.

Polly said, ‘This is a planning application for a new conservatory. The place is called The Brambles – it’s in Coast Lane, Saltheath. The applicant was a Mr M Egerton. If you look ’ere, there’s another address – they ’ave to do that if it’s not the applicant’s primary residence. It’s redacted but the post code’s still visible. TW1. That’s London.’

Smith said, ‘Is there a date for this?’

Polly rolled the screen back a page and found it – the application had been approved on the 15th of May, 2021, two and a half years ago. If Mr Egerton wanted to construct a conservatory that recently, and one large enough to need planning permission, there was every chance the family still owned the property.

‘Polly – don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re wasted here. There’s a charity called Missing People, and they’d take you on in a flash. I don’t know what they’d pay but you could spend all day doing this job. And making a difference.’

She didn’t make eye contact, just pulled an odd face and said, ‘Well, when people owe money they can be very creative in the ways they disappear. ’S’like anythin’ else, any other job, you learn all the wrinkles. What are you thinking? Pay it a visit? Only it’s late – I can’t do owt tonight.’

He avoided asking her why, as a private sort of person himself, but then she told him anyway – ‘I’ve got trainin’. With Lake’s women’s rugby. I’m past my best but I think they were desperate. It’ll keep me fit, if nothing else.’

Asking which position she played in could have been unwise; instead he enquired whether she’d been a member of a squad when she was in the Army.

‘Aye, we won the Inter-forces Cup three years in a row. I’ve got the medals and the scars to prove it.’

When Smith said he would take her word for it, he meant it – anyone less likely to exaggerate or boast about their achievements was difficult to imagine. He pointed at the screen and said, ‘Let’s make copies of that. It’s a forty-minute drive and it would be dark well before we got there. If there wasn’t a light on, we’d be creeping around trying to get a proper look, and probably end up being reported by the Neighbourhood Watch. I do think it’s worth a visit tomorrow morning, if you’re not busy.’

Every serious investigator wants to follow the lead in person, to see for themselves, but for some reason she seemed reluctant to commit; he asked her why and she said, ‘I mentioned it before. Both of us? That’s doubling the cost to somebody. I’m not sure ’e’s going to be up for that. You know the area, so you ought to go.’

He told her then, for two reasons: the first being he wanted their working relationship to be an honest one, and the second reason was that it was a welcome change to be working with someone after all, a reminder of times past. There was also, somewhere not so plainly, a third reason – Smith was intrigued to find someone as good at the job as she seemed to be who had not been a member of the civilian police service. In professional terms, Polly Coverdale was an interesting study.

He said, ‘The Divers and I have a different sort of arrangement. The reasons for that go back a long way and aren’t important. They don’t pay me an hourly rate – we just have an occasional negotiation. It suits me. I don’t feel obliged to take on every case they come across. In fact, if you’re going to stick around and train someone else, that’ll make my life even easier.’

She thought it over before she said, ‘All right. What time tomorrow morning?’

‘I’ve been reading up. It’s actually a pretty controversial topic among food historians. Obviously it’s related to religious festivals and fasts but there’s lots of disagreement about exactly how. In the sixteenth century they used to make a sort of plum porridge – not dissimilar to our Christmas puddings – which was a heavy mixture to line the stomach after a period of fasting in midwinter. As more and more of the world was discovered, various exotic spices appeared and these got added to the mix, especially by richer families.’

They were chopping all sorts of dried fruit into tiny pieces – the device that was supposed to make this easy had been cast aside because it simply seized up with the stickiness – and now they had two small, sharp knives at work.

Jo said, ‘Controversial? Who’d have thought it?’

She continued slicing up the dried figs – Smith, however, had paused operations.

‘It’s believed that marzipan arrived here about the same time, the sixteenth century. It’s short for ‘march pane’ but nobody seems to be sure why that is. Did you know it was once thought to be an aphrodisiac?’

She said, ‘No – funnily enough, I didn’t.’

‘I’m actually very fond of marzipan…’

‘Really? Well, who knows – if we ever get this cake made, perhaps you’ll get to eat some.’

Smith picked out another fig and cut off the stalk, which he put to one side. This was one of the very dark ones, almost black, the ones that taste the best. As he sliced it, the tiny seeds crunched against the blade of the knife. Isn’t the world a fascinating place? Isn’t it good to share our experiences of it and our thoughts about it?

Apparently apropos of nothing, Jo said as she continued to chop, ‘So, how was Lady Muck today?’

‘Lady Muck? Good heavens – the last person I heard use that expression was my mother.’

If she noticed him looking at her, Jo didn’t acknowledge the fact.

Smith said, ‘Lady Caroline was in good form. Your intelligence about Robert Oliver was spot on – they separated in the middle of last year. She seems to be running the estate on her own.’

‘How awful for her.’

They were heading towards interesting territory – their liveliest discussions were usually political in nature. With Sheila music, films and books could be argued about for hours; with Jo, there was almost complete agreement on those, but her father had been a prominent Fabian. He had been successful in passing on some of those socialist beliefs to his youngest daughter.

Smith said, ‘You should meet her. After all, she is a fan of yours. And I think you’d like her.’

Another remarkable thing about women, he thought, is the way they can continue working while they hold conversations. Jo’s pile of chopped fruit was still growing as she said, ‘That’s not very likely, is it? I don’t see me receiving a formal invitation to the big house, and I doubt whether she’ll be coming here to tea.’

He said, ‘I’m sure something could be arranged.’

She stopped then and looked at him very directly.

‘Do not invite her here without telling me.’

The knife was pointing in his general direction but there was no need to be alarmed. He would update her about the investigation when she wasn’t so busy. He changed the subject and told her he had booked The Lemon Tree as they had agreed, for an early dinner tomorrow evening.


Chapter Fourteen

The Brambles turned out not to be a cosy brick and flint cottage but a squarish bungalow of the sort built not many years after the end of the last war. The front, thought Smith, was original but to the side and behind it had been extended over the years by various owners, giving it some individuality if not character. It sat on a wide bend in Coast Lane – he had driven past it once after turning off the main road, and then returned to park some fifty yards away. To their left was the wall of an old farmyard, and to their right was open grassland, fenced off for the grazing of horses. Beyond The Brambles was another bungalow and then the first of several cottages, heading down towards where the village of Saltheath itself was situated. The slight incline meant they had a good view of the property and the area behind it.

After a minute or so, Polly Coverdale broke the silence.

‘Don’t look as if anybody’s home.’

There was no vehicle at the place – had there been it would have been parked on the drive or the space in front of the building, which had a covering of shingle for that purpose. There were gates of wrought iron; these were closed but of the sort a tall man could step over if needs be. The windows they could see, on the front, had blinds which were drawn – these windows faced south, so those blinds might well be drawn much of the time to keep out the sun as much as prying eyes. A dormer window suggested the attic space had been converted at some point in the history of the place.

Smith reached down, opened the drawer under the driver’s seat and took out a small pair of binoculars. He handed these to Polly and said, ‘I think you’re right. Take a closer look. No-one’s likely to see us spying from here.’

She adjusted them to her eyes and studied the bungalow. It was, he thought, a modest enough place. There are many much more impressive second homes on the Norfolk coast – nevertheless, if this one came onto the market, it would fetch several hundred thousand pounds simply because of its location.

Polly said, ‘Nope. No signs of life.’

She handed the binoculars to him. He adjusted the focus back to his own long-sightedness, and looked at the bungalow for a long time – long enough for her to say, ‘We could go down and knock on t’door. Take a closer look while we’re there.’

Smith said, ‘The lawn at the back has been recently cut. It’s these mild wet autumns – I’ve had to do our scrap of grass. Climate change, I suppose…’

She said, ‘OK. Not much of a gardener meself.’

‘There’s a lean-to at the back, full of logs for a wood burner. They don’t look as if they’ve been there for months. Did you notice the doorbell?’

No, she said.

‘It’s new, one of the video sort. If someone has it linked to their phone, they’ll see us as soon as we’re anywhere near the door. And I’m pretty sure I can make out a camera on the side wall. I put up something like it at my place a while back. Years ago, yes, absolutely, go and have a look through the windows. With these modern setups, you’re just giving them an early warning.’

Polly said without any note of resentment, ‘Right. Well, I missed all that, didn’t I? What d’you reckon, then?’

He took time to answer, looking about at their situation.

‘It was after ten before we arrived. Someone could be here. They’ve gone shopping? These places aren’t only used in the summer now. I’d say it’s worth another look at a different time of the day, even though it’s a bit of a drive from Lake.’

She said, ‘What’s your instincts tellin’ you? Is this our Egertons?’

He nodded and said, ‘I’d put a fiver on it.’

‘A fiver? Bloody ’ell! What makes you as certain as that?’

It was taking a little time to tune in but Polly Coverdale did have a sense of humour.

Smith said, ‘For it not to be ‘our Egertons’, there would have to be another family of the same name owning a place in the same village as the one Freddie Thorpe knew. What are the odds on that? It’s not the commonest of surnames. Smith is.’

She considered this before she said, ‘Only thing is, they might have sold it since the planning application. It were a couple of years ago now.’

‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘that’s why I’m not putting a tenner on.’

He drove back along the coast road at a leisurely pace, pointing out places and features of interest. He didn’t know how long Polly had lived in the Kings Lake area but it was clear she had not ventured out this way often, if she had at all. As they were passing through Marston, he said, ‘If you do come out to visit us at any time, that’s the turn you need to take. You’ll pass a sign saying it’s a dead end – then you’ll know you’re heading in the right direction. It’s a standing joke with some of my former colleagues.’

For the first time then Polly asked about his police career, and he shared some of the highlights and the lowlights, as he perceived them. After he’d told her his last years had been spent on murder cases, she said, ‘Murder? Crikey. Don’t you find what you’re doin’ now a bit tame after that?’

He thought back about the time at Schiphol airport in Amsterdam when a couple of most insalubrious characters had been a few seconds away from doing him considerable harm, and then about having his vehicle bugged by some more local thugs who might have intended the same.

He said, ‘If anything, I could still do with a bit less excitement. The job has its moments. With any luck, we should be able to get Lady Caroline her second inquest without risking life and limb.’

And then he said, talking of risking life and limb, how had the rugby practice been?

Polly said, ‘Oh, they’re mostly young and enthusiastic. I felt like a mum but I managed to keep up. They don’t have much idea about gameplay, though. There’s a match on Saturday afternoon, and they’ve asked me to be on t’bench. Looks as if I’ll get a run-out.’

Smith congratulated her and asked where the rugby team played their games. At some point, he thought, he wouldn’t mind watching – there’s no better place than the sports field to see a different side to a new colleague.

On their return to the office, they discussed whether they should abandon the search of London clinics for Toby Egerton’s father, and concluded that finding The Brambles was not a strong enough lead to do so. They made coffee and tea, and sat down to continue that work. They had the place to themselves apart from the ever-present Madison – Jason, she told them, was at that moment driving down to Heathrow to collect his sister, Katherine. Her new Tesla had refused to start after a few days in the airport car park. Smith said, ‘Oh dear. We have seen the future, and it doesn’t seem to work very well, does it? How much is a new battery…?’

After another minute or so, he went back to Madison and said, ‘Jason’s fetching Katherine? Here?’

‘Yes,’ said the receptionist, with a smile that might have been a knowing one, ‘she’s back for a few days. I expect she’ll be popping into the office to see you all.’

At twenty minutes to five they heard voices in reception – Caroline Thorpe had arrived as she had promised. Smith went to speak to her, and she held up a grey plastic A4 envelope – it was a while since he had seen one of those. She handed it to him, and he opened the zip seal to look inside.

She said, ‘I had a peep myself. It’s all rather strange, I must say.’

By which she meant, of course, that’s how this had made her feel – those little tubes containing fragments of her late brother, the carrying them out of the police station, driving them to Kings Lake, as if another part of him were with her once more. He said, ‘These will include preservatives but I’ll talk to Jason tomorrow about getting them tested as soon as possible. We’ll keep them safe overnight.’

He introduced her to Polly Coverdale, explaining that they were both currently working on her investigation. It was an opportune moment to ask whether she, Caroline, had ever visited the Egerton’s holiday home – a yes would be very useful – but she had not done so; then she herself inquired about progress with the laptop, and Smith told her what was happening there. She didn’t seem in any hurry to be gone. Madison offered tea or coffee, and Smith had to silently rebuke himself – it’s what you’re supposed to do with clients, isn’t it? He didn’t always remember he was involved in a different sort of business now. But Caroline declined, saying she realised she was getting in the way, and that she hoped to hear from them soon.

When the downstairs door closed, Madison said, with the innocence of youth, ‘I’ve never met a ladyship before. She’s nice, isn’t she, when you get to know her?’, and Smith said yes, he thought she probably was.

The Lemon Tree offers seasonal discounts on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays from the late autumn to the spring, making it busier than some other local establishments. When they arrived at a little after seven o’clock that evening, all the tables but the one Smith had booked were already occupied. As ever, they were eating in the bar rather than the restaurant, which meant Layla could accompany them. By the time they’d hung up their coats, she had already taken her position under the table.

Smith recognised some of the other diners – the pub’s fine cuisine had developed a regular local following since the new head chef arrived two years ago. Jeremy, the general manager, was a master of his trade, greeting every one of these regulars in person, and he was already on his way to speak to the latest arrivals. Naturally he crouched to say hello to Layla first, and she knew there would be a treat in his hand; if I’m going to be sold an expensive meal, thought Smith, it might as well be by one of the best.

The young man said, ‘Any of your usual starters, they’re all excellent, but I must tell you the pork belly and cheek main is…’

It was so good, his hesitation seemed to be saying, that he was momentarily lost for words – ‘superb. But I think the both of you know our menu as well as me! Small glasses of Vouvray and the Argentinian malbec while you’re deciding?’

Their table was the one closest to the log fire – it wasn’t long before Layla had shifted her position from under the table to lie full length and eyes closed between Smith’s chair and the blaze. He watched her and thought, it’s one reason we have them, I think – to remind us how to live only in the moment, how to enjoy the simplest of pleasures.

And another of these was the fact that The Lemon Tree was one of those rare establishments which refuse to pipe music into the background. There was a low murmur of conversation from the diners at other tables, the occasional cracking or spitting of a log in the fire and Jo explaining she had received an email acknowledging her decision not to record the audiobooks herself. She said, ‘You can tell they’re relieved, it’s there in between the lines. I should be getting some sample readings any day now. You’ll have to help me choose.’

He said, ‘It sounds like an interesting job… Man or woman – do you have a preference?’

‘Oh, I hadn’t even thought. I’d just assumed it would be ladies reading. Right. What do you think?’

He took a sip of the malbec and wondered why he’d never been able to find a red like it in the supermarket. Was it just the ambience? Or the food? If he bought the best they had and then brought it along to the next dinner here, would it taste better than usual?

He said, ‘I don’t think your writer’s voice is particularly one or the other. Don’t take that the wrong way! What I mean is, someone reading you for the first time and not knowing anything about the author wouldn’t find it easy to say whether it was written by a male or a female writer. So why not a man?’

She was considering this. Over her shoulder, Smith could see Jeremy in conversation with one of the waitresses, nodding in their direction – some food would be appearing shortly.

Jo said, ‘I don’t do it often but sometimes in introductions and conclusions I use the first person. Would that sound awkward, if a man read it?’

‘Not to me. You know, I think I must have embraced equality, diversity and inclusion much more than people realise. I’m told it’s all the rage at Lake Central – John Murray’s very excited about it all.’

She was smiling at the thought, and then their starters arrived.

The temptation was always there, to have another small glass of wine and guess that you would still be under the limit, but it was a temptation to which he never succumbed. Smith had done the obligatory spell in Traffic as a young constable – you can never wipe out those images of the broken bodies at the roadside, and the faces of the people who open their front door and see you standing there in the night. They always know.

Jo had a glass of Sauterne instead of a third course – he took a small sip and made the most of the apricot sweetness. They had another wine rack in the shed. It might be worth investing in a few more expensive bottles, just for special occasions, you understand.

It was unusual for him not to have turned off his mobile phone during a meal. They both heard it buzzing in his jacket pocket, and Jo watched him as he located it, took it out and read the screen. It was even more unusual for Smith to answer a call in such a situation, but he did so now.

Jo raised her eyebrows a fraction and took another sip of the wine – at the adjacent table, an elderly woman made a comment to one of her companions about there being a time and place.

Smith had said hello to someone in a lowered voice, and now he was listening intently. Jo could hear a woman’s voice – after a moment or two, she realised it was Caroline Thorpe.

Smith said, ‘You’ve called the police?’

Yes, Jo heard, and then the woman was talking again, telling him more. The elderly woman was looking disapprovingly in her direction now, as if she ought to have her companion behaving more responsibly.

When Smith spoke again, he said, ‘They shouldn’t be too much longer. And no one has been hurt?’

No to that, apparently, and her voice was apologising for calling him but… It was impossible to make out every word. Then his face became impassive, fixed in concentration as he was told something more troubling. He said, ‘I’m actually only a few minutes away from Burnham. I’ll call in on my way home.’

Jo could hear protests – she could not hear how sincere those protests might be. She picked up the glass of wine again and waited for the call to come to an end. When it did so, she said, ‘A damsel in distress?’

If there was a note of gentle mockery in that, he did not acknowledge it.

‘There’s been an incident at Burnham Park.’

He had raised a hand towards Jeremy behind the bar, and received a nod in return.

She said, ‘And it requires your attention? Our attention? Tonight?’

Smith had taken out his wallet, removing the card he would use to pay for the meal. He did not respond to any of her questions but that was not out of rudeness or churlishness; she had seen that look before, on just one or two occasions since she had known him – a set, serious expression as the mind behind it went into overdrive.

She said, “You think it’s connected to the case?’

He stood up, pocketing the phone, and she finished the glass of wine.

He said, ‘I’m not making any assumptions until I’ve seen and heard for myself.’ Then, as if remembering his manners, he added, ‘Sorry. But you know how I feel about coincidences.’

Smith set off towards the bar to pay the bill. Jo eased her chair backwards and reached down for Layla’s lead. When she stood up, she saw the woman staring once more, her lips pinched together as if she’d bitten into a lemon. As she passed the table, Jo beamed down at her and said, ‘Never a dull moment!’


Chapter Fifteen

For the first time, he took the narrow, winding lane that led to the front entrance of Burnham Park. There were gates but they were open, and he drove on through the dark masses of rhododendrons until they reached a gravelled area to the left of the house. This was lit up by lights on the side of the house, and parked there already were a Volkswagon Touareg, the Land Rover Smith recognised as Ellis’s and a marked police Octavia – for some unknown reason, the Octavia still had its blue light flashing, even though the engine wasn’t running and no one else was visible nearby.

He pulled in beside the police vehicle and got out – Jo followed suit and walked around to his side of their car, pulling on her outdoor coat. She said, ‘What about Layla? She might panic – it’s an unfamiliar situation.’

Smith said to put her on the lead and bring her, they wouldn’t be going very far, and then they walked down by the side of the house, towards the rear of it where there were other lights. When they rounded the corner, they were at the furthest point from the entrance he had used in his previous visits. There were people standing near the steps, five of them.

They approached, and one of those people, a police officer, saw them and immediately made towards them, intercepting their progress twenty yards from the doorway. He held up a hand as he neared them.

‘Excuse me, sir, madam, but may I ask what… Oh, well, bugger me. It’s you, sir.’

Smith recognised him – uniform sergeant Eric Boyd from the Hunston station.

He said, ‘Hello, Eric. Sorry to wander in out of the darkness. I didn’t know whether Lady Caroline had mentioned she’d called me. This is Jo, by the way, my partner.’

Boyd touched his cap in the way only an older officer and a gentleman might do these days. He said, ‘I know she made a call, but obviously I couldn’t never have imagined it was to you. Are you a friend of the family?’

Smith glanced at Jo but she had restrained the amusement this would have caused her – after all, she knew something serious had occurred here tonight.

‘No, Eric, we’ve only recently met. Lady Caroline has engaged the agency I work with from time to time – Diver and Diver Associates in Kings Lake. As I was nearby, I thought I’d drop in, to see if I could help in any way.’

He had to explain his presence, of course, but guessed he’d already said more than necessary. Because he remembered Sergeant Boyd very well; he might sound like a country bumpkin but he was old school and nobody’s fool.

‘Oh, agency, you say… What sort of agency is that, then?’

‘Private investigations, Eric. I like to keep my hand in.’

Slowly but inexorably, the two and the two were being added together by the man in front of them. He said, ‘I see. So you’re working on a case for Lady Caroline Thorpe… There’s been some nasty business here tonight, and then after she’s called us, she calls you. What sort of case might that be then, sir?’

It was a perfectly reasonable question – and more to the point, it was the first one Smith would have asked in Boyd’s situation.

He said, ‘I think Lady Caroline is the best person to answer that one, Eric – I’m sure you understand why.’

After a longish look, Eric Boyd accepted the answer. Caroline Thorpe had noticed them, had realised to whom the police officer was speaking – she put up her hand and waved fingers in recognition. Tilly was standing next to her, and a little apart from them were another police officer and Ellis.

Smith said, ‘What sort of nasty business, if you don’t mind me asking? Lady Caroline told me something of it.’

Boyd could have been difficult then, in view of Smith’s own refusal to discuss Caroline Thorpe’s business with him; instead, he answered the question, perhaps relieved to share what he’d been told with someone he remembered as a Lake Central detective with a bit of a reputation.

‘Constable Martinez is taking a statement from the gamekeeper as we speak. But it seems that he, Mr Ellis, is in the habit of doing the rounds every evening, making sure everything is secure. About an hour ago he come round the back here and disturbed a couple of intruders. They took off into the woods, and his dog went after them…’

The sergeant’s voice tailed off. He glanced down at Layla, who responded with the customary wagging of her tail. When Smith looked around he saw Caroline Thorpe was watching, and no doubt wondering what was being said here.

Eric Boyd continued, ‘Mr Ellis went back to his cottage, got his other dog and his shotgun. Then he went off in search of them.’ Another pause in the story, this one accompanied by a shaking of his head. ‘I’ve said that was inadvisable under the circumstances, but I haven’t made a fuss about it… Martinez will have more details, but to cut a long story short, Mr Ellis didn’t find the intruders. He did find his dog, out there in woods. They’d killed it, sir.’

‘No…’

Jo said it involuntarily, because you just don’t see that sort of thing coming, ‘nasty business’ notwithstanding. Then she half crouched and fussed Layla a little, as if she too might have been upset by such an awful story.

Smith said just one word – ‘How?’

‘A knife by the look of it. I’ve not examined it closely but that’s what Mr Ellis has told us. I’d say he’s a man who knows what’s what in such matters. It was his other dog that found the first one…’

‘Where is the dog now?’

‘In the back of the Land Rover. He drove down there and collected it. As these were armed intruders, I’ve told him someone else might want to have a look at it in the morning. Can’t say I’ve ever come across the like, sir.’

It was more than two years since Smith had left the police force, closer to three, in fact, but in long memories like Eric Boyd’s he would most likely always be a part of it. He asked the sergeant what else they would do tonight as far as this matter was concerned.

Boyd said, ‘Well, the days when we could have somebody parked here are long gone, aren’t they? I shall drive around and take a look at the back road but they’ll be far away by now. I’ll have a word with the lady in view of what you’ve told me – or rather what you ’aven’t – and I’ll make a report to Lake Central. After that, it’s up to the powers that be.’

Smith said, ‘Would you mind if I talk to Ellis when you’ve done?’

Boyd almost laughed and said, ‘It’s a free country, sir. Couldn’t stop you even if I wanted to. The lady’s pretty shook up – she could do with some support, I’d say.’

They were invited inside while the constable completed Ellis’s statement. Jo said she would wait outside with Layla but Caroline Thorpe insisted they bring her into the house – she said, ‘This place used to be overrun with dogs, it’ll be nice to see one in the house again. Come into the study. Would you like something to drink? Tea? Something stronger?’

It was an attempt to lighten the situation, said with a rueful smile. They declined as we do, instinctively, but it might have been better to say yes, rather than then stand a little awkwardly – even sitting down would seem in some way inappropriate. Smith filled in by introducing the three women to each other, and then Jo introduced the other two to Layla.

Eventually Caroline said, ‘God, isn’t this awful? That poor dog. I’m sorry I involved you both. I really don’t know why I called you now. I must apologise for that…’

Smith caught a look from Jo. The former DI in her would know exactly why this woman had called him – she, Caroline, had guessed in some intuitive way that the intrusion might be related to the investigation he had been carrying out on her behalf.

He said, ‘There’s no need for that. We were literally ten minutes away. Have you checked whether anyone got inside the house?’

Yes, she said, the sergeant had asked her the same thing. She could find no evidence inside, and he had looked at the doors and windows from the outside. Ellis must have disturbed them before they could do whatever they intended.

Tilly had been silent until then. She said, ‘And what was that? They were carrying knives and heaven knows what else. I’ve said to madam she ought to consider staying somewhere else, at least for tonight, until this business is sorted out.’

Madam said, ‘Thank you, Tilly. But absolutely not. If you’d rather go to your brother’s tonight, I would completely understand. In fact, you probably should.’

It was plain to the two visitors that if this came down to a standoff as to who would leave Burnham Park first that night, there would be no winner – Tilly didn’t respond with a word but had somehow planted herself immovably on the study’s floor.

‘Mr Smith – David. I suppose I called you because… I was wondering whether…’

‘Whether this has anything to do with your visit to Norwich earlier in the day?’

She looked relieved he had said it – and probably that he had thought it, too. Sometimes a trouble shared is a trouble halved.

He said, ‘Have you mentioned what you were doing today to anybody else?’

She had not, she said, not to a soul.

Quite consciously he let go of the frown and tried a smile, saying, ‘It would seem this is a most unwelcome coincidence, in that case.’

When we have lived intimately with another for a time, we know when they will be watching us; Jo would be watching him now, Jo who was clever enough not to betray the surprise she would be feeling at his words but the same Jo who would mention this as soon as they were alone together, if only to point out that his contempt for the notion of coincidence was the reason their dinner had come to an abrupt end forty five minutes ago.

He said, ‘The police sergeant – whom I do know, by the way – did ask what I was doing here. I explained but told him if he wanted any details he should get them from you, rather than me. He’s likely to ask you about that.’

Caroline nodded, reading the meaning in his eyes – it’s up to you how much you want to tell them. Layla whined and wagged her tail, and the lady of the house bent down to her, saying what a lovely dog she was. The usual questions followed. How old was she? What breeds had combined to make such a pretty face? Where had they found her? Jo answered and the two women were in conversation – despite the politics, he thought they’d probably get on. There might be a book-signing before long.

There was a knock at the door, and they all turned to see the police sergeant in the doorway. He said, ‘We’ll be off, then. We’ll drive around and check there’s no one hanging about. But could I have a word, madam, before we go?’

Of course, she said, moving, with a glance in Smith’s direction, and then Eric Boyd said, ‘And we’re done with Mr Ellis, sir.’

Smith had asked Ellis whether he would object to showing him the dog. The man had answered by setting off in that direction and Smith had followed. At the back of the vehicle, the keeper had paused and looked again at the person Lady Caroline had called here, tonight of all nights. Ellis’s face was expressionless, a face of weathered granite, grey in the semi-darkness away from the house lights.

Then he twisted the handle and pulled open the doors. Smith had taken out his phone. He switched on the torch and asked whether Ellis would mind him taking a closer look. The answer was a monosyllabic ‘No.’

The dog lay with its paws towards them, the head to the left. Black and tan, a cross, some Alsatian and Labrador in there, but heavily built, could be some Rottweiler, too. Not a young dog but neither was it one you’d want to wrestle with unless you were the best of friends.

Smith said quietly, ‘Bastards.’

Ellis was motionless, watching as the beam of light moved over the dog.

‘What was his name?’

‘Tiger.’

There was a leather collar with metal studs. Smith leaned forward but still was unable to see what he wanted – he asked Ellis’s permission again and then gently lifted the dog’s head by its muzzle. He moved the torch to within inches. Blood had pooled a little on the plastic sheet. There was a deep gash where the animal’s throat had been cut. He laid the head down and looked all around the dog’s neck and chest, finding no other wounds.

Straightening up, Smith said he was sorry about what had happened.

Ellis said, ‘Not your fault.’ And then, pointedly, ‘Was it?’

They were face to face.

‘I mean, I know you were some sort of copper. I know you’re helpin’ her with something, and that’s all right by me. Just seems a bit odd, you turnin’ up a few days ago, and then this tonight.’

Smith said, ‘I honestly don’t know, Ellis. Nothing we’ve done could have caused this directly. I’ll be doing my best to make some sense of it. I know that’s little compensation for your dog.’

The gamekeeper stared into the back of the Land Rover.

‘He was a good’un. Never backed off. Died doin’ his job…’

‘In the line of duty.’

Smith stepped away, and waited. Before Ellis closed the doors, he reached inside as if something needed straightening – it took a moment, whatever it was, and then Smith asked whether Ellis would mind telling him about the intruders he had seen. Any detail at all, however insignificant. He must have said those words a thousand times over the past thirty five years.

When they were back at the steps, Smith sensed that Ellis had no intention of going inside the house. He’d heard the whole story now. When Ellis asked him whether he thought there would be any more trouble tonight, it was obvious what he meant – did he think there was any danger of the men returning?

In answer, Smith said, ‘I doubt it. I imagine they’ll be a long way from here by now. But…’

The old man’s face had hardly altered its expression since Smith had first seen him tonight – in fact, since the first occasion they had met – but he was watching and waiting for the rest of what this ‘some sort of copper’ had to say, as if it mattered.

‘But I know you’ll be keeping a watch anyway. The police sergeant told you what police sergeants have to tell you about guns, but if it were me, Ellis, I’d take it with me. Safety catch on, of course.’

It was the merest hint of humour, telling a man who had lived with guns all his working life to be careful – the mouth tightened into the fleeting ghost of a smile, that was all, and then he nodded, turned and walked away, back towards the vehicles.

Smith found his own way back to the study, and discovered that a pot of tea had appeared after all. Tilly offered to make a fresh one but he said that wasn’t necessary – a stronger brew was just what was required under the circumstances. The women were seated in the chairs around the fireplace; the fire had burned low but a fresh log was beginning to catch. He took the cup and saucer and sat next to Jo on a sofa.

Caroline Thorpe said, ‘How is Ellis?’

Layla sat on the rug in front of the sofa, gazing expectantly into the fireplace. Watching her, Smith said, ‘Dog people get attached. They can’t help it.’

This brought a long moment of silent reflection for everyone – perhaps he should have said something more encouraging but it was impossible to imagine what under the circumstances.

She said, ‘Such an awful thing. I cannot help feeling responsible.’

Smith gave them a short talk about rural crime, then – about how it had increased significantly in the past decade, how things unheard of in earlier generations now occurred with depressing regularity. Robberies from country houses were not unusual. Most police forces had officers who targeted crimes in the countryside. Ellis himself had told Smith about his confrontations with deer poachers in the recent past.

Caroline said, ‘I know that’s true, he’s mentioned it. But I never imagined anything like this could happen. I’ll talk to him in the morning. He mustn’t get involved in that sort of thing again.’

Tilly said, ‘Well, madam, you can try telling him that…’

Smith met her look and nodded – ‘Hearing that might make him feel worse. It’s my guess that as long as he’s here and in your employment, Ellis will do his job.’

At the top of the steps, Caroline Thorpe held out her hand to Jo and said she was sorry they’d had to meet under such circumstances. Then she leaned down and said the same to Layla. It was a brief moment of light relief. At the corner of the house, they both looked back and the two women were still there, watching until they were out of sight. When they reached the car, Smith saw Ellis’s Land Rover had gone.

Neither of them spoke until they were back on the coast road and heading towards Marston. Jo said then, ‘You said you thought the police will be in touch again, about tonight. Will they?’

He thought so, yes. Burglaries didn’t always merit a detective’s visit these days – he gave a shake of his head as he said the words – but the fact a knife had been carried and used put a different complexion on matters.

Jo said, ‘And the ownership of the property might have some bearing.’

It was impossible to disagree with that, and so he didn’t. He glanced down at Layla. Invariably she travelled in the boot but tonight for some reason she had been allowed into the passenger’s footwell – she sat there with her head resting on her mistress’s knees.

‘Well, all I can say is, if I were a novelist, as soon as I was back in the cottage I’d spend the next hour frantically making notes.’

He asked her why.

‘That place. Those people! You’d have a ready-made cast of characters.’

‘Have you ever thought about it? Writing fiction instead of fact?’

When she paused, it was usually because one had asked a good question.

‘Anyone who writes anything and who tells you they haven’t thought about that is probably lying… So yes, but not seriously, at least in my case. I find the truth quite terrifying enough. Take tonight, for example.’

Smith said, ‘Well, the sort of truth you deal with is, isn’t it?’

She said she supposed so, and stroked Layla’s head.

They were close to home before they spoke again.

Jo said, ‘Who would do such a thing, David?’

He reached across and touched her, just a light touch on her forearm, as he said, ‘Nobody we know.’

He took the turn into Drift’s End, keeping to himself for now the thought that had come again, after her question. Because that was not the question on his mind – who would do such a thing? No, that was not it at all. He was wondering what sort of people know how to do such a thing?


Chapter Sixteen

With winter on its way, and the year approaching its end, every morning seemed a little darker and a little colder, but the routine in Drift’s End did not alter; both occupants were up before seven o’clock, showering and shaving, a short first walk for the dog, kettles were boiled, bread was toasted or milk warmed for porridge. At a little before eight, they breakfasted together and listened to the news on the radio.

At four minutes past the hour on that Thursday, Smith’s mobile phone lit up and began to ring. He looked and told Jo it was the office, and he might then have ignored it for a few more minutes, having already decided it was a morning for a second brew of coffee, but she said he should answer in view of what had occurred the previous evening.

It was Madison, and the usually cheerful note was missing from her voice – he asked her what was the matter.

‘David, I got in just before eight. When I went into reception, I thought it seemed really cold. Then I realised the window in my room was missing. I know that sounds stupid, but it was. It is. I thought it must have – just fallen out or something. When I looked down, it’s there on the ground, not smashed or anything.

‘So then I went into Jason’s office, and there’s been a break-in. Someone has opened the safe.’

He put his phone onto the table and pressed the speaker symbol so Jo could hear the rest of the conversation.

He said, ‘All right. Have you called anyone else?’

She had, Jason first. He and Katherine had stayed overnight in Cambridge with friends – they were now on the way back to Kings Lake. Jason had told her to call Smith and Polly Coverdale, who lived nearest.

Smith said, ‘Have you spoken to the police?’

‘No – Jason said to call you first, and see what you suggested.’

Smith was on his feet now, cup of coffee in hand.

‘Madison, call them now. They might or might not show up but you need to get it all on record. Stay out of Jason’s office, and don’t touch anything you don’t have to. Especially door handles. Is there power in the office?’

She said the lights were working, so there must be.

‘OK. I think the security cameras record onto the main system. Do you know how to access that?’

She did, and he told her to see if she could find it now, while he was still on the phone. Jo had disappeared momentarily – when she returned she was carrying his outdoor coat, and she placed his car keys on the table.

She said, ‘A break-in at the office?’

He nodded and she said, ‘That’s too much of one – I’m not even going to say the word. You need to go in.’

After a long couple of minutes, Madison was back on the line.

‘It goes blank at 01.19. It switches back on at 01.46.’

Smith said briskly, ‘Fine. Leave all that as it is. I’m on my way, and I’ll call Polly. She might get there before me. And don’t worry. Put the kettle on in about twenty minutes.’

He must have driven quickly – he met Polly Coverdale at the bottom of the stairs and they went up to the office together. Madison was there alone, and she looked relieved to see them. Smith asked her what the police response had been – she told him she had eventually been put through from a call centre to an officer at Kings Lake Central, who had informed her someone would visit the DDA premises later in the day, but they couldn’t give an exact time. He didn’t bother to make a comment on this – it was par for the course these days.

They went to look at the empty space where there had once been a window. Little force had been used; the sealed unit had been prised out of the frame and then taken down to the ground. It lay on the paving slabs and appeared otherwise undamaged. Polly said, ‘That’s a neat job,’ and Smith didn’t add anything – she was capable of drawing her own conclusions from her observations.

Similarly, no obvious force had been used to open the safe. It was set into the wall and the door was ajar. He wasn’t up to date on all this but he recognised the name, Burton, as a good one, and he knew the Divers had installed it after taking over the business, so it was not old. There was no lock and key; the safe was opened with an electronic code inputted through the keypad on the front of the door. Using his silver biro, he eased the door open a little further. Somewhat to his surprise, he found he could see, resting on top of some papers, the late Lord Thorpe’s laptop and mobile phone.

Polly had moved to one side so she could see the contents. She looked at Smith, noted the frown and said to Madison, ‘Is any money kept in there?’

The answer was no, never. If there was ever cash in the office, Jason was strict about having it banked every day – but there rarely was.

Polly said, ‘What the ’ell were they after, then?’

He turned to Madison and said, ‘Is anything else missing? Anything at all, as far as you can tell?’

No, she said. They could have stolen the computers and monitors, which were all good and worth something. Some desk drawers seemed to have been opened and not properly shut but she didn’t think anything had been taken.

The phone console on Madison’s desk began to beep and blink with an incoming call. She looked at Smith – he nodded and she answered it. He and Polly watched and listened but it was routine office business, and the young woman was back to her professional self. When she’d dealt with it, he said, ‘Well, carry on as if it’s a normal day, but in between write down everything that happened when you came in this morning – times, order of events and everything you’ve touched. If a detective turns up, it’s just conceivable they’ll want to interview you as first on the scene, and take a statement. Stranger things have happened. We’ll be next door.’

In the smaller office, which had de facto become their own, Smith and Polly examined the two desks. Again, drawers had been opened and not properly closed, but nothing obvious had been taken. Smith made a point of checking for the stapler which had accompanied him throughout most of his police career – it was an old-fashioned sort, and an old friend, one which had helped him tie together the evidence in many cases. He was relieved to find it was still in its usual corner of the drawer.

Polly said, ‘They’ve searched the place. And you can search me for the answer as to what they were looking for…’

Smith had turned his attention to the desktop computer. It was on standby, as it would have been by now had the intruders switched it on in the small hours. He didn’t know how to check the log but Jason would, and he would ask him to do so; it was possible someone had wanted to see whom had been working on what, though he doubted whether that alone was the reason for the break-in. People capable of remotely accessing and deleting files have no obvious need to carry out operations like this one.

Operations. He smiled inwardly when he realised he had thought the word, but that’s what this had been. An operation. Sitting in his chair now, he considered calling Caroline Thorpe, eventually deciding against it. He had questions for her, of course, but telling her what had happened here would bring questions of her own, of the sort he did not yet feel ready to answer.

At 09.21 they heard voices on the stairs. The Divers had arrived – plainly, Katherine had been behind the wheel. They all met in reception, and Smith thought that one never quite gets over the pair of them, especially when they’re side by side; Jason six foot one, Katherine only an inch or two less, both blond and blue-eyed as if they’d arrived from the far north just a generation or so ago, latter-day Vikings. Most young women would consider Jason a catch long before they knew about his bank balance – his sister was not beautiful, not quite, but she never failed to turn every head in a room the moment she entered.

She looked at Smith now, unsmiling and said in a low voice, ‘What have you got us involved in this time?’

He didn’t fall for it, and then she was smiling and holding out her hand. This didn’t happen every time they met – he thought it might be for Polly’s benefit, the two of them having encountered each other only once before, according to Polly.

Jason said, ‘Much damage?’ and Madison took him to see the window and the open safe. Smith repeated the general warning not to touch anything. Katherine pointed and then followed Smith and Polly back into their office.

‘Jason’s brought me up to speed. We have to consider this is related to the current investigation, don’t we?’

Smith said immediately that there was more – he had not yet brought Jason up to speed, having intended to tell him about the incident at Burnham Park this morning. He told her about it now.

Katherine Diver’s face darkened into an expression he hadn’t seen there before.

‘They killed a dog? With a knife?’

He nodded, aware of her brother appearing in the doorway behind her.

‘That’s – appalling. It’s disgusting.’

What is, said Jason, and Smith repeated the story. Katherine’s face was naturally pale – it had now turned a whiter shade with two small flushes of pink over her cheek bones. She was plainly furious, and possibly more intimidating than she’d ever seemed before.

She said with an oddly imperious note, ‘I need a moment. I’m going out for some proper coffee. When I get back, we’re having a meeting. All of us. Nobody leaves.’

Her departures always left something of a vacuum behind, and it took a few moments to fill. Eventually her brother said, ‘Well, that’s the rest of the morning sorted…’

And then he said to Smith, ‘It’s pretty obvious what they came for, isn’t it? Because they’re missing.’

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Smith.

Jason continued, ‘It’s bloody embarrassing. But I take full responsibility, David, and I’ll tell Lady Caroline.’

After another short silence, Polly said, ‘So, what is missing, then?’

Jason Diver had some difficulty bringing himself to say the words.

‘The autopsy samples from Lady Caroline’s brother. We asked her to leave them with us for safe keeping… They were to be re-tested.’

A small voice said, ‘Oh my God.’

All eyes turned towards Madison at her desk. Slowly she stood up and then without a word she crossed reception and went down the stairs. Smith had his eyebrows in their customary half-raised position but nothing more was said. The steps were returning now. Madison reappeared and in her hand she held a grey plastic envelope. She said, ‘Is it these?’

Smith held out a hand, took it and looked inside. All still there.

Jason said, ‘Er… Why? How?’

Well, she told them, when she was tidying up as she did every day before she locked the office, if she was the last to leave, she’d picked it up off Jason’s desk and saw it said keep under refrigeration on it. So she’d taken it downstairs and put it in the fridge.

Smith said, ‘They assumed the business only occupied the first floor. They’d have no reason to think the kitchen was downstairs. They missed them. Just because someone knows how to follow instructions.’

All eyes were on Madison again. She flushed and then Polly made a fist and punched her gently on her upper arm. It’s how rugby players show their affection for you.

Katherine had taken the seat next to Smith. She said to him, ‘So – rewind. Remember my first question this morning? I’m going to re-phrase it a little. What exactly are we involved in this time?’

The four other faces were watching his, expectantly, assuming that if anyone had the answer, it must be him. Once upon a time, in another life, or so it seemed now, there had been thirty or forty such faces in much bigger rooms, but the fundamental questions had been the same. What’s going on? Where do we go from here? What do you want us to do next? Almost by default, he had become the senior investigating officer once more.

It didn’t actually matter where he began, he realised, because everything was connected to everything else – had a humble detective from Norfolk discovered the final proof of string theory? Possibly, but he already had enough to deal with for one morning.

He said, ‘We began working on behalf of Lady Caroline Thorpe one week ago today. 'we started. We might as well begin with the latest one, which is this – if last night’s break-in was by somebody looking for the autopsy samples, what was their motive?’

For a moment they sat quietly, surreptitiously glancing around, a class of students with a new teacher, wondering who would have the nerve to go first.

Katherine said, ‘It’s obvious. Someone doesn’t want them re-tested.’

Smith knew she had a First in something – it didn’t matter in what.

He said, ‘I think that’s the most likely explanation. The more interesting question is, why. Why doesn’t someone want the samples to be tested again?’

Katherine – ‘Because the results might be different?’

Smith – ‘Good. Different in what sorts of ways? And what would be the significance of any difference?’

Katherine – ‘Well, I don’t know. I’ve been in Italy for the past week. What did the original tests show?’

Dealing with her brother was, in comparison, relatively straightforward – Jason Diver was a very clever version of a normal person; Katherine was something else entirely. Smith told her about the blood samples, the levels of alcohol and barbiturates, mentioning too that Freddie Thorpe had had a history of substance abuse problems.

She said, ‘Barbiturates? That’s old-school, isn’t it? Anyway, as I understand it, this woman wants to question the verdict of the inquest… So, if the blood tests were influential in the verdict, a different set of results from the same samples would give her grounds, wouldn’t it?’

Indeed, he said, and he thought, my goodness, I could have made something of you if you’d washed up on the shores of my department twenty years ago. He said to all of them, ‘Any thoughts about the nature of the break-in? What do we learn from that?’

Polly said, ‘How d’you mean?’

‘The way it was carried out.’

‘Oh, right. I seen a few break-ins when I was in the Army. You’d be surprised what goes on, on a base. But whoever took that window out, well, it weren’t the first time they’d done that. They made a very neat job of it.’

Smith said, ‘And you need the right tools for that job. They came equipped, which is in itself a criminal offence – not that people like these would be remotely bothered by that.’

Katherine Diver’s eyes narrowed as she heard those words, and she looked at him; she would be thinking, people like what? What else have you figured out?

He said, ‘Anything else about the way the job was done?’

Jason said, ‘They jammed the security system. You all know we have cameras and alarms in the building. They took those out before they entered.’

Polly again – ‘How’d they do that? Those cameras and whatever look pretty snazzy to me.’

Snazzy? That takes me back, thought Smith.

Jason told them, ‘It all works on Wi-Fi. Jam the Wi-Fi signal and it doesn’t work.’

Polly said, ‘And how easy is that? Can’t be dead simple or no one would buy the alarms, would they?’

Smith was watching Jason and waiting for the answer, too – it was a good question.

‘Right, well, rather worryingly the equipment you need can be bought online for not much money at all. You can buy deauthers small enough to wear on your wrist. To jam at a greater-’

‘De-whats?’ said Polly.

‘A deauther. They were originally developed so one could remove unwanted devices from your own Wi-Fi network. Unfortunately, if you have some idea what you’re doing, you can log on to other people’s networks and kick off their devices. They’re short range, though. They could have used a Wi-Fi jammer, which basically sends out a signal powerful enough to disrupt any Wi-Fi services within range. As soon as one switches the jammer off, the routers reboot as usual. From the look of our system, that’s what someone did last night.’

Smith looked around the table and said, ‘And the main takeaway from all that – I think that’s the expression these days – is this: “If you have some idea what you’re doing”. Because they did, didn’t they?’

Jason said. ‘The system I installed was top of the range at the time. They knew how to get around it.’

Smith said, ‘And the safe? It’s digital. How did they open it?’

‘I cannot be certain. They didn’t use any force. There are electronic code-breakers one can attach, but that model also has a concealed manual key override. I’d guess they had some sort of universal key.’

Smith looked around and then said it himself – ‘Not likely to be available on eBay for a tenner plus postage. These people were properly equipped.’

Madison sat there wide-eyed and saying nothing – Smith was sure that never before had she sat in on this sort of meeting. She was waiting for him to say more but it was Katherine who spoke next.

‘And brazen with it. I mean, they didn’t even try to make it look like a routine burglary by nicking some stuff. They know that we know what they were after, and it doesn’t bother them. They left the phone and the laptop…’ Katherine looked about and added, ‘Because they know there’s nothing left on them.’

Another point of some significance. Gradually a picture of the perpetrators was forming, created as much by what they did not do as by what they did.

Smith said, ‘Two incidents inside six hours, the connecting factor being Lady Caroline Thorpe, who was or had been present at both locations. If the target was those samples, how did they know she’d collected them? And how did they know she came here? Was she followed?’

Polly Coverdale said, ‘You’re sure it were the same people?’

‘I think it’s highly likely the two incidents are related. Not necessarily the same individuals – perhaps two sets but with a common purpose.’

Katherine was looking intently at him as she said, ‘That’s a coordinated operation.’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘you asked me exactly what we’re involved in this time.’

They discussed the matter thoroughly for another twenty minutes. Smith asked Jason whether there was any progress with Freddie Thorpe’s laptop because it might just conceivably shed some light on why someone was so determined to prevent further examination of the way he had died. Jason held up his hands in mock surrender – plainly Hunter really was a law unto himself, and they could only wait until they reached the top of a list somewhere on the other side of the planet.

Then there was a plan of action for the day. Madison had fetched her coat and sat there trying not to shiver. Smith said, ‘The first thing we need is to get a glazier lined up to replace the sealed unit once the police have done with it. I suggest M and C Glass on the Riverside Industrial estate. Ask for Robert Collins.’ Madison made a note.

The main door at the top of the stairs was never locked during the day – Smith asked whether it could be. Jason said there was a key, yes, but why?

‘Until we’re fully on top of this or it’s over, I don’t think anyone should be left alone here unless the door is locked. We have the live camera to see who’s the other side of it. If the camera stops working, don’t open the door.’

Katherine was nodding but her brother still hadn’t quite caught on. He said, ‘Really? You think there’s still a threat?’

Smith said, ‘Ideally, no one should be in the office on their own, whether the door is locked or not.’

That appeared to be a sufficient answer to the question.

He continued, ‘The top priority has to be to get those samples to a lab, today. Getting them prioritised will cost an arm and leg, but they seem to have taken on considerable significance. I’m out of touch but you could look for a place near Huntingdon in Cambridgeshire. We used them sometimes when I was at Lake Central. It will also get them away from this place. Find a reputable courier.’

He was speaking directly to Jason, who nodded towards Madison, and more notes were made.

‘Finding Toby Egerton. We’ll keep searching from the desk, and we’ll keep an eye on the place at Saltheath. The silence we’ve encountered from Freddie’s former friends – if you’ll forgive the alliteration – is also in play, as far as I’m concerned. Who had spoken to them before we did?

‘I’ll be in touch with Caroline Thorpe. She needs to know what’s happened, and I need to find out for certain whether she told anyone else about what she was doing yesterday.’

When it was just the two of them, Polly said, ‘That dog. What sort were it?’

He told her, and she said, ‘No pushover, then.’

Smith answered with a shake of the head and waited.

‘I worked with dogs for a time, in the Redcaps. German Shepherds and Belgian Malinois. Your average villain freezes at the sight and sound of ’em. You know, no contest.’

Still nothing from him other than a look which seemed to be saying, go on.

‘But there’s people who are trained, aren’t there? People in the forces.’

He said, ‘So I believe.’

So long ago now, hard to recall exactly which place they had been, and which of the succession of curious sergeants they had met only once who had demonstrated that if the dog is upon you and you are unarmed, seize the front legs and force them apart and sideways, do it with all your force and you will break or dislocate the legs at the shoulders. If the animal is then noisy and silence is vital, you must silence it by…

Polly said, ‘I was wonderin’ whether people who’d had that sort of training… Someone like that would’ve known, wouldn’t they?’

But, gentlemen, if you have your Fairbairn-Sykes to hand – and if you do not you’ll bloody well be asking yourself why not at that moment – it’s a simple enough matter. Seize the scruff of the neck, or if the animal has a hold on your arm, raise the head and go for the throat. A single sideways cut will do. Should be over in less than a minute…

Smith said, ‘Yes. It’s one explanation. A burglar carrying a knife for protection will never have had to use it, more than likely. He won’t have a clue. He’ll stab randomly, perhaps several times. The dog had a single wound in the throat.’

There wasn’t time for Polly to say more. Madison was in the doorway.

She said, ‘David, the police are here.’

He stood up and asked whether they had given her a name – because he had wondered, of course.

Madison said, ‘Yes. It’s a Detective Sergeant Wilson.’


Chapter Seventeen

Wilson did not manage a full double-take but it was close – a glance to his right, half away and then back again. He said, ‘Well, f…’, saw the girl watching and closed his mouth. Perhaps he’d mellowed a little in the intervening years.

Smith nodded. Unbelievably, out on the landing beyond the door, stood Detective Constable O’Leary, his mouth dropping open a little.

Wilson said in the familiar surly tones, ‘I thought it must be a bad dream, when I heard that story out at Burnham Park this morning. But it’s a veritable crime wave, with the same suspicious individual at every location.’

‘Hello, Wilson.’

‘Smith.’

Jason and Katherine Diver came out of their office, and Wilson stepped forward, introducing himself. Smith had decided to stay right out of this well before he recognised the two detectives who had arrived – a former police officer is liable to complicate a formal investigation in all sorts of ways. And now there was an unexpected and additional complication; Wilson had been to Burnham, following up on last night’s incident, and he had spoken to Caroline Thorpe. Who had mentioned Smith… What were the odds?

He withdrew, back into the smaller office, and Polly said, ‘It’s nice to see old friends…’, turning that into a question with a quizzical smile. She’d read it pretty quickly.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I keep in touch with every single one. It’s a never-ending delight.’

As if in affirmation, O’Leary walked through the open doorway, confident now he was over his own surprise, and no doubt encouraged by Wilson’s manner.

‘Well, well – it’s the old DC!’

After the silence became a little awkward, he blustered on.

‘So, been turned over. We’ve been told this room was entered, desks gone through. Can you give me the details, sir?’

Another inane grin.

Smith said, ‘Right. The details. Well, this is a desk. These are the drawers. We believe the intruders pulled them open, like this,’ – demonstrating slowly so the detective constable would understand entirely – ‘and they then examined the contents. They did not fully close some of the drawers, which might be significant.’

And because this was Smith, and the face was as straight as it ever had been, O’Leary’s grin faded as he heard this and he said, ‘Oh… How’s that, then?’

‘We believe,’ said Smith confidentially, ‘that either they were disturbed, or…’ O’Leary blinked as he waited – ‘…or the search was carried out by someone who was never taught how to tidy their bedroom as a teenager.’

O’Leary saw the woman watching him, waiting for a reaction, and stiffened.

‘We need a list of everything that’s missing.’

Smith’s chair was close to the shelf where the printer sat; reaching across, he took a sheet out of the feed, said, ‘Already done, detective constable,’ and handed it to the officer.

O’Leary looked at both sides before informing them it was a blank sheet of paper.

Smith said, ‘As far as we know, that’s what was taken.’

‘Have you touched these drawers?’

‘Hundreds of times.’

At a loss now, O’Leary turned and left the room. Polly was watching and waiting, not unreasonably, for an explanation, which Smith duly delivered.

‘I cannot tell a lie. We have a lot of history, and it’s not good.’

Polly said, ‘What about the other one?’

‘John Wilson. Occasionally he’s a half-decent detective. But I’m afraid…’

She said, ‘The same? Oh.’

‘It looks bad, I know. But I could introduce you to a few other people who would… I mean, I’d be happy to do so, if you need reassurance.’

Polly Coverdale folded her arms and leaned back in her chair.

‘No, never needed a lot of that. I’m still makin’ up me own mind.’

She could keep a straight face, too.

Wilson’s shaven head and six o’clock shadow appeared in the doorway. Ignoring the woman, he said to Smith, ‘CCTV out the back?’

‘Not much. There’s a camera on an electrical store, about a hundred yards away, towards the town centre. You might get lucky.’

Wilson disappeared. There was only an outside chance a suspect vehicle had been recorded, but it was one he would have explored had he still been an officer.

The voices dropped away – the party must have moved into Jason’s room. Katherine had seemed quiet, almost subdued, and Smith wondered whether she’d seen the potential complications, the dangers in having an official detective asking questions about cases they were handling – especially a detective who had spoken to Lady Caroline Thorpe within the past two hours. He thought this quite possible, after the way she had impressed him in the briefing.

He took out his mobile and sent Jo a text: It’s a break-in all right, but Lake Central’s finest are here. We’re in safe hands x. Then he turned on the desktop and started work, something Polly had already done.

A quarter of an hour later, Wilson was back in the doorway.

He said, ‘A word,’ with a sideways jerk of his head.

When Smith reached reception he could see Wilson going down the stairs and followed. They ended up on the pavement outside. There was a cold wind swirling up from the market square – Wilson turned his back to it and hunched his heavy shoulders.

He said, ‘Could just be kids looking for cash.’

Smith said, ‘Maybe. Has the national curriculum changed?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘How to remove a sealed double-glazed unit without damage or leaving prints? How to jam Wi-Fi security? How to open digital safes? Is that what they do in careers lessons these days?’

There was a long look between them. There are people with whom we can never connect – to whom we can never relate – and sometimes the feeling is mutual. And yet there had been a moment, years ago now, when four detectives were about to enter a house where eastern European gang members were holding two young people hostage, gang members who were without a doubt armed and dangerous. Smith and Wilson were two of those detectives, and as they’d made their move they saw it in each other’s eyes, the thrill of the fear, the taste for the adrenaline, the recognition that after all that had occurred between them, they had that in common. It was the day John Murray got shot, of course.

Wilson said, ‘Burnham Park. Anything to do with this?’

‘I don’t know for certain. It could be a coincidence.’

Wilson’s mouth twisted a little to one side.

‘What’s she got going on?’

This was awkward but he could not tell Wilson the little he knew – and it was only a little because so much of what he had in his mind and in his notebook was merely conjecture and guesswork.

Smith said, ‘I can’t say. Client confidentiality.’

Wilson accepted this with a shrug – he wasn’t that interested.

He looked back at the door to the building and said, ‘Bit of a come-down, isn’t it? For someone like you?’

With little damage done and nothing stolen, the Divers had been informed Lake Central were unlikely to pursue the matter further – they would provide a crime number for an insurance claim, however. The statistics are extraordinary – or at least they would have been thought so a generation ago. In 2022, in the United Kingdom, properties were broken into on 271,519 occasions; like all such bald figures this doesn’t mean much until we look at them in different ways – so that’s 744 times each day, or once every 116 seconds. The numbers are remarkably similar for other comparable Western countries. In the UK, in the same year, a successful prosecution ensued in 3.1 per cent of those cases. If the fear of prosecution is the primary deterrent for would-be burglars, the conclusion is obvious and inescapable. For 2023, there appears to have been something of a decline in the offence, until, that is, one realises the truth of it – detection rates are so low, and the police have stopped attending in so many cases, that a growing number of victims of burglary no longer bother to report it.

Smith had always studied the numbers because numbers give you probabilities, and probabilities give you somewhere to begin. The people who broke into the DDA offices had nothing to fear; the odds were stacked hugely in their favour, even if they were amateurs – and amateurs they were not. He and Polly talked this over, and she nicely understated their conclusion when she said, ‘There’s a bit of a pattern emerging, ain’t there?’

Yes, he said, and he thought, but patterns are good. Patterns are the beginnings of predictions. I predict, he said to himself, that if and when we find Toby Egerton, he’s going to react just like Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery, if we approach him in the same way. We need to do something a little differently.

An hour after Wilson and O’Leary had departed, Jason came into their office. He said, ‘CellEx – is that the forensics lab you were thinking of, near Huntingdon?’

It was, and Jason lifted up the pad he was carrying and read from it as he continued.

‘Good. I’ve had a conversation with them. They can do it – as you said, expediting is costly, so we’ll need to speak to Caroline. Also, they have suggested something else. The chap I spoke to is obviously experienced in all this. He asked me questions about the history of these samples, and said that under the circumstances we should consider identity confirmation by DNA. Ideally they would want a swab from the same person who gave the original samples. That’s obviously impossible, but there is an alternative.’

Smith said, ‘Caroline herself. It would be about a fifty per cent match with her brother’s.’

Jason nodded and said, ‘I’ve had a quick look into it. If we order the kit online, it will be here tomorrow. Do you think she will agree?’

Of that Smith had no doubt at all.

Jason said, ‘OK. So I suggest we hold on to the samples until we’ve got that and then send it all off post-’

‘No. Book the courier to collect Freddie’s today. We’ll send Caroline’s tomorrow.’

‘Really? It would be simpler to wait a day and send them together, wouldn’t it?’

Smith said, ‘Simpler, yes. How about safer? Do you want to give whoever we’re dealing with another go? I strongly suggest getting the autopsy samples out of the building today.’

Before he made the call, he spent several minutes with his notebook open and his pencil in hand – and what he ended up with was becoming familiar as far as this case was concerned. A list of questions. Given the time and the inclination, one could have regrouped the questions into three categories – the past, the present and the future.

Everything he knew about Freddie Thorpe had come through his sister, through a sibling; siblings often are the people who know the most about us but they are not the most objective or unbiased of witnesses. At the very least, he told himself, I need to speak to at least one other person who knew Freddie well – triangulation should take us a little closer to the truth about the late Lord Thorpe.

As for the present, Caroline is an intelligent woman without a doubt, but has she fully grasped the significance of what has occurred since she asked Diver and Diver and their associates to help her get another inquest into her brother’s death? Her feelings of loss mingled with some guilt were understandable but they had led her to lift the lid, just a little so far, on what was beginning to resemble a Pandora’s box. Was she prepared to open it all the way and confront whatever furies might be lurking within? It was a question someone had to ask.

And that leads us to the future. It is conceivable, Smith told himself, she might discover things about Freddie she would wish she had not. Something is seriously wrong in this business. How much does Lady Caroline Thorpe want to know the truth? What price is she prepared to pay?

A man arrived to repair the window, and another was on the way to reset the safe and replace the manual override with a new key. These were both good reasons for Smith to leave the office and make this difficult phone call from home. For the first time, he had spent some hours in the DDA offices and it had resembled having a proper job – that was not, he told himself, a part of the plan.

After she’d heard his story, Caroline Thorpe said, ‘This is awful. I can only apologise to you all. It’s something to do with what happened here last night, isn’t it?’

If it isn’t, he had replied, it’s a rather unfortunate coincidence, glancing around to make sure Jo hadn’t come out of her study.

Caroline said, ‘But I simply do not understand this, David. What on earth is someone looking for? What are they trying to achieve?’

His response had been non-committal, an effort to move her away from such speculations for now, but it had not worked.

‘Was Freddie involved in something? I mean…’

In that pause Smith had said to himself, oh dear.

‘…I mean, it’s one thing to ask that the circumstances of his death be properly accounted for. It’s quite another to think that he… Well, I don’t quite know what. But what do you think?’

Investigations, he told her, often take on a life of their own. We set off in one direction, something entirely unforeseen occurs and we find ourselves travelling east instead of west. Sometimes what we then discover is not at all what we expected, and sometimes what we discover isn’t welcome.

She understood his warning, that was plain.

He said, ‘As a police officer, one continues regardless, one has no choice in the matter. This is not a police investigation yet, Lady Caroline. We are working for you, and at any point you can ask us to cease operations.’

It was an invitation to end the business now, if she so wished.

‘You said “yet”, David. Is it going to become a police investigation?’

He told her he could not, in all honesty, rule that out.

She said, ‘I see. Thank you. What else? You said you needed to speak to me about several matters.’

She appeared to have answered his invitation clearly enough. Yes, of course she would go into the DDA office tomorrow and provide a sample. No, she had heard nothing more from the police, who had visited Burnham that morning – he did not share with her the fact that the very same officers had then arrived in Lake, nor that they were known to him. He asked her about Ellis.

She said, ‘Ellis is… Ellis is more himself than anyone else I’ve ever known. I don’t mean to sound cryptic when I say that. Ellis is just, well, Ellis. He carries on. He always has.’

Smith said, ‘Nevertheless, I think he felt the loss of his dog.’

‘Oh, yes. I’ve spoken to him about that. We’ve agreed where he’s going to bury Tiger. I asked whether he would get another dog. He said he wouldn’t go looking for one, but if he happened to come across one… I will make sure he does, of course. Ellis without dogs is unthinkable.’

And then, more talkative now than at any point since he had met her, Caroline Thorpe told him that shortly after the police had left Burnham Park, she had another visitor – her husband, Robert Oliver MP, had arrived. She said, ‘I left him a message last night telling him the bare bones of what happened, that there had been an incident. I didn’t want him to hear it from anyone else. He must have set off early this morning. I’ve really no idea why – and the House is sitting, too. I didn’t overdramatise at all but he came anyway…’

Smith heard steps behind and turned to see Jo in the doorway. She looked at the phone in his hand, performed a very slight but unmistakable curtsey and raised her eyebrows. He nodded and she made the T sign before disappearing downstairs.

To Caroline Thorpe he said, ‘No doubt your husband was concerned, and rightly so. It was a very unpleasant sort of incident.’

She said, ‘Yes, it was. Of course, once he was here he was asking all sorts of questions. Did I think we ought to employ some security? I told him about the investigation then, and he wasn’t happy. He said, “I thought we’d agreed you would not pursue that.” One might say things became a little heated.’

She could not see the look of surprise on Smith’s face, of course, but maybe she heard a note of it in his voice.

‘Oh. You’ve discussed it with your husband before this morning?’

‘Yes. Just my thoughts about the inquest, and whether there was anything to be done. Only in a general sense. He’s always told me to leave it alone.’

He asked when she’d had that conversation with her husband, and she told him it would have been back in September, when she received the autopsy report. Two months, then, he thought, and made a note. Think of this again like a jigsaw puzzle, a big one, a thousand pieces or more. You’ve been working on it, on and off for a week, and then someone walks into the room, glances down at what you’ve managed so far and drops onto the table a new piece – they say, sorry but you’ve got to make this fit as well. It requires a certain sort of patience and an unusual sort of perseverance.

At half past six that evening, Smith left his study and resolved to let the business rest overnight – often a wise course. They had their tea, a homemade cottage pie with their own broad beans and peas from the freezer, small glasses of Rioja and to follow, a few savoury biscuits to accompany a piece of Binham Blue cheese. We live simply but we live well, he said to Jo, and she responded that there’s nothing wrong with that, is there.

They lit the wood burner and pretended this wasn’t mostly for Layla’s benefit. Jo had a book in one armchair, and from the other Smith switched on the television because there was, for a change, some boxing, the amateur championships, three short rounds of the skill, courage and commitment one rarely sees in the professional ring these days.

Two very good welterweights were contesting the matter when, at a little after eight o’clock, his mobile began to ring. He looked and then pressed the green symbol to answer, aware of Jo’s expression.

She heard a woman’s voice, frowned and said quietly, ‘Seriously?’

But Smith looked away from her and said to the caller, ‘Go on.’

It was Polly Coverdale. She was outside The Brambles in Saltheath, and she had just told him someone was at home.


Chapter Eighteen

After so many years, Smith knew the coast road in the proverbial sense, like the back of his own hand – he drove quickly and purposefully, knowing exactly how far before each bend to lift the pedal, encouraging the automatic gearbox to slow the car so there was no need to brake. Quickly but not at high speed because the night was a dark one, darker than usual thanks to the heavy cloud and the absence of any moon to put some luminescence into the sky; there’s a lot of wildlife lurking out there in the fields, in the little private woods and on the saltmarshes which stretched away into the night on his lefthand side, and after dark it’s inclined to wander about.

He passed the turning down towards the bird observatory, and that meant he was only five minutes from meeting up with Polly. The road swung to the left in a wide bend through trees, and then he was braking sharply. A car sat at an angle in the middle of the road, its warning lights flashing.

Sometimes the instincts and the training leap ahead of the conscious mind. Perhaps he’d driven down some dark road in County Down thirty five years ago, alert to the possibilities of ambush, and this was an echo, a vibration from that forgotten moment. Perhaps it was the recent remembering of the unknown instructor who came one day and told them how to kill a dog. Something made him stop short by twenty yards, and sit motionless and preternaturally alert.

Someone had heard him. They came around to the side of the car, silhouetted against their own headlights, which seemed to be on full beam, pointing across the road and into the woods. He could see it was a woman. There appeared to be no one else in the vehicle.

Five seconds passed, and then ten as he brought his reactions under control and reason to bear on the situation. There had been some sort of accident and the woman was waving at him, beckoning him. He pulled forward and a little into the side of the road, turned off the engine and switched on his own hazard warning lights.

As he neared her, he saw the woman was in tears. She said, ‘It came out of nowhere, out of the wood. There was nothing I could do…’

In front of the car, a roebuck lay on the road, a big one, though they always look larger than one imagines when you get this close to them. The woman had stayed back a little way, and he heard her saying, ‘Oh my God. I think it’s still alive. It is, isn’t it? It’s still moving.’

One of the hindlegs was kicking, trying to push the animal into one more leap, just one more bound into a better future, but when Smith went closer and looked down he saw in the beam from the headlights that the wide-open eyes were already fixed and lifeless. Usually they’re injured, and they die a slow, painful death among the trees and the bracken – this one must have been killed almost instantly.

He went back to the woman, who had retreated a little, and told her the animal was dead – then he asked if she had been hurt at all. Just badly shaken, she said, lifting her hands – indeed they were trembling a little.

Smith went around to the front of her car, a red Clio. Both headlights were working but the glass on the offside had been smashed; there was a sizable dent in the wing but the wheel was straight and undamaged. He said to her he thought it was safe enough to drive a short distance – did she have far to go?

Yes and no, she told him; she lived in Terrington but was on her way to her brother’s home near North Runton. He said, ‘That’s not far at all. I think you’ll be all right to do that, if you feel up to it.’

She began thanking him again.

He said, ‘Or I could give you a lift…’

‘I’ll call my brother and tell him what’s happened. He’d come out but you say my car’s safe, so… I’ll drive it, thank you. But what about…?’

She nodded towards the obstruction in the road. It had to be moved, obviously, if only to prevent someone else colliding with it. Smith walked back and considered the possibilities. Then he crouched and with both hands took hold of the antlers – six points, a young adult male. The head was bloody but he had never been as squeamish about the facts of death as he sometimes seemed to be about some of the facts of life.

It was heavy with the weight of a newly lifeless thing, inert and unresponsive. It needed much of his strength to pull it clear of the road and up onto the grass verge, and he thought, I hope I don’t put my back out. Who’s going to believe a story like that?

The woman was still watching and waiting. He suggested she get her car into its proper lane – they had been fortunate no one else had come along. She did so, and then wound down her window.

‘Thank you. I don’t know what I’d have done… You’re a Good Samaritan. And very brave…’

She had noticed his hands, the blood on his fingers.

Smith said, ‘Give your brother a call. Tell him to put the kettle on.’

He watched her drive away, safely enough by the look of it, and then went to the boot of the Volvo. In the side pocket were wipes and cloths, and he cleaned his hands. Prepared, he muttered to himself, for all such eventualities.

Polly Coverdale had parked in the same place as before. Smith swung in behind, leaving his vehicle across the entrance to the farmyard, which looked even more abandoned when briefly illuminated by the headlights. He got out, checked his pockets for everything that might be needed, then went towards her car, opened the passenger door and climbed inside. It was an early 308 saloon, close enough in the Peugeot lineage to his old estate to bring back a few more memories.

He said, ‘Sorry, took longer than expected. What’s happening?’

Polly told him she’d only come out on an impulse, having nothing more important to do tonight – and he had said they ought to come back at a different time, hadn’t he? Anyway, she’d been parked about a quarter of an hour when a car drove up the hill from the village and turned in towards the bungalow; they hadn’t driven past her and they’d have no idea she was there.

Smith said without thinking, because it was an automatic question, ‘Make and model?’

‘Hyundai Tucson, red,’ and then she told him the registration plate as well.

Smith had to reflect on this a little before commenting that her night vision must be truly exceptional.

Polly said, ‘Aye, it’s not bad, as it happens. But after ten minutes I took a walk down the road and back. There’s no streetlights, they wouldn’t notice me. The light you can see in the room at the front was on – there’s enough to see the numberplate.’

He wrote the details into the Alwych, using the dim light from the home screen on his mobile. From a pocket he took out the miniature Swarovskis and focused on the scene fifty yards down the road.

Polly said, ‘The blinds are drawn. There’s gaps but I didn’t see no one moving. It were too dark to be certain, but I reckon it were only one person. Before you ask – no, couldn’t say whether they were male or female.’

A dimmer light shone from the back of the bungalow onto the rear garden – there was a light on in another room. He checked his watch – ten minutes past eight. An odd sort of time for someone to arrive at a holiday home, on a Thursday night? Or not – someone might be living here now. They had no evidence the place was still owned by the Egerton family, and even if it was, there was little enough reason to believe that in there would be the one member of that family with whom they needed a conversation.

Smith shared those thoughts with Polly.

She said, ‘Aye, if you’re tellin’ me we’re clutching at straws, you’ll get no argument. All in all, this has turned into a funny sort of business…’

He wondered how far she had travelled, and what conclusions she might have reached. How close might those be to his own? The time would come when he would find out, and sitting in cars with a partner often leads to all sorts of sharing – but he wasn’t willing to have that conversation now. Without something more concrete, what he did have to say was going to sound almost absurd.

Polly said, ‘What’re you thinkin’?’

When he didn’t answer, she added, ‘We could just go and give it a knock… Just one of us, say we’re looking for some other place in the village, asking for directions. That way, we’d know whether it’s him.’

It would be safe enough, he thought, and save us driving back again to watch in the daylight. By which time, of course, the car might have disappeared, never to be seen again. Polly would be the better choice, less alarming to someone who might be nervous about answering the door after dark – he had every confidence she would be able when necessary to be more scrum-half and less prop forward.

And so, he was on the point of agreeing to her suggestion when the headlights of a vehicle at the bottom of the slight hill turned into Coast Lane. They watched it approach. Some instinct told Smith to reach for the binoculars but he was too late – without indicating the car turned into the drive of The Brambles.

The internal light came on as the door opened – for a few seconds, no more, but he could see a young woman in a dark coat. They heard the door close, saw her go to the front door and open it, without knocking or ringing a bell, without needing a key.

Polly said, ‘Hm. Interestin’.’

Smith replied – ‘Take another walk down the road.’

He watched her go, walking past the bungalow without taking any apparent interest in it, and then returning a couple of minutes later. In his hand was the Alwych notebook.

As she got back into the car, Polly said, ‘Blue Citigo.’

She looked at Smith and he knew she’d realised. He tapped his phone so the screen lit up, opened the Alwych and pointed – Polly leaned across, looked at the registration number written there and said, ‘Aye, that’s the one.’

Whatever had brought her here tonight, the presence of Tessa Montgomery in the bungalow meant this was now too good an opportunity to miss. The odds that the other person in the bungalow was not Toby Egerton had shrunk to infinitesimal, as were the odds that their meeting had nothing to do with questions being asked by the Diver and Diver Associates private investigations agency.

Two entrances, two exits, two people – presumably – inside and two people outside; the deployment of their resources did not require much debate. Polly said she didn’t think the insiders were likely to make a run for it, more likely they would refuse to open the door or slam it shut – Smith’s response was to ask, ‘OK. How likely is it they won’t go out of the back while we’re both at the front? Percentage wise?’

It was impossible to say, of course.

They talked briefly about what Polly would say, and what she would do if no one answered the door. Then Smith called Polly’s mobile and told her to keep the line open. They set off towards the bungalow, and nothing more was said.

One of the best operations leaders Smith had worked with in the police force had once told him what sort of people are required for this part of the job – the part where someone has to go and apprehend, to be first to go through the broken-down door, usually at five or six o’clock in the morning: ‘Of the people who join the force – and remember, they’re already self-selected, not typical citizens – maybe ten per cent are up to it. And you don’t really know until they’ve had a go. Some only do it the once.’

Smith had asked, nevertheless, what sort of people they were, in a general sense, how one might recognise them, and the answer was, tersely enough, ‘The sort who like raw meat for breakfast.’ Steak Tartare on toast? No thanks – but the point held. The persons one is hoping to detain in dawn raids have often made preparations for such eventualities – if you’re lucky, they only have a knife or two under the mattress. Those are the thoughts you’re having as you wait for Gold Command, somewhere off in his or her warm and comfortable office, to give the signal.

Jason Diver, Gold Commander… A wry smile in the dark as Smith left Polly at the front door and went down the side of the bungalow. At the corner he stopped and looked – in the dim light from a back window he could see a small lawned area, a garden shed, a wooden summerhouse and a high fence at the end with a gate in it, leading on to the grassland beyond. Someone might decide to slip off that way. No sign of that new conservatory – a little ironic as that’s how Polly had found the place. They’d never built it. He went forward and turned ninety degrees left, moving on a concrete path, making no sound at all. On his left he came to the window of an unlit room, probably a bedroom, but he crouched low anyway and passed under it. Close to the back door now, the upper half of frosted glass, through which a light was shining. Smith stood at the edge of the shadow and listened but could hear no voices. Most likely they’re in the front room.

He lifted the phone and said quietly, ‘All right, I’m at the back door. Give them a knock.’

She did, four or five good ones with her knuckles by the sound of it – somehow, he thought, that’s a more intimidating knock than I would have first given. But perhaps he was overthinking it. People accused him of that, on occasion… After twenty seconds, Polly rapped on the door again.

Silence slipped back in, like a wave flooding low across a beach in the darkness. Smith thought about the deer he’d left on the verge. Stiffening now, growing cold, all the life gone from it. Gone where? No time like the present for dealing with the big questions, eh?

From the phone in his hand he heard the third knock, and this time Polly’s voice, as agreed – ‘Hello. Mr Egerton? My name’s Polly Coverdale. I’d like a quick word, if you don’t mind.’

Inside, the tension would just have multiplied tenfold; whoever’s outside knows who is inside and they’re not going away. They’re looking at each other, probably whispering, certainly nervous if not already afraid. After all, he thought, nobody is supposed to know you’re here, are they Toby?

Polly said quietly into the phone, ‘The blind’s just moved. They’ve had a look.’

He had allowed for that, and for the fact that if Tessa Montgomery had been doing the looking, there was a chance she’d recognised the woman who had accosted her in the school’s playground. He pictured her fright, their cursing, the whispering becoming more urgent.

‘All right. Let them see you talking to me on the phone. It’ll look as if someone else might be turning up soon.’

And they might assume she was on her own – who in a month of Sundays would be talking to someone already at the back door? Let’s make a move while she’s occupied…

Polly was saying, ‘I’m doing that now. Me phone’s lighting up me face. That ought to be enough to scare the living daylights out of ’em. But if they decide to sit tight, I don’t know what your plan B is…’

Smith could not have told you afterwards what he heard, but some sound came from inside, close to the back door. His eyes went to the handle, and he saw it turning slowly, and simultaneously a click as a lock was opened. He pressed himself back against the wall and further into the shadows, lifted the phone and whispered, ‘No need for plan B. They’re here.’

As the door opened fully and someone’s shadow appeared on the lawn, he stepped away from the wall and into the light. Tessa Montgomery was in the doorway. She gave a short, involuntary shriek – behind her was a young man. He saw Smith and pulled the girl back inside, getting in front of her. Mr Egerton, thought Smith, is making a decent first impression.

He put the phone into a pocket and raised both hands – the ancient I am unarmed gesture. He said, ‘Toby Egerton? My name is-’

In his right hand Toby held a torch, a proper, long, old-fashioned sort of torch, heavy with several batteries – a torch that in circumstances like these might resemble a small club. It was approaching Smith’s head at speed and caught him a glancing blow on the point of his right shoulder as he dodged it. At the time you don’t feel the pain but that bruise would be there for weeks. The momentum took the weapon down and past him – a simple enough matter, then, to seize the wrist, twist it clockwise and push it up behind his would-be assailant’s back.

Toby Egerton was no bigger than Smith himself but he was young, wiry and full of fight. A brief struggle ensued as Smith pushed him forwards against the wall of the bungalow, trying to subdue him without doing any damage; until ten seconds ago, one might say things had gone to plan but now they were in danger of going somewhere else.

Tessa had now recovered her senses. She came out of the doorway and set about landing a series of blows on Smith’s head – only slaps really but not easy to dodge when one is already engaged. He managed to catch her left wrist with his spare hand and slow down this secondary assault, whilst at the same time trying to convey the message that he meant them no harm.

This was the scene that met Polly Coverdale’s eyes when she finally appeared around the corner of the bungalow. She stood and stared, and then said, ‘Everythin’ all right?’

Two minutes later, with hostilities apparently at an end, Smith handed the torch back to Toby Egerton, and then he stepped away, preserving the six feet or so between the two pairs of people. He and Polly stood on the edge of the lawn – Toby and Tessa outside the back door. They were examining the DDA smart ID card.

Smith said, ‘I know it’s not the best photo. They didn’t get my good side. But that is me. And my colleague has one just like it.’

Polly took the cue and produced her own, presenting it towards the pair.

Tessa said, ‘How do we know they’re genuine? Anyone could have those made up.’

‘Indeed they could, miss. But it’s an elaborate bit of fakery if they’re not genuine. The agency has been established in Kings Lake for almost four years. You’re welcome to go online and check that. If you visit the Companies House website, you’ll find it and see the names of the directors. I have their names and numbers in my phone, and you are welcome to speak to them right now.’

From observing the young woman in particular, something had become clear to Smith, and it was this – we are not who they think we are. Their reactions had been born out of a genuine fear, not simply an unwillingness to engage with the painful memories of a year ago. Whether or not their reactions, in that case, were disproportionate he would not know until he discovered with whom these young people thought they were dealing – and that had now become his first priority.

Toby had been quiet, letting Tessa ask the questions. It might be that his ego was still in recovery after being restrained – by, how shall we put it, a gentleman of mature years? – but he too was thinking this through. He had intense, serious eyes and long dark hair in a pony tail. He’s not, thought Smith, quite what I was expecting.

Toby said, ‘And you’re claiming Caroline sent you?’

Still the doubt, still unconvinced.

Smith said, ‘Indirectly, yes. And if nothing else comes of this – if we two walk away tonight having failed to convince you of anything, it would be excellent if one or both of you got in touch with her. She doesn’t understand why her brother’s old friends have cut her off. I’d say it’s only added to the grief she feels.’

One has to be ruthless in all sorts of ways – he saw the comment go home in Tessa’s eyes. Stranger still. Why had they refused to take Caroline’s calls? Why were they about to head off into the countryside at night rather than answer the door, or even just open a window and tell an unwelcome visitor to clear off?

Toby Egerton held out the card and Smith took it. Then a look passed between the two younger people, and Tessa gave a tiny shake of her head, as if to say, no, don’t do it. Smith had already sensed that if they were going to get any further tonight, it would be with her companion, and indeed it was Toby who spoke again.

‘You said Caroline sent you indirectly. What does that mean?’

‘It means she doesn’t know we’re here tonight, but she has asked us to look into Freddie’s death. No, not even that, really. She wants another inquest because she isn’t satisfied with the way the first one was conducted. That’s all. It’s hard to believe that’s how we’ve ended up here on your lawn, but there we are.’

Toby held eye contact for three or four seconds, and Smith thought, he’s almost there, he wants to talk, or at least he wants to know more, but it was the young woman who spoke – it was an intervention because she had had the same realisation.

‘No. This is all too creepy. You followed me here tonight, didn’t you?’

The question had been directed at Polly, who maintained a diplomatic silence and glanced at Smith. He said, ‘As it happens, no. We’d already found The Brambles. We were outside when you arrived. That was something of a surprise.’

How, said Toby – how did you find this place, and Smith told him; people will sense when they are hearing the truth, and often that will work a kind of magic. Complete openness now was their best chance of beginning a proper conversation.

Toby said, ‘Right… The conservatory. My mother wants to sell the place, so they haven’t gone ahead with it. The name’s on the planning application. Wow…’

The young woman was watching Toby, and then she looked at Smith – her defences had not been lowered yet. It was Toby or nothing, and the next speech had to be a good one.

‘Can I just say this, to the both of you? Polly and I are exactly who we say we are. We’re local people – I live near Hunston, Polly lives in Lake. I’m a former police officer and Polly had a long career in the Army. About ten days ago, Lady Caroline got in touch with our boss’ – this was a little uncomfortable but sacrifices have to be made – ‘and asked us to do exactly what I told you earlier, which was to look into the inquest held on Freddie. Whom you both knew very well. We’ve been doing so – and one or two things have… Well, things have cropped up, things which merit, as we like to say, further investigation.’

Both were watching and listening intently to what he was saying, and then an odd thing happened. Out of the darkness and across the lawn came a large ginger cat. With the unembarrassed and imperious manner of the species, it passed between Smith and Polly Coverdale, ignoring them entirely and made for Toby. Tail raised, it began to purr, rubbing its flanks against his jeans.

Toby said, ‘This is Brutus. He’s not ours but he always shows up when we’re here. Hello, Brutus.’

He leaned down and stroked the animal. The purring reached a crescendo and then the cat strolled towards the open door and went into the bungalow. Smith would be the first to admit he was better at reading dogs than cats but this looked like an omen of some sort, didn’t it?’

Toby straightened up, looked at him and said, ‘What things have cropped up?’

Tessa was annoyed but she said nothing. In the middle of an investigation, Smith rarely took the time to congratulate himself but between the two he had made his choice, and he had been correct.

He said, ‘I can only apologise for giving you both a fright tonight. That was not our intention at all. I’ll share with you what we think we know, sir, but could we do it inside? It’s a bit nippy out here, isn’t it?’


Chapter Nineteen

It was after eleven o’clock when he arrived home that night, and Jo had gone to bed. Over breakfast the following morning he gave her a full account of what had taken place. She said, ‘Sounds like one-way traffic to me.’

Smith asked her to explain.

‘You showed them most of your cards. I can see why you didn’t mention what happened to the dog, nor the break-in at the office. But they heard pretty much everything else. What did you get in return?’

The answer was – very little. Toby had asked questions, and Smith had replied, leaving out almost nothing. There had been surprise when they heard about the emails – did that imply the pair of them thought those had been deleted? Smith didn’t suggest this, but he did say to Toby, ‘That phrase “T’s cousin” – I’ve been wondering whether that T might be you. Obviously it refers to someone Tom Spencer – I know he sent the emails – and Freddie knew well enough in common to recognise by an initial. Was it you, sir?’

As he asked the question, he watched the young woman, and she looked away.

Toby said, ‘We agreed to hear what you have to say. That’s all.’

Smith had said, ‘And I completely understand. You’ll need some time to process all this. Anything you can tell us could be very helpful but obviously we’ll continue with the other lines of inquiry…’

This had brought about the intended question.

Smith went on, ‘Oh. Right. Well, Freddie’s laptop for a start. As I said, some things seem to have gone missing but we have someone working on it. There’s a good chance we can recover some of the files. Of course, what we find might not be related to what happened to Freddie that night at all, but we do need to eliminate the laptop. And it’s the same with his mobile phone. Much of what we do these days involves examining digital footprints more than the old-fashioned sort. It’s remarkable what can be done by those with the expertise.’

The pair of them had been silent after that, and then Tessa Montgomery spoke for the first time since they’d sat down in the bungalow’s lounge.

‘“That night” as you call it, Freddie had an awful accident. The police investigated it at the time. The inquest looked at the evidence and came to the obvious conclusion. I just don’t understand why Caroline is putting herself through this – why she has involved people like…’

On his face, Toby Egerton and Tessa Montgomery would have seen only a look of mild surprise – within, Smith had clenched a mental fist because someone had just moved from ‘No comment’ to a form of attack; when someone punches they are open to the counterpunch.

Smith said, ‘People like us?’

When neither responded, he glanced to Polly sitting beside him, and she nodded.

He said, ‘I do understand. We’re not looking to blame anyone for anything. But, well, from Lady Thorpe’s point of view, there are some things that don’t seem to add up. For example, miss – or ms, let me know if you have a preference – she is very clear that not long after the tragic event, you yourself told her you’d seen Freddie late that evening and that he wasn’t under the influence of anything he shouldn’t have been. You told her her brother didn’t even seem to have been drinking, and this from someone who knew him as well as anyone. Now, you mentioned the inquest looking at the evidence. One part of that suggested Freddie was seriously intoxicated. So, naturally, we’re left wondering which was the truth. And if not that, then how did this apparent contradiction arise?’

Can it be learned? The ability to seem unthreatening, even amiable, whilst delivering the deadly question? This time the young woman seemed unable to look away.

He added, ‘And you said the police investigated it at the time. In actual fact, they didn’t, not really. In these situations, they wait upon the Coroner’s verdict; if it’s something like “Misadventure”, they take that to mean there’s nothing to see here. Nothing to investigate.’

At that point in the re-telling, he had paused, and Jo said, ‘And she didn’t offer any explanation?’

He said, ‘No. Not a word. Whatever it is they’re not telling us, it has them scared. I’d say she was so frightened of saying the wrong thing, she chose to say nothing at all.’

The former detective inspector ate the last crust of her toast, took a sip of coffee and looked at her watch – her philosophy as far as writing was concerned was to treat it like any other job, and if she spent another five minutes at the breakfast table she would be late for work.

She said, ‘And in support of that theory, there’s something else, which you have no doubt already considered. She didn’t turn up there by accident last night. You were lucky, but it was no coincidence. She came to talk to him about your investigation. Perhaps even to warn him.’

A nod was sufficient – Jo pulled an ‘I-knew-it’ face and stood up. Smith said he would sort out the breakfast things and then his phone began to ring. Jo waited to see, and said, ‘This isn’t really like your first two cases for the Divers, is it?’

Jason Diver always made an effort – perfunctory that effort might be but he would try to observe the niceties of social discourse before launching into business; his sister, however, took no such prisoners.

‘David? Haven’t woken you up, have I?’

‘Katherine. No, I-’

‘Good. Look, we’ve got this bloody MP coming in now. Can you get here? Thirty minutes.’

It took a couple of seconds.

‘Do you mean Robert Oliver?’

‘Yes. There isn’t more than one is there? He’s just called and said he wants to meet us. Invited himself. Jason’s out buying a car.’

It had been a steep learning curve with the Divers but he had mastered it now – do not invite confusion by asking superfluous questions.

He said, ‘All right. I’ll be there.’

Jo was leaving the room, seemingly shaking her head. From the stairs he heard her say, ‘The recordings have arrived. My audiobook readers. I’m going to need your input. I have to let them know within ten days…’

Smith called back, ‘What about a week next Tuesday?’

‘Fine!’

Ten minutes to dress, twenty to drive. He should make it.

Robert Oliver, MP? An interesting turn of events.

Katherine sat in her brother’s office, in his executive chair. She waved Smith towards another seat, saying as he sat down, ‘Don’t ask me to explain it.’

He didn’t need to say anything, just look somewhat expectant.

‘Why he has to change his car every six months. I told him the EV was a bad idea. He’s never going to like something that doesn’t go brm brm when he puts his foot down.’

Nod understandingly and wait patiently. Katherine had no permanent base in the office – if that changed, so might Smith’s view of the job; working with her on a daily basis might well be an unsettling experience. But she was, it seemed, an inveterate traveller, making and maintaining the personal contacts which supported her brother’s online consultancies. Often she was away for weeks on end.

Katherine tapped her phone and looked at it.

‘He’s late. Have you met him? What do we know about him, Mr Oliver, MP?’

No, said Smith, and not much. He’s a Conservative, obviously, in this part of the world, holding a typical shire constituency with a comfortable majority. He hasn’t held ministerial office but he’s a member of the Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliament. This all came from research Jo had done, and he felt a moment of guilt that he hadn’t been able to sit down with her immediately and listen to those audiobook readers.

Katherine said, ‘I presume that committee does what its name suggests.’

Smith said he presumed the same thing.

‘In the last meeting, you mentioned they’ve separated. Do we know why?’

We do not, he said, keeping to himself the thought, but we can make a guess or two, having met Caroline Thorpe a few times now.

Katherine said, ‘And yet, he’s coming here to talk to us. Do you think she’ll be with him?’

‘I doubt it.’

They heard Madison greeting someone – then she opened the door, looked in and said, ‘Mr Oliver is here.’

First impressions? He looked younger than his parliamentary photograph, rather pinkly fresh-faced, smiling, immaculately dressed in a dark grey suit, white shirt, collar and blue tie, sandalwood after-shaved and shiny, but the handshake wasn’t quite right.

When they were seated, Oliver said, ‘Thank you for seeing me straight away. I realise you must be busy people.’

He looked around the office, at the prints Jason had found which showed the history of Kings Lake, its docks and chapels, the war memorials and backstreets; the agency’s certificates were there as well, the insurances and memberships of professional associations.

Oliver went on, ‘I never cease to be amazed by the variety of small enterprises in my constituency. If there is ever anything I can do for you…’

This was to Katherine. Later, when he reflected on these matters, as he invariably did, Smith would conclude it had all begun to go wrong at the “small enterprises” comment. Katherine had thanked him, nevertheless, and then made her own intentions clear.

‘But more to the point, Mr Oliver, what can we do for you this morning?’

‘Of course – straight down to business! I like that…’

These words were delivered with a full smile, a smile bordering on the flirtatious, and Smith thought good grief, I can hardly bear to watch, but obviously, as I’m here, I have no choice.

Katherine was motionless, staring back at Oliver, waiting for an answer.

‘Yes… This is about my wife. Caroline. Recently she has become a client of yours, as you know. I’ve spent some time with her this week, and she has explained to me what she has engaged you to do.’

For the first time he took a longer look at Smith, as if to say, and yes, I know exactly who is involved, who is responsible.

‘My wife took the death of her brother very… It affected her deeply, and understandably so. He was her only sibling, and they were close. Freddie had his issues, as I am sure you know, and Caroline was often in the front line, so to speak, when it came to dealing with the consequences of those issues.’

He spoke well but as if somewhere about his person one would find the notes he had made prior to this visit – it sounded something like a presentation he might have made to one of those committees.

‘Naturally, we have all supported her through that difficult time. I thought she had got through the worst of it, and so I was disappointed to hear that – that she still seems unable to let it rest, to let Freddie rest in peace.’

The final words had been delivered in sad tones – Smith had to check that they were not accompanied by a shaking of the man’s head. Somehow, the appeal for sympathy hadn’t got through to at least one of his listeners.

Katherine said, ‘Mr Oliver, I have to ask; does your wife know you’re here this morning?’

He was taken by surprise, no doubt about that.

‘I… No, she does not. I thought it best to approach you in person and explain the situation.’

Katherine maintained the disconcerting stare for a few more seconds, glanced at Smith and then said to the visitor, ‘What exactly is “the situation”?’

One must hope, even if one dare not assume, that a member of parliament will be an intelligent person; Robert Oliver’s perpetually incipient smile seemed to have become a little rigid. He had detected in the young woman opposite him either obtuseness or a certain lack of sympathy.

He said, ‘My wife has not yet got over the shock of losing her brother. This has left her emotionally vulnerable. I am sure you would not, as a reputable agency, wish to be accused of taking advantage of that vulnerability. I have come in person to talk to you, to explain this, in the hope that we can resolve the situation.’

Katherine said, ‘Oh, I see!’ as if the light really had only just come on, and then this was followed by, ‘You want us to back off.’

Oliver could answer neither in the affirmative or the negative, of course. He chose to remain silent, his gaze finding Smith again. He saw there only a look that seemed to be saying, yes, it soon gets tricky, doesn’t it?

Katherine had decided to begin an advance down the centre of the board.

‘Mr Oliver, I do not know your wife. However, our Mr Smith has met her on a number of occasions. Mr Smith was a police officer for, I don’t know, a very long time. Anyway, in your professional opinion, Mr Smith, is our client a vulnerable person?’

Not at all, he thought – Lady Caroline has at all times been rational and calm. Certainly she is still grieving for her brother but she has a clear sense of what she wants to achieve. She understands the limitations of what might be possible, but she has found some inconsistencies in the processes that led up to the verdict of the inquest. It seems reasonable, suggested Smith, to address those.

Robert Oliver said, ‘What inconsistencies?’

‘I’m afraid I cannot discuss the details of a client’s case with a third party, sir.’

‘A third party? I’m her husband, for God’s sake!’

When someone has shouted, it’s often best to leave a quiet space so they can hear the echoes of it, so to speak. Smith and Katherine exchanged a look, as if they had been surprised by the turn of events.

Smith said, ‘I’m sure the best thing would be for you and Lady Caroline to talk it all through, sir.’

The implication needled him, of course – the implication Oliver had come here without ‘talking it all through’ with his wife. The smile had long since gone, and the honourable member’s breathing had become a little uneven.

Oliver said, ‘This dreadful incident at the Park. You know what I’m talking about. If that is in any way a result of your…’

He saw it and stopped himself but it was too late.

‘A result of our investigations, sir? Indeed, we’re all wondering about that.’

A short interval ensued – outside in reception, Madison’s and Polly’s voices could be heard as they talked in low tones. Oliver was reviewing his position.

He said, ‘And what do you think it is my wife wants to achieve by all this?’

The question had been directed to Smith but it was Katherine who answered it indirectly when she said to him, ‘I think she wants another inquest to be held, doesn’t she?’

Even the note of vagueness was intended to provoke the man, and Smith thought, if the two of us, the director and I, ever seriously fall out, it’s going to be interesting, to say the least. Yes, he said, Lady Caroline thinks her brother deserves a second inquest.

‘That’s absurd,’ said Oliver, ‘there’s no appeal in the Coroner’s court.’

It was curious that he already knew that. Smith nodded, always trying to find common ground, but had then to say, ‘True, sir. But one can make one’s case to the Attorney General. Your wife has looked into it. I’m sure she’d be happy to explain it to you.’

To be fair to Robert Oliver, they had left him nowhere else to go. After a studied look all around the room, a look that took in those membership and insurance certificates, he said, ‘I understand there are moves again to look at the scope of the Private Industry Security Act.’

Katherine never blinks, thought Smith, she doesn’t miss a beat.

‘Really? The 2001 Act? I’m on the steering committee of the Association of British Investigators, and I hadn’t heard about that. Thank you.’

Oliver tried once more.

‘I expect you sometimes work closely with the local police service. I meet with the chief constable occasionally.’

Katherine said, ‘Oh yes, we do. In fact, they’ve been in only this week, haven’t they, Mr Smith?’

He nodded cheerfully and said, ‘Just yesterday.’

The member for North-west Norfolk was on his feet now. He thanked them for their cooperation, and Katherine said it had been a pleasure.


Chapter Twenty

‘Don’t say anything yet! I thought I’d made my mind up – now I’ve heard them again, I don’t know.’

They were sitting at the kitchen table after lunch, Smith on one side, Jo opposite him and her laptop in between. She had played through the five recordings of disembodied voices reading the same three-minute extract from the first book in her series. He did exactly as he had been told and said nothing.

‘God, this is so hard. I mean, they all sound good. Especially compared to my efforts…’

She looked up at him, realising why he was silent.

‘Well, you can say something. Just don’t pick one yet!’

He said, ‘I didn’t think your “efforts” were at all bad – but I completely understand why you decided not to do it.’

She stared at the screen again – more of a glare, to be honest – and sighed. ‘The thing is… Well, one thing is, once you’ve chosen someone and the first audiobook is out there, you cannot change your mind. I’ve looked into it – audiobook listeners go mad if you change the reader. So even if it’s someone you don’t think did a great job after all, you’re stuck with them. Forever.’

Smith nodded and said, ‘Yes, I can see why, even though I’ve never actually listened to one. It’s a sort of lifelong commitment. A bit like a marriage.’

Her eyes were watching over the top of the screen as he carried on musing.

‘Till death do us part. Obviously, if your reader died, you’d get another go. I wonder whether it’s ever happened, though…’

‘Whether what has ever happened?’

‘Whether a writer has bumped off their audiobook reader for murdering their darlings. I’ve known cases where the motive turned out to be more outlandish than that one. A writer could be driven mad by hearing their work read out badly.’

She knew, of course, that he was deliberately distracting her, and that in a sense she was cooperating in this by continuing the conversation, but he was very good at this sort of thing.

‘So, you’re suggesting that if I make the wrong choice, I might have to kill someone.’

He did that small shrug and raising the eyebrows ever so slightly thing.

Jo said, ‘Just tell me – do you think one of these is better than the others?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t tell me which one. Not yet.’

‘OK.’

She tapped some keys, intending to listen again, and said in a business-like way, ‘By the way, I hate it when you do that.’

‘When I do what?’

‘Exactly what I tell you.’

At his desk upstairs, Smith opened the notebook and wrote down the time and the fact that he was about to call Caroline Thorpe. He added the briefest of details – Robert Oliver DDA am/ contact the host, Ranworth party?

He would keep back for now the fact he had met Tessa Montgomery and Toby Egerton; naturally enough, Caroline would ask more questions about this than he would be able to answer – she might wonder why he’d not discovered more from them. In addition, she might wish to be put in touch with them herself, and that wouldn’t be helpful at all. Smith had given one of his own cards to Toby – the chances of him getting back in touch were not great but nonetheless worth a wait. Investigations do not often proceed at the pace one might hope, and they never proceed at the pace one experiences on the small screen.

After his account of the events in Kings Lake that morning, he heard a note of anger in Lady Caroline’s voice for the first time.

‘He should not have done that! I specifically said he did not need to get involved. If it was embarrassing, I apologise.’

It probably had been a little embarrassing for her husband but there was nothing to be gained by trying to explain how – Katherine Diver was difficult to put into words at the best of times.

Smith said, ‘I expect when you first called him, he took it that you wanted his help.’

‘Well, I didn’t call him. He called me. Obviously, I told him what had happened the previous evening.’

Being able to write as one speaks is a vital skill, even in the age of recordings. Smith’s pencil was busy as he said, ‘Oh. He phoned you yesterday morning… I suppose that’s a regular occurrence though, what with his being away in the capital much of the time.’

A disguised question, and one she could easily have chosen not to answer – she did not do so.

‘Not really, not these days. I told you we’re separated, didn’t I?’

Smith said, ‘Yes.’

‘I thought so. We still talk. There are one or two business matters to be resolved. It’s all very civilised. It was decent of him to come up after he heard what had happened on Wednesday.’

Yes, Smith said, decent of him. Why did she think Robert might have wanted the agency to consider stopping the investigation? Was it to protect her? That would be understandable enough, wouldn’t it?

Caroline said, ‘Probably, yes. He’s quite old-fashioned. I’m sure he came to see you with the best of intentions.’

That was a surprise, and being alone in his study, Smith allowed the look on his face free rein – whatever had motivated Robert Oliver this morning, he would not have called it the best of intentions. Of course, it could all simply be a manifestation of their relationship, no two of which are ever identical. It’s almost impossible to make complete sense of a marriage from the outside – difficult enough when you’re actually in one. Nevertheless, having now met both parties, he had to wonder how the pair of them had got together in the first place.

He moved on, and said he thought it would be helpful for him to speak to someone who had been present on the night Freddie died – he was thinking of contacting the man who had hosted the party at Ranworth.

How does it work – that thing where someone can convey dislike by saying nothing at all? Smith could not see Caroline’s face and yet it was there in front of him. Though he hadn’t yet met her half a dozen times, he was already familiar with the emotional geography of her looks – her blue-grey eyes would have become a little distant, somehow colder. Of course, she might simply dislike the thought of the man by association – as the person who organised the party at which her brother had met his end, and so Smith asked whether she herself had ever met Vincent Somerville.

‘No, not in person. I knew of him – I mean before it happened.’

Smith could use silence, too. He looked out at the November afternoon as it stretched away over the marshes, threatening again, strong winds stirring the expanses of reedbeds and sedges. The thought came that they wouldn’t sail the boat again this year.

Caroline said, ‘He’s been around for years. Hanging around.’

She might have added, like a bad smell, but hardly needed to do so.

Smith said, ‘Does he own the place at Ranworth?’

‘Yes. Well, almost certainly.’

This was harder work than it needed to be, but we’re in no hurry, and every little hesitation tells its own story.

He said, ‘Why do you say “almost certainly”?’

‘Well, David, I suppose because I haven’t actually seen the deeds of the property.’

She really doesn’t like this man, and she’s taking it out on me, he thought – I had wondered whether I might go and speak to him, but now it’s looking more and more certain I will. Wait again – she’ll be feeling bad about the sarcasm.

‘Sorry. I’m told he’s a creep. Someone I know called him Loadsamoney after something on the television years ago. Vincent Somerville is in the entertainment business. He’s some sort of impresario or agent. London money – the bane of our lives. Anyway, he holds these parties. Apparently, he likes the company of younger people…’

We cannot hurry the dawn but if one is patient enough, the light will come. Smith could see a new landscape beginning to appear now. He asked her whether Freddie had had much to do with Mr Somerville in the past, before the accident.

‘I don’t know for certain. When Freddie lived at the flat, he lived his own life. But as I’ve said before, my brother had changed – it’s a cliché but you’d say he was settling down. This is not just a sister trying to be positive. There are psychiatrists who think conditions like Freddie’s are in some way related to hormones. Freddie was more stable than he used to be. To be honest, I was surprised he went to the party. I thought he’d grown out of that.’

Somerville’s name was on the list of witnesses called at the inquest. Naturally, there were no contact details but this did not sound like a man who would be difficult to find – if the worst came to the worst, he could set Polly Coverdale onto him.

Smith said, ‘How are you all bearing up? How are Ellis and Tilly?’

She said it was nice of him to ask. Tilly had taken to keeping a kitchen knife on her bedside table, and Ellis had put up trail cameras on the approaches to the house. Apart from this, life was back to normal. She laughed then, and said, ‘I’ve asked a couple of shooting friends about dogs. It’s far too soon, obviously, but when the time comes I shall conduct a fait accompli.’

This had been a longer conversation than he’d anticipated – he thought it was about to come to an end when Caroline said, ‘David, may I ask you something? And I’d like you to give me an honest answer. Not that I doubt you wouldn’t.’

Of course, he replied. Thankfully he hadn’t put this call onto the speaker, though – there had been a rather personal note, a change of tone in the words she had just spoken.

‘Am I wasting your time, and my money? Is this going anywhere?’

What a timely question; the A4 pad of premium quality writing paper, 80 gsm, punched and perforated, lay on his desk, a fresh blank page waiting, the Waterman on top of it and newly filled. A ‘one side of A4 summary’ was his next job, as soon as this phone call was over.

She seemed to misread the time he was taking to answer her as hesitation.

‘You don’t think it is. There isn’t enough even to make the application, let alone for it to be successful.’

He said, ‘Actually, that’s not what I think. I’m more convinced than I was that Freddie’s death has not yet been… Look, I’m not saying it was in any way suspicious – I am saying there are aspects of it as yet unexplained. There are questions. Loose ends. I don’t believe we’re wasting our time – by ‘we’ I mean the agency. As to whether you are wasting your money – that’s going to be a matter of opinion, isn’t it? Time might tell us the answer.’

She said, ‘Thank you. We carry on then. I’m sure that if anyone can make time talk, it is you.’

It happens to police officers – in long and difficult investigations, those left behind and in pain form strange and complex relationships with the people they believe will provide them with answers and explanations. The thing we fear and hate above all is the not-knowing. How will we ever move on if we do not know what happened, however awful the truth turns out to be? We need someone to find out and tell us that truth.

Smith said, ‘We’re waiting, that’s all. The emails – we might get something there. The autopsy samples – having the test results confirmed will tick another box. If you want us to continue, I’ll find people who were there that night and speak to them. It’s a slow, painstaking process. But, as you’ve mentioned the application you might eventually make, have you given that any thought?’

She said she had not – she would have to write a letter, wouldn’t she?

‘You told me that after the inquest you discovered you could have had legal representation, to ask questions on your behalf. You might want to get ahead of the game this time. What I mean is, have someone to act on your behalf from the start – have the letter to the Attorney General written by a lawyer, preferably the same one who would represent you at a second inquest.’

‘Oh. I see. Yes. We have solicitors who conduct the estate’s business… Could they do it?’

Possibly, he said, but he had the feeling the Attorney General doesn’t receive these letters very often, and that he or she is likely to be inclined to grant second inquests even less often than they receive the letters. It might be a job for a specialist.

Caroline said, ‘Do you know anyone?’

He hadn’t seen that coming.

He said, ‘Funnily enough, as a police officer, you tend to steer clear of lawyers – especially the defending sort. I don’t have any phone numbers in my address book.’

‘Even so, David, if you think of someone – obviously you are right. I need someone to write the letter, if we get that far. Thank you. Even talking about it gives me some hope.’

He took a moment between the end of the call and picking up the pen. He wasn’t sure he had meant to give her hope. It’s always a fragile thing. Those orchids you give as gifts – the exotic plants in pots and cellophane wrappers, full of the promise of more beauty to come. They never seem to survive for long.

He’d tapped on Jo’s door and said it was time to listen to the auditions again – she had told him she would be down in ten minutes. He didn’t inquire deeply into the mysteries of the writing process; perhaps she simply liked to get to the end of a paragraph.

He filled the kettle with cold, freshly drawn water – re-boiling means you are using water low in oxygen, the very element that combines with tannins to produce the flavour. Mid-afternoon demands a medium-bodied Assam… He chose one and set out the rest of the accoutrements required for the ritual. With his hands occupied, he continued to think over his conversation with Caroline Thorpe.

Yet more questions. She thought her brother had moved on from that sort of thing, the wild parties – she’d said she was surprised he went there. Caroline was as close as he, Smith, was ever going to get to Freddie, and so let’s assume she was correct in all that. In which case, why had he gone? The answer, of course, was in the emails – in the fourth one. You definitely on for that? Freddie hadn’t gone for the party – he’d gone to see someone. Someone who was toast if the pictures got out. Someone who shoots grouse on the Glorious Twelth. Someone who almost certainly wasn’t going to be pleased to see Freddie and friends, by the sound of it. Smith measured out the tea leaves carefully – three heaped, one per person, one for the pot. The kettle had boiled – he would wait one minute more. That’s the key to this, of course, water which isn’t quite boiling… And the key to the case is the man in the emails. Find him and you find out why Freddie Thorpe lost his life that night. It might still have been an accident, but if so, it had not been a straightforward one

As she entered the room, Jo said, ‘Right. This is bugging me. I can’t write properly because of it. We listen through again, and then we decide.’

Three of the voices were American – two female and one male. Jo thought this was an acknowledgement by the publisher of her key marketplace, and wondered whether she was supposed, therefore, to choose one of those. The fourth voice was another man; well-spoken in the old-fashioned BBC sense, in those days before the inclusion of every regional accent under the sun along with a few impossible to place, just for good measure. The final reading sounded as if it were by a younger woman, with just the trace of an Irish lilt.

The audiobook company had sent a brief biography for each of the readers. Smith moved his chair and Jo turned the screen so they could read these together. All were experienced artists with a list of credits to their names.

Jo said, ‘All right. You said earlier you thought one stood out. Have you changed your mind?’

He shook his head.

‘Fine. Which one is it?’

He pointed and Jo peered, not wearing her reading glasses.

She read out, ‘Maud Ryan. Hmm.’

Smith said, ‘Why hmm?’

‘Well… Shall I put a fine point on this, or not?’

Absolutely not, he said, that’s not what we’re about at all.

Jo said, ‘Is it possible that your personal history with Irish women has influenced your choice in any way?’

‘No.’

She had to laugh at his serious face.

‘OK, then. Make your case.’

‘One,’ he said, ‘she’s different, and two, she has something wistful in her tone. You spend a lot of time exploring the emotional contexts of the cases, the impacts on the lives of others. I think she would do that very well. An Irish voice can be charming and romantic but at the same time there’s a sense of that tragic history. I think that could come through, if only unconsciously, for listeners. Maybe. What do I know…?’

Jo continued staring at him for a moment, and then looked back at the screen.

‘She’s an actress as well. Stage and screen, it says. I haven’t seen anything she’s been in, though.’

He said, ‘They’re your books. Which ones are you interested in?’

‘I had it narrowed down to two – Maud Ryan was one of them. The older American woman is very good. She’s obviously well-known as a narrator.’

She turned to him and said, ‘Did you know, narrators develop their own followers? People chose books they don’t know just to hear them being read by their favourite reader.’

Smith said, ‘In that case, Kristen Zeller.’

She looked again, sighed and said, ‘No. I think it’s Maud. I wasn’t sure why until you explained it, but I think she is the one.’

He stood up.

‘Well, I would like it to go on record that my last suggestion was not the one you are going with. I’m putting it in a notebook and I want you to date and initial it.’

Jo was typing the name into the search bar – like any good detective, she would do some digging of her own before responding to the publisher. She said as she did so, ‘It’s all right. I know why you’re being cagey. It’s in case she has to be killed later on, isn’t it?’

He said, ‘Exactly. Just make sure you finish the book you’ll write about it before you carry out the act. It’ll be your last one but an international best-seller, without a doubt.’

Jo smiled as she began to read.

‘Oh no! Not me! I’d give the job to someone who knows the business inside out – someone who has intimate knowledge of the police and how they investigate a murder. Is there another cup of tea in the pot?’


Chapter Twenty-one

From Hoveton he took what looked like the scenic route, the one that would take him through the Bure Marshes national nature reserve. When he reached Horning he turned right, making his way south towards where the ferry was marked on the map, only to find it was a foot ferry, which would take your cycle too for an extra couple of pounds but which would sink under the weight of even quite a small motorbike.

He pulled into the side of the narrow road beyond the ferry to review the situation. As ever, he was early, and there was time to return to Hoveton and approach Ranworth from the southern side, but he was disappointed not to have had a better view of The Broads. He unfolded and studied the Ordnance Survey map a little more. In moments he was lost in it – maps had held a fascination for him since Mr Humphries first told the boys in One Alpha to open the one he had put on the desk in front of them.

There was a knocking on the passenger side window. Smith wound it down to see an elderly and bespectacled, short and plump woman glaring in at him. She said, ‘You can’t park ’ere.’

Only four words but enough to identify her as a native of these parts. Beyond her was a tiny shop of sorts, and sign above it which read “Julia’s Tea Room”. The door was open – the lady must have come out to see him off.

Smith opened the driver’s door and got out to speak to her.

‘Madam, I am sorry if I have inconvenienced you. It is not my intention to park here. I simply needed a moment to get my bearings.’

This could go one of two ways: she might assume he was mocking her and respond in kind, or she might be slightly taken aback by the unaccustomed politeness of a stranger. He saw her peer down into the passenger side before she said, ‘You lost, then?’

‘Not completely – I know where I am, I’m just not where I hoped to be.’

‘Well,’ she said after a moment’s reflection, ‘I ’spose tha’s true of a lot of people, ain’t it?’

How delightful! Here on the banks of the river Bure, at ten o’clock on a Monday morning in late November, he had found one of life’s natural philosophers. He smiled a genuine smile and said, ‘Indeed. I can see you have a business to run – I’ll move out of your way.’

‘Where was it you wanted to get to, then?’

He explained that he was on his way to Ranworth. The lady pointed into the south-east and said, ‘S’only over there. Probably quicker to walk it, ’cept nobody walk anywhere these days.’

Smith said, ‘Oh, I do. Do you mean, take the ferry here? How long to walk to Ranworth if I do?’

She thought it over.

‘Tha’s less’n two mile. How long depends on how fast you walk, though…’

He said he had the time, and thanked her for the suggestion – he would find a parking space and take the ferry into the reserve.

‘Hold hard, mister. Are you goin’ to be all day?’

He doubted it – thinking to himself, I can’t see Vincent Somerville putting up with me for long once we’re properly into the matter.

The lady said, ‘You can leave it there, then. We don’t get a lot of custom weekdays this time o’ the year.’

Year pronounced ‘yare’, like another of the Norfolk rivers – accents were almost as fascinating as Ordnance Survey maps.

Smith said, ‘You are open? I might well have a cup of your tea when I return, then.’

‘And we do cakes.’

‘Homemade?’

‘Yes, course.’

He looked serious now and said, ‘What sort of homemade cakes?’

‘Victoria sandwich, lemon layer cake, coffee and cream sponge… All sorts.’

‘Are your slices generous, madam?’

They were on the same wavelength now.

She sounded almost flirtatious as she said, ‘I doesn’t get many complaints.’

Nine hundred years ago, somewhere close by, a man pushed a wooden shovel into the ground and lifted the first cut of peat into the air. Stacked and left to dry, it will burn slowly and smokily, but it will keep you warm enough through the long winter. The ancient wet forests had all been cut down centuries before that man began the process which would eventually form The Broads – the vast areas of shallow water in the river valleys to the east of Norwich, man-made lakes that developed as the rising water flooded the peat diggings.

Smith walked briskly but took it all in. Both sides of the single track were lined with willows and alders, but between the trees were glimpses of extensive marshes and reedbeds, reminding him of the view from his own study window. Occasional hikers passed him in ones and twos, and he hoped they might be tempted to call in at Julia’s – otherwise, the nature reserve was deserted. Against the heavy greys and dark blues of the sky there were gulls from the sea to the east, and once, in a brief shaft of sunlight, he saw a marsh harrier drifting low, its golden head lit up as it searched for small birds among the sedges.

Somerville’s place was marked on the map on his phone. It was situated at the edge of a channel into Ranworth broad, and the satellite view revealed boats moored there on the day the image was taken. Zooming in, one could see more details of the property; it was a huge bungalow with what looked like a tennis court, decked areas and patios; he could even discern outside tables, seats and umbrellas, all the paraphernalia of the good life as envisaged by the people intent on selling you the things you need to live it. And then Smith’s steps slowed a little as he realised he was looking at a blurred, blue image of the swimming pool in which Freddie Thorpe had drowned. He looked up from the phone: right there it must be, just a couple of hundred yards ahead now.

Smith slowed his pace a little – he was still ten minutes early despite the detour. On Saturday, with the email finally sent, Jo had renewed her interest in the case. She had discovered Somerville had a Twitter account; Smith had looked askance at this news but she told him it was all gossipy and of little value. However, following the link to the website for Somerville’s business was more revealing. Talent Unlimited claimed itself to be the largest and most influential agency in London for artists and creatives in all areas of entertainment. The website was slick, with new pages appearing of their own accord and a succession of faces, some of which, Jo assured him, were well known. Smith pointed out that Talent Unlimited had a section for script writers – if necessary, Jo could put herself forward for representation and go undercover.

‘There’s more,’ she’d said.

The agency had a Facebook account. More of those famous faces – lots of young actresses looking moodily into the lens, bearded young men looking virile, and video clips and links to performances by people represented by the agency. Jo opened the Photos section and scrolled down until she found what she wanted him to see. Pictures of a posh do somewhere – dinner jackets and fancy dresses around a table, laughing, looking up for the camera. Jo clicked to enlarge one of the images and waited – he was supposed to notice something or someone.

He'd said, ‘Oh. Isn’t that…?’

‘The Deputy Prime Minister. Yes. And his wife. In the middle, there,’ pointing, ‘is your Mr Somerville.’

How do pixels form first impressions? What is it we see? What preconceptions can we possibly bring to an image which is composed only of electrons caught in a mesh of rare earth metals? Smith was looking at a man of indeterminate age – he might be thirty, he might be fifty. Instinctively we look to the eyes but what can we hope to see through layers of indium and glass? In a painter’s portrait there is something, some lingering sense of the individual who once sat there… Somerville was smiling along with everyone else – no, the others were laughing, but Somerville was only smiling, mouth closed, and suddenly Smith had the feeling that out of the screen the man was looking back at him, looking back but also looking forward, self-conscious and aware of the impression such an image might make at moments in as yet undetermined futures.

There were more such images – some were social, others were of award ceremonies, premieres and publicity launches. Somerville wasn’t in all of them, and when he was it was never as the centre of attention – just a presence. A man of medium height and build, an unremarkable face if seen in a crowd, thinning a little on the crown. The suits looked expensive, though, and Smith thought Somerville intended always to be the best-dressed man in the room.

Jo had said, ‘I think I recognise one or two other faces.’ Pointing once more, ‘That is definitely Sir Alan Llewelyn.’

‘Oh… Is it?’

‘Chairman of Queenswood Homes. Building magnate, and a major donor to the Conservative party. Vincent Somerville is connected.’

He could see the gates to the place now, coming up on the left. There was a dense, closely trimmed conifer hedge at least ten feet tall between Somerville’s house and the path Smith was walking upon; when he reached a place where it was a little thinner, he stopped and peered through. On the other side of the hedge was a wire mesh fence, making sure no unwelcome intruders could gain access.

Still five minutes early, thanks to his brisk walking. He stopped twenty yards short of the gates – one for vehicles, as high as the hedge and undoubtedly electrically operated, and another for pedestrians on the other side of the main entrance. Looking up and down the narrow road, Smith could see only two other properties, both on the opposite side of the road, and both as far beyond his means as the one behind this hedge. You could party all night here and have no fear of complaints from the neighbours.

And so, he said to himself, as he stood for the final minute and prepared – the biggest mystery at this particular moment is this: how on earth did I manage to get a meeting with someone like Vincent Somerville?

Last Saturday morning, at approximately eleven am, he had dialled the main number – in fact the only number – on the website for Talent Unlimited. He and Jo had agreed this was a number every show business hopeful in the country would ring at some point in their career, and it would not be answered by a living person on a weekday, never mind a Saturday at the end of November. As he considered what to say, Jo had said he could mention that he could play the guitar a bit…

The cool but edgy recorded voice of a young woman offered a variety of options before pointing out that none of these would be available until the agency reopened at ten o’clock on the following Monday. ‘Nice hours,’ said Smith but he hung on, and at the end the girl said, ‘But if you do need to leave us a message, speak after the tone. Remember, talent is unlimited, and so are we.’

He'd kept it short but some thought had gone into what he said as the device recorded his words: ‘My name is David Smith. I work for Diver and Diver Associates, who are based in Kings Lake. I am representing the interests of Lady Caroline Thorpe of Burnham Park in Norfolk, and I’m hoping to speak to Mr Somerville in person. I’d be grateful if someone could get back to me and let me know if that is possible. Thank you.’

After lunch they’d taken Layla for a walk on the heath and bought some groceries on their way home. It had begun to rain as they arrived back at Drift’s End – Jo went inside and Smith had a carrier bag in each hand when his mobile began to ring at half past three. He got inside, lifted the bags onto the table and answered the call. A man’s voice said, ‘Hello? David Smith?’

Yes, he said, and then he heard, ‘Vincent Somerville. You left me a message this morning.’

There was a video doorbell mounted on the gatepost – he gave it one long press and waited, expecting to be watched. As far as he could tell, the pedestrians’ gate couldn’t be opened automatically, which meant someone was going to have to come out of the building set back a good thirty yards from the entrances.

In the kitchen, he’d signalled to Jo and switched his mobile onto speaker.

‘Mr Somerville – thank you for getting in touch. I hadn’t expected to hear from you so promptly.’

This was a considerable understatement – what on earth was a man like Somerville doing, going through the messages left on his company’s answerphone on a Saturday morning? Surely he had not done so – an underling had passed this one on, but even so, why the immediate response? The mention of Lady Caroline Thorpe had been designed to elicit some interest but this had been completely unexpected.

Somerville had said he’d realised immediately this was a personal matter, not a business one, and that of course he had recognised the name of poor Freddie Thorpe’s sister. And then he had asked in what way exactly he – that is, Mr David Smith – was representing her interests. Naturally, he wanted to help…

The accent was a London one, but only faintly so – the accent perhaps of a man who has not lost his identity but who has over time adapted it, according to need and circumstance.

Smith had already thought through the next answer because it was critical if the conversation with Somerville was not to be a short one. He said, ‘Lady Caroline is the first to admit she is still coming to terms with her brother’s death, Mr Somerville. With the passing of time – as you know, it’s more than a year since it happened – she has decided to try and get a clearer picture of exactly what led up to such a tragic accident. As you are aware, the Coroner didn’t see the need for further investigation by the police. She has asked us to ask some of the questions such an investigation might have raised, on her behalf.’

Somerville had said, ‘“Us” being your company, Diver and Diver Associates?’

It was a small point, not requiring further elaboration. That’s correct, Smith said.

‘Who are, I believe, a private detectives agency…’

No you don’t, Mr Somerville – you don’t believe that, you know it, because you’ve already looked us up. Sir.


Chapter Twenty-two

He was walking down the gravelled driveway towards the gate, Somerville himself. Casual slacks, a golfer’s polo shirt and white trainers, looking fitter and trimmer than he did in the photos Jo had found, but his age was more apparent in the flesh – mid-fifties, thought Smith, not far behind me.

There was a padlock on the inside which Somerville undid, and then he swung the gate inwards. He said, ‘I’m sorry for the wait. We get very few visitors on foot. Where on earth have you parked?’

He listened to the explanation, regarded Smith with a curious expression and eventually put out his hand as a greeting. A cautiously firm handshake, without eye contact. They walked back towards the bungalow, and Smith was thinking, Freddie came this way that night. Where did Tom Spencer park – inside on this gravel or out in the road? What time did they arrive? How many other guests? And on and on, into infinity the questions go, or perhaps just until the crack of doom. One or two would have answers of significance, but who can look into the seeds of time and say?

There was a camera mounted on the roof of the front porch, pointed towards the gates; a modern wireless job – having recently installed some of his own, Smith was up to speed on those. Somewhere inside is a hard drive – how far back will the recordings go? An obvious question if one is a police officer, and a routine one these days, but Smith guessed he was more likely to get a moderately-sized win on the national lottery than hear Vincent Somerville say help yourself.

Inside, the place was enormous. Built he thought in the 1970s, it had been extensively modernised and extended into an open plan design. They crossed about a quarter of an acre of hallway into a living space at the rear, where most of the original back wall had been replaced with glass from floor to ceiling. This overlooked the outside space which Smith had seen on the satellite view, with the pool being the furthest thing from the house – a good fifty yards. Beyond that were more lawns and then willow trees and glimpses of the broad where, without a doubt, the owner would have a luxury cruiser moored up for the winter.

Smith expressed his surprise, and said how impressive it all was, giving himself the reason to walk to the glass wall and take a closer look – he might not get a better opportunity. Vincent Somerville followed and stood beside him.

Smith said, ‘A lovely spot. Have you owned the place for long, sir?’

‘Twelve years last summer. It has taken a while to get it to where it is now. A bit of a project, really… Would you like something to drink? A coffee? Tea?’

As we know by now, this was not a chance Smith took often, but he was curious. He said a cup of black coffee would be welcome after his walk over from Horning. Somerville went across the lounge and into a kitchen area, out of sight, and Smith continued to study the view from the window – lots of outdoor lighting, including a couple of floodlights on the lawn between here and the pool. If those had been switched on, as they surely must have been that Saturday night, you would think anyone out there would have a good view of whatever was going on. And then he noticed another of those cameras, mounted on a sort of decorative lamppost and pointing down towards the tables. No wonder we’re getting the reputation as the most surveillance happy country in the world.

Somerville returned holding a bag in one hand. He held it up towards Smith and said, ‘I don’t take caffeine myself but I’m told this is all right.’

It was a bag of Jamaican Blue Mountain.

‘Yes,’ Smith said, ‘that’s a pretty decent coffee.’

‘Good. What sort of grind do you like? I know coffee drinkers can get a little anal about that sort of thing.’

Smith said he didn’t go in for any of that nonsense – a medium grind followed by a wait of one minute before adding the not-quite-boiling water would be fine. Somerville didn’t smile but he took note, took another curious look at the visitor and returned to the kitchen.

I don’t take caffeine myself… That’s an odd expression, isn’t it? Why not, I don’t drink coffee? Smith examined the lounge. Modern, minimalist furniture, a hardwood floor that must have cost a small fortune to lay, subtly different shades of cream on each wall to balance the light streaming in through the glass, several paintings – all abstracts and all originals, without a doubt. An interior designer’s daydream of a project.

He heard the sound of a burr grinder and then the hiss and spit of an automated bean-to-cup machine. Smith had taken a look at some of those not long after they arrived in Drift’s End – the purchase had been deferred and then they bought the Mazda instead. The cost had been about the same.

It wasn’t easy to picture the week-ender here, the extended party which had ended with the death of Lord Thorpe – in that respect, this visit was not going to plan. The place was immaculate, to the point of looking as though it was hardly lived in, and the owner was not ticking any of the obvious boxes. Caroline Thorpe had said with distaste “apparently he likes the company of younger people”, and so, not unnaturally, one expects to meet someone with at least a touch of the lascivious about him. These surroundings didn’t say that at all. Once again, things were not adding up.

Somerville returned with a tray. Smith’s black coffee was in a small glass cup on a small glass saucer; his host had what appeared to be green tea in a larger but matching glass cup and saucer. He motioned Smith towards the other end of the lounge where two identical sofas in dark red leather were positioned either side of a wood-burner set in a wide and stylish modern fireplace.

Smith said, ‘I’m remiss in not already thanking you for seeing me today, sir. I hope you didn’t make a special journey.’

He wanted to know whether Somerville had driven up from London for this meeting – if he’d done so, that would be revealing in itself.

‘I did not, Mr Smith. Occasionally I have a long weekend in Ranworth – and I have an office here, too. Working from home. It’s all the rage.’

Smith took a sip of the coffee. He had tried this once before – in a moment of madness he had bought one hundred grams of it – and thought it overrated, but this cup had everything. It was glorious. He stopped himself from leaping to the obvious conclusion – it was that damned machine.

Somerville said, ‘Is that all right?’

‘It is, thank you. Very good.’

The clock doesn’t begin, of course, until the first move has been made. In a situation like this one, Smith would prefer to play with the black pieces, but the man opposite him seemed to have the same idea. The ensuing silence continued until it became significant.

As far as Smith could tell, they were alone – there were no signs or sounds indicating anyone else was here. He sipped at the coffee again and did not hide his satisfaction – Somerville drank some of the tea.

‘So, Mr Smith… What exactly are we doing here?’

Again, the slightly odd phrasing – this time suggesting that Vincent Somerville, without being impolite, saw no need to bother with niceties and pretences.

Smith said, ‘It’s as I explained in our first conversation. Lady Caroline acknowledges that she has yet to come to terms with her brother’s death. She has questions, and she hopes that by having those answered, she will be able to move on, as people say. She has asked us to ask those questions on her behalf.’

‘Yes, your agency. Obviously, I can see only you. How many people do you have working for Lady Caroline – just out of interest?’

Smith admitted he was more or less the chief cook and bottle washer.

‘Oh… I wondered, when you put my call to you onto the speaker. I thought perhaps your whole team was listening in.’

Delivered with the faintest of smiles – Smith managed to look a little embarrassed as he explained it was a habit of his if he was on a call that might require him to make a note, as was often the case in a job like his… But with that opening from Somerville, realisations aplenty had come, and Somerville knew it.

He said, ‘Please – ask your questions.’

That air of superiority – some are born with it, others spend a lifetime cultivating it. Smith would have bet the fiver there and then that Somerville had come from humble if not tough beginnings; he’d dealt, dodged and scrapped his way to the top of his heap, and that he was, as a result, a ruthless opponent in business. How else do you get a place like this and one of those coffee-makers?

He said, ‘Thank you. Did you know Freddie Thorpe well, sir?’

‘No.’

‘But you did know him. You’d met him before that night?’

‘Vaguely, yeah. I believe he’d been here on a previous occasion.’

Smith took out the Alwych and placed it unopened on the coffee table in front of him.

He said, ‘I’d like to get something clear, just in my own mind. Did you invite Freddie Thorpe to that weekend, sir?’

Somerville said, ‘No. I should explain, shouldn’t I? These are very informal affairs. I invite a few friends, and they are free to bring along others. Word goes around, people drop in…’

‘I see, sir. So there’s no guest list as such.’

Somerville shook his head and Smith said, ‘That’s a pity. I was going to ask to see it!’

The raised eyebrows across the coffee table said it all – not in a million years, my friend.

‘On the night in question, then, how many guests were present? Just approximately.’

‘As I said, we don’t keep lists, and people come and go. I don’t know… Twenty-five? Thirty perhaps, on the Saturday evening.’

Somerville took another tiny sip of the green liquid, and added, ‘“On the night in question” – it’s like being interviewed by a proper policeman.’

One learns not to show the moment – the one at which you decide you do not like this person. That alone makes them guilty of nothing at all – if it did, Smith might have reflected, I’d have to lock up about eighty per cent of the world – but in Somerville’s case he was already inclined to make an exception. That remark might have simply been sarcasm, but it wasn’t. He’s had the whole weekend and he hasn’t wasted it – he’s looked into Diver and Diver, he’s had a poke around. On his own? Who knows? There’s nothing on the agency’s website to indicate any associates are ex-police officers – on the other hand, that was not a lucky guess. And I’m not here because Vincent Somerville has a good heart and wants to help Caroline move on; I’m here because Vincent Somerville wanted a look at me.

‘To be clear then, sir, you didn’t know Freddie Thorpe well, and you did not invite him personally to your home.’

Somerville said, ‘An admirably accurate summary.’

‘Do you know who did invite Freddie?’

‘I do not.’

It was time to play the Alwych. Smith picked it up, found the silver propelling pencil in an inside jacket pocket and made a brief note. Somerville was watching. When he had done, Smith looked up and said, ‘Nothing to worry about – the memory isn’t what it was. Moving on, then. I know Freddie was here at the party with two other young people, who were friends of his – Tom Spencer and Tessa Montgomery. When I say ‘young’, I mean in relation to you and me, Mr Somerville… Are those people who are known to you?’

Somerville said, ‘I do not recall the names. Of course, I might recognise their faces. You’re using the word “party”, Mr Smith. I don’t know what the word means to you but I don’t think it’s the best word to describe the sort of evenings we have here sometimes.’

Smith apologised, sat up a little straighter and invited the man to enlighten him. For the briefest of moments, for a mere split-second, Somerville looked surprised, as if an opponent had been a little quicker at the net than he had anticipated.

‘It’s more of an open house affair. An informal social gathering. People sit and talk, they enjoy a drink sometimes, and I provide some food. It’s casual and …’

Smith thought, and he wants to say sophisticated but he’s not sure I’ll quite understand, it being quite a big word.

‘I see, sir. People sit and talk. For the whole weekend?’

‘Pardon?’

‘For the whole weekend? They sit and talk, from the Friday to the Sunday. I understand that some of your guests do stay over.’

Somerville’s expression now conveyed the idea that the relevance of all this was in doubt. He said, ‘Yes, some do.’

‘Would that be because some of your guests come from away? I mean the ones you did actually invite, sir. If they’re sitting and talking late into the night, I suppose it makes sense to offer them a bed rather than taking the long drive back to London, or wherever.’

Somerville said, ‘In this instance, Mr Smith, your suppositions are correct.’

‘Good. I’m glad we’ve cleared that up. So, on the night of the accident, you had guests staying over, and these were people from away – not local people like Freddie, Tom and Tessa.’

Smith’s cup was empty. Asked if he would like another, he said he would, very much, and his host went into the kitchen – on his return, Smith happened to be writing in the notebook again. As he sat down, Somerville said, ‘As you’ve mentioned Freddie Thorpe, if you do have any questions about him…’

Smith looked blank, completely failing to understand the point of the emphasis on the last word.

‘You came to ask questions on behalf of Caroline Thorpe, about her brother. You seem to be more interested – if you don’t mind my saying so – in who else was present.’

‘Oh, I see, sir. Yes – but only as witnesses.’

‘Witnesses?’

‘Yes.’

Somerville had not refilled his own cup, and what was left must be cold by now, but he drank some anyway.

He said, ‘Is it your intention to interview some of my guests?’

Smith said, ‘Well, that might be helpful. I think it’s customary. It’s what a proper policeman would do, isn’t it, sir?’

He drank more of the coffee, and it was still marvellous. It’s grown on the steepest of slopes, that’s one reason for the ridiculous price of it. And no doubt the supply is strictly controlled. They make a little go a long way, not unlike this interview. He was beginning to enjoy that, as well.

Somerville said in measured tones, ‘I agreed to speak to you, Mr Smith. I did not agree to involve anyone else. And as I said, there is no guest list.’

‘I completely understand. The need for discretion… These evenings – weekends – of yours. They sound like the old-fashioned salons to me. You know, the grand ladies having their afternoons and evenings when they were “at home”. I had no idea such things still went on, to be honest.’

‘Well,’ Somerville said, ‘I don’t suppose it’s everyone’s cup of tea.’

Smith said, ‘And so it must have been awkward when this young man – Freddie Thorpe – began making a nuisance of himself. That’s what you told the inquest, that he had been causing a bit of a disturbance. Very unwelcome for people who had come along for some quiet conversation.’

Somerville agreed, saying that awkward was a good description of what had taken place.

‘May I ask – was everyone aware of it, sir? Was it embarrassing for everyone, as a loud drunk can be? If I should manage to speak to anyone else who was there, I presume they will confirm your account of what took place?’

The implication was not a subtle one. Somerville did not respond immediately – Smith drank some more of the coffee.

‘Two points, Mr Smith. I do hope you are not going to spend a lot of your time pursuing my guests. And I’m not sure why you feel the need to confirm my account – after all, it was deemed good enough for the Coroner.’

‘Absolutely, sir. It’s just standard procedure I suppose, making sure people are all describing the same events. Am I correct in thinking, then, that you personally saw Freddie Thorpe behaving badly on the Saturday evening?’

Hesitation then, for the first time. It was that word “personally” – if you admit to that, there’s not a lot of wriggle room later on, is there?

‘No, Mr Smith. I was in another room when this was reported to me.’

‘I see. As a matter of interest, which room was Freddie in when he was causing the disturbance?’

Somerville had entered new territory now – he was taking his time and choosing his words with care.

‘That would have been this one, Mr Smith.’

‘Thank you. You were in another room, and it was reported to you that one of your guests was making a nuisance of themself. Who reported it to you, sir?’

He can back out of this at any point, thought Smith; he’s weighing up the costs and benefits of doing so now. It’s fifty, fifty.

‘The gentleman’s name was Alexei.’

‘Thank you. Was this person one of the locals who turn up, or one of your invited guests from away? I’m still trying to get a sense of, well, the mixture of people who come to your soirées.’

There was nothing here that was obviously intended to sound sardonic, surely, but Somerville seemed to be irritated, nonetheless. Smith picked up his notebook once more, in anticipation.

‘Alexei worked for me. He was here at my invitation.’

Smith said, ‘Oh. Someone from your London office?’

‘Once again, Mr Smith, we seem to have wandered away from the main purpose of your visit. I… Alexei was a personal assistant at the time.’

Smith was writing as he said, ‘At the time… Past tense, though. He’s not employed by you now?’

‘Correct.’

Still writing, as he said, ‘And you don’t have any contact details for him.’

When Smith looked up, he realised Somerville was quite annoyed now. Oh dear. It happens.

‘On the night, then, after Alexei reported to you, you went out and spoke to Freddie Thorpe?’

‘No. I asked Alexei to deal with it.’

Surprised look – ‘To deal with it? How exactly did you think he might do that?’

Somerville did not answer, and so Smith continued, ‘Was Alexei personal security as well as a personal assistant, sir? Dealing with a drunk is a lot to ask of someone who works in an office, isn’t it?’

If this had been in Interview Room Two at Lake Central, Smith thought, we would already be in “No comment” territory. Smith drank the last of the coffee, sure now that he would not be partaking of a second brew.

He said, ‘Caroline Thorpe is under the impression that you personally confronted her brother about his behaviour at the party. That’s how it seemed to come across at the inquest.’

Somerville said, ‘You are aware that another guest witnessed her brother taking drugs – Class A drugs?’

Deflection. But that’s fine, thought Smith, because we need to go there, too.

He said, ‘Yes,’ with a look into that notebook, ‘A Ms Virginia Moore. Was she an invited guest, Mr Somerville?’

Mr Somerville leaned back in his seat, and he gained a little, thin credit by smiling at his interviewer.

‘Or perhaps another employee, sir? She’s certainly someone I was hoping to speak to in person…’

Somerville stood up. He said, ‘As I said earlier, I am working from home this morning. I hope this has been of some use to you, and your employer. But I must get on.’

As he got to his feet Smith said, ‘Yes, sir, not a wasted journey. One more thing. I believe it was you who found Freddie in the pool – the one out there in the garden?’

Somerville nodded, perhaps having concluded by now that it was a case of the less said, the better.

‘The following morning, the report says. What sort of time was that? Just approximately?’

‘Around five.’

Smith looked surprised again – this must be disconcerting for whoever’s words continue to produce such a reaction.

Somerville said, ‘I’m an early riser, Mr Smith.’

‘I understand – so am I. To sum up, then, the late Lord Thorpe makes a bit of a nuisance of himself at your soirée, you tell Alexei, an employee of yours at the time, to have a word with him, being otherwise occupied yourself, and then some hours later you discover the body in your swimming pool. May I ask whether you tried to get him out of the pool, sir? You and Alexei? Or any of the other overnight guests?’

Somerville was still caught in the dilemma – to maintain the composure of a civilised man with an annoying visitor, or to lash out verbally or even physically. At that moment, Smith was ready for any eventuality.

‘We lifted the body out of the pool, onto the side. And then I called the police. It was very obvious he had been dead for some time, before you ask whether we tried to resuscitate him.’

Smith said, ‘And do you happen to recall where Freddie’s mobile phone was found, sir? We know it did not-’

‘I’ll show you out, Mr Smith.’

He walked for two or three minutes until he was out of sight of Somerville’s place, and then took out his mobile. There was a message from Polly – Don’t know when you’re planning to come in but he’s got something back on the laptop. Says he won’t ring while you’re interviewing. Thought you should know. His intention had been to go into the office anyway – it was about sixty miles, so say a couple of hours if he allowed himself that cup of tea. He sent a text back to Polly telling her what time he expected to arrive.

He set off again, back towards Horning, and dialled Jo’s number. After the pleasantries, he asked her whether she was busy.

She said, ‘I am a bit. I ordered a goose this morning.’

It’s good, isn’t it, to surprise our loved ones occasionally – to keep things fresh and interesting?

He said, ‘What did you order it to do?’

‘Ha, ha. Alice has a sign up in the shop. Apparently she takes orders every year for her regulars. There’s a local farmer who has a flock – all free range and organic. We said we’d never eaten goose last year, so we’re going to this Christmas. I’m finding out what to do with it.’

Last year they had had their Christmas dinner at a rather grand hotel in Cromer. It had been splendid but not homely, and so doing it themselves for a change had been agreed a long time ago. And after Christmas, they were due to spend the New Year holiday in Belfast.

Jo said, ‘Why did you ask whether I was busy?’

‘Vincent Somerville.’

‘Go on…’

‘If you get a moment to spare between Fanny Cradock and Gordon Ramsay, could you have another look at him online? You’re quicker at all that than I am.’

She said, ‘I assume he’s of interest, then. Anything in particular? And who on earth is Fanny Cradock?’

In the distance, he could see the little ferry across the river Bure. He ignored the remark designed to point out their age difference, which wasn’t as great as she liked to pretend sometimes, and said, ‘Anything and everything you can find about Somerville. Especially his contacts outside his business. See if you can ID any more of those famous faces.’

And then, all business conducted for now, he enjoyed the remainder of his walk and the short wait before crossing the river. Mrs Handley’s tea shop was a delight. He drank three cups of freshly brewed Whittards Afternoon blend, and the lemon layer cake was delicious. So was the Victoria sandwich.


Chapter Twenty-three

Katherine was there too, and Smith thought this might be a direct result of Robert Oliver’s attempts to stop the investigation – the MP had managed to arouse her interest in it. The four of them – Jason, Katherine, Polly and Smith – sat around the table in the second office, and then Jason opened his laptop and told them what he’d received overnight from his antipodean contact, Hunter.

‘He could not get back the content of the emails themselves, but he has located three of the addresses which were sent as attachments to the emails. I have looked into these addresses, and they’re all still functioning – somewhat to my surprise, I must say. They are as follows…’

He looked up at Smith, perhaps expecting to see him pick up that notebook, but he found only a look of mild expectation.

‘Number one, then, is the website of an organisation which calls itself ETAT. The initials stand for End The Arms Trade. I’ve had a look at the website and it’s pretty comprehensive – there must be some serious organisation and money behind it. They seem to have campaigns going on all over the world. However, as of this morning, one issue is dominating their agenda…’

Jason looked around the table. It was impossible to say how many of those in attendance would have written the correct answer down on a slip of paper, but it was Smith who responded.

‘What would be useful to know is which issue was top of their agenda last summer. But I’ll take a wild guess and say it was the same one.’

Katherine nodded, and Polly said, ‘Someone will ’ave to enlighten me. I couldn’t guess my way out of a paper bag.’

Jason said, ‘Arms sales to Israel. The website has pages and pages of the history, going back to 2007. It details all the political moves that have been made, the number of times this has been raised in the UK Parliament, it lists how MPs have voted on various motions. ETAT makes no attempt to conceal its left-wing slant on the matter. There’s advice on how and where to hold demonstrations, and who to target.’

The notebook was open now. Smith wrote down the name of the organisation, and asked whether Hunter could give them the address from which the email with this attachment had been sent. No, was the answer – that had been wiped. What the person doing so had omitted to consider was that attachments leave a small but separate footprint. Smith asked about the other attachments.

Jason continued, ‘The next one is an interactive map. It isn’t interactive anymore but a search finds it – it’s still available. It lists all the locations of British companies involved in supplying parts for the F35 combat aircraft. The level of detail is amazing, right down to companies who supply nuts, bolts and screws. I don’t suppose half of those companies even know where their goods end up. Sixty-three of them are listed on the map.’

Katherine glanced in Smith’s direction as she said, ‘My turn to take a wild guess. It’s a subject of no interest whatsoever to me but do the Israeli air force happen to use the F35 combat aircraft?’

They do, said her brother – he had already checked. The F35 is their number one choice in missions flown over Palestine.

‘Website number three?’ said Smith.

‘These are pages from Amnesty International. There are pages about Early Day motions debated in the UK Parliament, motions intended to suspend the arms sales, going all the way back to 2016. Again, the level of detail is extraordinary. They claim they can give casualty numbers for specific attacks that involved British-supplied weapons. I don’t see how that’s possible… But one cannot question the commitment of the people who are running these campaigns.’

Katherine said to Smith, ‘Was he political?’

Smith had asked Caroline Thorpe the same question, and the answer had been no. Nothing Caroline Thorpe had told him indicated her brother had been active in such matters – Freddie had been capable of crazes and short-lived passions, yes, but there was no sense of an underlying commitment to any sort of social justice issues. Against all that, of course, there was a small poster among all the others on the wall of his bedroom. It was in the colours of the Palestinian flag, and Palestine was what all three websites were about. On the poster were the words “SILENCE = DEATH”. You could turn that around, of course: death equals silence, doesn’t it?

He summarised all this for the three listeners, and saw again that intuition in Katherine Diver, when she said, ‘I’d like to know who gave him that poster.’

Later, Smith called Caroline Thorpe and told her about the attachments they had found on Freddie’s laptop.

She said, ‘I’m not sure what that means, David. Is it significant? Why would someone go to the trouble of deleting emails like that?’

Put those two questions together, or, rather, the answers to them, he thought, and you might find yourself looking in a new direction altogether, Lady Caroline. But he wasn’t prepared to go there with her yet, and so he told her about his meeting with Vincent Somerville. She asked him to repeat the part about Somerville not personally witnessing the behaviour he had reported to the Coroner’s court, before she said, plainly angry, ‘Well, that’s dishonest! He clearly led the court to believe he had confronted Freddie himself. Now it’s only – what do you call it? Hearsay?’

Yes, he said, that’s one word for it.

She continued, ‘We can use that, can’t we? In the letter. We can make it clear the Coroner might have been misled about Freddie?’

Smith felt himself applying the brakes again, just a little, as he said, ‘Yes, possibly. We’ve discovered a little more about Mr Somerville. He seems to have some influential friends. Did you know he’s a donor to the Conservative party?’

He’d doubted whether she would have known that – what he wanted was to put the news in front of her, in preparation for a more difficult question. She expressed surprise at first, and then qualified it by adding that these days the party has some strange bedfellows. He waited but she hadn’t sensed where this was going as far as he, Smith, was concerned.

And so he said it himself – ‘Do you know whether your husband is acquainted with Vincent Somerville?’

This brought about a silence during which, Smith suspected, she was not so much trying to recall a fact as endeavouring to come to terms with the idea suggested by his question.

He added, ‘I mean more in the party political sense than in a personal one – I don’t know to what extent members of parliament get to know the party donors. I suppose they might have met at a function…’

With more circumspection than had been her custom of late, Caroline said, ‘Robert has never mentioned the name to me. I’m sure he would have done so if he knew the man, especially last year when we first heard about the circumstances of my brother’s death.’

He could leave her to ponder the matter in her own good time now, having planted the seed of the idea. He told her they were going to explore what the email attachments had revealed, to see if they could find any links to Freddie, or to his friends. She asked whether he had spoken to any of them again, and he took the decision – he told her he had now met all three, and described the circumstances of the latest meeting with Toby Egerton and Tessa Montgomery.

She said, ‘Oh. When were you planning to tell me about that?’

Isn’t it remarkable how quickly some of our relationships develop? Just eight days ago they had met for the first time, the woman from Burnham Park with her hereditary title and her air of elegant tragedy, and the grammar-school-boy-turned-gumshoe – now she was questioning him as if he were a thoughtless spouse.

He wanted to say, when I thought the time was right – instead he told her he had been hoping to hear back from Toby or Tessa, hoping to have some better news for her. To his own ear, this sounded lame but she accepted it.

She said, ‘And you explained to them – that I’ve wanted to speak to them, I wanted to… Did they tell you why they have avoided me?’

Smith was not quite a dinosaur – he told himself this occasionally. And even the dinosaurs must have been trying to evolve before that extinction-level event. At any rate, he had long ago accepted that men and women are to all intents and purposes equal – but that does not mean they are the same. Differences remain, and sometimes these differences matter. They mattered now. If, on a personal level, someone had refused to speak to him, he could shrug it off and in most cases see the bright side of the matter – but few women can do so. To be cut, to be cold-shouldered and ignored, is anathema for them. It’s evolutionary, it goes back to the tribal female hierarchy when they…

‘Not in as many words,’ he said to Caroline Thorpe, and then, ‘but I think they’re frightened. And no, before you ask, not frightened of you.’

Then of what or whom, she asked, and he said, ‘When we know that, we’ll know a great deal, I think.’

‘But you will speak to them again, David?’

‘Without a doubt.’

‘Good. That woman whose name you gave me, the KC? I’ve spoken to her clerk. I should receive a call tomorrow morning.’

When the call was over he stood for a moment, and thought – Good Lord, what have I done? Lady Caroline Thorpe – meet Gloria Butterfield, King’s Counsel. What could possibly go wrong?

Smith had seen the text message arrive during the conversation with Caroline. He walked back into the office and found Katherine seated in his usual place, busy with a laptop. Polly was there too, and when their eyes met he saw her make a face which said – no doubt still in a Yorkshire accent – don’t ask me! Thirty seconds passed before Katherine acknowledged his arrival.

‘David – I’m doing the parliamentary stuff. You can leave that to me.’

Good, he said and inquired no further. He did wonder, though, whether Robert Oliver might one day regret his decision to visit a certain small business in his constituency.

The message was from Chris Waters. In itself, this was not unusual – they kept in touch, and the young couple were among the most regular visitors to Drift’s End – but the message was a little odd. It read You might want to give me a call. I’m out of the office for the next couple of hours.

Waters did not do cloak and dagger but here was a clear implication that he would rather not hold this conversation inside Lake Central. Smith decided to return the courtesy – or the precaution – and so he went out of the office, down the stairs and into the kitchen before he made the call.

Yes, Miriam was good – Smith left it, there comes a point – and yes, the house was no longer on the market. They had decided once and for all to spend the money on improving and updating Miriam’s home. When Smith asked for further news about the promotion, Waters said, ‘Well, Freeman has forbidden me from applying for anything outside Lake Central. She still believes she can get the money for a DI post. I’m not in a hurry, DC.’

Smith said, ‘You and I have talked about it – there are advantages in staying put, there are advantages in making a fresh start with new people. You managed it when you became a sergeant, so you’ve got form. But who’d have thought it, that day when we drove out to the place where Wayne Fletcher drowned?’

‘And when you left me to deal with that terrifying deputy head woman while you sat in the car having a cigarette…’

Already the good old days, thought Smith, but he did not say it. Instead, he asked about the cryptic text message.

Waters said, ‘Right. Well, two things which on the surface appear to be unrelated but which, as you are involved, might not be. O’Leary has taken great delight in telling anyone who’s prepared to listen about his visit to your offices. He tries to explain the irony which he’s sensed might be there but without much success – the irony being that you of all people had to call in the police because of a break-in. But he himself thinks it’s hilarious.’

Smith said, ‘What about Wilson? Has he said anything?’

‘Not to me,’ Waters responded, ‘nor to anyone else I’m aware of. Is it correct, though, that nothing was taken? That’s what sounded odd to me.’

Yes, Smith said, that’s true – and he went on to say he could fill Waters in on some of the story the next time he paid a visit to Drift’s End; it would give him a good reason not to wait too long before doing so. They understood each other well – Waters knew he had been told Smith wasn’t ready to say much about an ongoing investigation right now.

Smith said, ‘You mentioned there were two things. What’s the other one?’

‘OK. We’re back to the DCI. As I passed her in the corridor this morning, she stopped me and asked if I knew what my old sergeant had been up to now. I-’

‘Old? Were those her exact words? Your old sergeant?’

‘Yes, DC. But I think she intended it in the sense of my past sergeant, my previous one.’

‘All right. Carry on, sergeant.’

Waters said, ‘Anyway, Freeman told me Superintendent Allen had just asked her whether she’d had any recent dealings with a private investigations agency in the Lake area. I thought for a minute this was going to be about my dad’s business – I assumed that’s why she’d mentioned it to me – but it wasn’t.’

‘No,’ said Smith, ‘and I’m not going to need three guesses, am I?’

‘It was Diver and Diver. Allen wanted to know what contact Lake Central has had with them. Freeman knew about the break-in, and she told me she’d also mentioned to him that there was an ongoing investigation into Gerald Fitch’s wife. But she gave me the impression Allen was asking whether there was anything else – if that makes sense.’

Yes, it does, thought Smith. Detective Chief Superintendent Allen was, to put the matter politely, more of a reactive than a proactive individual – in other words, he would have been responding to a request from someone else to have a look at Diver and Diver Associates – a request from someone more senior than himself, without a doubt.

He said to Waters, ‘Was Freeman actually asking you if you knew anything, Chris?’

The answer was immediate – ‘I don’t think so, DC. I think she just wanted you to know that someone was asking questions. If she hadn’t wanted me to mention it to you, she’d have said so.’

Smith did not know DCI Freeman as well as his former protégé would by now, but he knew enough to realise she would have little in common with Allen. What is it they say? My enemy’s enemy is my friend?

He said, ‘Oh well. I don’t know what that’s about, but thanks anyway. Are you paying us a visit before Christmas? If you don’t, you might find I’ve cooked my goose…’

Robert Oliver had said it himself, hadn’t he? I meet with the chief constable occasionally. If the member of parliament was following through with the implied threat, thought Smith, then I find that rather significant. It means he was serious about stopping this investigation. The next thought was enough to make him pause on the stairs – it wasn’t Oliver himself, was it? “They show he was there…” “It’s him…” “He’s toast…”

As he returned to the office, he could hear Katherine’s voice.

‘…need a post-graduate qualification in bureaucracy to make sense of it all! This is all on the .gov.uk website but it’s plainly designed to confuse, if not to mislead the poor sods who are paying for it.’

Polly looked at Smith in mute appeal as he entered the room, and so he said cheerfully to Katherine, ‘How’s the research going?’

‘David, you would not believe it.’

‘You do not think I would believe that an official government website looks as if it’s been designed to confuse and mislead the general public?’

She took her eyes away from the screen, regarded Smith with a critical stare and said, ‘Point taken. Anyway, I’ve looked into how arms sales are controlled in the UK. It’s arcane.’

Polly Coverdale still looked concerned. Smith gave her a reassuring smile and said to Katherine, ‘Just the highlights, then?’

She said, ‘I can see why it’s a sensitive issue, but even so. Did you know the UK is the seventh largest exporter of arms in the world? Big business. Politically it’s obviously been a bone of contention for years. In 2016 there was something called the Arms Trade Treaty Inquiry. Ever since, various departments have been squabbling over who has control of it.’

She paused and said to Smith, ‘These are the highlights, by the way.’

He said, ‘I shall view it as an executive summary.’

It didn’t matter what one said to Katherine in this mood – she was oblivious.

‘You’d think, wouldn’t you, that the Ministry of Defence would be in charge. They used to be, but now it’s in the remit of the Department for Business and Trade. But not directly. There’s another department within that one called the ECJU. This stands for Export Control Joint Unit. No clue in that name but they’re the people who press the buttons and pull the levers when arms sales are being discussed. But the Defence Select Committee also has a sub-committee, the CAEC – the Committee for Arms Export Control – which I suspect is their way of refusing to hand over the influence they used to have…’

Smith said, ‘It all sounds pretty straightforward, so far.’

‘So you get reports like this on the website: at the beginning of the new parliamentary term in 2023, the CAEC began a new round of consultations with various interested parties including manufacturers, a number of NGOs, the MOD, the DBT, the ECJU, the CDSC… It resembles that awful concoction we were given as children. It had letters in it. In a bowl. And tomato sauce.’

Smith was defeated by this, but saw that Polly had a finger raised – it reminded him of Waters in the early days. He nodded and Polly said, ‘Alphabet soup?’

‘Exactly,’ Katherine said, ‘and by the time anyone reading this has reminded themselves what all those abbreviations stand for, they’ve forgotten why they were reading this stuff in the first place. This is obfuscation on an industrial sca-’

‘Katherine – stop.’

It was, Smith realised later, the first time he had ever addressed her by her Christian name. She did as she was told, and stared at him.

He said, ‘Read that again – the report.’

She did so, a little more slowly because he was sitting very still and there was a different expression on his face. When she’d finished, Smith picked up the green folder, opened it, searched through its contents and pulled out a piece of paper. He read something while the two women watched and waited – then he got up and placed the sheet in front of Katherine.

It was the copy he had made of the four emails which Freddie Thorpe had printed out. He pointed at something in the third one – “DSC on the 25th” – and then at the fourth – “DSC probably paying for the ammo”.

She said, ‘Oh. It’s the Defence Select Committee…’

‘Yes,’ Smith said, calmly, all things considered, ‘and if you’re still on the case, do you know what would be quite useful?’

Katherine shook her head, just for once a little lost for words.

‘A list of the members of the Defence Select Committee. For August and September of last year.’


Chapter Twenty-four

As a student of geography, the weather had always been a subject of interest; since moving to the coast and acquiring a sailing dinghy, it had been a part of Smith’s daily routine to study the pressure charts, to look at the sky and produce a forecast of his own. On the following morning, a Tuesday, he climbed the bank behind the cottage as the sun was coming up, looked to the east and said to himself, yes, the pressure is rising as an Atlantic high builds and moves in slowly from the west. It’s going to be a better day, at last.

Layla ran off ahead into the half-light, and Smith could see he had the coastal path to himself. He set off at a steady pace, intending to walk out for fifteen minutes and then turn back for home. Once one is into the rhythm of walking, this is good thinking time before the inevitable trivia of a typical day begins to clog up the works. And there was plenty to think about now.

Last August the Commons Defence Select Committee had eleven members: six were Conservatives, three were Labour, one was from the Scottish National Party, and one from the Democratic Unionists. The make-up, he thought, reflected the importance of that select committee – it was one all parties wanted to be involved with directly. The bureaucracy which had so irritated Katherine Diver did have its upside – the website they studied enabled one to track changes on the DSC back to 2010. Last September there had been one change; the SNP member, a woman, had resigned “for family reasons”, to be replaced by a man from the same political party. There had been two other women on the DSC last August – one Conservative and one Labour. Freddie Thorpe’s emails concerned a man; taking out the three women reduced the list to eight.

The final email mentioned grouse shooting on the first weekend of the season. One must take into account exactly what that sporting activity involves – the red grouse lives on the heather-covered hills of the north of England and Scotland. Grouse moors are managed solely to provide these gamebirds for the guns, who take up position in prepared locations called butts. The birds fly swiftly when they are driven by lines of beaters towards the guns, offering the most challenging of shots. Traditionally, shooters will have a matching pair of twelve-bore shotguns, made specifically for this one form of game-shooting. These guns alone can cost several thousands of pounds, never mind the cost of managing the moors – all for a few weeks of sport each year. What were the chances that either of the Labour MPs or the SNP representative for Aberdeen South had joined one of those shooting parties on the 12th of August in the previous year? Unwilling to act purely on an assumption, he had read their online biographies, and there was nothing to suggest they might have done so. Smith put those three names to one side.

This left five male Conservative MPs. These biographies were examined in more detail. To his surprise, Smith discovered there is an organisation called Conservatives Against Fox Hunting, and that Michael Dipper, member for Bexleyheath, majority 17,343, was, and presumably still is, its chairman. It seemed more than reasonable to deduce that Mr Dipper was highly unlikely to have acquired or borrowed a pair of Purdeys to participate in the annual combined assault upon the red grouse.

Four remained. An astonishing amount of information is available online – all one needs is the motivation and the know-how to search through it all. Smith had drawn a simple grid on a sheet of A4, with four columns and he began to add useful details as rows. If you’d told him he had constructed a database he might have been somewhat surprised, but that’s what it was.

All four had been privately educated, one at Eton and one at Rugby. All four were graduates, two of them from Oxford. One was from the landed gentry – incredibly, the well-known online encyclopaedia Smith consulted mentioned that the family’s wealth had been founded upon the slave trade two hundred and fifty years previously – and another was a millionaire through hedge fund management before he entered the political fray. The third was a lawyer, in common with, it seemed, at least twenty-five per cent of his fellow Tory MPs, and the fourth, the youngest, had been a special advisor to a previous Conservative Prime Minister. One hears that phrase a lot these days, thought Smith – special advisor. Are there ordinary ones as well? Just advisors? Or are they all special?

Claud Hervey, the member for a large chunk of Somerset, had, it turned out, shortened his name a little, no doubt because it fitted better onto his election leaflets – when he went to Eton he had been Claud Adderley Benton Hervey-Bathurst of Moreton Manor. As the second son, he had no title, but by the look of it owned a considerable share of the family fortune as compensation. The government of Barbados had been suing them for many years, demanding reparations – Smith doubted whether the Hervey-Bathursts were much worried by this. But on the Register of Members’ Financial Interests – available as a PDF online – Smith discovered that Claud Hervey had declared his connection to the BASC, the British Association for Shooting and Conservation. Smith visited their website. It was professional and serious – an organisation to promote and defend the interests of the shooting community. On the very first page was a news story about their success in amending proposed legislations concerning the management of grouse moors…

A certain wariness develops over the years, when it all looks too easy. Smith found Hervey’s own page on the UK Parliament website and studied the photograph. Formal, not smiling, upright, shoulders back – before entering politics, Hervey had a short but successful military career, ending as a captain in the Coldstream Guards, Smith’s own rank in a not-so-well-known regiment. Had Claud Hervey been the man Freddie Thorpe intended to meet at Ranworth that August weekend? The shooting connection could not and would not be ignored, but Smith wasn’t feeling it, not yet.

The ability to research properly is founded on apparently endless and apparently idle curiosity. For more than an hour last night, Smith had delved into the world of hedge fund management, clicking on links, following trails, raising eyebrows at the numbers involved – for example, the median amount earned by hedge fund managers in 2022 was five hundred and seventy million dollars. That’s more than half a billion for a year’s work. About half of them ‘earned’ more than that… And we wonder where the money goes.

Stephen C Mitchell had run the Global Access Securities Fund for several years, “following the event-driven strategy style of management.” Smith had to look into this. It means, in the language of hedge fund managers and the people who convince you to invest in them, a strategy based on mergers and acquisitions, bankruptcies and shareholder buyback initiatives. Managers using this strategy seek to capitalize on any market inconsistencies. Not too much thought was required before he concluded these were the vultures of the corporate investment world, finding ingenious ways to profit from businesses which were in trouble. Smith had no strong moral view of this, but it might shed some light on the man who had managed such a fund successfully; one would require a certain ruthlessness, surely, to survive, let alone succeed, in those shark-infested waters.

The lawyer’s name was Anthony Sharrock. His Westminster biography stated he had a successful career in commercial law, becoming a partner in a prestigious London firm before, at the age of forty-three, entering parliament seven years ago as the representative for a constituency in the East Midlands. His majority was the smallest of the four MPs, at barely over a thousand – with the way the polls are going, thought Smith, he’s probably going to be back at his lawyer’s desk before long. Nevertheless, Anthony Sharrock had been Chair of the Commons Defence Select Committee for the past two years.

Last but not least, there was Tim Mason-Clement, at thirty-five the youngest of the four men by a considerable margin. As a former advisor – no, special advisor – to the previous Conservative Prime Minister, he must have done such a marvellous job they had decided to parachute him into one of the party’s safest seats in rural Gloucestershire. Tim appeared to be a model for a new sort of Tory. The biography openly placed him on the centre-left of the party, especially on social issues, and he had led on campaigns to liberalise their positions on minority rights and gay marriage. The biography online concluded with the news that Tim spends a lot of time in his constituency home with his partner Greg, where they share interests in rare-breed goats and home-brewing. As to what the young man brought to discussions about the defence of the realm, Smith decided, your guess is as good as mine – but it was difficult to picture Tim taking aim as the grouse came low and fast over the brow of the hill.

He had reached the end of the outbound walk, and turned for home. Ahead of him he almost had a shadow, something he hadn’t seen for a week or two, and it looked as if the sun would break through at last. Layla had got her feet wet and decided the water was too cold for a swim today, but she worked the drier parts of the marsh, putting up several redshanks. These lifted into the morning light with that tu-tu call – a call as evocative in its own way as the cry of the curlew. These redshanks might be from anywhere north to the Arctic Circle but in spring the local residents would return to this place and nest once more among the samphire and sea holly.

Could he be absolutely certain it was one of those four men Freddie Thorpe had intended to meet? What had finally convinced him? A silly thing, in a way – it was that aside in the final email, MOD probably paying for the ammo… Whoever sent it – it was Tom Spencer, obviously – had made the joke because of the irony. A member of the Defence Select Committee having his shotgun cartridges paid for by the Ministry of Defence, the ultimate expenses scandal, the ultimate abuse of privilege. It was an ‘in’ joke, one that Freddie, with his family connections, would appreciate. And then Smith reflected, as he often did about his own thoughts, that phrase ‘intended to meet’ wasn’t quite accurate – Freddie had gone to the do at Ranworth with the intention of confronting one of these four individuals. About? we might ask if we were there on the bank with him, but no matter that we are not, because he asked himself, and then answered, why, it’s as obvious as the fact that dog’s going to need another bath – the confrontation would be about those photos, the ones on T’s cousin’s phone.

He went down the bank near the cottage, lifted the tarpaulin over the dinghy so some rain that had gathered in a hollow ran into the creek, and checked the ties were secure. A cormorant that had been fishing in the creek resurfaced and took flight, clumsily because its wings were heavy with water. They have to dry their wings in the air, having no oil glands, which is very odd in view of their way of life…

Those photos must be serious – could even bring all the bastards down. All of them? The government? This would not be the first time one of his investigations had unexpected and far-reaching consequences but the fall of an elected government would be entering new territory. Daft when he had first considered it, but not so much now. Think about the efforts someone has made to interfere with this investigation already. Think about the sort of people they have sent to do the interfering. There are high stakes somewhere in this game.

Back at the top of the bank, Smith had paused again, auditing all these thoughts, evaluating the progress made in his head over the past thirty-five minutes. The more he thought about those emails… The language. Bastards. That’s someone with contempt, someone with a motive for contempt. It’s a political point of view. But it’s not Freddie’s – Freddie wasn’t political, not in that way. So why involve him, the late Lord Thorpe?

Smith went down the steps towards Drift’s End, slowly as if afraid he might lose his balance, but he was thinking, still thinking. Because he was Lord Thorpe. Because he had political connections through his brother-in-law. Because it was Freddie who would be able to get himself an invitation to Grange Villa. Somerville hadn’t lied when he said he did not invite Freddie Thorpe – he simply had not told the whole truth. The young man had invited himself and taken along a couple of friends.

Jo’s further examination of Somerville’s online presence last night had turned up one more MP – a Dr Marcia Temple sharing a table with Somerville at an awards ceremony – and a couple of well-known business people, but it had been too much to hope there would be a mention of a member of the Defence Select Committee. Once again, despite making progress, it did not feel as if there was a clear way forward. And forward towards what? Exactly how much evidence would the Attorney General’s office require before deciding to get involved? If there was anyone in the country who had the answer to that question, how on earth would you find them?

Inside he found Jo seated at the breakfast table, still in her dressing gown. This was unusual, and Smith asked her if she was feeling all right.

She said, ‘Yes. I heard you get up and couldn’t get back to sleep. It’s your case. Anyway, I had a thought…’

Right at the start she had established that Freddie’s three close friends had limited current social media profiles. The presumption was that they must have had such accounts in the past; it would be unusual if three people of that generation did not, she’d said. You can make just about everything disappear so only the most sophisticated analysts can find out who you once were – ‘That’s our friend, Hunter,’ Smith said – but Jo simply carried on.

‘You can wipe out all your own data. What you cannot do is wipe out references to you on other people’s accounts. If you’ve friended or posted on others’ accounts, and those accounts are still active, your posts will be visible until that person curates or closes their account.’

Smith said, ‘Curates? Is that what they call it? Hmm.’

‘There has been more than one Tessa Montgomery on the platforms over the years – it’s taken a while but I think I found yours a few minutes ago.’

She opened her laptop and turned it towards him. He sat down, and Layla gave a small bark because he would usually have taken her to be fed at this point in the morning. As he began to study the page, Jo said, ‘She went by the name Monty. Those posts are almost four years old. There are lots of other Montys on Facebook but this one mentions Norfolk several times, and also finishing her teacher training. Her college was in London, and she talks about looking forward to going back home – to Norfolk. That narrows it down, doesn’t it?’

He nodded, and looked through the posts. Jo had to be right, and finding this was clever, but he could see nothing of significance. It was young people chatting inconsequentially and it was years out of date. When he glanced up at Jo, she was smiling.

She said, ‘I know. But there’s more. These are on a profile belonging to Patsy. She’s obviously a long-term friend of Tessa’s, so I kept on reading her conversations, wondering if they had other friends in common. And they do.’

She clicked onto a new page, one she’d already saved.

‘Take a look at this one.’

Smith did so, read a few lines and said ‘Bronstein? Not exactly an old Norfolk name is it?’

Jo said, ‘The date was the third of March 2021. Can you see what they’re discussing?’

He read again, more, and more carefully.

‘The level of corporation tax… Bankers’ bonuses. Cuts to welfare. The budget?’

She said, ‘Correct. It was on that date. Bronstein gets pretty worked up, he tries to get the others to feel the same. With some success in the end.’

Smith was frowning, suspecting he had still missed something.

Jo said, ‘It’s early in the day, and Layla’s distracting you. Look at his profile again.’

He saw it then.

‘This image by his name…’

‘That’s his avatar. I know you’ll tell me it’s a misuse of the word, but that’s what they call them.’

Smith said, ‘It’s a Toby Jug.’

Jo nodded and said, ‘There’s an exchange on there between him and Monty – they talk like they’ve known each other for a long time. And I’ve looked up Bronstein. Lev Davidovitch Bronstein was Leon Trotsky’s birthname. I think this is your Toby Egerton, and he’s a bit of a leftie.’

This made sense of things, and in more than one way. Had not Smith himself thought within the hour that if Freddie Thorpe wasn’t a political animal, someone else must be, someone close enough to him to get him involved? If Bronstein was Toby Egerton then he ticked every box as far as all that was concerned. It would also explain the thing that had bothered him most since this began – why the three friends had kept their distance from Caroline Thorpe. If whatever happened to Freddie had happened because one or more of them had involved him, there would be intense feelings of guilt and shame. That could explain much of their behaviour.

Jo was saying, ‘…so shall I feed the dog this morning?’

Smith brought himself back into the moment, and said no – she should go back upstairs and dress while he made them both breakfast. After all, she’d earned it, he said – he thought she showed real promise in this detective work, and if she ever needed a reference…

That afternoon they went Christmas shopping in Kings Lake. As they had both lived alone for years before buying Drift’s End together, neither had brought to the new home anything resembling a box of seasonal decorations; Smith had said he didn’t think the place should be done up like a – well, like a Christmas tree, and Jo had agreed but said they had to do something. There would be visitors at some point, if only his former colleagues, and it would look odd if those Christmas visitors found no evidence of Christmas in the place. We’ll buy the things together, she had said, just a few sensible, tasteful choices, nothing tacky… Of course he had gone along with this – whilst she wouldn’t have admitted it, she was positively excited at the thought of planning and executing their first at-home Christmas at Drift’s End. The goose had been a sort of clue.

They would also be taking gifts to Belfast for the New Year visit. Jo had asked him a few days ago what he was thinking of giving his grandson, and he’d admitted that was a tricky one. What about a football? He received a look that seemed to convey pity for some reason, followed by the promise that she would speak to Mairead, the boy’s mother. The two women had met only a handful of times but they got on well, talked on the phone and seemed to have forged some sort of alliance to deal with certain similarities they had discovered in their partners, who were, after all, related.

Kings Lake has decent shopping, relatively speaking – this is East Anglia, and so there isn’t much competition. The parking is good, too, central and convenient. When they returned to the car and loaded the bags into the boot – Smith having realised he hadn’t understood the meaning of a few sensible choices earlier in the day – he thought it was all over, but then Jo said. ‘Now we need something for Layla. We’ll go to the pet shop on the market square.’

No, apparently this was not a joke. He locked the car and they set off again. He wondered why pavements make your feet ache more than any other surface. He could run with no pain for two or three miles out along the bank, but twenty minutes on the streets and he could do with a sit down. And maybe a coffee.

As they approached Diver and Diver’s entrance door, his steps must have slowed unconsciously. Jo had her arm through his, and she continued their forward progress in determined fashion. He would call later and see whether there had been any developments, but knew there would not have been – this was very much his case, and he would have been informed already. There wasn’t much outstanding now – just the confirmation on the autopsy samples.

He managed to deflect the purchase for Layla of a new all-weather coat and matching collar in turquoise blue, and they compromised on one of those throwing sticks that deliver a tennis ball towards the horizon at high velocity. Why a dog would show more enthusiasm for a ball than a snipe eluded him – what one needed, he thought, was a device for throwing a snipe.

But all in all, it was an enjoyable afternoon. They arrived back at the cottage in time to walk the dog along the bank in a clear, crisp and cold dusk, as if the weather itself had taken the hint from their Christmas shopping and entered into the seasonal spirit. It was the 28th of November and Jo pointed out there were fewer than four weeks left to Christmas Day.

Smith lit the wood burner and they cooked wild boar sausages from the delicatessen in town, along with mashed potatoes and peas and gravy. Jo said she thought there would be a phone call as they sat down to eat, but no, the meal passed off uneventfully. His mobile didn’t light up and ring until almost seven o’clock that evening. He didn’t recognise the number but accepted it.

A voice said, ‘Hello? Hello? Have you got someone watching my place again?’

Smith said, ‘Who is this, please?’

Some hesitation, and then, ‘Toby Egerton. I said, are you watching the bungalow? Have you put someone outside? If you-’

‘Hold on, sir. Slow down. Do you mean at The Brambles? Are you in Saltheath?’

‘Yes. Are you telling me…’

The voice was shaky with a mixture of anger and fear, and it tailed away.

Smith said, ‘It’s not me and it isn’t anyone I’ve sent. What exactly has happened?’

Toby told him there was a vehicle parked out in the road, close to the bungalow. He had got a lift home because his own car-

‘Can I stop you there? What sort of vehicle is outside?’

There was one thing that he, Smith, had to check – Polly wouldn’t have gone out there again, would she?

‘I’ve had a look. It’s some sort of SUV. Dark coloured. BMWx, I think.’

‘All right. You were saying you got a lift home?’

Yes, Toby said, and you could hear the relief in his voice, just being able to talk to someone, anyone – Smith didn’t need to ask whether he was there alone. He’d left his car overnight at a garage in Sheringham, there was an engine management light showing. The garage had given him a lift home. So there was no car in his drive. He didn’t think whoever was in the SUV knew he was home.

Smith said, ‘Can you see the occupants of the vehicle?’

Jo was following the conversation closely, and not looking cross at the interruption – after a few years in the job, you develop certain instincts.

Toby said, ‘It’s dark out in the road but I’m sure there are two people in the front.’

The situation prevailing had now been established – it was decision time.

‘If you are concerned, you could call the police, sir…’

Out came the old fiver, metaphorical these days but still valid currency.

Toby said, ‘The police? I…No. I don’ think so.’

Another win. If he added them all up, surely he’d have enough to retire on, properly for a change.

Smith said, holding Jo’s gaze, ‘Would you like me to take a look? A bit of moral support, if nothing else?’

It took the young man a full ten seconds because it was, for all sorts of reasons, a difficult decision, but in the end he said, ‘All right.’


Chapter Twenty-five

‘Text me when you get there. Let me know what’s happening.’

Jo had suggested she come with him but offered little resistance when he declined – he said Layla had been on her own all afternoon, and that he was going mainly to get some further contact with Mr Egerton.

‘It could be a useful ice-breaker, couldn’t it? And he might have this all wrong. There might be a courting couple in the car. Or a someone smoking a joint. You see them parked up all over the place these days.’

She had walked out to the car and kissed him goodbye – he said he thought he’d be home within an hour and a half but to make sure she locked the door. When she was back inside, and he was certain she was not at a window, he opened the boot, found the jack handle and took it with him when he got into the driver’s seat, sliding it underneath.

How did we ever manage in the days before we could call someone from the steering wheel as we drive? He found Polly in the list of recent calls and pressed her number; she might or might not decide to join him but it was important to let someone else know where he was going. The number rang several times and then went to message – the person you are trying to reach cannot take your call right now. He wondered whether Polly Coverdale was a bit of a dark horse, with more going on than one might imagine.

The coast road was almost empty of traffic and he drove quickly. Who might be outside the bungalow? The chances were that Toby Egerton was on edge and panicking unnecessarily as a result of his previous visitors, but if that wasn’t the case? Well, there were other candidates: whoever had paid a visit to Burnham Park – a most unwelcome thought – or those who had broken into the office. Surely this could not all have kicked off on the 16th of this month, when Lady Caroline picked up the phone and called Diver and Diver? Before that, what had she done? Well, he said, in answer to the interviewer who sat at the imaginary desk in his head, she started asking questions. She sent for the inquest records, and she got hold of Freddie’s phone. If – and it’s only an if – someone had put a watch on the business, those might be enough, might be the first stone rolling that begins an avalanche… But you wouldn’t put such a watch in place unless you had serious concerns about someone asking questions. And if you had serious concerns, if there was something wrong with those autopsy samples, say, how had they, whoever they were, let Caroline Thorpe get hold of them? Had that been a slip?

Instinctively, Smith slowed on the bend where the woman had hit the deer. Passing the spot, he looked and saw the carcase had disappeared. We don’t have predators or scavengers that could move such a thing, but there are people who drive around these roads in the early mornings, collecting the road kill, butchering it and putting it into their freezers. It takes all sorts to make a world, doesn’t it? Especially these days.

When he was ten minutes from Saltheath, his mobile rang. It wasn’t Polly. He recognised the number as Egerton’s and thought, they’ve gone. He’s going to tell me not to bother. He could ignore the call, keep going and talk to the young man anyway… His judgement, however, said otherwise and he answered it.

Toby said, ‘They’ve got some sort of light, a spotlight. They just shone it on the bungalow. Only for a few seconds, then it went off again. They’re still in the car.’

Smith said, ‘Right. That makes me think you’re correct – they don’t know you’re there. They haven’t tried to get inside which suggests…’

He hadn’t meant the pause, wasn’t trying to alarm Egerton any further, but it produced a predictable, ‘What?’

‘Well, it might suggest they want a word with you.’

This produced a couple of expletives which was good, best to get all that out of your system. And then, ‘I’ll go out the back way. I’m not waiting around.’

Smith said, ‘Perfectly understandable, sir. I’d keep that as a back-up plan, but for now, if I were you, I’d stay put.’

‘Why?’

‘Because we don’t know what else they’re watching your place with, do we? If they’ve got all the gear, they might have some night-vision binoculars. Infra-red ones. If they do, they’ll see you when you go out into the garden. I just mention this as one possible scenario.’

The “we” was intentional, obviously, beginning to form a bond, us against them.

Toby said, ‘Jesus…This is a nightmare.’

Some reassurance would be appropriate now.

Smith said, ‘Well, let’s hope so. We wake up from those don’t we? Hang on, I’m just a couple of minutes away. If you can, without being seen, keep watch on the road outside.’

When he reached the village, he turned right up the hill, as if heading inland and then took a left so he would approach the bungalow and the parked car from above and behind. The SUV was positioned exactly where Polly had parked on his previous visit. Pulling into the entrance to the disused farmyard was not an option this time – the SUV could be reversed and trap his vehicle inside – and so he did what he’d envisaged as he drove here. He drew into the side of the road, parked and switched off his lights as soon as he’d noted the registration – he was no more than twenty yards from the BMW.

The digital clock on the dashboard read 19.27, and he wondered how long it might be before there was a reaction to his presence, though, of course, it would have already begun inside the car ahead of him. A look would have been exchanged and a conversation would have commenced; Smith projected forward from times in the past when he had been one of the people keeping someone under observation. If you’re parked in a busy street with traffic coming and going, you’ll simply note a car pulling up nearby, but here, on an empty road after dark in a small village, where the person could have parked anywhere and has no obvious reason to stop at all, well, in this situation you’re going to read it quite differently.

19.29. He thought the most likely response would be for them to start their own car and drive quietly away down the hill. Depending on their intentions as far as Toby Egerton was concerned, they might disappear and return another day, or they might wait somewhere nearby. They could, conceivably, take the same route he had and reappear behind his own vehicle.

19.32. This had been a rather tense five minutes. They might be in communication with someone else, and it was not inconceivable they knew who had parked so obviously behind them. In their situation, he would have intelligence about the people who were investigating whatever it was someone else did not want to be investigated… At 19.33 he sent a text to Jo which said Arrived. Reg is AL67 OCJ. All quiet for now, and at 19.34 his mobile lit up as they do, seconds before a call is connected. He knew she would not call him – it was Toby.

‘Is that you parked behind them?’

Yes, said Smith, suddenly aware the light from the phone would be making his face visible to whoever was looking in the rear-view mirror ahead of him.

Toby said, ‘What the hell are they doing?’

He said, ‘The same as me. I think we have a bit of a stand-off. Or a sit-off. Stay where you are. But if they get out and look as if they intend to come towards the bungalow, do what you suggested earlier. Don’t hang about. I’m ending the call now.’

He did so because certain other possibilities had now become apparent, possibilities he hadn’t considered until Toby’s call. These people had, as he had suggested only moments before, all the gear – jamming Jason’s Wi-Fi, opening his high-security safe – and the phrase couldn’t be completed in the usual trite fashion by saying but no idea. They have all the gear and plenty of idea. In which case, are they tracking Toby’s phone? Is that how they found this place? And are they listening in? Because if they are, they just discovered he’s inside… No, he corrected himself with not a little impatience; they knew that as soon as Toby had made the first call this evening. In which case they’ve had time to go in and do whatever they intended to do. If they’re listening in, they also knew that he, Smith, was on the way, so why wait? It was difficult to make sense of this. Unless they had decided to use his arrival to gain entrance. And then what?

It was a question which became redundant the moment he saw the door of the BMWx series opening, the passenger’s door. They had turned off the interior light but against the faint glow from a handful of streetlights down in the village, Smith could make out a figure – male, dressed in dark clothing, not a coat, though, a jumper and trousers most likely, all black. The man came down the side of the car and began to cross the space between the two vehicles, purposeful but unhurried – and in the same manner, Smith pressed the central locking button on his door.

He's not wearing any sort of face-covering, which is interesting, but that too became irrelevant. Something in the left hand was raised, pointing towards the Volvo, and the thought came that he, Smith, had made a serious misjudgement. Then there was a blinding flood of light which must be from the spotlight Toby had mentioned. It was so powerful he flinched and raised his hands to protect his eyesight, and, of course, even though he was right beside the car now, the man was completely invisible. Smith heard the tyre, front nearside, burst and felt the car shift position as the air escaped with a rush. By the time he had regained some vision, the BMW was moving away, heading down the hill.

He sat watching until it was out of sight, waiting for his composure to return, and thought, look, I’m not complaining. Things could have turned out much worse – but why is it always a knife? What is it about me and sharp things?

The mobile lit up and it was Toby Egerton again.

‘What just happened? Did he speak to you? What did he say?’

Smith said, as he unlocked the car, ‘Not a word. He sent me a pretty clear message, though.’

He’d removed the spare wheel in readiness, and then couldn’t find the handle for the jack – there was a moment of annoyance, a muttered curse before he remembered. As he stood up after recovering it from beneath the front seat, he saw Toby approaching from the bungalow. He waited and the younger man said, ‘What happened?’

Smith took the jack around to the nearside as he answered the question.

‘I wasn’t intending to follow them but they decided to make sure I couldn’t. He slashed the tyre.’

Crouching onto one knee, Smith felt along the sill, found the jacking point and slotted everything into place. Then he raised the car until the tyre was still just in contact with the road before he began to loosen the wheel nuts in rotation. They were tight and he had to stand and put his weight down onto the spanner with his right foot to get them moving.

Toby said, ‘He just did that? Right in front of you?’

Smith said, ‘I don’t know how much you saw. When he shone the light into my face, I couldn’t see a thing. I decided not to get out and start a discussion about the matter.’

As usual, the final bolt was putting up the most resistance and it did not give at the first attempt. Toby stood on the path, watching. He said, ‘We could call someone. Are you a member of the AA?’

‘As it happens,’ Smith said as he placed both hands on the bonnet so he could put his full weight onto the spanner, ‘I am. But I’ve never called them out to fix a puncture, and I’m damned if tonight’s going to be the exception to that rule.’

He kicked down and the bolt gave up with a cracking sound and began to turn. Something in the tone of the voice suggested to Toby Egerton that any further comments needed to be carefully considered.

With the bolts all loosened, Smith jacked the car higher until the tyre was clear of the road. He spun the spanner on each in turn until all had been removed and placed them in a line on the kerb – then he lifted the wheel away from the plate and rolled it to the open boot. The spare wheel was rolled in the opposite direction towards the front of the car. He handed the torch to Toby and told him to shine it onto the plate while he offered up the wheel and aligned the holes for the bolts – and Toby Egerton was smart enough to crouch down, pick up the bolts one by one and pass them to Smith, who turned them into place with his finger and thumb.

The jack was lowered until the tyre was touching the road once more. Then Smith tightened the bolts in the correct rotation, opposite to opposite, finishing the job by using his foot and putting just enough force on to prevent any coming loose. Finally, the jack was lowered, withdrawn and returned to the correct space in the boot of the car, along with the rest of the tools and the wheel with its now-useless tyre.

Toby said, ‘Thanks for coming out. I’m sorry about what’s happened. I don’t really…’

Smith closed the boot and looked directly at Toby.

‘Don’t have a clue what’s going on?’

There was no answer.

‘I think you have some sort of clue. Some idea. Or at least you think you know who these people are and what this is about. This isn’t all just arriving out of the wide blue yonder, is it?’

His position, Smith’s position, was stronger, of course, after the events of the past half an hour; Toby could have no reason now to believe the man who had come to his aid was a part of the wider conspiracy.

Toby said, ‘When I said this was a nightmare, I wasn’t joking. I heard what you said about waking up from it, but – that doesn’t seem to be happening.’

Smith said, ‘And the nightmare began just over a year ago, didn’t it? Fifteen months, to be more accurate.’

The implication was hardly a subtle one, and after a pause, the young man nodded.

This was a significant moment, but Smith knew better than to try and seize hold of it there and then. He said, ‘As for tonight, are you going back into the bungalow? They might have gone for good, or they might return. It’s impossible to say.’

Toby hadn’t thought that far ahead but he did so now, and Smith added, ‘For what it’s worth, I’d find somewhere else to stay tonight. Is there anyone you can call?’

A nod and Toby took out his mobile. He tapped it open.

Smith said, ‘If you don’t mind me asking, who is it?’

‘Monty. Tessa Montgomery.’

Smith took out his own phone and offered it – he said, ‘This might be safer.’

Toby said, ‘Do you seriously think that…?’

‘I seriously think it’s a possibility. As might your friends’ phones be. Let’s reduce the odds if we can.’

Toby said she might not answer a number she didn’t recognise, and he was right. They were all frightened now. Smith told him to text her from his own phone – Pick up that number, it’s me – and called using Smith’s mobile again. This time the girl answered. Toby explained his situation, and he did not walk away as he did so – another sign that some progress was being made at last. Smith heard the girl saying yes, come to our place, and then Toby told her he didn’t have his car.

Smith said, ‘I’ll take you.’

He heard Tessa say she would come out and meet them somewhere.

He looked at Toby and said, ‘Yes, we can do that. Or I can take you to her mother’s place – I’m assuming she’s still staying there?’

Toby relayed this and the girl said, ‘How does he know where I live?’

Smith said, ‘I know because we’re reasonably good at this. And that lady, the one who was here with me last time? If you decide to do a runner, you’ll have to leave the country. If you try to hide anywhere in the UK, she’ll find you. I just thought I should mention that.’

Tessa had heard this. He did not catch her response but then Toby said, ‘All right. I just need a bag.’

Smith sent a text to Jo which read Giving someone a lift, I’ll be later than I said x, and then they left Saltheath. Trying to begin an interview as they travelled felt the wrong thing to do, and so he let Toby ride in silence. It wasn’t as if the young man would be thinking of anything but what had happened, and what might have happened, this evening.

They had reached the edge of Marston before he said, ‘Thank you, again.’

Smith’s response was brief and non-committal, as if he were doing no more than driving a vehicle for Uber Technologies Incorporated. Nevertheless, it seemed his passenger had been coming to a decision.

Toby said, ‘I need to speak to the other people involved before I can say anything else.’

Smith said, ‘Fair enough. Do you mean Tessa, and Tom Spencer?’

‘Yes.’

After almost a fortnight of nothing but questions, much had happened in the past hour: ‘happened’ was a word few people might have thought appropriate in the circumstances – just a nod when Smith had said ‘fifteen months to be more accurate’, and now that word ‘involved’ seemed to have the weight of an admission, and perhaps even of a confession. A fortnight of nothing but questions, but now we’re close to finding some answers.

‘When you want to talk,’ Smith said, ‘you have my card – that’s my personal number. To be safe, try and use a landline. I suggest we meet up somewhere public but private, if you understand my meaning – I can suggest somewhere in Kings Lake. Rather than carry the whole burden of it yourself, it would better if they came with you.’

Toby was watching him. He said, ‘They might not agree to that.’

‘In that case, you should do what’s best for yourself. It wasn’t their houses those people were outside tonight, was it?’

The thought seemed to go home.

Smith continued, ‘In my experience, for what that’s worth, you don’t bring these things to an end by trying to hide or running away. There comes a point…’

When they reached the big house on the outskirts of Upham, the young woman was waiting in the front porch. Smith did not get out but he said to Toby Egerton, ‘I’m assuming there are other people here. She’s not on her own?’

Toby said, ‘No. Her parents are here. Why?’

‘Just checking. Force of habit. Talk to your friends, then give me a call. Let me know what you decide to do, either way.’

It would be getting on for ten o’clock before he was back at Drift’s End – as he drove he called Jo and explained briefly what had occurred. Her concern quickly took the form of outrage at what had happened to the car’s tyre, and Smith said, ‘Yes. And it was a Michelin. I’ve always had my doubts about whether these expensive tyres are worth it.’

Ten minutes later, he had another call. It was Polly Coverdale saying she was sorry but she’d been at a rugby club meeting which had adjourned to a pub. What had he wanted?

He said, ‘Nothing much. It turned out to be an uneventful evening. I’ll update you tomorrow.’

He didn’t want to get into it now. He needed time to think this through. To resolve this business before anyone or anything else got hurt. The point of this job was to get a second inquest into Freddie Thorpe’s death, and not to be involved in a first inquest into that of someone else.


Chapter Twenty-six

Smith waited until nine o’clock the following morning before he called Caroline Thorpe – he had no doubt she was like himself an early riser but this was after all a matter of business, and where possible one ought to keep such matters inside business hours. What he told her was the truth, nothing but the truth but not the whole truth; just as not everyone knew about the killing of the dog, not everyone needed to know about the slashing of the tyre. There was no need to alarm people unnecessarily, he told himself – and they might panic and try to delay or even end the investigation. He couldn’t have that, not now he could sense the answers were not far away, like an unfamiliar landscape beginning to appear in the light of a coming dawn.

Lady Caroline was worried enough when she heard the story of the people waiting outside Toby Egerton’s place in Saltheath, and she quickly connected that to the earlier intrusion at Burnham Park – did he, Smith, think it might have been the same men? As an intelligent woman, it would have been insulting to suggest otherwise to her, and she said then, ‘It’s plain to me now that Freddie was involved in something I knew nothing about. Someone has covered something up, haven’t they? What were those pictures mentioned in the email? Do you have any idea, David?’

It was not difficult to narrow down the possibilities but still rather too early in the morning, he thought, to go into much detail, especially with a lady, and a Lady, to boot. He said he had no doubt they would be of a compromising or an incriminating nature, judging by what the sender of the email had written, and left the matter there – Caroline Thorpe did not pursue it further. Did he think it likely Toby or Tessa would get back in touch with him?

He said, ‘There’s a better chance of that now, I think. I’m certain Toby has realised that whatever they’ve got themselves involved in isn’t going away of its own accord. If he can persuade the others, they might decide to seek some help. Preferably our help.’

Caroline said after some thought, ‘They’re not in any danger, are they? After what happened to Ellis’s dog, I can’t help worrying about all this…’

Smith did his best to reassure her without making promises or categorical statements; after all, they might be. Someone did not want the death of the late Lord Thorpe reinvestigated, and they were key witnesses to whatever had led up to Freddie being in Somerville’s place that night. He had concluded that whoever the someone was had not intended to hurt them yet – they could have done so easily enough – it was more likely Tom Spencer, Tessa Montgomery and Toby Egerton were the subjects of observation, and perhaps being given a warning. Smith was certain of something else pertinent to this – the three of them had been warned before. What else could explain the way all three had refused to speak to Freddie Thorpe’s sister, someone they had once known well, and for a long time?

Caroline was saying, ‘… I was going to call you this morning. I need to ask you a question, and I hope it won’t cause offence.’

Smith took a quick look behind, checking the landing beyond his open study door was empty – he didn’t want to get into anything too personal. Jo had said after meeting Caroline that she seemed like a nice woman which, to anyone who speaks the language, means final judgement has been withheld, pending further observation and consideration. He told Caroline he was not easily offended these days.

She said, ‘Oh, good. It’s about that lawyer whose name you gave me…’

‘Yes?’

How does a single syllable simultaneously convey caution, anticipation and no surprise whatsoever?

‘Is she, well, peculiar?’

He said, ‘We are talking about Gloria Butterfield, aren’t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘In that case, yes. Absolutely. She’s an eccentric. Why?’

Caroline explained that she had the initial phone call with the King’s Counsel yesterday afternoon. Thirty seconds into it, the lawyer had ordered her to pause, and making no attempt to hide the fact she was then speaking to someone else in the room, asked her clerk why she was speaking to this woman. It had been impossible to hear the response but Mrs Butterfield had resumed their conversation with, ‘I am not the Attorney General. You have the wrong number.’

Somehow, said Caroline Thorpe, she managed to get the woman’s attention again before the phone call was ended. She had introduced herself, using her title in the desperate hope it might buy her a few more seconds.

Mrs Butterfield had said, ‘Lady Thorpe? We haven’t met, have we?’

Caroline said to Smith then, ‘That’s not my title. I’m Lady Caroline, or Caroline Thorpe – but I did not try to explain. I told her we hadn’t met, and she said, “Oh well, never mind. Do you want the number of the Attorney General’s office? My clerk will have it somewhere…”

‘I managed to cling on grimly. I tried again to say what this was about, and I mentioned your name, and that had some effect. Though not what I might have anticipated, if I’m honest. She seemed surprised you are still alive.’

Smith said, ‘Well, so am I, sometimes. What exactly did she say?’

‘She said, “I thought he’d been stabbed to death by a serial killer.” I didn’t really know what to say for a moment.’

‘Oh, that,’ he said, as if it explained everything, ‘Well, she only has half the tale, doesn’t she?’

There was a pause on the line before Caroline Thorpe said, ‘Yes, I suppose… But we did get into a conversation at that point. I managed to get across why you had given me her name. I think she took it on board – but it wasn’t easy to follow her.’

Smith said, ‘No. It isn’t. I didn’t really think she would help you out herself but I thought she might have an idea who could – or at least give you a clue about the Attorney General. Still-’

‘I haven’t quite told you the whole story, David. So it went from, “I am a criminal defence barrister, I know nothing about inquests” to “I do appear in Kings Lake Crown Court from time to time – Jacob, when am I next in Kings Lake?” Jacob must have answered. Then it was “Good God, I’m up there this coming Friday. I suppose that’s a sign, isn’t it?”

‘I said I thought it might be. The upshot of it all is that I’m meeting her at the Crown Court at half past eight on Friday morning.’

Smith was genuinely surprised and congratulated her – but there was one more surprise to come.

‘And she has asked that you be there. It was awfully presumptuous of me, but I said you would. Do you mind?’

He did not, and told her he was grateful he had almost forty-eight hours in which to prepare himself. But there was something more, and eventually Caroline said, ‘I don’t mean to sound rude – but is she all right? You said she’s eccentric. Are you sure she isn’t a bit… well, a bit mad?’

She could not see it, of course, but he was smiling now.

He said, ‘By some people’s definitions, she probably is, a bit. But don’t be deceived. Among the police detectives of my generation, one defence QC above all others struck fear into their hearts if they were called to take the stand for cross examination. That’s how she and I met. We had a couple of memorable encounters. If we can get her onside, even if only to advise, it’s significant. Well done.’

Smith had called ahead about the tyre, and he drove to the depot first, on his way into Kings Lake. They had it ready and waiting, and there was no queue – he was in and out in twenty minutes. The replacement cost him one hundred and thirty-seven pounds, and as he left he began a discussion with himself as to whether this was a legitimate business expense which he could submit to his employer, or rather to his fellow associates.

He had another call to make before he went in to the office. Thinking about who might be monitoring whom and with what last night, after he had told Toby to be cautious about using his phone, he’d remembered how Amanda Fitch’s boyfriend had managed to follow him and locate her long-lost husband. Just how careful does one need to be these days? He had no idea how to check whether his mobile was being monitored, but he had learned how to find out whether his vehicle was – and, as the old saying goes, just because you’re paranoid, that doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. Or, as in this case, already tracking you. It’s so easy, all available online and cheap.

He drove around to the rear of the premises belonging to Twice-Shy Security and saw the back door was already open. Before he could reach it, the proprietor, Rich, appeared there and recognised him. They went inside, and Smith made a joke of it, suggesting Diver and Diver have all their vehicles swept on a weekly basis, but adding he did not expect this to be another free job – this time they would pay the going rate.

Rich was as taciturn as ever. He crossed the workshop and spoke to the long-haired youth, who sat at the same desk and might have been disassembling the same complicated piece of tech as he had been three months ago for all Smith knew; this was Noah, to whom Jason had shown Freddie Thorpe’s mobile phone. Then Rich returned with a hand-held device – Smith noticed Noah get up and walk out of the back door.

Rich said, ‘Here you go. Try this.’

‘That’s not the one you used last time, is it?’

Rich pressed a button and the object bleeped and lit up.

‘No. This is a basic job but they work. Forty quid on Amazon. Keep it, we’ve got half a dozen.’

Smith protested, and they agreed he would keep it until DDA had purchased their own, when this one would be returned. Could he check his car while it was here, just in case?

Outside, Rich handed him the GPS bug detector, and explained the proper way to use it. Noah stood watching from the side of the yard. Smith passed the device slowly along and beneath the rear bumper – there was a slight, low-pitched whistle with an upturn into the ultrasonic as he pulled it away from the car. He looked at Rich and said, ‘All clear, so far.’

Rich said, ‘Yep. That’s all there is to it. They usually poke them under a wheel arch but it’s worth scanning the whole car. Keep going.’

Smith worked slowly along the offside of the Volvo, along the sill and around both wheel arches, and he thought, yes, if Waters and those other Young Turks could see me now… But there was nothing, and he hadn’t really expected there to be. Just a better safe than sorry exercise.

Rich said, ‘Finish the job.’

Under the front grill, the nearside wing and into the wheel arch, whereupon the detector burst into life, giving off a series of loud, high-pitched bleeps. Smith gave a start and looked in Rich’s direction for some guidance.

‘Bingo. That’s a tracker.’

For a moment they had him – had him thinking, how long, and where and who? Then he remembered Noah going outside a few minutes ago. The youth was watching, with his hands in his pockets. and he didn’t look at all surprised at this turn of events.

Rich said, ‘It’s all right. We just wanted to show you it works. Noah?’

The boy walked across, felt inside the arch and took out the tracking device – it was even smaller than the one they’d removed for real on the last occasion. Smith said as much and Rich replied, ‘They’re evolving all the time. In five years, heaven knows what we’ll be looking for. We might need magnifying glasses. It’s an arms race.’

Smith was examining the detector, thinking he might get one for himself.

Rich said, ‘Do the rest of your motor. There could still be something we didn’t put there.’

There had not been, but he took the detector with him into the office. Jason was there, and he called a meeting – a rather grand term for what actually took place, which was Smith, Polly and Jason himself sitting around the table in the smaller office.

An account was duly given of the previous evening’s events. Jason was silent. Polly said, ‘Hey! You told me last night it was an uneventful evening…’

That was a frown between her eyebrows – for the first time, she looked a little cross about something.

Smith said, ‘Well, it’s all relative, isn’t it? I’ve had more eventful evenings.’

‘Look here,’ Jason said, ‘first the dog and now your car? Is this getting out of control? I mean, they could have… Anything might have happened.’

There was a look of mild surprise on Smith’s face. Obviously this was true – anything might happen at any moment. Had the highly intelligent and highly successful young man on the other side of the table only just realised this as the fundamental truth about our existence?

Jason said, ‘I think we’d better pause everything. I’ll get hold of Katherine. We need to talk this over.’

Some silences are more awkward than others. Smith caught Polly’s eye while Jason Diver looked at both of them before he continued, ‘Clearly there is a level of risk here. When we took on the job, we – I could not have known it would reach this point. We need to review.’

Madison appeared in the doorway and asked whether anyone would like a drink as she was going down to the kitchen. Nobody would right now, it seemed. She was a smart girl, read the room and closed the door behind her – it had been open until then.

Smith said, ‘All right. What will this review involve? And how long will it take?’

‘Well, I don’t know exactly. I’ve never…’

He saw Smith looking at him in a fixed and direct way – not only looking but watching and pointedly waiting.

‘We need to carefully consider the risks involved in this investigation. We have a responsibility to… to each other.’

Smith said, ‘You mean conduct a risk assessment?’

‘Yes, that’s it. It’s obvious to me that someone could get seriously hurt.’

‘And it’s obvious to me,’ Smith said, ‘that someone already has been.’

Jason didn’t hide his alarm at this. He said, ‘Who has?’

Smith eased himself back into the chair but the gaze did not waver as he said, ‘Freddie Thorpe, for one.’

Jason said, ‘Well, of course, but…’

It’s impossible to say, thought Smith, just how much of Jason’s world is a virtual one, but it’s going to be a lot more so than mine is. He’s having to come out of it now, like a snail or a hermit crab reluctantly leaving its shell.

‘David, we know someone, for some reason, has tried to obfuscate, to…’

He knew it was the wrong word in this context, the wrong idea.

Smith said, ‘To cover up?’

‘To avoid having the circumstances of the death properly investigated. But that’s not the same thing at all as suggesting Freddie Thorpe’s death was not an accident. Is that what you are implying?’

‘I’m not implying anything. I’m saying that it’s a possibility for which I am allowing, and I have been for some time. When people go to the lengths these people have to obfuscate, they’re going to have a very good reason for doing so.’

The idea really was coming home to Diver for the first time, and Smith thought he himself might be in part to blame – he had made the occasionally fatal mistake of assuming another’s thought processes were similar to his own. But they could not be – Jason’s could not be because he had come to this moment from another sort of life entirely, from another planet.

Polly Coverdale sat in silence but she was paying attention, and when Smith looked at her he saw the nod of recognition – the two of them were on the same page here.

Smith said to Jason, ‘When you’re working online for one of your clients, doing whatever it is you do, protecting their interests, you must come across some unpleasant characters. Some nasty pieces of work – on the Dark Web and all that?’

It sounded good and Polly looked impressed.

Jason said, ‘Of course.’

‘And when they get into it, when they decide to fight back, I expect it can get dirty – I mean underhanded. You put a new system in place, they attack it and they attack you. You become the target because you’re a threat to their interests.’

Jason nodded – ‘That is true. They do sometimes come after me and the people who work with me. What is your point?’

This was better.

Smith said, ‘When they do, what happens? They send a virus in an email link? They breach some data security? They make someone the victim of a social media pile-on?’

The last one was a shot in the dark but three always sounds better than two.

Jason said, ‘All of those and much more. I had no idea you took such an interest.’

Smith let it pass. He said, ‘And if they get a hit, what are the consequences? Some reputational damage. A contract is lost. A fraud is perpetrated, someone loses some money they didn’t really have in the first place because it’s all imaginary now, all digital, all just ones and zeros.’

‘David – the consequences can be catastrophic for some clients.’

And Smith said, ‘I’m not trying to belittle what you do in any way – to do that, I’d need to properly understand it. But meanwhile, back on the analogue ranch, when you get in the way of the villains, their first response isn’t often to send an email or put some fake news on Twitter. They’re inclined to act in a more visceral sort of way.’

The message hadn’t quite got through, and so he added, ‘They threaten to give someone a kicking, and if that doesn’t work, they follow through… And give someone a kicking. In the world of offline investigations, that comes with the territory.’

Polly was watching Jason now, because Smith had just described the world she knew and understood.

Jason said, ‘We cannot take those sorts of risks. And surely it’s not… I think you are exaggerating, just a little.’

Smith said, ‘I’ve been shot at, and stabbed twice. In my time on the force, there were three other occasions when I had to take time off through injuries received doing my job. What about you, Polly?’

She nodded and said, ‘You come up against ’em sooner or later. One time we had this squaddie who were dealing. I was at back of the place when the others went in the front way. He came out and I stopped ’im, but it put me in the ’ospital for a week.’

Jason looked suitably impressed but he began to repeat what he had said earlier. ‘We cannot take risks like that. We mu-’

‘Then you can’t do this job.’

Smith rarely interrupted anyone, and neither of the two people in that office had heard the edge in his voice before.

He said, ‘When we first talked, you told me you wanted to widen the scope of your business. You said you wanted to get into investigations in the real world – those were your words. I said at the time it was a very different business to the one you’re already in. Welcome to the real world.’

The entire floor of the building seemed to be holding its breath – there was no sound from Madison in reception and even the streets outside seemed to have fallen silent. In a more mollified tone, Smith went on, ‘You could try picking your cases to avoid risk, but because people are involved, it’s unpredictable. Look at Gerald Fitch. It was a straightforward insurance job, a search for a missing person, but when Mrs Fitch’s boyfriend found us, I doubt it was with the intention of having a chat over a cup of tea about her husband’s plans for the future. As Polly said, sooner or later, you come up against them.’

It was to the younger man’s credit that he didn’t look insulted or angry – instead he looked thoughtful. Polly had her eyebrows raised and Smith realised she might just have seen her job disappear. That was collateral damage he hadn’t anticipated, but that’s the thing about collateral damage, isn’t it? Often you don’t anticipate it.

Back to his usual self then, Smith said cheerfully enough, ‘But we do agree on one thing, Jason. You should talk to Katherine. Let’s see what she has to say.’

When they were alone, he apologised to Polly and added that it really was quite unusual to come up against the threat of violence when searching for missing persons. There ought to be enough work in that for the Divers to keep her going.

She said, ‘I’m not bothered. Easy come, easy go. But…’

It was the sort of pause people make when they’re waiting for you to tell them to finish what they were about to say, and Smith did so.

‘You were a senior copper, weren’t you?’

Yes, he said, fairly, at one point.

‘So, what were it like in your squad – when things went properly wrong?’

Smith laughed a little but he never had the chance to make a decent riposte, because his mobile phone began to ring. He didn’t know the number but he recognised the area code. The call was from a landline in Upham.

It was a short conversation. Polly heard him say ‘Yes’ a couple of times, ‘Of course’ once and then he gave someone the name and location of a café in Kings Lake, and a time was agreed. She looked at her watch, and saw that whoever was meeting him would be doing so within the hour.

After he had ended the call, Smith said to her, ‘They’ve decided to talk to me.’

Polly said, ‘Good. Would you like me to conduct the risk assessment before you go?’


Chapter Twenty-seven

On Wednesdays there’s a street market, and that makes it the second busiest lunchtime of the week. It’s not only the shoppers – over the years, every one of the traders has settled on the café as the place either to eat in or fetch their takeaway from, and that’s good regular business. Micky Lemon and his assistant had been serving non-stop for almost an hour, and every table was full, but for the last ten minutes, between the bacon sandwiches, the sausage butties and the occasional full English frying away behind him in the tiny kitchen, Micky had been keeping an eye on the dodgy character who was standing outside the Oxfam shop across the road.

The bloke seemed to be interested in something in the shop window but every now and then he turned around and looked up and down the road. Just an ordinary bloke wearing nondescript gear; jacket and trousers, shirt and tie – you’d not notice him unless you happened to be looking for someone just like him, but he’s definitely been watching the street for several minutes.

Micky took another twenty-pound note – no complaints about cash in this establishment – but by the time he’d handed back the change, the man had gone. Thirty seconds later, the bell on the door pinged as it opened and there he was, third in the queue. The café’s owner half-turned, knocked down a tap and pressed a button on the coffee machine, sending the first jets of hot water into the new grind of coffee beans.

‘Good afternoon, Micky. I see you’re still managing to stay afloat, just…’

Micky Lemon said, ‘It’s been a struggle. When I lost all the local constabulary business, it was a blow. I don’t mind admitting it. Things were touch and go for a while.’

‘I suppose you had to sell your apartment in the Costa del Sol.’

Micky said, as deadpan as ever, ‘No. But I had to put up the rental. It’s still ten per cent off for regular customers, though. Complete one of my loyalty cards and you’ll qualify for the discount.’

A hand came across the counter and Micky shook it.

‘Good to see you, Micky.’

‘And you, Mr Smith. You’re looking well.’

Smith said, ‘My partner – she keeps me on a strict healthy diet.’

Micky said, ‘That’s nice. Bacon sandwich?’

‘Undoubtedly, before I leave. Just the coffee for now, though.’

Smith had turned to look over the tables, and Micky said, ‘I put ’em round the back, in the alcove. I assumed you’d want a bit of privacy. I’ll bring the coffee.’

He found them seated at a table with four chairs but two were empty – Tom Spencer wasn’t there. When they saw him, there was no smile, not even a nod of recognition, and he thought they’d been hoping he would not show up. Tessa Montgomery had a glass of fruit juice, and Toby Egerton a cup of coffee, a latte, but he’d hardly touched it.

There were people at all the nearby tables; Smith pulled out a chair and glanced around, noting each person, noting that no one was seated alone. As he sat down, he said to them, ‘Is he late?’

Toby said in a half-whisper, ‘He’s not coming.’

‘All right. I’m glad you two did. I think you’re doing the right thing.’

Nothing for a few seconds, and then the girl said, ‘Are we? I’m still not convinced.’

They were both afraid. Smith edged his chair around so all the tables in the alcove were visible. Micky appeared with the trademark cup and saucer, man-sized and plain white ceramic – it’s the little things that never change which take you back. When he had retreated, Tessa said, ‘How did he know we were coming?’

Smith thought to himself, there are going to be some trickier questions before we’re done, so we might as well begin with an easy one.

He said, ‘I told him. He’s an old friend of mine.’

Another look around and a first mouthful of the black coffee, which, like the vessel it had been served in, had not changed at all. Smith told them, never mind your chains, it was probably the best one could buy in Kings Lake, a Greek blend, boiled in the machine, best drunk without milk – he made a point of not looking at the frothy nonsense in front of the young man.

The girl said, ‘We didn’t come here for the coffee.’

Of the two, she seemed the more hostile, as she had been that night at the bungalow.

Smith said, ‘All right. Tell me why “we” didn’t all come here. Where is your friend, Tom?’

‘He says it’s too dangerous. He thinks we’re crazy to talk to you. And he says you lied your way into his office.’

Tessa Montgomery had a petite blonde prettiness hidden somewhere behind the frown and the angry stare. Smith held his own gaze steady as he drank a little more coffee – then he put down the cup.

‘I didn’t tell any lies. I said I was there on business, and I was. It didn’t happen to be Mr Spencer’s business, but nobody asked me that. If they’d done so, I would have told them why I was there.’

She considered this for a moment, and then said, ‘Disingenuous.’

To which Smith replied, ‘I thought it was just careless – on your friend’s part.’

She was going to be difficult but no matter – at the moment, her companion was more interesting. Toby listened to their exchange, followed it with quick intelligent eyes, but even though it was Tessa who had said, indirectly, that this meeting was dangerous, it was Toby who had glanced three times along the alcove. They hadn’t found out what he did for a living, and it wasn’t an easy guess. He must be in his mid-thirties, a similar age to Freddie, but he still had the teenage-rebel pony tail, and he still dressed like a student rather than any sort of worker. There was a single gold stud in his left ear, and Smith knew all that used to mean something – he just couldn’t recall which ear meant which way. It wasn’t important.

He said, ‘None of that matters now. In what way could talking to me be dangerous for you?’

He looked at them in turn but neither seemed inclined to be the first to answer.

‘Having come this far, you might as well tell me something.’

After another exchange of looks, Toby Egerton spoke for the first time.

‘We came to ask you… Whatever it is you’re doing for Caroline, please do it without involving us.’

Good, thought Smith – negotiations are underway.

He said, ‘Two things. One. I mentioned this to you last time but it bears repeating now you’re both here. Caroline does not believe the inquest into Freddie’s death was conducted properly. She wants another one to be held, and she has engaged the agency for which I work to help her with that aim. There is no other agenda. Two. I am not involving you in this. You are already involved. You involved yourselves in the summer of the year before last, and you’ve been involved ever since. As well you both know.’

The young woman’s fear had turned to near-fury – her blue eyes had filled and her breathing had become difficult. She might shout out, lash out across the table or, worst of all, get up and storm out. If she did so, and if Toby followed her, this opportunity would be lost, probably for good. With what he already knew, Smith had a handful of trump cards, but if he wasn’t careful he would not get to play them.

He said to Toby, ‘Look. Let’s wind this back a bit. I’m not a police officer any more. You’re under no obligation to tell me anything. And if you do, it can’t be used in evidence against you – not on my say-so. It’s obvious to me you’re both in some sort of trouble, but you don’t have to tell me what it is. Telling me might help you, but I can’t make you tell me.’

He saw Toby’s left hand touch the young woman on her side, reassuring her, and thought that was a promising sign.

Smith said, ‘Let’s all take a breath. Let’s calm down, and see if we can come at this another way.’

Toby said, ‘OK. Go on.’

Smith thought, he’s the one. He wants a way out of it, he wants whatever this is to end.

‘Tell me about your friend. Tell me about Freddie.’

What do you want to know, Toby had said, and Smith asked how they had first met. At school. What age were you? Well, in the first year, so we were eleven… The answers were short at first, but most of the art of listening involves not saying much – Smith acknowledged what he was being told, and was comfortable with watching and waiting for more.

He asked what Freddie was like when they, Toby and he, were in that first year together. Toby said, ‘He was teased a lot at the beginning. It’s a cliché, isn’t it, how cruel kids are? I remember him being on his own, nobody wanting to be friends with the weirdo. This was at the start of the year. I got to know Tom pretty much straight away. And it was Tom who…’

Toby paused and looked at Tessa Montgomery – the temper had disappeared from her face, to be replaced by something difficult to name or even to describe, but Smith thought it might be a sort of shame. She caught Smith watching her and looked away.

Toby said, ‘Tom was a rugby player, captain of the first team straight away, and that gives you status, especially when you’re that age. I wasn’t into sport but academically I was pretty good. So a group formed around us, and Tom let Freddie in. As the clown, the court jester – the fool. I know that sounds bad.’

He wanted something back, and so Smith said, ‘The happiest days of our lives – that’s what some people say, isn’t it?’

Toby continued, ‘Then one day we had a new music master. He wanted to know who could play what because he was planning a school orchestra. Lots of us had had lessons. I mean, you know it was a fee-paying school, right?’

Smith nodded.

‘So, we got up and played the violins and flutes. There was a piano and a couple of boys plonked away on it. In the end, there was only Freddie left, just sitting there. The master had some records – I mean papers, maybe the applications the families made to Feoffees. He said to Freddie that he’d had some lessons, so could he play something?

‘I remember a couple of the boys were laughing, you know, sniggering. Freddie sat down and played the Moonlight Sonata. The first movement, all the way through, from memory. At the end, after it, there was just this total silence. The boys didn’t know what to do. Then the master started clapping and all the boys were cheering and shouting…’

Tessa stood up suddenly and said, ‘I presume this place has a loo?’

Smith told her where to find it, and she walked away without thanking him or looking at him, but he knew she was weeping. Toby said, ‘You know she and Freddie were…?’

‘Yes. Caroline told me.’

Two middle-aged women at the adjacent table had finished their weekly treat, lunch after the morning’s shopping. They gathered their bags and left, and Smith wondered how much they had overheard and what they might have made of it.

Toby said, ‘Look – I don’t know what the point of this is.’

‘There doesn’t have to be one,’ Smith said. ‘It’s interesting to me because I feel I’ve come to know Freddie a little – you do when you make inquiries. I’ve only heard from his sister, so it’s useful to get some other points of view.’

Toby seemed to accept that, but there was, of course, very much a point to it all; in talking about Freddie Thorpe as they remembered him, they were in a sense bringing him back to life. Smith wanted the living, breathing, Beethoven-playing Freddie in their minds before he began to ask the difficult questions.

He had wondered whether the young woman might disappear but she came back, and Toby took up his story.

‘So, Freddie became an overnight legend, the eccentric musical genius and that’s how he became accepted. If you’re that good at something, eccentricity doesn’t matter. In fact, it’s expected, isn’t it? That sort of talent gives you a free pass.’

Toby Egerton was bright, a point duly noted by the man making inquiries. He asked whether Freddie had been bullied at school.

Toby said, ‘No. That could easily have happened but Freddie was ‘in’ with us, with Tom’s lot. Boys might laugh at Freddie when he was having one of his crazy spells, but I don’t think he was properly bullied.’

Smith said, ‘What were his crazy spells like?’

Toby glanced at the girl before he answered.

‘Caroline’s told you about some of this, right?’

About his illness, yes, said Smith – he was just curious about how this had affected his life at school, away from his home and family.

Toby said, ‘He’d have manic spells. Sometimes they excluded him from lessons, put him in the library or at the back of another teacher’s room. Nowadays he’d be diagnosed with ADHD. He’d lose stuff – even the most ridiculous things, like his shoes! In the dorm we actually had a sort of informal support group when he was bad. He used to drive masters around the bend because it was obvious he was really clever but they couldn’t organise it or get him to put it down on pieces of paper.’

From nowhere came Tessa Montgomery’s voice.

She said, ‘Some of his drawings were amazing…’

‘Yes!’ Toby said, ‘In art he didn’t have to do what the rest of us did. We had this art mistress who spent ages sitting with him, encouraging him. We used to rag him about her!’

Freddie Thorpe was there in the pause that followed, almost alive between the three minds, like a flickering three-dimensional hologram. Smith said quietly to Toby, ‘And then you formed the band.’

That was Freddie’s project, his dream, said Toby. They went along with it for a laugh but in the end he made them believe it was for real. And it was the coolest thing, to be in a band. Freddie wrote the music, and they all got the girls. Tessa’s face never altered at that, and Smith thought these stories had led her to a different sort of place – she seemed more composed than she had been and yet somehow more sad.

Toby was saying, ‘… you thought you were humouring him, but Freddie could make things happen. He wrote a whole album’s worth of music in a month. He got us a couple of bookings. He said he could find a record company once we’d done a few gigs.’

Tessa said, ‘And he was generous, wasn’t he?’

She was looking at Toby, who said nothing in response.

Then to Smith she said, ‘Freddie paid for it all.’

Her implication was plain enough. Smith asked her when and how she had first met Freddie Thorpe.

‘I went to a sixth-form party with a friend. They were all there, the people Toby’s talking about.’

One can learn how to question people – the police service will train you in the skill these days. But the truly inspired questions are probably instinctive, springing from something the interviewer has sensed in the person sitting in front of them.

Smith said, ‘What were your first impressions of him?’

And Tessa smiled, only briefly but it was for the first time.

‘He was very good-looking. He had long hair already, really dark, and a beard growing; he looked older and more interesting than the rest of them. And beautiful, intense eyes. He was funny. Hopeless with girls but in a really nice way… You probably don’t understand what I mean by that – but you wanted to protect him. I don’t know what from…’

She looked at Smith and saw patient but absolute attention to what she was saying.

‘Then, when they told you he was Lord Frederick, well…’

As far as Smith could tell, this conversation was now out of the danger zone, as in the danger it might come to an abrupt ending. Getting the young woman to talk as openly as she just had was an unexpected bonus.

He said, ‘Caroline told me it was at about that time Freddie started using drugs.’

‘We all did,’ Tessa said with deliberate and perhaps confrontational directness.

‘But according to her, the risks for Freddie were greater than for the rest of you.’

Tessa said, ‘Because he was bi-polar, yes. Depending on which way he was heading at the time, using would either send him higher than ever or lower. We knew that. As Toby said, we supported him. Some of us did…’

A man came around the corner and sat down at the empty adjacent table. Toby watched him and then glanced at Smith – forties, thin-faced and unsmiling, deliberately not making eye contact with anyone, but there was an old-fashioned leather cash bag slung over his shoulder, and his fingers were grubby. Smith concluded he was a market trader – if not, the cash bag was a stroke of genius and they were in the presence of the one of the greats of the undercover world.

Something odd had happened – having begun to talk, the young woman was now the more confident and assertive of the two. She was waiting for him to ask the question that must follow now that he, Smith, had set off in this direction.

‘After Freddie died, I presume you were interviewed by the police?’

‘Yes.’

‘Did you make and sign a statement?’

Yes again, looking at him directly and still waiting.

‘And did your statement say he hadn’t been drinking? That Freddie was not in your opinion drunk, or had taken anything else?’

She nodded, and Smith created a space for a frown and a look away from them both before he said, ‘One of the odd things about the inquest into his death was that your statement did not form a part of the evidence. Can you think of any reason for that? Would the police have had any reason not to present your statement along with the others?’

She said, ‘Are you asking me whether I told them the truth?’

‘I suppose so… Yes.’

‘I did. When I last saw him, Freddie was as sober as we are now.’

Smith was meticulous in his preparations for an interview, and these invariably included silencing his mobile phone – he was genuinely surprised when it began to ring in his jacket pocket. He apologised to the pair of them as he took it out, and immediately pressed the side button to cancel the call, but he didn’t fail to notice it was from Katherine Diver. She might be telling him to return to the office, having spoken with her brother – the investigation might already have been suspended. There were no conceivable circumstances under which he was going to risk hearing that now, not when he was closer to the truth than at any time since he first went through the gates of Burnham Park. He placed the phone on the table in case he had to cancel another call – seconds later it lit up with a text message: Fair enough. Call me when you can.

Smith said to the girl, ‘Having come this far, I am going to ask you a couple more things about that night. No one needs to get upset, and no one is under any obligation to answer. I’m not a police officer. I’m just someone trying to help Freddie’s sister.’

There was no response to this but that was all right – he hadn’t asked them a question yet.

To Tessa he said, ‘You, Freddie and Tom went to Vincent Somerville’s place in Tom’s car. What time did you arrive?’

Toby was going to intervene soon, Smith could see it, but Tessa said, ‘It was about nine.’

‘And you left before ten o’clock. Why were you there for less than an hour? Was it a terrible party?’

Toby leaned forward across the table.

‘For God’s sake. I’ve tried to tell you this before. And you’ve seen those people now, the ones outside my place. Talking about this stuff puts us in danger.’

Micky Lemon appeared from around the corner, carrying a plate with a bacon sandwich on it. Smith assumed this was a pre-emptive strike aimed at himself but Micky delivered it to the man on the adjacent table. It looked a perfect specimen, though, with the brown sauce and melting butter mingling as they dripped out of the sides…

Smith said to them, ‘Talking to me here and now doesn’t increase any risk, does it?’

Toby said, ‘It does if you go public with it!’

‘Two things, then: first, I give you my word nothing will “go public” without me giving you plenty of warning; second, whatever this thing is you’re afraid of, you’ve been living with it for more than a year now. How’s that working out for you?’

He looked at them in turn, first Toby and then Tessa.

‘My mother had a saying – sunshine is the best disinfectant. You could consider dealing with this another way. Get it out into the open, and bring it to an end.’

Concentration, logic and above all the ability to count – these are the attributes of successful players of the game of Bridge. Smith had never played it and he had no partner there in Micky Lemon’s café that Wednesday lunchtime as he would have had if speaking to these young people in Interview Room Two at Kings Lake Central, but for a moment he imagined one – he imagined Waters, a later incarnation with a couple of years’ experience, and showing promise. Smith’s hand was a good one but that’s not enough; everything depends on the order in which one lays down the cards. It’s vital not to put down an ace to win a trick you could have taken with the six of hearts.

As if he’d just recalled something of no great importance, Smith said, ‘By the way, was Freddie political at all?’

Tessa shook her head and said he was not – she said it without needing to think about that, but Toby Egerton did not respond. Instead he watched Smith, and waited.

‘I only ask because when I was in his room at Burnham – Caroline took me to it, in case you’re wondering – I saw something that puzzled me. It might not be important.’

They watched as he picked up his phone and searched for something – then he turned it towards them and they could see the image he had taken of the poster on Freddie’s wall. At that moment, obviously, one becomes preternaturally alert, watching for the very first reaction. Both of them were silent, but in different ways; Tessa Montgomery’s reaction seemed to say, oh, that, but Toby’s was undoubtedly saying, oh no…

Smith said, ‘Obviously, I know what it is. It just seemed out of place in Freddie’s room, from what his sister had been telling me about him. Even so, it made more sense once I’d seen the emails. Anyway, going back to the party, why were you there for less than an hour? And why didn’t Freddie leave when you and Tom did?’

This was to the young woman. She did not respond – instead, Toby said almost inaudibly, ‘What emails?’

Smith said, ‘The ones Freddie kept. He printed a few of them. I’m sure they’re from Tom Spencer.’

It’s about what you don’t say, of course, as much as what you do – and as ever, it’s all in the timing. Toby continued to stare back at him with widened eyes, transfixed by the approaching headlights.

‘He didn’t print the attachments but one of the people I work with has some very useful contacts. We know what they were now. We’ve had a look at the websites.’

Tessa looked from one to the other, and Smith was convinced she didn’t know nearly as much about this as the young man sitting next to her. He decided to be helpful and explain it to her.

‘So, Tom and Freddie exchanged emails – there were more than we’ve seen but everything was deleted from Freddie’s laptop. The ones Freddie kept mention the upcoming do at Ranworth, and someone being there to whom, it seems, Freddie was intending to speak. I think I know who that was, but that’s by the by for now. The emails had some attachments, and these were links to websites about campaigns to stop arms sales to Israel.’

He smiled at her but she looked away from him – she was looking at Toby. Smith followed suit then. His first thought was that it was going to be very awkward if he had to go and tell Micky they needed a mop and a bucket.

Toby Egerton looked as if he was about to be sick.


Chapter Twenty-eight

‘You’ve met Vincent Somerville?’

Things had suddenly moved quite quickly and Tessa Montgomery had made no attempt to keep the surprise out of her voice. Smith said, yes, he’d paid the man a visit and heard all about his sophisticated soirees.

‘Sophisticated? He’s a pimp!’

Smith said, ‘Really? I wouldn’t have said he needed that sort of money…’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘it’s not for the money. He’s a sleaze himself but that’s not what it’s about. He lays things on for people who… He’s connected. His parties are notorious.’

It was already clear that asking in which way the parties were notorious would be unnecessary. He asked Tessa whether she’d been to any of those parties before the night she went there with Freddie Thorpe, just as a matter of interest.

She said, ‘Some of us did, years ago.’

When he made no response, she added, ‘We wouldn’t get invited these days. We’re too old.’

She looked and saw he had understood her meaning entirely.

He said, ‘How did you get invited on the night you went there with Freddie?’

Toby Egerton had recovered somewhat but he still looked ill. Smith had decided to leave him alone until he was feeling more himself.

Tessa answered the question, apparently willing to be open about everything now.

‘Freddie’s name got us in. He’d met Somerville before. Lord Thorpe asks for an invite – someone like Somerville wouldn’t say no to that.’

Smith said, ‘The way you said that just now suggests to me Freddie didn’t ask for the invitation for himself. It was part of a plan – to get “us” into the party. Was that you and Tom?’

She nodded. Smith was aware the man at the next table had finished that bacon sandwich some time ago, and had drunk his coffee, but he was still there, flicking through screens on his mobile phone. This conversation was about to enter some potentially dangerous territory, and it could be overheard.

He said to Tessa, ‘And the plan – from what I’ve been able to work out so far – was to meet somebody there. Another of Somerville’s guests?’

Yes, she said. Toby was taking an interest in this.

Smith said, ‘Right. Well, I’ve got it down to four names. Would you mind taking a look?’

Politeness can be disconcerting, perhaps more so when you are teetering on the edge of some sort of abyss, as Toby seemed to be. Smith had taken out and opened the Alwych. He studied one page briefly, then turned to a fresh one and wrote upon it with a pencil. With a finger holding it open, he held the notebook in front of them. The man at the adjacent table was taking no interest whatsoever.

The two of them stared at each other – impossible to say which of the four names it was but there could be no doubt now that the identity of the mystery guest was written on that page.

Toby said, ‘How did you do that?’

‘Get it down to a shortlist? One of the emails mentions the DSC. Once we’d figured that out, it was a process of elimination.’

All their focus would be on that name and the implications of the fact that it was known to him, and so he dodged away from it for a moment, and went back to an earlier question because it’s important to have all the loose ends tied up into a neat bundle eventually. He asked Tessa again why she and Tom Spencer had left the party early that night.

She said, ‘We were thrown out. Well, asked to leave by one of Somerville’s heavies – one of his toy-boys.’

Smith nodded and said he thought that was probably Alexei. What had they done to get themselves removed?

Tessa said, ‘Jesus… How much did you find out from Somerville?’

He said in answer, ‘Well, it’s difficult to quantify in the abstract, isn’t it? I suppose I found out enough.’

She told him then that as soon as they were inside, Freddie had started asking about the man they had come to see. This hadn’t gone down well. They’d looked around but couldn’t see him. Then Alexei had told Freddie to go with him into Somerville’s private rooms, and they, the other two, should wait for him and not make a nuisance of themselves.

Smith said, ‘What did he mean by Somerville’s private rooms?’

Tessa said, ‘It’s a big place with several bedrooms, right? The public party was in the lounge and the grounds at the back. The bedrooms were off limits. I can’t imagine why…’

For Smith, the picture of Vincent Somerville was almost complete now – it was not a pretty picture but often they’re not when a life has been lost in suspicious circumstances. He asked Tessa whether she’d seen Somerville herself that night. She said she had – he’d been there briefly when they arrived and then had disappeared into the private rooms. The next question was an important one; if she answered, it would be an acknowledgement of something highly significant.

‘And the man you’d gone there to meet – was he present? Did you see him?’

She said, ‘Not with my own eyes. But I think he was. I’m sure he was in the private rooms, and I think Freddie was taken to see him.’

And this was a confirmation that the man they had gone to meet – to confront – was one of those on the list he had shown them. He picked up the notebook, looked at that page and with the pencil drew a neat asterisk by one of the names.

He looked at them in turn and said, ‘I have a few more questions, if that’s all right?’

They might feel relieved at the thought – it was impossible to say. Tessa nodded.

‘How long were you and Tom waiting before you were asked to leave?’

‘A quarter of an hour, maybe twenty minutes. When the guy came back, he told us to leave. We said we wouldn’t without Freddie, and then it was obvious he’d been told to throw us out by force if necessary. He took us to the gates and locked them when we were outside. Tom was parked in the road. We decided we’d wait for Freddie there.’

The bacon sandwich man stood up and Smith caught a look from him as he made to leave – it was a look that seemed to say, you’re having a more interesting morning than me, mate. Then he was gone.

There was a pause between each of Smith’s questions now, and the pair of them watched and waited – they had effectively surrendered. It happens sometimes in an interview.

He said, ‘I presume you called Freddie? While you were waiting in the car, outside, before you left him there?’

There was a kind of accusation in that. Tessa felt the sting of it.

‘Of course we did. We called and we texted. We waited there until midnight. We never heard a thing. A couple of my texts were read, the first ones, but he never replied.’

Another pause – a longer one. He knew she had changed her number since then – had she also changed her phone?

Tessa said, ‘How do you… Never mind. It’s the same phone. I put in a new sim card. Why?’

Smith said, ‘What did you do with the old sim card?’

Now it was her turn to pause; for an older man he had very blue eyes and when he looked directly at you it was quite disconcerting. She told him she still had the card, and asked why once more.

‘The call records on it could be quite important. They’re evidence. If I were a police officer, I’d tell you to hand it over to me. I’m not, and therefore you have the opportunity to destroy the card. I’m hoping, from the way you’ve been open with me today, that you’ve made a choice about your future. Both your futures.’

He included Toby Egerton in that. If she handed over the sim card, it was yet more evidence Freddie Thorpe’s mobile phone had been tampered with soon after his death – and that in itself was good circumstantial evidence someone had been trying to hide something concerning that death. Mr Coroner – how much more do you want?

He said to her, ‘You left around midnight. What was your plan? What did you think had happened to Freddie?’

She was feeling it again now, the guilt.

‘We’d sat there for two hours. We-’

‘Sorry, just a moment. While you were there, did you see anyone leave or arrive?’

Tessa frowned with the effort of remembering. Her mind, he knew, would have recorded more than usual that night because of the exceptional circumstances – equally, the subsequent events could have caused her to hide from herself, or even to try to delete, those records.

She said, ‘Some people left. They drove out – I remember the gates locking behind them.’

Smith said, ‘How many cars left?’

‘Two, I think. They both left at the same time…’

He asked her whether anyone else had arrived. Toby was watching her as she thought, and Smith concluded the two of them had not discussed this before.

Tessa said, ‘Someone did. There was an SUV, a big thing. It drew up at the gates. I remember it because Tom said the drugs had arrived. It was like the ones you see in films.’

Smith asked her whether the gates had opened automatically, and she said they had not, not straight away.

‘A woman got out of the passenger side. I remember being surprised it was a woman, I don’t know why. She was on a mobile, and she walked about for half a minute. When the gates began to open, she got back into the SUV.’

It was impossible to say whether either of them understood why he was asking these questions; Toby was bright enough but he hadn’t said anything for some minutes. It was likely he’d realised more difficult questions would be coming in his direction quite soon.

Smith said, ‘There are lights on those gates. Can you tell me anything about the woman? What was she wearing? What sort of age was she?’

Tessa shrugged and said, ‘It was more than a year ago… She wasn’t young. I remember thinking she wasn’t typical of the women who end up at Somerville’s parties. I don’t know what she was wearing.’

He said, ‘Slacks or a party dress?’

‘Oh. Not a dress, so, yes, trousers of some sort.’

‘What about the driver?’

She looked a little afraid at the succession of questions now, as if she was having a problem keeping up.

‘I… Don’t remember. It was dark and…’

‘But the lights were on, that’s how you could see the woman from a good distance away. Could you see the driver at all?’

She paused to steady herself, unable to look away from him.

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Why not? Take your time. Try to remember.’

Finally she did what he wanted her to do – she looked away and back into the darkness of that night; she was, for a few seconds, re-living those moments.

‘Because the windows were black. The SUV had tinted windows.’

Another question or two established that the vehicle had arrived outside Somerville’s place between eleven and eleven thirty that night. It was a party of the more notorious kind – Tessa herself had used the word – and there might have been all sorts of comings and goings. It might, as Tom Spencer had suggested, have been ‘the drugs’ arriving. But it wasn’t, was it, Smith said to himself, to his inner senior investigating officer self. Those people were not party guests – those people had been sent for, and they were not delivering pizzas.

When Smith had finished writing in the notebook, he looked up, and this time it was at Toby Egerton. He said, ‘More than one person has told me Freddie wasn’t political – not by nature. How did he come to be involved in this?’

At least the silence that followed indicated the young man saw no point in lying, and it was noticeable that Tessa had half-turned to watch him – Smith had the feeling that she knew the answer to his question.

He continued, ‘I do know you’d got back in touch with Freddie that summer. You’d spent some time together, according to Caroline. What did the two of you talk about?’

Micky Lemon reappeared at the corner, looking a little concerned; Smith said yes, he’d love another one, pointing at his empty coffee cup.

‘All right, Toby. Let’s see if we can come at it another way. What’s your cousin’s name?’

A shot in the dark? Not at all – there was no surprise or puzzlement on the two faces across the table. Toby decided to go through the motions but there was little conviction in it. He asked Smith what he was talking about.

‘The cousin who had the photos on her phone – the ones Tom had seen. It’s all in another of the emails Freddie kept. The ones he printed out.’

And because they had not seen the emails, hadn’t known of their existence until twenty minutes ago, they could not guess what else was in them. Disclosure is an art – done properly, it can make lying very difficult indeed.

Tessa said, ‘Tell him, Toby, for Christ’s sake. I think he knows anyway. It’s not as if that stuff can come back on us now.’

The look Toby gave her then was an odd one, a look not easily read.

He said, ‘My cousin’s name is Esme.’

Smith said, ‘Right. And she had some pictures which would be embarrassing for someone if they were made public. Do you know whether she took the pictures herself?’

Talking about the pictures in this way would increase the chances that in the end he would be told what they contained – softly, softly and all that. As he waited – oh so patiently, still – he reflected that he’d never imagined conducting this sort of interview again after leaving the police force.

Toby said, ‘No, she didn’t. They came from friends.’

The next question, coming after a thoughtful pause, might have seemed merely conversational, a rather idle one – Smith asked how old Esme was. She’s eighteen, said Toby.

Now it didn’t seem such an idle one.

Smith said, ‘Oh. That’s a lot younger than you, isn’t it?’

Toby said, ‘She’s my youngest aunt’s youngest daughter.’

‘But you know Esme. You get on, and she showed you those photographs.’

The coffee arrived, courtesy of Micky himself. He was the perfect host, not asking whether they’d be ordering any food, not offering to take away the drinks of Smith’s companions, because they’d hardly touched them. When Micky had gone, Smith said, ‘If you’re working up an appetite, I can highly recommend everything on the menu.’

The pair of them were silent, and they didn’t look very hungry, which was a pity, because he was.

He said, ‘I’m wondering whether your cousin showed you the pictures just for fun, for a laugh as people say, and you saw something interesting, or whether Esme showed them to you because she knew you’d be interested.’

The coffee was hot and he sipped at it carefully, before, ‘I think it was the latter. I think that when Esme got hold of those pictures, she thought to herself, I know who needs to see these.’

Three ladies of advancing years rounded the corner and arrived at the empty table. One had a dog on a lead, a beagle cross of some sort, and in the fuss of settling into the confined space, the dog spotted Smith, made a lunge and ended up with its two front paws on his lap, tail wagging furiously, the nose and eyes checking out the contents of their table.

The owner apologised and got it under some sort of control, but Smith only laughed and said he was used to it – ‘I think it’s my animal magnetism…’ – and the ladies smiled and looked at each other as they sat down.

Tessa and Toby had watched the interlude in silence.

As if he had forgotten his last remark, as if his mind had wandered a little, he said, ‘What is it you do, Toby? For a living?’

Toby said, ‘My job? Is that relevant to any of this?’

Smith thought this over for some seconds before he answered, ‘I think it might be – I’m going to say yes.’

The young woman knew, of course, and her attention was all on her companion again.

Toby said, ‘I work for something called the Alternative Society Foundation.’

‘I’ve never heard of it. But I’m going to guess that the alternative bit means alternative to the present sort of society. I expect a foundation with a name like that one wants to make a few changes.’

To be fair to Toby, Smith thought that in the young man’s position he would be playing the matter in exactly the same way. Wait and see.

Smith said, ‘As in political changes. I know this isn’t a fad for you – it’s not being trendy. Caroline remembers you as the person always up for debates and arguments. It’s a proper commitment, a serious business for you. You fight for what you believe in – you get involved in campaigns.’

The ladies were quiet – they would be overhearing all this now. When he glanced to his right, Smith saw the dog under their table, its gaze still firmly fixed on him.

Still to Toby he said, ‘You post on social media, raising awareness, fighting for social justice…’

A change of expression then – concern and puzzlement at that.

Smith said, ‘Bronstein. I’ve read some of your posts. Now we should get something clear. I’m not a particularly political person myself, but what opinions I do have I keep strictly out of my job. I’m not here to make any judgements.’

This was nonsense of a sort, and quite unnecessary, but he kept a straight face. Toby looked as if he had suffered another blow, and Tessa was staring at Smith.

He said, ‘I don’t find out that sort of thing myself, but as I’ve indicated before, there are other people participating in these investigations. I know you both changed your social media profiles just over a year ago but you can still be found by someone who knows what they’re doing.

‘Why you changed your profiles is of interest to me, and I expect we’ll come on to that. But for now, I’ll tell you what I think happened before the party at Somerville’s place – and then you can tell where I’ve got it wrong. How does that sound?’

That’s nothing more than one of the double-glazing salesman’s favourite closes but that doesn’t make it any less effective than it always was – Toby maintained his silence but the young woman couldn’t help giving half a nod.

Smith continued, ‘I am guessing that there was no plot as such. The photos were not set up to catch the man – who is one of the four names on the list I showed you – but when you saw them it was too good a chance to miss.’

He was addressing Toby directly now.

‘As a senior Conservative and a member of the Commons Defence Select Committee, he was probably already on your radar, and now, out of the blue – if you’ll forgive the expression – you have the photos. Lots of people, most people in fact, would have put them onto a social media platform or tried to sell them to the mainstream media, but you saw an opportunity, Toby. You know how the system works. You’d have known, for example, that UK arms sales to Israel has become a controversial topic in the Conservative party in recent years. The votes in committees have got very close. The Defence Select Committee doesn’t have the final say-so but it’s highly influential.  It would only take one or two of its members to change their minds, and the government is then under huge pressure, isn’t it?’

Strangely, Toby looked as if he was no longer under pressure – he seemed more relaxed about all this, perhaps feeling the relief that comes with resignation and acceptance. He said, ‘You seem to have an exaggerated idea of my importance!’

After almost three quarters of an hour of near-silence, any response at all is a breakthrough. Smith treated this one with respect but said, ‘In national politics perhaps, but as far as this particular case is concerned, I don’t think so. I think you are central to it. You involved Tom Spencer – I don’t see what was in it for him but that’s a minor matter. And you got in touch with Freddie Thorpe again. From what Caroline has told me, that would have been in June, so I imagine the photographs came into your possession in May or early June. That’s three months before Freddie went to Somerville’s place – this was a proper plan, wasn’t it?’

The effect of this on Tessa was interesting. Little of it could have been new to her but hearing it laid out in this way was making her seem unhappy.

Smith continued, ‘I think you briefed Freddie on the arms sales issue, and showed him the posters, all the videos online – I’ve had a quick look and there’s a lot of it. Caroline has told me how Freddie would get fixed on something, how he would become obsessed for a while. She called them his crazes. It’s a form of vulnerability, of course. You knew that. You’ve known Freddie for a long time.’

This was a serious implication for Toby Egerton, and he coloured up when he heard it.

‘You’re making this sound as if… He was disgusted at what’s going in Palestine, like any normal human being. Freddie wasn’t an idiot, he was as smart as anyone in this room. Smarter, probably. He-’

‘I’m sure he was disgusted, as you say – but he didn’t care in the way that you do, did he? He didn’t seek out this sort of thing for himself. You showed it to him. And you showed him because he was the ideal person for what you wanted to do. Freddie had a name that opened doors. His brother-in-law was a Conservative MP. If you could get Freddie and your target face to face, there would be no paper trail, no emails, no texts and ideally no witnesses.’

Smith had kept his voice down as far as was practicable but the women at the adjacent table would be hearing some of this, and it was probably making their day. He wondered how to complete the job without saying something that might lead them to calling the police. Having a couple of uniforms coming around that corner instead of Micky Lemon would make this a day to remember for everyone.

‘You must have had a source giving you information about where your target was going to be, and when Somerville’s name came up, this was even better. One or two of you knew about this character already. In fact, that’s almost too much of a coincidence, as far as I’m concerned; I’m asking myself whether Robert Oliver was somehow… but never mind, I’ll worry about that later.

‘I don’t know exactly what was to be said, but I imagine it involved a threat to release the photographs unless the person concerned used their influence and their vote to change an outcome in the select committee. Perhaps they had to make some sort of public statement? Anyway, the offence as far as you two are concerned was blackmail – you were making an unwarranted demand with menaces. Considering what people get away with these days, you might be surprised to hear that the law still takes this one rather seriously. It’s up to fourteen years’ imprisonment.’

Toby Egerton was wearing the noble expression of a martyr to the cause now, and Smith was tempted to remind him how frightened he’d been when the BMWx had been parked outside his well-to-do family’s holiday home in Saltheath. Tessa was the more interesting – she looked at Smith as if she was coming to a decision.

He said to her, ‘But Freddie paid a different sort of penalty that night. Somehow it all went horribly wrong. In case you’re wondering, I haven’t figured it all out yet. Perhaps it was an accident but someone has concealed the truth.’

She reacted to the words “an accident”, and her expression altered. She was looking directly at him, and if he was not much mistaken, it was with some sort of appeal.

He said, ‘Go on.’

Tessa said, ‘We don’t know what happened to him. But afterwards we were told the same thing might happen to us if we ever talked about it to anyone. We never have. Until now.’


Chapter Twenty-nine

Smith did not approve of those people who walk along the street while holding conversations on their mobiles, but on this occasion an exception had to be made. The moment he was away from Micky Lemon’s, he dialled Katherine Diver. He was by now prepared for the lift-off and allowed her to speak first – it was simpler and quicker.

‘I called you to say I was sorry to have missed what sounds like a good meeting this morning. And to tell you not to worry about what my brother says – at least not where risk is concerned. He’s a scaredy cat, really. We have equal shares in the business which means I’m in charge. Have you found anything to incriminate that MP yet?’

Answering that one required a little circumspection now – he asked whether she was referring to Robert Oliver, it seeming the most likely choice.

She said, ‘Yes. I do hope he’s involved. I didn’t like him.’

Smith said he was surprised to hear this but to no avail; for some reason his mother’s kitchen sink wisdom was coming back to him often these days, and she would have said that gentle irony with Ms Diver would be ignored like water off a duck’s back.

‘Anyway, you’ve had a meeting with Montgomery and Egerton, I’m told. Anything useful?’

This was the moment to get control of events, and it was important he did so without delay.

He said, ‘Unless you’re on a plane and it’s on the runway, Katherine, I think you ought to get back to the office. We need to talk – all of us.’

She was on her way there now, she told him – but what was this about? What was the urgency?

Smith said, ‘It’s best not to discuss this one on the phone.’

Oh good, she said, and when the call had ended, he picked up the pace and thought hard about how the various people involved in this investigation were going to handle the story he was about to tell them.

Present were Katherine and Jason Diver, Polly Coverdale and Smith. Before they began he went out to Madison and asked her not to put through any calls until they were done in this meeting, then he returned and closed the door.

He began at the beginning and must have talked for some seven or eight minutes. When he finished there was a silence – and yes, it was of the stunned variety. Smith looked around the table, and then Jason said, ‘Good God…’

Smith wanted to say, ‘Let’s hope so – we might need his help before this is done,’ but he kept the thought to himself.

Katherine said, ‘And he’s the chair of the Commons Defence Select Committee?’

He nodded and said, ‘Anthony Sharrock, MP. He made a lot of money in the City as a commercial lawyer. He became an MP seven years ago, and has been chair of the committee for the past two years. He’s fifty years old.’

Katherine said, ‘They really did have photos of him with teenaged girls? You believed that?’

Although he was not interviewing suspects, Smith had decided to disclose what he now knew in stages, and for a good reason – their reactions to this had to be measured and controlled. They did not yet fully appreciate the implications of all they were being told.

To Katherine he said, ‘Yes, they had them.’

‘But it’s hearsay. I don’t see how you can be certain, David.’

Smith said, ‘I’m as certain as I can be without having seen them for myself. And they still have them.’

Their reaction was not dissimilar to that of Tessa Montgomery when she heard Toby say it – she had until that moment in Micky’s café believed the images had been destroyed when the three of them had been warned their lives might be at risk. She had sworn under her breath and looked as if she might launch herself at the young man who had been a friend since her teenaged years. Toby didn’t try to justify himself then, but Smith guessed that despite his fears, he could not throw away an opportunity like that, an opportunity to punch a hole in the system he despised.

Smith told the meeting Toby had said he had the photographs on an old phone which was hidden away from his home, but he could get it back easily. ‘And,’ with a look at Jason, he said, ‘he’s willing to show us, if there’s a way to do it safely.’

Polly had been silent until then, but now she said, ‘Whoa. Just hold on!’

Smith exchanged looks with her and knew she had understood the implications immediately. With both Divers’ eyes upon her, Polly said, ‘If these pictures are what they say they are, you ’ave to think carefully about lookin’ at ’em. I mean, who does.’

Jason asked her why.

‘Because you can’t unsee ’em. And once you ’ave, if you believe they’re evidence a serious offence has been committed, you’re in a tricky position. I think I’m right in saying there’s no legal obligation to report it…’

Polly looked in Smith’s direction, and he nodded.

‘…but your agency could find itself with some issues if it later comes to light that you didn’t.’

Smith said, ‘Polly’s right – it’s a crossing the Rubicon moment. Everyone who sees images like these is faced with a moral dilemma – and it’s much worse on this occasion because the person… the alleged perpetrator, is a public figure, and the consequences of putting the images into the public domain, however long one spends considering them, are still incalculable.’

Jason said, ‘This is what they meant in the email, when he said “This could even bring all the bastards down”, isn’t it?’

Smith said indeed it was, and Jason shook his head wonderingly, as if he couldn’t quite make out how Diver and Diver had reached such a point after agreeing to help Lady Caroline.

It was Katherine who had the sharper focus on the matter in hand.

She said to Smith, ‘Coming back to what we were asked to do, which was give Caroline Thorpe grounds to ask for another inquest, how relevant is all this? It doesn’t all have to come out, does it? I’m not judging whether it should or it shouldn’t, I’m just, you know…’

Just thinking analytically, as some of us must, thought Smith.

He said, ‘That’s a good point, one I’ve been trying to weigh up. If someone in this room looks at those images and judges them to be genuine, what happens if we hand them straight to the police? If they take them seriously, there’ll be an investigation, shortly followed by an almighty scandal. That could go on for months, even years. No inquest could take place under those circumstances.’

In the quiet, he thought they were beginning to see the complexities of it all.

He added, ‘What – or who – should be our first priority?’

Katherine said, ‘Caroline Thorpe.’

Smith looked at the others and both nodded their agreement.

‘That’s my view. I don’t think we should share all of this with her yet, for her own sake. Her likely first reactions might not be in her own best interests. Coming back to your question,’ – this to Katherine – ‘how relevant are the images and the allegations against Anthony Sharrock? It’s impossible to say as yet. We don’t know what happened to Freddie Thorpe that night. His death might have been an accident.’

Polly Coverdale said aloud what Smith hoped the other two would be thinking – ‘Aye. But it were a bloody convenient one!’

Smith said, ‘The purpose of an inquest is to establish how someone died, not why – it seems like a fine distinction, but it’s one, nonetheless. Caroline Thorpe has involved an excellent lawyer, and at some point we’re going to need that lawyer’s advice about the position in which we find ourselves. For now, the question is this – do we look at the photographs?’

Yes, they agreed, someone should and it ought to be Smith. This came as no surprise. He explained to Jason that Toby Egerton would not come into the office, and would not hand over the incriminating mobile phone. Was there a way to safely share the images online? As one of the best qualified people in the country to answer that question, Jason was back on his home territory. Smith stopped the explanation of unnecessary detail, and said he would set up a conversation between the two of them as to how this could be done.

Smith was aware he had as yet only told the three of them half a tale – it was Polly who asked the question which enabled him to proceed.

‘So, who’s been putting the frighteners on these people? That night we met them at the bungalow, I thought they were proper scared.’

Smith summarised once more what he’d been told in the café that morning. A few days after Freddie died, the three of them had been visited separately by a man and a woman, and in each case it was the woman who did most of the talking. The couple had given names and had shown some sort of official identity cards which suggested they were from a government agency. Of course, this was more than a year ago now – neither Toby not Tessa could recall the names or the exact details on those identity cards. ‘And even if they could,’ he said, ‘I doubt whether it would make the slightest difference.’

The woman made it clear she knew about the plot to blackmail a member of Her Majesty’s government, and that she knew who had been involved. But we are not here to arrest you, the woman had said, we are here to warn you about our concerns for your safety. There is a possibility, she had told them, that your friend met with an accident as a result of his involvement with the attempted blackmail…

Smith paused and looked at his three listeners.

‘Tessa has a clear memory of the way this woman had put her case – it had all been very carefully phrased – “There is a possibility that…” All of this was implying that a third party was involved in the death of Freddie Thorpe, and that this woman and her accomplice were there to warn Tom, Toby and Tessa they were at risk. Toby told me in the café that he had challenged her about this – he said this was just a way to silence them – and the woman had neither denied nor accepted that. What she did next was to ask them to consider exactly whom they might have upset by attempting to stop the sale of arms to one particular country in the Middle East.’

There was a pause before Jason said, ‘Well, the country was Israel.’

Yes, Smith said, and waited again. He managed an unobtrusive look at his wristwatch – the investigation had a different sort of momentum now, and he was wondering whether Toby and Tessa were going to do exactly what he had advised them to do, which was nothing at all until they heard from him.

Jason said, ‘So this mystery woman was suggesting that Israel had sent someone to… To intervene directly? To prevent their attempt to disrupt arms supplies?’

Katherine – ‘Their security service. What’s the name of it?’

Polly said, ‘Mossad.’

Smith took up the story once more.

‘That’s what happened. When Toby challenged her, she mentioned Mossad. It’s the arm of the Israeli state which deals with foreign intelligence gathering, intelligence analysis and covert operations. I looked it up on the way back here, just to be sure. In case anyone doesn’t know, they have a reputation for ruthless effectiveness. Now, to be clear, this woman did not say Mossad had been involved in Freddie’s death; it was all implied and suggested, but her intention seems obvious enough. She wanted to frighten them into silence.’

Katherine frowned, looked in Smith’s direction and said, ‘The Israeli secret service? This whole story grows more bizarre by the minute…’

He raised an eyebrow and the two of them maintained eye contact for a few more seconds. Then Katherine said, ‘David? Do you believe it?’

He said, ‘No. I think it’s complete nonsense.’

‘Why do you think that?’

‘For any number of reasons,’ he said, which he then went on to explain. First, why would British police or security officers not arrest someone they believed was guilty of trying to blackmail a member of Parliament? He looked about for an answer but none was forthcoming, and he said he would return to that one. Second, how likely was it that Mossad would get the authority to conduct such operations on British soil – an operation which had resulted in the death of a peer of the realm? Britain had remained one of Israel’s most staunch allies and supporters, and Israel didn’t have so many of those they could afford to waste them, did they? Of course, it was possible that Israel might have asked the British security services to look into the matter. Third – that reputation for ruthless efficiency. Whatever had happened to Freddie Thorpe, and however it had been covered up, it had not been brilliantly done, had it? If it had been, we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation. And fourth, how likely was it then that the incident at Burnham Park, the tyre-slashing at Saltheath and the break-in in this very room had been conducted by one of the world’s most feared security services?

‘To put it more simply,’ he concluded, ‘if those people had wanted the other three out of action, they could have made them disappear without trace. Why bother with the charades?’

Jason Diver’s expression was that of a man watching the final ten minutes of a two-hour, high-octane, Hollywood thriller. When Smith stopped speaking he said, ‘So what happened? What do you think is really going on?’

Smith said, ‘I was about to say, it’s only guesswork, but it isn’t. It’s deduction. I think Anthony Sharrock was at Vincent Somerville’s place that Saturday, and I think Freddie confronted him as he had been persuaded to do, mostly by Toby Egerton. This led to a scene and some sort of a fight. The post mortem suggested he died in the pool, which I don’t understand because there were other people in that area, too many not to have seen something, and too many to be able to keep them all quiet. Leaving that aside, it’s where his body was found. But don’t forget that Freddie had for some reason taken out his phone and left it somewhere before he accidentally entered the pool… And don’t forget that Somerville had his heavies there as party security, this character Alexei and maybe others. If Freddie Thorpe died in those private rooms, they had a big problem on their hands, but Somerville is connected. Phone calls were made and someone was sent to help clear up the mess. It’s improbable until you remember the political stakes involved, and then it’s less so.’

Jason said, ‘But why weren’t the others arrested? Two of them had been at the party with Freddie that night. If the police or whoever…’

Smith looked at Katherine and then at Polly before he said, ‘Any suggestions?’

It was Polly who answered.

‘Because what ’appens when you arrest someone? If you don’t release ’em, you have to charge ’em. An’ if you charge ’em, what happens then?’

Katherine said slowly, ‘You have to have a trial, and all the evidence is made public.’

‘Yes,’ Smith said, ‘and that’s the last thing they wanted. They decided instead to see if they could frighten them into silence, and it worked for over a year. It worked until Lady Caroline started asking questions, and then we began asking questions on her behalf.’

Plainly, Jason was one of those viewers who like to see all the loose ends tidied away. He said, ‘So if it wasn’t the Israeli secret service… Who broke into the office?’

Smith said, ‘It would be my suspicion it’s one of our homegrown agencies. They won’t know the whole story, they’ll just be carrying out orders. But it’s worth considering exactly what set off all the recent excitement. What was it someone did which sent them into action?’

The other three thought about this, and he took a private guess as to who might get there first. He was right.

Katherine said, ‘It was Caroline Thorpe – when she collected her brother’s autopsy samples.’

Smith said he’d come to the same conclusion, but when asked he could not say why those samples had suddenly become significant – Jason did not need to be told and said as soon as the meeting was over, he would contact the lab again. Smith also gave him Toby’s mobile number, saying Toby was expecting a call – he would need some reassurance that sharing the images was going to be safe and secure. Katherine asked Smith how he’d persuaded them to agree to this.

He said, ‘I gave them my honest opinion. Their best way out of this is to cooperate with us. To be fair, I doubt whether they are at any great risk now but I did advise them to put everything they know into a written statement, to find a solicitor who will witness it and store it for them. If you’re threatened, that’s an effective response. I don’t know how much of this will finally go public but I wouldn’t be entirely surprised if they do find themselves in a witness box eventually.’

Katherine said, ‘Why not?’

‘Because everything leaks in the end. Already too many people know about it. The truth will out.’

For a brief moment he thought about telling them where that phrase originates, and about the other one which accompanies it in the same speech – Lancelot speaking to his blind old father says too that murder cannot be hid long. Murder? Freddie Thorpe? Still too soon to say…

As the meeting came to a natural end, Polly asked if there was anything she could do to help. He said, ‘Caroline’s lawyer hasn’t agreed to write the letter to the Attorney General yet, so this might be jumping the gun and then some. But you could see what you can find out about Virginia Moore. She’s the witness at the first inquest who said she’d seen Freddie drunk and taking drugs. That’s all beginning to look rather dubious now. There are some basic details about her in our copy of the proceedings – if we do get another inquest, she’ll be called again. It would be useful to know more about her.’

Before he left, Smith told them he would be calling Caroline Thorpe later with the news that Tessa and Toby were beginning to cooperate, and that Diver and Diver thought good progress was now being made. As he went down the stairs, Katherine followed him and they stood together on the pavement outside the building. There was chilly winter sunshine and people were walking by, laden with their seasonally-themed shopping bags.

Katherine stared and said, ‘Oh God. The most depressing time of the year… Do you like Christmas?’

Smith said he could take or leave it, but he had the thought that this year he wasn’t being given much choice, and he didn’t mind at all.

She said then, ‘This case. How do you see it ending?’

He had learned more about her in the past fortnight. Katherine was the bigger thinker of the two directors of the agency, and she had undoubtedly begun to perceive the wider implications of pursuing this investigation to its conclusion.

Smith said, ‘Honestly?’

‘David – I wouldn’t say we know each other well yet, but I get the feeling you don’t really do dishonestly, do you?’

He said, ‘I don’t see it ending well for somebody. I’m just not sure who that somebody is. It’s complicated and it’s unpredictable.’

She said, ‘But you do think we should go on.’

‘I don’t think we have much choice – we have to go further now. A lot depends on whether Caroline’s lawyer agrees there’s a case for writing the letter. If she does, we’ll have to disclose everything we know to her. If she doesn’t agree, we then have to decide what we do with what we’re now finding out.’

Katherine was watching, and listening intently – who could ever have imagined the two of them here, imagined it on that day when he and Chris Waters had watched her arrive outside the Fellowes’ house in Roydon Hill, driving a Ferrari 360. Waters had fallen, if only briefly, in love then, and now she and Smith had become associates, or something. As more than one somebody has said, it’s a funny old world, and once you realise that, you’re halfway there.

He continued, ‘If the photographs are genuine, they’re political dynamite. Toby told me he can provide proof one of the girls was fifteen at the time – he can give us names, dates and places. Imagine the fall-out if this ever gets into the media. Are you and Jason ready for that?’

Scratching one’s chin is a kind of cultural meme for thinking seriously – Katherine did it before she said with a serious face, ‘In business they say there’s no such thing as bad publicity, don’t they?’

‘You might be about to find out.’

Katherine Diver was probably fearless, and sometimes that’s a good thing. She told him her brother was excellent with images; he would go through the metadata meticulously and use AI to make sure the photographs had not been manipulated. She said, ‘If there’s the slightest doubt, we bin them,’ and Smith agreed.

As he walked away, she called after him, ‘Merry Christmas!’

The drive back to Drift’s End was a thoughtful one. How much should he tell Jo? How much would she want to be told? His instincts were clear on this – he should tell her as much as she wanted to know, and that’s what he did as they sat with their cups of tea at the kitchen table. As a former DI, not much surprises you, but it isn’t often that one of your persons of interest is a senior Member of Parliament.

She said to him, ‘And you believed what they were telling you? Toby Egerton and Tessa Montgomery?’

Yes, he said, absolutely, because it squared exactly with the emails written before Freddie died. To fake that, the two of them would have needed to have seen those emails, and until that morning they hadn’t known of their existence; Toby had organised the blackmail conspiracy but those emails were exchanged between Tom Spencer and Freddie, and no one else.

And then, because she was good at this, in the end she asked the question.

‘So what’s with the autopsy samples?’

He said, ‘I have no idea.’

They talked it through again, and he told her Jason might ring with news about the photographs. It might be possible to view them soon.

Jo said, ‘I don’t want to see them, thank you. I hate that sort of thing.’

Mildly intrigued, Smith said, ‘Really? All of it? I’m just curious, not asking for any particular reason…’

She ignored that and said, ‘Old men and young girls? It’s disgusting. I’d lock every single one of them up until they were too bloody old. And then give them five more years, just to be on the safe side.’

This was delivered with some vehemence. After a suitable pause, Smith said, ‘But a gap of about ten or twelve years is all right, isn’t it?’

This brought a somewhat softer look and, ‘Yes. I’d say that’s just about all right.’

Later, as they walked back towards the cottage in the early evening, Smith received a call from Jason Diver. He would find in his emails a link and a one-time password which would enable him to view the photographs. In answer to the question, Jason said they were genuine – the metadata checked out in every way, even down to the GPS coordinates, which showed the images had been taken on a mobile phone and in a particular street in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea.

‘Where else?’ said Smith, ironically.

He told Jason he would call once he had seen them, and Jo said, ‘Well, that’s your evening’s viewing taken care of, isn’t it?’

Smith was not looking forward to this. As Polly had said, you can’t unsee things, and his mind already had too many horrors locked away in the vaults. He was glad there was only a one-time password.


Chapter Thirty

The following Friday was the first of December. It took him back, going early to the courts, preparing to meet a lawyer. He’d spent longer than usual choosing – with Jo’s assistance – a shirt and tie, and he was wearing one of his best tweed jackets. He arrived at twenty minutes past eight o’clock, and was the first visitor to pass through the security which is now in place at all courts in the country. When he began his time in the police, anyone had been free to wander at will in and out of a Crown Court.

The security guard was young and very thorough. Pockets were emptied and the contents placed in a tray before he had to walk through the archway detector, which, to Smith’s surprise, did not bleep. The guard asked him whether he had ever visited a court before, and he answered that he had. This was not the end of it – the guard then asked him if he knew where he was going.

The honest answer might have been “To hell in a handcart, most likely” but if we learn nothing else as we get older, we surely learn to bite our tongues. Smith explained he was meeting someone, and inquired whether it would be all right to wait over there by the window. Yes, said the young man, pleased to have been asked.

These places have a smell of their own. Perhaps it’s the scent of justice, or simply that of events, of the moments that change lives. Trials do that, for better or worse – people are altered here, forever. From the window, which was on the first floor, he could see a part of the car park, and he wondered whether Caroline Thorpe would come alone. They had spoken yesterday. He’d resisted the temptation to tell her everything, convinced her best interests for now lay in thinking only about a second inquest – knowing why Freddie had gone to Somerville’s place, knowing who had planned it all and why would be devastating for her. That moment could not be avoided but it could be delayed for a little longer.

At four minutes to the hour he saw her cross from the car park towards the main entrance of the court – thirty seconds later she was in the short queue of people waiting to pass through security. She spotted him, smiled and waved, and he felt guilty nonetheless for concealing what he had from her.

Smith had spent several minutes that morning making sure he did not look a fright – it was impossible to say how long Caroline Thorpe had taken to make sure she looked the way she did, but he saw heads turn as she walked from the security gate towards him. She was wearing some sort of stylish hoodie jacket in fawn over a lighter fawn crew-necked jumper that was almost certainly cashmere, and black trousers with a fine grey stripe, which gave just a nod to the fact she was here on business. And she carried a leather briefcase, just to underline the fact.

She smiled again, held out her hand to him and then looked around at the space, which was already becoming busier with more people. She said, ‘Goodness! It feels like we’ve come a long way now, doesn’t it?’

She was hopeful, Smith could see, and that’s rarely a good thing when one is about to encounter the wheels of justice; thinking back, he seemed to have spent half a lifetime being alternately astonished and appalled at the outcomes the legal system managed to deliver. But he said nothing to that effect – he took her arm for a moment and guided her along a wide corridor towards the waiting area where, Caroline had told him previously, Gloria Butterfield had agreed to meet them.

There were some empty seats, and they sat down, facing a row of doors which led into small rooms – Smith had sat behind more than one of those doors in times gone by. Further along to the right were the entrances into Courts One and Two, and then a stairway which led up to Courts Three and Four. Two men in gowns and wigs hurried by, in earnest conversation, and he noticed Caroline flinch a little when she first saw them.

He said, ‘Don’t worry. The only thing they could charge us with is loitering with intent, and that’s a summary offence. We’d only get a fine.’

Caroline said, ‘I didn’t imagine we’d get this far.’

He had to sound a note of caution – it was only fair.

He said, ‘We’re getting an informal legal opinion, that’s all. Quite often those don’t go the way one would hope.’

For the briefest of moments she touched his arm as she said, ‘I realise that. But this is all down to you, and I am very grateful.’

He nodded and then looked away from her, noticing the clock on the wall opposite and wondering how long was left before Mrs Butterfield’s case was due to begin. As if in answer to the thought, a door opened and there she was.

Some years had passed since they’d last met, and we have all changed in that time, but she was an imposing figure still, statuesque and be-gowned – on the end of her aquiline nose perched a pair of round spectacles which he hadn’t seen before, and she peered up and down the corridor over the top of them, before she noticed the seats and then spotted him. She pulled back her shoulders to her near six feet in height, frowned and began to advance.

‘It is true, then – the reports of your demise were much exaggerated. Tell me – was it a close-run thing?’

Smith said, ‘I’m told that it was, by various witnesses. Good morning, Mrs Butterfield.’

They shook hands, and he introduced her to Caroline Thorpe. The King’s Counsel looked from one to the other before she said, ‘And you two are… Friends?’

He explained how they had come to meet, and she said then that she remembered, Lady Thorpe had told her that already, hadn’t she? He saw Caroline wince at the misused title but she was wise enough not to engage on that matter. Mrs Butterfield had already moved on.

‘…Petar Subic, wasn’t it, the last time we met? A charming young man. Things turned out well for him, didn’t they?’

Smith admitted he did not know.

‘Oh yes, I keep a track of those I have represented. You know he was given a token custodial sentence after the mitigation which you helped to provide. He was eventually transferred to his native country to serve it, but they viewed him as a sort of national hero and I don’t think he ever went back inside. The last I heard, he was a member of his country’s rowing team. I believe that’s what you would call a result.’

Indeed it is, he said, waiting, and knowing there was nothing else to be done.

Mrs Butterfield’s expression changed, and she said, ‘Are you both all right talking here? I do have a room but it’s currently occupied by a most insalubrious individual who needs a bath. Frankly, it’s a relief to get out of there.’

Caroline caught his eye, and he did his best to reassure her as he said to Mrs Butterfield that anywhere would do, and that they were grateful for her time.

‘Very well. I’m beginning with my own defence. I have only once in my life been inside a Coroner’s court. I was a law student, and it feels like it was probably in the 1940s. Lawyers do sometimes represent interests in such courts but I have never done so. I have looked into the matter on your behalf. Formal requests to the Attorney General for a second inquest are rare, and second inquests are even rarer. From which you will deduce that they are hardly ever granted. Coroners are quite independent from the rest of the legal machinery, for reasons that go back into history. The twelfth century, I believe. They were tax gatherers, then… Anyway, they remain almost a law unto themselves. The only redress is through the Attorney General.’

The change in Mrs Butterfield’s demeanour had taken aback Caroline Thorpe – perhaps for the first time she understood why her private detective had suggested this consultation.

‘I have read through the material you sent to Jacob. Let me say, I am sorry for your loss. Your brother was a young man, and that is always a tragedy.’

She turned to Smith.

‘Have there been subsequent developments? Do you have anything to add to those files?’

Smith told her about Virginia Moore, the witness at the first inquest who said she had seen Freddie under the influence of drink and drugs – as yet, they could find no trace of her. At this moment, Polly Coverdale was driving to Norwich to conduct a more thorough search on the ground. He said too that in his opinion more than one person had not been open about the events of that night, and that it was likely some had deliberately concealed the truth.

Mrs Butterfield took her time, and he knew then what the verdict was going to be. A bell rang and an intercom was warning people that proceedings would begin in Court One in ten minutes’ time.

She said, ‘I value your opinion, Mr Smith, more than most. But in my opinion,’ glancing from one to the other, ‘you do not have the grounds for a letter to the Attorney General. The autopsy report, combined with the conclusions of the Norwich constabulary that there was no need for a full investigation, will have weighed heavily in the Coroner’s considerations. I do not see that you have provided sufficient new evidence to challenge the result of those considerations. I am sorry.’

Caroline was outwardly calm, concealing the disappointment she must have felt on hearing those words. She said, ‘Since David and his associates began looking into this matter, it has become quite clear someone doesn’t want us to do so. Surely that is a cause for… For something?’

Mrs Butterfield’s stare went in his direction again, and he explained, telling her about the unfortunate dog, the break-in and the fact that Freddie’s former friends, two of whom had been at the same party, were all in some way victims of threatening behaviour after the event. A frown appeared on the epic expanse of her forehead, and Smith recalled how seeing that when one was alone in the witness box was a warning of trouble in the offing.

She said, ‘This all sounds very unpleasant. Were either of those friends called as witnesses in the inquest?’

Smith and Caroline Thorpe said no simultaneously.

‘That does seem a little odd. Please understand – I am not saying there might not be circumstances surrounding the death of your brother which merit further investigation. You must appreciate, however, the Coroner’s role. That is to determine the cause of death – quite literally, to answer the question, why did the heart stop beating? I am sorry to sound cruel and … Good grief, I almost said heartless. But that is the legal situation here. The evidence presented says categorically that whilst under the influence of various substances, he drowned. Unless you are able to throw some doubt on that evidence, I do not believe a request for a review will be granted.’

The bell sounded again, and the disembodied voice was asking people to attend Court One, which was now in session. This time the lawyer’s words had had their effect, and Caroline Thorpe’s face was downcast.

Gloria Butterfield said to Smith, ‘Have you considered taking what you have found to the police? You might have more success there.’

He said no, they had not; he saw her peering over the old-fashioned spectacles again, saw her eyes narrowing a fraction as she looked down into his own, but she did not ask the question. He thanked her for her time and interest, aware of the surprise on Caroline’s face that this meeting was ending in an almost summary fashion. And then, as if he had himself lost interest in it, he asked the KC what time she was appearing.

She said, ‘Oh, Lord knows. We’re in Court Two. My client has a little longer to convince me of his innocence before I have to convince the rest of the world. Look here – if anything else crops up, you can always, you know…’

Smith thanked her again, ending it, and she was moving away, returning to one of those little rooms where the peculiar convolutions of the legal system take place behind closed doors. The pair of them were moving towards the security gate – the guard remembered Smith and nodded, no doubt thinking to himself, so that’s who you were meeting. Outside the building, they crossed the road towards the car park and he knew she had the sense he was hurrying her along. He was saying reassuring things, saying they should review it all, perhaps meet with the Divers.

Caroline said, ‘Perhaps we should go to the police, as she suggested.’

Maintaining deceptions over extended periods of time requires considerable intelligence and an excellent memory – this was why, he reminded himself, some of the cleverest people he’d ever met had been criminals. He had to be aware then of everything she did not yet know – he had to see this from precisely her point of view, and quickly because he did not have long.

He said, ‘That’s something we should discuss. I’ll put it to Jason and Katherine as soon as I get back. Are you going home to Burnham?’

They had arrived at her Touareg. She turned to face him and didn’t hide a quizzical look.

‘Well, thank you for coming… Is everything all right?’

He said it was – he knew the Divers were both in the office this morning, and he wanted to get back to discuss the meeting with the lawyer before either of them left. They were always on the go, dashing off somewhere.

From the driver’s seat, she said, ‘So, you’ll call me later? And tell me what happens next?’

She was still uncertain but he said of course he would, and smiled. She started the car and pulled away. Smith headed for the Volvo, parked further back, watching as she waited at the junction onto the street, still walking towards his own vehicle until she was out of sight. Then he turned about face and went briskly back towards Kings Lake Crown Court.

The security guard had eyed him suspiciously when Smith re-joined the short queue. There was no question of being nodded through, not if the young man was doing his job properly; after all, that’s what a nefarious character might do, just nip out to his car and return with a bladed implement or worse. As he passed through the arch for the second time, he said to the guard, ‘I left something behind…’ but it sounded lame, as if the thing left behind had been his own credibility. He knew the guard would be watching as he re-entered the courts, and couldn’t blame him because the life of a security guard is rather dull for about ninety nine point eight per cent of the time.

When he knocked on the door, a be-suited and bearded youth opened it – they’re all wearing beards these days, for some reason. This must be Jacob. Smith began to explain but his voice must have been overheard because Gloria Butterfield loomed up behind the young man and said she would deal with this; in the background, Smith saw the ashen face of an overweight middle-aged man staring back at him, and he had to wonder, if only briefly, to which of the seven deadly sins that sad individual had succumbed.

Mrs Butterfield had stepped outside the room once more, entirely unsurprised by Smith’s reappearance. In fact, as they made their way towards the waiting area, she said, ‘So what was it you did not wish to discuss in front of your client? I presume you have your reasons for not wishing to involve His Majesty’s Constabulary?’

Fully aware that her time was much more costly than his own, Smith told the story directly and concisely. Before he had reached the thirty second mark, however, she stopped him with a single raised forefinger, and he noticed for the very first time that she had beautiful hands – long, slim, elegant fingers and manicured nails.

She said, ‘I am sure you are not proposing to tell me any names.’

He was not, he said, and continued. When he mentioned that he had seen the photographs in question, she said with wonderful legal economy, ‘How bad?’

They had not been, as it happened, anything like as shocking as they might have been, and he told the lawyer he had encountered much worse in his time; however, they did show the man in a state of partial undress and sitting on a sofa with very young-looking girls – in the most incriminating images he had such girls on either side of him, and inappropriate touching was taking place.

Experienced police officers and experienced lawyers are probably equally unshockable. Gloria Butterfield said, ‘You are certain of his identity?’

Absolutely, said Smith.

‘And there has been no tampering with the images? It’s the first question anyone would ask these days.’

He said, ‘They’ve been checked by someone I would consider an expert. There is no sign they are not genuine. The metadata is present, and the dates and locations all match what we have been told by the other young people involved. One of the witnesses has the names of some of the underage girls who were involved.’

After a pause, she said, ‘And why have you not yet told Lady Thorpe all of this?’

In her absence, he explained that she was Lady Caroline but not Lady Thorpe. Mrs Butterfield made an odd but not a resentful face before responding with, ‘And why have you not yet told Lady Caroline all this?’

Because, he explained, all she had wanted when the investigation began was some sort of justice for her younger brother, a fairer verdict than “misadventure”. If the story they had uncovered was made public, her brother’s name was going to be at the centre of a scandal for months on end. He would, of course, tell her the truth but deciding on the proper moment to do so was, well, a delicate matter.

Mrs Butterfield accepted this, nodded and said, ‘And her husband is also a Conservative MP, I believe…’

As if she didn’t know for certain, as if she had not herself looked into the personal history of anyone to whom she was offering even an informal legal opinion.

She went on, ‘Yes, I see, delicate is the word… She’s an admirable woman, isn’t she?’

Smith said nothing but his face must have expressed his agreement.

Gloria Butterfield continued, ‘And she has obviously taken to you. She has placed a lot of trust in you. But none of this alters her situation as regards the Coroner’s verdict. You must realise that.’

Smith said, ‘Yes, I do. I thought you should know the whole story, though. Just in case at some point Lady Caroline contacts you again. You’d want to know exactly what pursuing the matter further might involve.’

The door to the little room opened and Jacob was there, making some sort of signal. Mrs Butterfield acknowledged this before turning back towards Smith.

‘Two points. One – should Lady Caroline do so, you might have just placed me in an invidious position – but do not be concerned. As a criminal defence attorney, one spends most of one’s life in invidious positions. Two – am I to take it that you are not intending to let the matter rest, despite what I have said to you both this morning?’

His answer was that he could not see a way forward yet, but he had not quite given up looking for one.

Gloria Butterfield said, ‘The autopsy test results are what they are, and that is the biggest obstacle in your way. The police’s decision not to proceed with an investigation is unlikely to be changed unless you present them with a good reason to do so. And you cannot do that without almost certainly initiating the scandal to which you have already referred. You are, therefore, between the proverbial rock and a hard place. But I don’t suppose it’s the first time. You probably feel quite at home there.’

She turned away, saying he should accompany her – she would give him a card with a phone number on it. She opened the door, said, ‘Jacob! Card!’, and one appeared. She handed it to Smith.

‘I suppose that when you retired from the police service, certain people thought their lives would be easier.’

Smith thanked her for the time she had given, and wished her good luck in that morning’s case. She pulled the door to behind her and said, ‘In comparison, it’s a boring matter. We’ll probably win it. Good luck in your endeavours, too.’

She held out one of those beautiful hands and he took it. It was a privilege.

He returned to the office and had that meeting with Jason and Katherine – he thought this must be the longest she had ever been in and around Kings Lake, at least since he had been one of those associates, and he wondered whether that was anything to do with the case itself. Perhaps she was just curious to see how it might end.

They concluded there was little more to be done. In a break for coffee, Smith called Polly Coverdale, only to be told she could as yet find no trace of Virginia Moore – she sounded as unsurprised by this as the person to whom she was telling it. She said, ‘It’s rental accommodation, which is fair enough, people move on all t’time. But I’ve been knocking on some neighbouring doors and some of them were ’ere when Ms Moore was… Supposedly. No one remembers her or anyone like her.’

Smith told her to give it her best shot and to keep a detailed record – and then apologised because he knew she would do so. Force of habit, he said. When he told the directors, Jason said that was a nuisance, wasn’t it, and Katherine raised an eyebrow in Smith’s direction and said not a word.

He called Caroline and apologised again for the abrupt ending to their meeting with King’s Counsel. He told her the Divers and their associate had agreed to think the situation through over the weekend and come to a decision early next week; he would call her and ask whether she would like to attend their next meeting.

She said, ‘And do you think that will be our last meeting, David?’

He had replied that he hoped not, and only afterwards wondered whether that had been the wrong thing to say. As he did so, he received a message from Jo, asking him to ring her because she was worried about Layla. Of course he did so, immediately.

‘She’s developed a horrible upset tummy. She keeps going out into the garden, and, well, she just keeps going.’

Smith said, ‘Oh dear. I think I know what that is…’

‘What? What’s the matter with her?’

‘She’s a dog.’

Can a silence be an expletive?

‘What? What are you talking about?’

Smith and Sheila had had them for years, three or four, one after another. In fact, he was surprised Layla had lasted this long.

He said, ‘They pick up things and eat them. Disgusting things. I won’t go into detail. Sometimes it makes them ill. Though they have remarkably robust digestive systems compared to humans. Did you know that-’

‘Does she need to go to the vet?’

‘Probably not. Do we have any rice?’

Jo seemed to be having difficulty keeping up.

‘What? Probably not? I think you ought to come and have a look at her. And we can talk about what you’re having for dinner then! Honestly, David!’

He explained patiently that the rice was for the dog – boiled rice, it’s the best thing to settle them down, nice and neutral but plenty of bulk. He was on his way home, though, an early finish for a change.

And so life goes on, he thought, as he made his way down the stairs and out of the building. It goes on, just one thing after another, until, quite unexpectedly, it’s the last thing. You almost never see it coming. Freddie Thorpe hadn’t, you can be sure of that.


Chapter Thirty-one

It was a forty-eight hour thing, as it often is with younger dogs, but Smith could see that Layla, a quick learner, was intent on making the most of it. She was very much ‘his’ dog almost all of the time but now that much fuss was being made by the lady of the house, she had switched her allegiance. Early on the Saturday afternoon, as they sat in the lounge after lunch, the dog lay curled up with her chin resting on Jo’s foot – something that had never happened before.

Jo said, ‘Oh look, you can tell she’s still feeling poorly.’

Yes, said Smith, with a note of doubt which was entirely missed by the woman who was now reaching down to stroke the patient’s head again.

‘It’s important to watch out for signs of dehydration…’

Smith said, ‘Is she drinking?’

‘Yes. She’s had six hundred millilitres of water this morning.’

He lowered the gardening magazine – ten ways to make the most of your small vegetable plot next spring – and said, ‘You’re measuring her intake of liquids?’

‘Yes. It’s what the vet advises on his website.’

‘Our vet has his own website?’

Jo nodded, and said she’d read all the advice – it was very helpful. She told him that if the dog had not recovered by Monday, they could call in and buy some special rehydration powders to put into her drinking water, to replace the essential salts lost during diarrhoea.

Smith cast a critical eye over the dog again and said, ‘Yes. I’ll bet we can. But I think she’ll be eating by then. And I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s up for a walk later on this afternoon.’

Layla fell for it and lifted her head at the sound of the magic word – just as he had suspected, there was some malingering going on as well. The tail began to wag because he was watching her. You cannot be cross with them for long.

Jo was using her iPad, hopefully not for more research into the alimentary ailments of canines. The device gave a bleep, and then she said, ‘Oh. I have an email from Maud Ryan…’

He had reached the interesting bit of the article, which was about the best traditional varieties of new potato, the never-ending debate about flavour versus yield. Lowering the magazine once more, he said, ‘Your audiobook reader?’

Jo said, ‘Yes. She’s thanking me for the opportunity… She hopes I don’t mind her reaching out to me to-’

‘Reaching out to you? She is using that phrase? Dear me.’

‘Yes, she uses that phrase. One of your pet hates.’

When he did not respond, she continued, ‘But you do seem to have quite a lot of them. Pet hates, I mean.’

Yes, he said, a veritable menagerie.

She was smiling and reading.

‘Oh. This is rather nice. She says she has never read a book like mine before but that she’s really enjoying it. It gives her new perspectives on the wider implications of crime for society and for its victims. She sounds quite intelligent.’

Smith said he thought that might be a useful quality whatever the woman happened to be reading, and waited for more.

‘And she makes a suggestion. She says she hopes I don’t mind… She could record a section and send it to me directly – just to make sure she’s getting it right. Apparently, the audiobook company wouldn’t approve of this but she has done it for other authors. That’s thoughtful, isn’t it?’

Smith had by now closed the magazine and laid it on the sofa beside him.

He said, ‘Let me get this straight. Ms Ryan has emailed you to say hello and also to invite you to participate in a conspiracy to undermine your new audiobook company’s procedures?’

Jo was looking at him now.

She said, ‘Well… I suppose that’s one way of viewing it. Do you think I should say no?’

‘I think,’ he said slowly, ‘you’ve definitely made the right choice. She sounds like our sort of person.’

By the following afternoon, Layla had recovered enough for them to be able to go for a drive along the coast road and a walk on one of the heaths. Smith took a short detour through Saltheath and pointed out the bungalow where Bronstein was living – there was a car outside which he guessed would be Toby’s but he did not drop in and make a social call. For thirty-six hours Smith had deliberately kept his conscious mind off the subject of the investigation but when Jo asked him a couple of questions he answered them. How did he think the two younger people would be dealing with the fact they had at last told someone the truth about their possible involvement in Freddie Thorpe’s death?

He said, ‘You’re right, of course. It changes things – when you share a secret you’ve kept for a long time. I don’t know whether they’re still in touch with Tom Spencer, but they might have warned him. They might just be waiting to hear from me – I did say I would update them. Warn them, I suppose, if there were going to be significant developments.’

‘And do you think there are going to be?’

They were back on the coast road and still heading east. The cloud that had dulled the morning as a slight occluded front passed over the country was clearing now and there was going to be sunshine in a few minutes unless he was much mistaken. What could be better than a brisk walk in the bright cold sunshine of a December afternoon on a Norfolk heath?

He said, ‘It’s not looking likely. In my last conversation with Caroline, I had the impression she was beginning to accept it’s not going much further. She’s very grateful and says we’ve done everything we promised – which was to help her look into her concerns about the verdict of the inquest. She’s not blaming the agency at all – she said you cannot find what is not there.’

Jo said, ‘Oh. Was this a phone call or did you visit Burnham Park again?’

‘A phone call, on Friday afternoon. But I am going to have to pay a visit – one that I’m not particularly looking forward to.’

She asked him why.

Smith said, ‘The investigation might be over as far as the inquest is concerned but we have discovered a lot she doesn’t know about why Freddie went to Ranworth. I’m not prepared to walk away and not tell her that… Which is an awkward sentence expressing an awkward truth. Nevertheless, I think she would want to know the truth.’

Some seconds passed before Jo said, ‘Well, you’ve obviously got to know her quite well by now. Of course, she might decide to go to the police, then.’

He had thought this through already.

‘She might, and then we would be involved. But they didn’t show any interest last time. The reason for her brother’s being at that party might suggest a vague motive for someone to do him harm but unless you have suspects you cannot look for opportunities. My visit will have alerted Somerville – he’ll have his answers ready. And then there’s the question of how much embarrassment she wants to cause her husband. I’m still not clear exactly what their relationship is like.’

Her hand came across, squeezed his knee and rested there as Jo said, ‘Not like ours.’

When he turned onto the narrow, bumpy track up towards the heath, they heard Layla whining in the back. Smith said, ‘That dog knows these roads like the back of her paw.’

On the Monday morning, he was up at a little after six o’clock, as was his usual custom. On the bank it was cold and there were still stars visible in the clear western sky – another night or two like the one just ending and there would be a frost. He took the dog for her walk but she was ravenous by now and didn’t want to go far. Moments after they’d turned back towards Drift’s End, he heard his mobile ping with a text message.

As he continued walking, he read what had just arrived – Sorry, David. I’m in early for a conference call. I have an email asking me to ring the lab as soon as convenient. They’ve sent me the results but there’s a problem. Can you call me when you’re up?

As Smith opened his contacts, he thought one could not fault Jason Diver’s work ethic – he deserves every penny he earns. The call was answered on the fourth ring and Smith said, ‘I’m up.’

Jason told him they had received a couple of pages of data which he did not know how to read – columns of numbers, the names of chemicals and information about gene sequencing – but at the end of all this was a line about caution because of zero matching. He presumed this was what the senior analyst at the lab wanted to discuss with him. People imagine forensic laboratories send you results which include the line “So this is the guilty person” but they do not – there are individuals in every police force who are trained in interpreting the scientific data which detectives receive. Smith had no such training; on the other hand he had had plenty of experience listening to those who had. He suggested Jason forward the email to him, he would look at it and call back soon.

Inside the cottage, he fed the dog, filled and switched on the coffee kettle, and went up to fetch his laptop. In the kitchen, he logged on and then ground enough beans for four cups because somehow he was already at work this morning. In between completing the brewing of coffee, he found Jason’s forwarded email and opened the attachment. He read it through, just skimmed it, and went to the bread bin to cut some for toast. He completed one slice – then he frowned and put down the bread knife and returned to the laptop. He read the email again, sat down and studied the tables of results.

The only sound for two minutes was the steady drip of coffee through the paper filter. Eventually Smith left that page and tapped keys, searching for another document and another set of results – the ones which had been attached to the report from the inquest into the death of the late Lord Thorpe. When he found those, he read them, slowly and still frowning. After that, he went back to what Jason Diver had sent and read those again.

Jo appeared in her dressing gown and asked whether the heating was broken. Not really looking up at her, Smith said he doubted it – he had forgotten to switch it on. She went to the worktop and poured some coffee into a mug which she placed on the table beside his laptop, and he murmured a thank you. She watched as he tapped again, going between different documents, and then asked what he was doing.

She said. ‘It will be easier if you split the screen.’

He said he could never remember how to do so, and that he might buy another laptop instead. She nudged him aside and moments later both documents were visible simultaneously on the one screen. Smith resumed his study and the frown seemed to be deepening. Jo went to the breadboard and cut enough of the loaf to make breakfast.

At last he said, ‘What do you make of this? Take a look.’

He got out of the seat and she sat down.

‘On the left are the blood test results presented at Freddie Thorpe’s inquest – on the right are the ones Jason has got back from the lab.’

Pointing left and then right, he continued, ‘This is the level of alcohol, and here, where it says “C4H3N2O3”, that’s barbiturate. The next column shows the quantities found.’

Jo looked up and said, ‘You do remember I was more psychology than physiology?’

Smith said yes, and that was one of the things he loved about her, but this was pretty straightforward. She studied it then, and said, ‘Well, they’re almost exactly the same.’

‘As near as makes no difference. Well within any margins of error.’

Jo said, ‘Which is exactly what one would hope for. Isn’t it?’

He clicked on the right side of the screen as he said, ‘It is. Except… For this.’

She read the short paragraph he was indicating – it was about the control sample for identification, whatever that was. She admitted she didn’t understand it.

He said, ‘Unless I am much mistaken, the lab is telling us that the person whose results we’ve just been looking at was in no way related to Caroline Thorpe.’

Life these days meant Smith rarely had to get involved with the traffic that crawled into Kings Lake in the morning rush hour, or the one that crawled home again between four thirty and six in the evening. And how, he thought idly, waiting for another set of lights to change, did they ever get the name of rush hours…?

This morning he’d had no choice – leaving at nine thirty was not an option today. Nevertheless, driving time was good thinking time, and before he had reached the office he calculated he’d covered all the logical possibilities arising from the material Jason Diver had emailed to him an hour and a half ago. He had called Jason and said not to phone the lab, and had told him, if it was at all possible, Katherine ought to be present when they talked through the implications of those new results.

When he reached the top of the stairs, he could see Jason at his desk and on the phone – they exchanged nods. It was ten minutes to eight and there was no sign of Madison. At five minutes to the hour he heard her opening the downstairs door – when she arrived, he said sternly, ‘And what time do you call this?’

Unusually, she fell for it and looked down at her watch; looking back at him she saw the one raised eyebrow and the half smile. In the nicest way imaginable she told him to find somewhere else to hang around because he was making her reception look untidy.

In the side office which had recently become the one he shared with Polly Coverdale, he logged on to the desktop and found Jason had already sent the email and its attachments to the account he used here. He sent everything to the printer times four, and was stapling this together when Jason entered the room.

Smith asked about Katherine and was told she would be about another fifteen minutes. Good, he said, and carried on stapling. After some seconds, Jason said, ‘The most likely explanation is that there’s been some sort of mistake, isn’t it?’

The final set of papers had their edges tapped together so they were perfectly in line before the metal clip was punched into place. Smith examined the corners and then, satisfied, he placed that set on top of the other three. Only then did he look up at Jason Diver and say, ‘No. I don’t think that is the most likely explanation.’

When Katherine arrived, she was holding what looked like a one litre container of coffee, the sort with a plastic top one is supposed to be able to sip through. She refused to apologise for not bringing any more, saying what else could they expect, having dragged her out of bed? Could they send Madison out for croissants or something?

Once she had read her copy, Smith said, ‘Jason thinks there has been some sort of admin error. For example, Caroline was given the wrong person’s samples by the police in Norwich…’

He left her to look through the papers again. She spent longest studying the page with the blood test results before saying to her brother, ‘All right. But what are the odds that the other person had exactly the same quantities of alcohol and barbiturates in their blood as Freddie did? I mean, they’re almost identical, aren’t they, if I’m reading this correctly?’

The last question was directed to Smith, and he said yes, she was reading it correctly. Again he thought to himself, she might be a nutcase but she’s also a natural. He continued, ‘Maybe someone switched the samples after Caroline collected them, but that raises a great many questions. How and when, for example. During the break-in? We’ve been trying to figure out the reason for that. Maybe they did find the samples in the fridge and swapped them. But there was no sign of forced entry at the main door downstairs, and the door at the top had been locked overnight. Maybe they had a key, but from where? Maybe Madison has been bribed and either let them in or did the switch herself.’

Brother and sister both had expressions of disbelief by now, but this is a part of the process, following every possibility through to its logical and eventually absurd conclusion.

‘Or,’ said Smith, ‘none of those things happened and the samples which went to the lab – our lab, to be clear – were the correct ones. I mean ‘correct’ in the sense that they were the ones tested during Freddie’s post mortem.’

This was complicated now. He gave them time and eventually Katherine said, ‘Going back to switching the samples after Caroline collected them, apart from your ludicrous suggestions, what possible motive could anyone have for doing that?’

Smith said, ‘To make us think the original results were genuine. To persuade anyone taking a second look into Freddie’s death that he was drunk and drugged to incapacity.’

Jason was catching up. He said, ‘And if they did, it would have worked if we hadn’t also sent Caroline’s DNA sample, wouldn’t it?’

Smith agreed and said whatever they were charging down there in Huntingdon, on this occasion it wasn’t enough. He added, ‘By the way, and just for the record, I don’t think anyone was trying to switch the samples at any point.’

The direction of the conversation seemed to have woken up Katherine more effectively than the coffee. She said, ‘Hold on. There’s another possibility. Caroline and Freddie were not related. That would explain the result.’

Jason looked almost horrified whereas Smith looked rather pleased.

He said, ‘Yes! Very good!’

The Divers regarded each other before Katherine stared back hard at Smith and said, ‘But?’

‘But then we’re into a plot of Dickensian dimensions. More people than you imagine might be surprised to discover they only have fifty per cent of the DNA they ought to have from their parents – this has been pretty thoroughly shown over the years. Unsurprisingly, it’s their ‘father’s’ DNA which is missing in almost all cases. But in our case, for Caroline and Freddie to share no parental DNA, something extraordinary must have happened. Was one of them adopted or a foundling? From what Caroline has told me about the family history, she remembers Freddie being born but I suppose there could have been a mistake in the maternity ward. Or perhaps Caroline herself was adopted?’

They were looking a little bemused, of course.

Smith continued, ‘And we could spend the next hour working out such possibilities. I’d have to add in, by the way, the small matter of the family resemblance between the two of them, judging by the photographs I’ve seen, and in that self-portrait Freddie drew when he was younger. It’s a resemblance not unlike the one which you two share. No insults intended either way, obviously, but…’

This was the most personal thing he’d ever said to them but they seemed far more interested in how this story was going to conclude than in his remarks about their shared looks.

‘Or, we rewind to what I said a few moments ago. Which was that no one ever switched or tried to switch the autopsy samples. The samples Caroline collected from the police were the ones tested before the inquest. If we accept that, what was going on at Burnham Park the night the dog was killed and this office was broken into?’

He waited and they realised this was not a rhetorical question. There were voices in reception, followed by a knock at the door before it opened and Polly Coverdale appeared. Jason told her to come in and sit down. She did so without a fuss or superfluous conversation, and Smith thought to himself that’s just what you want in a team player – someone who can read the room.

It was Katherine who supplied the answer to his question.

‘They wanted them back – the samples. They wanted them back because they didn’t want anyone to test them again.’

Smith said, ‘Because?’

She said slowly, ‘Because someone had realised the danger, which was that whoever retested them might discover that the samples were not… Oh. Effing hell! Are you serious, David?’

It was early in the day for such expletives – on the other hand, this was a crackingly good story. He pointed out it was Katherine herself now telling it, now about to say the words.

Her brother said, ‘The samples were not what?’

Katherine turned her face to look at him and for a moment their profiles were identical, as if one had a sideways view of a single person looking into a mirror.

She said, ‘They were not samples taken from Freddie Thorpe’s body.’


Chapter Thirty-two

A few minutes later, Smith said to them, ‘It’s the most likely explanation, the one that best fits the facts we have. Caroline asked for her brother’s remains to be returned to her – that’s not unusual in the circumstances. She made the application and an officer at Norwich, or more likely someone in an admin role, processed it and located the samples. Again, that’s normal procedure. It was only after they’d been handed over that a red flag went up somewhere – my hunch is it wasn’t in Norwich and it probably wasn’t even in Norfolk. Maybe those samples were supposed to have been ‘lost’ but someone had put them into the system, following procedure. We can be sure of one thing, and that’s that they were never meant to be tested again. I think the officer at Norwich recorded handing them over on an IT system, and when the name Frederick Thorpe was typed in, a light went on.’

It happens every day, in every police intelligence unit across the land; names, addresses, phone numbers, car registrations and credit card usage are all used to trigger alerts. There are analysts who spend much of their time processing the constant flow of data, sorting it into bite-sized pieces before passing it on to the detectives in the offices next door.

Katherine had accepted his theory, as had Jason, but he was still raising sensible points. He said now, ‘If you’re right, David, whoever got that red flag acted incredibly quickly, didn’t they? Within a matter of hours, they were here, trying to retrieve the samples.’

‘And that,’ said Smith ‘tells us something about the people we’re dealing with, doesn’t it? Didn’t we say the people who broke into the office had all the gear and plenty of idea? I know that’s bad grammar but ideas doesn’t sound right. They were just unlucky – they hadn’t counted on our receptionist being as conscientious as she is. Whoever killed the dog knew exactly what they were doing. Polly can tell you where they might have learned tricks like that. Putting the frighteners on Toby Egerton and the others was another way of trying to prevent the first domino from falling over.’

Smith was very much aware of the time. There was much to do in the next two hours – Caroline Thorpe would be here at eleven o’clock for what she believed was to be the final meeting of this investigation.

He said to them, ‘If you need any more convincing that the story the world was told about Freddie’s death was a pack of lies, one of us has found some persuasive circumstantial evidence.’

He looked at Polly and said, ‘Virginia Moore?’

Polly shook her head and said, ‘Not a bloody sign of ’er. I don’t think she was ever at the address given.’

Smith said, ‘If we’re correct, how does that first inquest verdict look now? The blood test results were falsified – how that was done is irrelevant for our purposes, as is why, for now. A key ‘witness’, the one who said she saw Freddie using cocaine, has managed to disappear without a trace. We still have what Vincent Somerville told the investigation but he’s as slippery as an eel, and had any number of motives to lie.’

Polly said, ‘I wonder how the poor devil did die, though.’

A certain singleness of purpose is required, especially when the clock is ticking and no one else seems to be hearing it as loudly. Smith said, ‘We can be pretty certain we know how he didn’t, and that’s the key thing. We have to get a move on this morning.’

He had not had time to write a list as he would usually have done but the instructions were given as if he had. Jason was to call the lab now and make sure he was speaking to the author of that email. He must make it clear that the discovery of the mismatch between the two samples they had tested might now involve a serious criminal investigation. The person in the laboratory should understand what that means and take appropriate actions. Under no circumstances, said Smith, were the samples to be returned to Kings Lake; ask them to hold onto them until further notice.

He asked Polly to make a list of the names of every person involved in the original inquest, from the Coroner downwards – every witness, every official, and, if possible, the name of the person who cleaned the building after hours. Jason’s mouth dropped open a little, Katherine stared but Polly didn’t write that last one down. Then, he said to her, widen the search online for Virginia Moore. They could all guess what the results of that would be but they needed to be able to show they had done this.

To Katherine he said, ‘In under two hours, Caroline Thorpe will be here. I think we have to be open with her now. She’s going to be shocked, probably upset and then she’ll have a lot of questions, including at least one about why we haven’t told her everything before. Both of us should be present, so if you’d like to give that some thought…’

He missed out the part about Katherine, being a woman, would be better able to offer some emotional support – sometimes one simply has to hope it will be all right on the night. Or in this case, the late morning.

‘And I,’ he said, ‘will take the long shot. It would be very helpful if I can get another word with the lawyer before our client arrives.’

The mobile rang for a long time but his mind was too preoccupied to count them as he might usually have done. Eventually it was answered but by a male voice. Smith asked whether he had the correct number for Mrs Butterfield.

‘It is. What is this about, please? You have come through on Mrs Butterfield’s personal number.’

A young male voice, and not an English one; a trace of southern European, maybe Italian or even further to the east. One could only hope the phone had been answered in an office somewhere, and not in Mrs Butterfield’s private residence… Dear me, the very thought.

Remembering the appearance of the young man he’d seen in the Crown Court, he said, ‘Pardon me for asking, but am I speaking to Jacob?’

He was, to that young man’s surprise. Smith identified himself and made reference to their previous near-meeting. He realised it was very short notice but would it be possible to have a brief word with Mrs Butterfield?

Jacob said, ‘She is on a conference call. She has a busy morning, Mr Smith. I do not know when she can return your call.’

He said he understood how valuable her time must be, and then added, ‘Nevertheless, would you convey to her a message? Could you tell her that the matter we discussed on Friday morning has suddenly become a rather urgent one. That’s not a word I often use, Jacob. I would be very grateful if you could let her know this, as quickly as possible.’

Jacob said he would see what he could do – a phrase suggesting he was well on the way to becoming a successful lawyer himself. As he ended the call, Smith surmised that, in career terms, becoming a junior to Gloria Butterfield KC must be akin to getting a sizeable win on the national lottery.

With everyone else busy, he took a moment to sit back. What else? He knew how he wanted this to go but not all elements of the plan were within his control – there was a little waiting to be done, and perhaps even some crossing of fingers. He thought about who else was involved, and about who else might soon be. After that, he found Toby Egerton’s mobile number, went down into the kitchen and called him. He asked whether Toby had made that statement and had it witnessed yet.

Toby said, ‘I have written some notes, as it happens. Why?’

‘Because,’ said Smith, ‘there’s been a development. It doesn’t concern you directly and you don’t need to panic. But my advice to you now is to get the statement written, witnessed and safely put away as quickly as you can.’

The problem arises, of course, when you tell people not to panic – Toby did not but the anxiety was evident enough when he asked what was going on. What sort of development?

Smith said, ‘The sort I cannot guarantee will not leak into the media. If it does, you will look back upon the days when it was just me bothering you as a sort of golden age. Have you heard the expression, getting your ducks in a row? That’s what you all need to do. Will you call Tessa, or would you rather I did? She wasn’t best pleased you’d kept the photos, was she?’

Toby told him they’d got past that, and that he would speak to Tessa.

Smith’s parting words were, ‘Good. Do it today.’

Forty minutes had passed, and Smith was thinking he was going to have to change what he had to say to Caroline Thorpe a little – she would be here in just under an hour – when his mobile rang. He recognised the number; it was the one on which Jacob had answered earlier, but this time the owner was on the end of the line.

Gloria Butterfield said with marvellously melodramatic portentousness, ‘Smith… And so it begins. Urgent, you say?’

As he climbed the stairs, he explained that with her agreement he was going to ask one of the directors of the agency to sit in on this call. She said she thought this most wise, and waited. Katherine was in her brother’s office, reading one of the files for the case. Smith told them both what he wanted to do, and without hesitation Jason said he would give them the room – the senior analyst was calling him back at any moment.

Smith switched his phone to speaker and introduced Katherine Diver, director of the Diver and Diver Associates agency. Gloria said, ‘Good morning, my dear. For all sorts of reasons, I already know you must be a remarkable young woman.’

Smith looked at Katherine as if mystified but she was delighted and grinning – Smith assumed this must be an example of it taking one to know one. Katherine said good morning to the disembodied voice.

When both were seated, Smith said, ‘Mrs Butterfield, you must be surprised to hear back from me so quickly, but we’ve had an unexpected development in our investigation.’

After a moment, she replied, ‘Had I considered the matter at all, I might have wondered what was taking you so long. It was plain to me you had no intention of letting the thing rest…’

Ever aware of the time now, Smith told her what had occurred as far as the autopsy samples were concerned. She was cautious at first, saying, ‘My dear Smith. In our long careers we have both seen examples of samples – and there’s a phrase to conjure with – genuinely lost and accidentally mis-labelled. Have you properly ruled out those possibilities?’

Immediately he said everything would need to be retested by an independent third party – he recognised that. But first, he was confident there had been no interference with the samples since they came into the possession of Caroline Thorpe, and second, nothing explained what had occurred since the beginning of their investigation so well as the fact – not yet proven, of course – that something had been amiss with those samples from the very beginning.

After that, her manner and tone altered.

‘Very well. Lady Caroline collected the samples from a police station on which date? Jacob! Pen!’

He answered her and she said, ‘She signed for them? Do you have copies of the documentation? The name of an officer?’

Smith said, ‘Caroline Thorpe has those – I have seen them.’

‘Well, that’s no good. You need them. Moving on. What exactly did she do next with the samples?’

And so it went on, question after question in a remorselessly logical and chronological sequence, until they arrived at what Jason Diver had found in his email inbox early that Monday morning. This was followed by a lengthy pause of the sort one does not interrupt – what happens during those pauses is the thing for which someone, somewhere, will pay a considerable sum of money.

After it, Gloria Butterfield said, ‘I presume the laboratory you used has some sort of accreditation?’

Smith told her it was the main one used by the Cambridgeshire police service, and she said she supposed that would do.

‘And as you said, you will need to repeat the whole process with another, entirely separate testing facility. Lady Caroline should give another sample, this time witnessed by an independent person, not yourselves. Preferably a solicitor or a doctor.’

Smith had not brought his notebook. He made a writing gesture towards Katherine, and she opened a drawer in Jason’s desk, took out a sheet of paper and wrote down what the lawyer was telling them.

Mrs Butterfield continued, ‘All that makes the events a little clearer to me… We must talk about people now. We must do so because, as I am sure you have realised, you might end up with considerably more than Lady Caroline has bargained for, if you set in process the application for a new inquest.’

Smith said he had realised that, yes, watching Katherine, as she watched him and wondered what was being discussed now.

Gloria said, ‘Very well. As to yourself, Smith, I’m sure you have been accused of many things in your illustrious career, but I am not aware of dishonesty being among them. I think it unlikely… Lady Caroline struck me as sincere and intelligent – she could have no conceivable motive for interfering with what she believed – and still believes, I presume – were the last remains of her brother. With apologies to the other person present in the room as we speak, how well do you know the people who have engaged you in this enterprise?’

She wanted from him a character reference for Katherine and Jason Diver, and how in that moment could he not have recalled just for an instant the sheer improbability of this – that first sighting of Katherine cat-walking down the garden path to where Tina Fellowes’ mother lived, the moment when Waters had wrestled her to the ground outside the pub and the pony-tailed man had walked by, and the warning he had first given her brother about keeping out of the private investigations business. And now, here they were.

Looking at Katherine, Smith said, ‘I’ve known them for several years. They are successful business people of good repute. They have not been in this particular line of work for long but they are quick learners, Mrs Butterfield.’

Katherine adopted a serious expression and nodded her agreement.

‘My dear young lady – once more, my apologies. Smith understands why I am asking these things. It is because there is a possibility that someone else will ask these questions in the future – someone with very different intentions to mine.  What about this Madison person? She handled the samples personally.’

Smith said he would vouch for her, too, and this produced another of those long, expensive silences. Katherine had sensed the importance of this, and the serious look she had put on moments before was now there for real – she raised her long, fine eyebrows in Smith’s direction as they waited.

Gloria said, ‘The most important thing is to establish the evidence chain for those samples. I’ve suggested what needs to be done. If you can do it, and the results of the retesting are the same, you will have thrown significant doubt onto the verdict of the first inquest. If that is the outcome, Smith, I shall write a letter on Lady Caroline’s behalf.’

Katherine was mouthing silent expletives and clenching one of her fists. This investigation had brought plenty of surprises, not the least being that he had believed Jason was the one who most wanted to be a private eye, and that his sister had gone along with it to indulge him. This was not the case at all now, and he wondered whether it ever had been.

Gloria had continued, ‘…you cannot appoint me, obviously. Lady Caroline needs to approach me again in person. And I must say, Smith, I do not quite understand why, if you have the evidence that the autopsy samples are seriously suspect – were seriously suspect, in fact – you do not bypass the inquest business and go directly to the police. After all, they…’

There came another pause, of a different sort, before she resumed, ‘Oh, yes, I do understand. How devious! And you are involving me in your schemes.’

Smith said, ‘Mrs Butterfield – I have no idea to what you are referring.’

‘Yes,’ she said as if she hadn’t heard that last remark, ‘you are trying to avoid the wrong kind of policeman. Very good! And I don’t mind. If I hear from her ladyship, we will speak again soon. Ms Diver, I look forward to meeting you in person. And now I must go.’

With that, she did so, as if exiting stage right in a Victorian melodrama.

Smith watched as Katherine Diver finished making a note – another thing he had never imagined he might see. When she looked up at him, she said, ‘What did that mean? About you being devious, and avoiding the wrong sort of policeman?’

He was about to explain – he really was – but Madison tapped on the door, opened it and said Lady Caroline was waiting in reception. Smith’s watch told him she was almost fifteen minutes early; a good thing they’d got on with the job this morning.

Madison showed Caroline Thorpe into the office and closed the door as she left. This morning’s attire was different once more. A stylish parka coat over slim-fitting brown cords and another pair of lightweight walking boots. She wore a countrywoman’s flat tweed cap, and looked for all the world as if she had just dropped in while making visits to her estate’s tenant farmers – the only thing missing was a Labrador gundog. The increasingly cold air had brought an attractive pink flush to her cheeks and she smiled cheerily enough at them both.

Katherine got up and moved a chair so it was placed midway between her own and Smith’s, and Caroline sat down. She looked from one to the other for a second time, and sensed it.

She said, ‘Is everything all right? Has something happened?’

Smith had wondered to himself, where does one even begin? At the beginning, one might answer, but where exactly was that, in the story they had uncovered over the past few weeks?

He said to her, ‘Yes, things have happened. And if you were not already sitting down, Caroline, I would have asked you to do so, before telling you about them.’

She looked very directly at him then, directly into the blue eyes which could be, in their turn, kindly or implacable, and said, ‘It’s something awful, isn’t it?’

Smith began, ‘That night – the night Freddie went to the party at Ranworth…’


Chapter Thirty-three

The much-anticipated snow never came but the frosts began on the Friday, three days before Christmas. There was little wind but gradually an air mass built up and travelled south, down from the high Arctic, bringing unusual snowfalls to Scandinavia, and lowering the odds one could get on a single flake of it falling somewhere in the United Kingdom on Christmas Day, making it officially a White Christmas. Perhaps that did happen, but if so, no one saw it or reported it to the proper authorities.

The east of England felt the chill of it, however. At first light on Christmas Eve, two figures climbed the bank north of the little village of Marston, every step crunching on the frozen grass. Ahead of them ran a dog, down to the water’s edge and then back onto the top of the bank, tail wagging, nose working incessantly. There were no tracks through the grass on the bank – on that morning, no one had travelled this way before them.

As the light strengthened, a silver mist began to form over the saltmarshes, and ten minutes into their walk, they stood and looked back at their home. They could see the roof and just the tops of the walls – the rest had become invisible, shrouded, a little house half-imagined, half a dream. Sometimes it was hard to believe in – a dream that has come true. For a little while they looked back in silence, and then the dog was barking, hurrying them on.

As had been their intention, they spent Christmas Day together and alone. There were phone calls with family and friends, made and received, and one of those took Smith by surprise. Alison Reeve, to whom he had not spoken in almost two years, telephoned him from somewhere high on a Lakeland fell. She was there with her boyfriend – surely, thought Smith, he had been promoted to partner by now – the man she had met when she became the safeguarding lead for the Samaritans. Yes, she said, while he was still wondering how to ask the question, she had fully recovered, she was one of the lucky ones. She talked about her work, and asked about his own – he kept the answers simple or they could have been at that all afternoon. They said they must meet up, as people do in the season of goodwill.

On the Boxing Day afternoon, John and Maggie Murray arrived, with William David, and Smith did the customary marvelling at how the boy had grown – he was six now but looked at least two years taller. The boy and the dog had met before and were the best of friends; another long walk ensued to work up an appetite for the tea Jo had prepared. Smith told Murray that Jo had cooked her goose the day before, and it had turned out very well.

On the Wednesday of the Christmas week they were invited to lunch at the Waters’ residence. They had been once before, and had sensed that occasions like this were something of a trial for Miriam, times when she felt her disability more than usual. Jo had pointed out in her typically plain fashion that this was Smith’s fault – ‘She knows Chris is still in awe of you, and so she’s anxious to please, too anxious.’ Smith said he couldn’t help it if people were in awe of him but they came up with a plan – if Miriam wanted to be in the kitchen, Jo would go with her; if the girl wanted Chris to be in the kitchen, Smith would talk to her in the lounge. ‘So, basically,’ said Smith, ‘you’re taking control of the kitchen.’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘We’re still the grown-ups. We’ll keep the children apart.’

It worked out all right. The two women prepared the lunch, and it was Jo who dropped and broke a jug – after that, it was laughter and non-stop conversation. Smith and Waters caught up. Freeman was checking every three days that he was not looking elsewhere for a detective inspector’s post, still certain she could find the money for one, and Waters told Smith again he really was not in a hurry.

There was one interesting moment. Waters had asked whether anything more had come of the break-in at Diver and Divers’ office. Chris was a friend of the pair, and Smith wondered whether he’d been in touch with them recently. No, Smith had said, not really. But at least it was a burglary the police had attended, for a change.

Waters said, ‘So you’ve no idea what it was all about?’

He still did that thing – when he half-looked away as if something else had distracted him – and Smith had answered, ‘I wouldn’t say that.’

Waters had met his gaze again and given a half-smile. He knew something – it might have come from one of the Divers but Smith doubted that now. In which case, some sort of a story was already circulating within the force. In view of his, Smith’s, last conversation with King’s Counsel, that was worth noting.

On the following Saturday, the day before New Year’s Eve, they had left Layla with Alice and driven across the country to Liverpool, where they parked the car in a pre-booked space and caught the ferry to Belfast. Diarmuid collected them from the port and took them to his new home in the Upper Malone Road.

The house was large and impressive – Smith caught the glance from Jo that said, look at this! Diarmuid saw it too, and told them the place needed a lot doing, that’s how they’d managed to afford it. But there was no disguising that his IT consultancy must be thriving if they had moved into a street as pleasant as this one.

The boy appeared in the hallway – another one taller than expected after a long interval. He looked at them, turned and ran away, old enough to be shy now. Diarmuid said to pay him no mind, he’d reached his first silly age. They found Mairead in the spacious, old-fashioned kitchen, and when she turned from the stove to greet them, Smith was taken by surprise, completely.

He looked at Diarmuid, who shrugged as if this was nothing to do with him though very plainly it must be. Smith went to the young woman, embraced her and said, ‘Something seems to have come between us.’

Mairead said, ‘I think you mean someone!’ and laughed most Irishly, a little shy herself.

Jo hugged her too, and asked when the baby was due.

Mairead said, ‘Not until May. She’s showin’ early.’

Smith said, ‘She?’ and the pair of them nodded.

Diarmuid said, ‘When we knew you were coming for sure, we decided to surprise you both. A late Christmas present sort of thing…’

The new year was to be seen in at their home – the first of many, Smith had said – but he and Diarmuid were sent down to the local pub for a couple of hours, a nod to tradition perhaps, or just getting them out of the way. Inevitably it was crowded but they found and occupied two stools at the bar.

Diarmuid said, ‘Draft Guinness?’ and Smith said under the circumstances anything else would be unforgivable.

When the barman arrived it was clear they knew each other – Diarmuid pointed to the pump and said, ‘Two please, Liam.’

The silence while they waited might have been awkward but making conversation for the sake of it would have been more so. Instead, Smith thought back to the first moment he had seen the man seated beside him, sitting in a car, and keeping the old house in Kings Lake under observation. The thought had been there – another Provo out for revenge? And then Smith had returned to this city, and together they had found Bran’s remains and buried him properly after all those years.

Smith directed the conversation around to the family and the business so he could listen rather than talk. Diarmuid said, ‘We’re about to finalise on a lease, a long one; it’ll put us right in the middle of the Smart District.’

What’s that, Smith asked, and he was told Belfast was investing millions, creating a four hundred acre innovation hub to showcase its talents to the world. When asked whether they were recruiting, Diarmuid said, ‘It’s every day I spend my time doing that! We have to look abroad now, to find the people we need.’

Smith said, ‘And they come here, to work for you…’

They agreed that another pint could be justified, in view of the evening and the news of the new arrival in May. Smith insisted on paying this time, and as he pulled the pump the man behind the bar said to Diarmuid, ‘Who’s this, then?’

As if he’d answered the question a hundred times before, Diarmuid said, ‘Oh. This is my Da.’

But that was the first time, and Smith had a little difficulty swallowing the next mouthful of that rich, dark Irish beer.

When they arrived back at the house, respecting the time they had been given, Catriona was there. She was in her wheelchair, and she did not notice him at first. The boy sat perched on her knee, and she had her arms around him while he playfully struggled but didn’t really want to get away.

When she saw him, she released her grandson and waved. Just a friendly wave after so long and so much history. Smith went forward, leaned down and kissed her cheek, oblivious of who else might be watching and remembering their strange and poignant story.

She said to him, pointing into the kitchen where Mairead was talking to a party of ladies which included Jo, ‘What d’you think to that, then? Was it much of a surprise t’you?’

Yes, he said, but he couldn’t see why they had waited so long, to be honest.

Catriona smiled and said, ‘Well, the children come when they’re ready, don’t they? When it’s willed, they come.’

Later, as the house filled up with people, some of whom Smith remembered, he was sitting with Jo. As still happens sometimes in the older communities, those which have not entirely abandoned their pasts, the men were mostly in one room and the women in another, and everyone seemed happy with the arrangement. But they could see Catriona sitting on her own at that moment, watching and listening to it all and there was a small, sad smile on her face, a wistful look. Smith had seen straight away that the disease was progressing, taking away her independence.

Jo said, ‘Go and talk to her. You should spend some time with her. Do it now before someone else notices her.’

He stood up, looked down at her and said, ‘I have one thing to say to you.’

Jo said, ‘Just the one?’

‘Yes. Here it is – my life has been full of remarkable women.’

Jo said this was true, and it was more than any man deserved. Then she gave him a gentle push towards the mother of his only child.

Early on the Wednesday morning, they boarded the ferry which would take them back to England. The Stena Edda, Smith had read, has a passenger capacity of nine hundred and twenty seven people, and it must have been close to fully booked – people like themselves travelling to see family members and friends separated by a hundred and fifty miles of sea.

He liked ships, the whole business of it, and so, when they had had a surprisingly good breakfast onboard – it had only taken half an hour the night before to persuade Mairead not to go into her kitchen at five o’clock in the morning – they put on their coats and went up onto the viewing deck.

For a little while in the middle of that journey, one is out of sight of land entirely. Lots of people came up to have a look at the sea but only a handful stayed more than a few minutes because it was cold. Jo turned up her collar and huddled close to him, not willing to go back straight away. She said there was a good chance of seeing an unusual gull or a shearwater here at this time of the year, and Smith said she should bring her binoculars next time. They had left Upper Malone Road with promises of regular updates and another visit in June or July.

The high pressure covered all of the British Isles now, and it was a smooth crossing – no swell and the waves were little more than distant wrinkles on the grey-green sea. It becomes hypnotic, that sense of moving but not moving, of travelling but remaining in the same place, as if one can feel the earth’s rotation beneath the ship, and the almost frictionless flow of water beside it.

At nine fifteen precisely, his mobile began to ring. As he found it, Jo said they might have left something behind, but he showed her the screen, and it said Katherine D. His good morning was an unusually bright one but irony was wasted on this particular recipient.

‘David, I know you’ve gone off somewhere, Jason told me, but I’ve had a couple of calls already this morning, and I thought you ought to know.’

‘Fire away,’ he said.

‘Caroline called me at nine with some news, which I made a note of, because I didn’t want to ring you. Ten minutes later, I had Gloria Butterfield on the line wanting to talk about the same thing. She doesn’t mince her words, does she?’

Smith said, ‘If I haven’t mentioned this before, I should have done so – once engaged, Mrs Butterfield is a force of nature. What’s happened?’

Jo was close enough to him to hear this conversation. She looked at him and mouthed something – two syllables – but he couldn’t be sure what she was trying to communicate.

Katherine was saying, ‘… she thought we’d have months to prepare but it’s set for a fortnight tomorrow. She wants a meeting with everyone in the room, as soon as possible.’

Smith said patiently, ‘She? Is that Caroline or Gloria?’

‘Gloria!’

‘And the meeting is to be about?’

Katherine seemed to realise she might have hurried this just a little. She took a breath and said, ‘Sorry. On the 18th of January, at Norwich Crown Court, there will be a second inquest into the death of Freddie Thorpe.’


Chapter Thirty-four

It was due to open at 10.00 but the traffic on the A47 is notorious at the best of times – travelling along it within two hours of the going to work in the morning or the going home in the evening is the worst of times. So when, the day before, he was speaking to Caroline Thorpe on the phone and he realised just how apprehensive she was, Smith offered to come along the coast road and pick her up from Burnham Park. That way they could enter Norwich from the north and cross the A47 rather than spending an hour crawling along it.

When he told Jo why he would need to be up and about even earlier than planned, she said, ‘Hm. They probably had a chauffeur once upon a time.’

Inquests are open to the public, and he’d said to her she was welcome to come along and watch the proceedings – they were likely to be more interesting than most, but she was close to beginning the first draft of a new book, and those are tense times. Jo declined the offer but did ask him how long he thought the inquest might take. This was a trickier question than might first appear, and something he’d discussed with Gloria Butterfield. She had told him they were often no more than a day, and sometimes less than that, “But this one,’ she said, ‘is about as atypical as it could be. For one thing, they’ve appointed a judge.’

The meeting had taken place just over a week ago. Smith had collected Gloria from the railway station in Kings Lake – with no Jacob this time – and taken her to the offices of Diver and Diver Associates. There had been pastries, small cakes and a selection of biscuits organised by Madison, and – lo and behold – someone had brought in the means necessary to grind and brew proper coffee beans. Smith said to that young woman he now knew exactly where he stood in the hierarchy of things, and she had replied that if he meant he was less important than this posh lawyer from London, well, Katherine certainly seemed to think so.

Caroline Thorpe was present, of course. She seemed to have overcome her initial bewilderment at what gaining a second inquest actually involved, and was listening as carefully as anyone to what their King’s Counsel had to say.

‘A judge is unusual but not unprecedented. Since the Coroners and Justice Act of 2009, the Lord Chief Justice may nominate a judge to conduct an inquest instead of a coroner. Plainly, he has decided to do so. I congratulate Caroline, who has managed to gain the attention of the Attorney General and the Lord Chief Justice with her petition. That is not all. Under the provisions of the same act, the Coroner – in this case, His Honour James Younger – can decide to appoint a jury. There is a reason not a lot of people are aware of this fact, and that is that about one per cent of inquests have a jury. Ours,’ she’d said, with a look around the table at each one of them, ‘will have a jury.’

Smith had asked her what she thought the significance of this might be. She’d told them the judge did not have to make public his reasons for appointing a jury, but it was likely someone had decided the case might have ramifications beyond the normal – ‘In other words,’ she added, ‘they have got wind of something. This might be from things we wrote in our letter, or it might be that some other influences are already at work. Notice, too, the location. Inquests are usually held in poky little backrooms – we have a Crown Courtroom all to ourselves for an undefined term. These places are always booked up months in advance, and so some other poor soul’s case has been delayed yet again.’

Mrs Butterfield had turned to Caroline then and said, ‘They are going to some trouble to show they have anticipated and accommodated your every wish. This should make us cautious.’

Smith asked about the role of a jury in an inquest, and she told them to forget everything they knew about juries from the television or, with a glance at Smith, or from appearing in front of them when giving evidence. Like coroners, coroners’ juries are a law unto themselves. They can consist of as few as seven or as many as eleven people. They are randomly selected from the electoral roll – though she did not see how that had been done so quickly and intended to ask – and they can play a peculiarly proactive part in the proceedings. Inquest jurors may ask questions directly of any witnesses called. They may address the inquest themselves and they are entitled to draw and state conclusions independently of the Coroner.

Gloria Butterfield had paused, allowing this to sink in, and Smith noticed she had a penchant for custard cream biscuits – she ate her third as she looked about the table and came to a stop with him, inviting him to ask the obvious question. He did so.

‘In that case, why on earth would they take the risk? If someone already believes this inquest might be a ticking time bomb, why involve a jury which can ask its own questions?’

She said, ‘I can only speculate. A jury can give a Coroner some sort of cover – to use the colloquial, he can say afterwards “Not me, guv.” Another point I mentioned earlier and must examine soon is this – how has the jury been selected? If the right sort of person is on the jury, they might not be a problem; then those ‘influences’ we have talked about get a result satisfactory to themselves. They can say “Look, it was a jury of your peers,” can’t they? Ultimately, His Honour remains in charge, of course.’

Smith had asked what she knew about James Younger, because it is a small, and some might say incestuous, world, the world of jurisprudence. Lawyers spend half their lives appearing in front of judges, and the other half gossiping about them.

She told them she had never appeared in his courtroom herself. He had the reputation of being firm but fair in procedural matters; politically, she thought he was neutral. Katherine had said then, ‘Politically? Our judges are not political, are they?’

There was a glint in the eye of the King’s Counsel as she responded, ‘Of course they are not – and it is vitally important we remind ourselves and each other of the fact at every opportunity. We must now get on. We must decide whom you wish to speak at the inquest. I do not think they will refuse you any reasonable requests.’

Some seconds passed before she glanced in Smith’s direction, and found him watching her with the utmost attention.

Norwich is an ancient settlement, founded as Northwic by the Anglo-Saxons in the sixth century – there must have been courts of various kinds there since those times but the current incarnation sits on a bend of the attractive River Wensum, and it is a relatively modern building with its own transport links and parking spaces. Other vehicles were present already but there was plenty of room; through force of habit, Smith reversed into a space which offered a good view of the rest of the car park. They were almost half an hour early.

Caroline had talked freely enough on the journey but she had fallen silent once more, now that the building was in sight. Courts are intimidating places even for those who have done no wrong, unless for some reason you’ve spent more time in them than most.

As if she’d read his thoughts, she said, ‘Have you given evidence here? When you were in the police?’

He had, yes, on several occasions.

‘What is it like? Is it awful?’

Smith said, ‘No, not usually. More often than not you’re only there to give a factual account. If you’re being questioned by someone like Gloria, it can become a little more challenging.’

She looked away from him and said, ‘I never imagined it would come to something like this. I had no idea, really. I should apologise for making you go into the witness box or taking the stand or whatever is you’re going to do on my behalf.’

He said, ‘The way I’m looking at it, it’s on Freddie’s behalf. And there isn’t going to be a confrontational courtroom drama. This isn’t adversarial, and there won’t be cross-examination. We make your case – Freddie’s case – and then someone else makes a decision.’

She smiled, touched his forearm and thanked him again. And he thought, if only it turns out to be that simple, if only… In his last private word with Gloria Butterfield she had said, ‘They’re giving us our opportunity but it’s in a padded and soundproof cell. It’s an exercise in containment.’

He had not disagreed with that, and then she said, ‘How far will you go, when I put you up there?’

He said, ‘As to why they went there, to Ranworth?’

She nodded, and Smith said, ‘How far do you think His Honour will let me go?’

Gloria had shrugged a little – a gesture which meant she did not know, and that, thought Smith, is rather unusual.

Other cars were arriving now. He watched a white Tesla enter, turn and park in the same line as he had, some twenty-five yards to their left. It did the same thing – drew up first and then reversed into the space. The driver was looking away, talking to someone in the passenger seat – Smith could see this beyond Caroline’s profile.

When the man turned away from the passenger, there was a moment when those who had worked with Smith the longest, those who knew him best, would have seen it – that the features of the face had become immobile. The blue eyes were unblinking for a second or two longer than we might expect, and then, almost imperceptibly, he leaned back into his seat so his own face would be concealed if the driver looked in his direction.

A woman got out of the car – youngish, tall, serious-faced and smartly dressed in a dark business suit. She leaned back in and more words were exchanged before she set off towards the entrance to the crown courts. This might be nothing. There would be other cases going on in the other six courtrooms. Odds of seven to one, then. But if that young woman was sitting in the public seats of courtroom three in twenty minutes’ time, this inquest had taken on another dimension entirely.

‘Is it someone you know?’

Caroline had noticed him watching. The driver was on his mobile already, pulling away and heading quickly for the exit.

Smith said, ‘Vaguely familiar. All sorts of dodgy characters hang around these places.’

It was time to go. When he went around the car and opened the door for her, she got out. As they began the walk towards the courtroom, she took his arm.

For a moment he did not recognise Mrs Butterfield. She had not appeared in her gown and wig – she wore a jacket, a skirt, a blouse and a rather flamboyant red and blue silk scarf. She welcomed them, made some reassuring remarks to Caroline and handed her the official notice of proceedings just given to her by the clerk to the court. As Caroline looked through that, Smith indicated he would like a private word, and they stepped away.

With perfect timing, the young woman he had watched in the car park walked past them – she even said a brief good morning before she went through the entrance doors into courtroom three. Smith watched her all the way, and Mrs Butterfield noticed this and asked whether the young lady was of some interest to him.

He said, ‘Not especially, but I saw her arrive outside just now. The man who gave her a lift might be of some interest to us both.’

‘Go on…’

‘He’s Harry Alexander.’

‘Hm. For some reason the name rings a bell. But you will have to enlighten me.’

Smith said, ‘Unless there have been recent changes, Harry Alexander is head of the Regional Serious Crimes Unit. He’s based here in Norwich.’

She turned away and studied the entrance to the courtroom once more, before she said, ‘I see. Yes. That could be of interest, couldn’t it?’

Caroline Thorpe was on her feet now, and looking in the direction of the security gate. Smith followed her gaze, and saw Tessa Montgomery making her way towards them. She had seen Caroline, and her steps faltered and then came to a halt. Though Tessa had agreed to be a witness, the two women still had not met in person since shortly after Freddie Thorpe had died. Potentially, this was a very awkward encounter.

Caroline began to walk towards the young woman, and Smith might admit to us, in an unguarded moment, that his breath was on hold as she did so. As the agency’s client, Caroline had now been made aware of the entire sequence of events that led to Freddie going to Vincent Somerville’s house in the country; she knew the extent to which Toby Egerton and Tessa had been involved. If the next thirty seconds did not go well, they might be down one witness before the proceedings had even begun.

The two women were three or four feet apart, and talking – or at least Caroline was saying something. Tessa was nodding – and then she began to cry. Smith glanced at Mrs Butterfield and saw she too was watching. When he looked back, Caroline had put her arms around Tessa, but no one else was taking any notice because little emotional moments like that one happen all the time in and around courtrooms.

Gloria said, ‘I cannot see the young man.’

Toby Egerton had also agreed to appear but Smith had his doubts now – they would surely have arrived together. He mentioned that to the lawyer, who said, ‘Goodness me. Witness fails to show up in court… Whatever next, Smith? No matter. That young woman will be much more useful to us.’

The foyer to the courtrooms had become busy. A woman and a man hurried by towards Court Three, and the woman – thin, bespectacled, quick with nervous energy – caught his eye for a fraction of a second, as if she knew him. The man who followed was her opposite – short, overweight, untidy and carrying a professional’s camera.

Smith said, ‘Dear me. It looks as if the local press have turned up.’

Mrs Butterfield said, ‘It is remarkable the way they do that, at the most unlikely of cases…’

Smith nodded, and had nothing to add.

‘Well, ten minutes and we’re up. If you could let my client know, please. And did I mention that His Honour has asked to speak to me before we begin?’

Smith said she had not done so, and wondered why that might be. He meant why the judge who was to be a Coroner for the day had asked for such a meeting but she smiled, perhaps taking it the other way.

She said, ‘I’m sure it is just professional courtesy. He cannot possibly imagine I might let something slip.’

With that, she gave him a comical wink of her right eye and departed majestically. She did not need a gown and wig to be a woman of considerable presence, he thought.

He went to Caroline and Tessa. The tears were at an end, and he asked what had happened to Toby.

Tessa said, ‘He backed out this morning. I’m sorry. I did my best to persuade him.’

And then to Caroline, ‘I don’t think it’s the court. He couldn’t face you.’

There were more words of comfort and reassurance from Caroline, and Smith thought she too was someone of character, generous almost to a fault under such circumstances. He gave Mr Egerton a brief consideration: in view of what might be coming further down this line, the young man would have done better to show up here today and make some sort of peace with Freddie Thorpe’s sister, but he had made his choice.

A green light had come on above the entrance to Court Three. Smith turned to the two women and said, ‘We’d better go in.’


Chapter Thirty-five

‘I wish to make it clear from the outset that the purpose of this inquest into the death of Frederick Thorpe is not to comment upon or to evaluate in any way the original inquest. I intend to proceed as if this is a new inquest, and not a repeat of any previous inquest into that person’s death. It will help all concerned if we can bear this in mind…’

His Honour James Younger looked around the assembled faces most democratically but Smith had the suspicion those remarks were directed mostly to Mrs Butterfield, who sat next to him, on his left – Caroline Thorpe was seated to her lawyer’s left-hand side. There were spaces in the public seats but, he guessed, fewer than there would have been in an ordinary investigation into the cause of a death. To his right he could see the woman sent in by Harry Alexander, but she had not looked in his direction yet. Behind her sat the journalist and her accomplice. There were several other observers, and one could only speculate as to what had brought each of them here on a cold Thursday morning in January.

The jury consisted of eight people – four women and four men. Smith had encountered plenty of juries, and the only difference here was that they looked rather thin on the ground. At first they always seem ordinary to the point of being anonymous, but it’s surprising how quickly individuals and sometimes characters emerge.

The witness statements of those who were to participate had been handed to all parties. Gloria Butterfield had glanced at these, frowned and said to Smith – very quietly because the Coroner had explained the proceedings were now being recorded and the microphones were sensitive – that if she was looking at what she thought she was, they were about to take part in a comedy of the farcical kind.

He asked why, but before she could answer the Coroner was calling to the stand the first witness, and Gloria added only, ‘You’re about to find out.’

Into the witness box came an officer from Bethel Street police station. She gave her name – Detective Sergeant Laura Carver – and was asked to read out her witness statement. Smith noticed Mrs Butterfield wasn’t bothering to follow with her written copy; she was gazing into the middle distance with an abstracted sort of expression. The young woman on the stand read aloud nicely enough, and when she had finished, she waited. She had given a short factual account of the report made to the emergency services early on the morning of the 21st of August eighteen months previously, and of the subsequent actions of the responding officers.

His Honour re-examined his copy of the statement. Looking up from it, he said to the police officer, ‘I do not see your name listed as one of the attending officers. Is that correct?’

It is, she said. She had not attended the incident in person.

The Coroner said, ‘Were you personally involved in the subsequent investigation, Detective Sergeant?’

Apparently not. James Younger, Smith observed, was no longer able to resist glancing in the direction of the eminent KC who had somehow become involved in these proceedings; no doubt the judge was weighing up the pros and cons of dealing with this himself or allowing that lawyer to question this witness now.

The Coroner said to the police officer, ‘For the record, then, I will state that although you have made a witness statement, you were not in any pertinent way a witness to what happened to Frederick Thorpe. I must ask – when were you told you would be representing the Norfolk constabulary in this matter?’

The young woman took out and opened a notebook, a proper little notebook, and Smith immediately exonerated her from all blame in this matter. She had been sent in as the fall guy – or the fall girl. She gave the inquest a recent date, and Smith noted that even some of the jury were frowning and exchanging glances.

The Coroner followed up with a couple of routine questions, with beginnings such as ‘What is the usual procedure…’ and ‘What would the police typically do…’ but the moment could only be delayed for so long. He invited the person representing the family of Frederick Thorpe to question the first witness.

Mrs Butterfield stood up and thanked His Honour. She then told the inquest she had no intention of questioning this witness. What would be the point? This witness had done no more than read a report from the original inquiry into Frederick Thorpe’s untimely death. She had read it for the first time, apparently, just five working days ago. Smith was watching the young woman in the witness box. Her face had fallen a little.

Mrs Butterfield continued, ‘In no way is Detective Sergeant Carver to blame for this. Those responsible are the people who sent her here. I find it incredible, in the proper sense of the word, that not a single officer from the original police investigation has bothered to attend this inquest. I would like the record to show that we find this insulting to Frederick’s family and to the members of the public who have given up their own time to consider such a serious matter.’

This last was directed towards the jurors, more than one of whom looked a little astonished that events had already taken such an interesting turn. Mrs Butterfield then sat down.

The Coroner pointed out that her remarks were already a matter of record, thanks to the electronic device over there in the corner. He followed procedure and asked whether the jury had any questions for this witness. Smith was not surprised when they declined – after all, how would one follow that?

The second witness had been sent by the county pathologist’s office, but he was not the county pathologist. He was, in fact, an assistant to the county pathologist, here to explain any scientific or technical matters arising from the report to the original inquest. When the Coroner asked Mr Reid – assistant county pathologist – why the person who conducted the original autopsy was not in attendance, Mr Reid said that person had since left the post he held at the time. Nevertheless, said the Coroner, it would not be unusual for such a person to attend an inquiry into one of their previous cases – the inquest was then told by Mr Reid that he believed the individual in question was also on long-term sick leave.

His Honour sighed – Smith saw it and wondered how sensitive those microphones really were – and asked, purely for the benefit of the jury, what the conclusions of the autopsy had been, in layman’s terms. They were told about the presence of alcohol and drugs in the blood samples, and that the cause of death had been determined as by drowning. And then, ‘Mrs Butterfield – do you have questions for this witness on the family’s behalf?’

She was on her feet once more.

‘I do not, Your Honour, and for the same reasons as I had no questions last time. I would like to add, however, that recent inquiries made on behalf of the Thorpe family have thrown into question the results of the autopsy which were presented to the original inquest. Serious concerns have arisen with regard to those results. As you know, we intend to call a witness who will explain how those inquiries were conducted, and exactly what has been thrown into doubt.’

Unless Smith was much mistaken, some of the jurors were now on the edge of those wooden benches – to think that some of them had probably complained about jury service and even tried to evade it! He looked to his right, and the female police officer from RSCU was watching him now.

The Coroner invited Frederick Thorpe’s sister into the witness box.

Caroline’s statement to the court lasted for several minutes. It had been written with help from Katherine Diver and Smith, and the final draft had been approved by Mrs Butterfield; it had been obvious the lawyer saw this as an important point in the proceedings. Caroline had a beautiful reading voice, and Smith thought that if times got really hard in the estate business, she could probably earn some money narrating audiobooks. By the end of this, the jury must be in the palm of her hand, he decided, and Freddie Thorpe had, in an odd way, come to life for them. That, of course, was precisely what Gloria Butterfield had intended.

The Coroner asked several questions of a factual nature, including where her brother had been living at the time of his death. She said, ‘Freddie had his own place but for some months he had been back at home with me, back at Burnham Park.’

‘Was that for any particular reason, Mrs – er, I’m sorry, Lady Caroline?’

Oh dear, thought Smith – he’s clearly decided not to use her married name, and that was his only way out.

She answered, ‘Freddie and I were getting on very well at the time – probably better than we ever had. I think he enjoyed the company. He is – he was a talented musician, and had his piano and keyboards at Burnham. He had begun to play again. He was also painting. And he was taking an interest in the estate’s business, which was a great help to me.’

His Honour must be longing for a little normality by now – he said to Mrs Butterfield, ‘I presume you will have some questions on this occasion?’ and she thanked him, and said indeed she did. Even the jurors looked relieved when Gloria got to her feet.

‘Lady Caroline. You have been commendably honest about your brother’s difficulties with alcohol and drugs in the past. You knew him better than anyone, it would seem. Is it possible that, unknown to you, he was still caught up in that world of illegal drugs – specifically, using cocaine and barbiturates?’

Caroline had been thoroughly prepared by her Counsel – she had been told to expect such a question, but when you face it on the stand in front of legal officers, jurors and strangers, it’s a different matter. She paused, and Smith saw her swallow before she could speak.

‘I do not believe it possible. Not while he was at Burnham. I would have known.’

Mrs Butterfield said, ‘When was the last time you saw Freddie inebriated or under the influence of any substance?’

Caroline said, ‘I have thought about this. It was more than three years ago.’

‘More than three years…’

The jury was transfixed by the lawyer’s stare in their direction.

‘Lady Caroline – did Freddie tell you he was going to Ranworth?’

‘He did not.’

‘And were you surprised when you heard he had gone there?’

‘Yes. Very.’

‘Please tell us why you were very surprised that he did so.’

Because, she told them, he had not been involved in such things for years. Once upon a time he went everywhere but that was in the past. Freddie had changed, even more than she had realised at the time. He used his medications properly, he exercised, often he was in bed by ten thirty.

‘In other words,’ said Mrs Butterfield, ‘going to the party at Ranworth was out of character for him, as he was eighteen months ago, living with you, his sister, at his old family home. And so I have to ask, Lady Caroline, why do you think he went there that night?’

Perhaps they had not prepared for that question. Caroline hesitated, and looked at Smith. She also glanced towards Tessa Montgomery, sitting in the same row of seats.

Mrs Butterfield waited three more seconds before, ‘Was it because Freddie was back in touch with some old friends?’

Caroline said that did appear to be the case, yes.

‘To be specific, then,’ said the lawyer, ‘in the summer before Freddie died, he was in contact with three of those old friends – Tom Spencer, Toby Egerton and Tessa Montgomery. And you were aware of this, at the time.’

She agreed with that. Freddie had spent time with them again.

Mrs Butterfield said, ‘Is it possible that’s why Freddie had also got involved with drugs again?’

This line of questioning had if anything increased the tension in the courtroom. Smith saw a concerned frown appear on Tessa’s face, and he was also aware that His Honour, up there behind the big desk, was going to intervene soon.

Caroline said, ‘But he hadn’t. I’ve already said this. He was not drinking, he was not taking drugs.’

‘Quite so,’ said Mrs Butterfield, ‘you have made that very clear to us. In which case, your brother went to Ranworth for some other reason that night, didn’t he?’

‘Mrs Butterfield. You and I are both on unfamiliar ground here, aren’t we? I do sympathise – but this is not a trial. We are not making a case either for the prosecution or the defence. Our only remit is to establish the cause of death of Frederick Thorpe.’

Mrs Butterfield thanked His Honour for his guidance – she smiled at him and at her error in forgetting their remit – and then went on to say she hoped to establish that the reason Freddie Thorpe went to Ranworth might well be directly related to what had caused his death there. She said she had no more questions and sat down.

Smith thought it was difficult to imagine how she might have created more suspense. The judge looked at her and then at the jury – he seemed reluctant to do so, but he asked them whether they had any questions for the witness.

The two jurors who sat side by side at the end of the front bench were also the two oldest. A man and a woman, they would not have met before, thanks to the strictly random and controlled nature of jury selection, but Smith had noticed them conferring, as they are entitled to do. He thought the woman was in her sixties and the man in his seventies. If so, the man could have asked to be excluded on the grounds of his age – plainly he had not done so. But then, thought Smith, this has to be better than watching Bargain Hunt on the television or doing time down at the over-sixties club.

The man nodded to her and the woman raised a hand. The Coroner smiled and invited her to ask her question. She did so.

‘I hope you don’t mind… Earlier you mentioned your brother’s disabilities, and just now you said he was taking his medication. Could you tell us a bit more about exactly what was wrong with him? I just thought this might be relevant. And I’m sorry for your loss. I meant to say that first.’

Caroline told the inquest, as she told Smith several weeks ago – it seemed, somehow, much longer ago than that. Today, she ended it with, ‘Freddie struggled with this for his whole life. He had some very bad times. But as I said, for the past two years he had been much happier. He…’

She was close to tears, and there was a respectful silence before the Coroner thanked her and invited her to leave the witness box. Smith could see Tessa was in much the same state but their lawyer, though also a lady, was made of sterner stuff. He caught her eye and she returned the look with a slight nod, which he took to mean that this was going according to plan.

His Honour was addressing the inquest again.

‘Under normal circumstances, we would be hearing from the same witnesses as the original inquest. I make no attempt to pretend these are normal circumstances. It appears another of the witnesses from that inquest cannot be located. Please remain where you are, Detective Sergeant, but are you enable to enlighten us?’

The police officer told the inquest a visit had been made to the address given by Virginia Moore but that she was no longer resident there. They had not managed to locate her in time for today’s proceedings.

Smith saw Mrs Butterfield getting to her feet once more, and he thought oh dear, oh dear, oh dear…

‘Your Honour – my thanks to the police officer for confirming what the extensive investigations carried out on behalf of Caroline Thorpe have revealed. With regard to the said witness, one Virginia Moore, it seems she never was resident at the address given to the police. In fact, the investigations agency appointed by Caroline Thorpe has been unable to find any evidence such a person ever existed,’

‘Mrs Butterfield!’

The judge and the lawyer locked eyes across Courtroom Three. He’s a competent sort of chap, thought Smith, but it’s no contest.

‘Your Honour – I report only the facts as we have been able to establish them. If someone can provide facts to the contrary, we will be happy to consider them. We would be delighted to hear from Ms Virginia Moore. If she can be found.’

Mr Younger announced it was time for their first break, and moments later a clerk arrived with a message for King’s Counsel. The Coroner would like another private word with her.

The break lasted for twenty minutes. When ten of those had passed, Gloria Butterfield reappeared in the foyer, making her way purposefully towards them. As she arrived, she said, ‘No problems – he’s going to resume. I told him I’m as puzzled as he is. That seemed to help. He definitely didn’t want this gig.’

At times she had an odd turn of phrase; when Smith looked at her, she smiled and shrugged, but he could also see that she too would like another private word. After a couple more minutes, they managed to edge away from Caroline and Tessa.

She said to him, ‘It’s my guess he will have to end this once he’s heard what we have to say about the autopsy samples. He might not even allow all that to be aired. If you wish to say anything else – that is, about other matters, not the samples – you will need to get it in beforehand. To be honest, I think we’ve already done enough, but…’

The ‘but’ meant she was leaving the final decision to him.

She added, ‘We’ll call on the young lady next. Her statement will go well with what they have heard from Caroline.’

That’s what you need and what you pay for: the detachment from the emotional turmoil, the ability to analyse coldly when others are in tears.

When Tessa Montgomery entered the witness box, the Coroner asked her, before she began to read her statement, to confirm she was one of those friends of Frederick Thorpe whose names had been mentioned earlier in the proceedings, and she did so. Her statement too had been seen by the people working on Caroline’s behalf, but it had not been edited or altered in any way by them. Mrs Butterfield had told them this statement must be authentic.

As far as Smith was concerned, it was entirely so. Tessa had given a brief explanation of her friendship with Freddie over more than twenty years, including – as Caroline had once told him – that they’d had a romantic relationship in the past. She talked about the events of the evening when the three of them went to Ranworth. She said very clearly, because she now understood the full significance of the fact, that Freddie had not been drinking that night and that he had not taken drugs. At the end, looking at Caroline, she said she would never forgive herself for leaving him there alone.

The Coroner, in as kindly a manner as he could, asked her to explain why she had done so. Mr Younger himself seemed to have forgotten his remit for a moment or two.

Tessa said, ‘We were asked to leave.’

‘By whom?’

‘By people who worked for the man whose house it was. Vincent Somerville.’

Oh, well done, thought Smith. She’s really entering into the spirit of things now.

The Coroner made a note. Gloria had been unable to establish whether Somerville had been invited to attend this inquest – he had certainly been present at the previous one. A Coroner has the legal power to issue a summons. Had he done so?

His Honour then asked Tessa to explain why they had been asked to leave. Had there been some sort of trouble?

She said, ‘Not directly. It was to do with Freddie, though.’

This young lady’s blood is up, thought Smith. If we’re not careful, she’ll have this halted before we want it to be. Gloria had seen the danger and raised her hand, but on this occasion His Honour ignored her.

‘Ms Montgomery – can you tell us whether Frederick had been asked to leave by the same people?’

She could not say that, she told him – they had become separated from Freddie by then. And in response to a further question, she confirmed she did not see him again that night.

Mrs Butterfield said she had no questions for this witness, and Smith was not surprised. Neither had the jury, and so Tessa returned to her seat beside Caroline, who took her hand and squeezed it.

His Honour the Coroner took a long time after that. He looked at some papers, picked up a pen twice, and wrote something once. People began to look around the courtroom, and overhead, somewhere in that brilliant blue, January sky, a fighter jet went low and fast over the city, probably from one of the American bases. In the ensuing silence, Smith heard Gloria Butterfield say to herself, ‘Come on, Your Honour. Don’t quit on me now…’

‘I’d like to call David Smith as the next witness, please.’

His statement had explained the range of investigations undertaken on behalf of Caroline Thorpe without going into detail as to the results. He confirmed that experienced detectives had yet to find any trace of Virginia Moore. He said it had become clear Freddie Thorpe had not gone to the party at Ranworth with a typical party-goer’s intentions. Items found on Freddie’s mobile phone and laptop indicated the visit to the party had been planned well in advance. He had gone to Vincent Somerville’s home intending to meet someone.

The Coroner-for-a-day interrupted him.

‘Mr Smith. You informed us at the beginning of your admirably detailed statement that you were, before you joined the er… the Diver and Diver agency, that you were for a long time a member of the police service. Was that in Norfolk?’

When Smith confirmed this was the case, he was asked another question.

‘In that case, I have to ask whether any of the parties involved in your investigations on behalf of Lady Caroline were previously known to you. Were they?’

Smith said, ‘They were not, Your Honour.’

His Honour was proceeding most carefully now. While he waited, Smith looked towards Mrs Butterfield, and saw that her eyebrows were raised just a little, and her mouth was pursed in concentration.

‘Very well. You have told us your investigations led you to believe that Frederick went to Ranworth intending to meet someone. I am asking you to answer my next question with great care – as an experienced former officer and, I have no doubt, an experienced witness, you will understand my meaning here. Do you believe you know the identity of the person Frederick intended to meet that night?’

‘Yes, I do believe that, Your Honour.’

Another pause. If he had tried any harder, James Younger could not have created more tension in the courtroom – the irony being that he had almost certainly not intended to create any at all.

‘That being the case, Mr Smith, is it also your belief that the identity of the person Frederick intended to meet is in some way related to the fact Frederick Thorpe died that night?’

Smith said, ‘I believe there is a high probability of that being the case, Your Honour.’

The Coroner turned towards the jury.

‘Nevertheless, we have the results of blood tests which show that the cause of death in this tragic case was drowning while under the influence of alcohol and barbiturates. Whatever else we have heard this morning, those must weigh most heavily in our deliberations…’

Smith thought, that looks like a last throw of the dice, Your Honour.

With scarcely disguised reluctance, the judge asked the jury whether they had any questions for this witness. It was the elderly man who put up his hand.

‘Proceed,’ said the judge.

It was a wonderfully Norfolk accent, reminiscent of the gamekeeper’s at Burnham Park.

‘First of all, ’cause I ’ave a head for these things – are you the same Detective Smith who caught the ice-cream murderer, the one who killed all those young girls a good few year ago?’

In a million years, you could not have predicted this. Every eye in the courtroom was upon the man who had been asked that question.

‘I am, sir. Yes.’

‘That’s what we thought,’ with a nod to the lady sitting next to him. ‘And in your opening statement didn’t you say something about these ’ere blood tests, that His Honour just mentioned?’

‘You are correct again, sir.’

‘Could you tell us a bit more about that, then?’

The Coroner called an early recess for lunch, with a resumption at half past one. Other courts had also paused their proceedings, and the foyer was busy for a few minutes before people drifted away, looking for something to drink or perhaps just a breath of fresh air. None of the four of them felt like eating but there was a café attached to the court building, and Caroline and Tessa said they would find tea or coffee there – when asked, Smith said he wouldn’t mind a black coffee. The thought of food was unpleasant – he had forgotten about the adrenaline that flows in situations like these. It had been quite a while.

When they were alone, Gloria said to him, ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if our Mr Younger is on the phone to head office. In his situation, I would be seeking guidance and asking about precedents.’

Smith asked what she thought the Coroner’s options were now, though he had a fairly good idea. There were not many of them.

She said, ‘I think he has two choices. He cannot possibly give a new verdict based on the evidence put before him today – you’ve made sure of that. Either he will defer to a later date, saying he needs to consult with… Etcetera, etcetera. That’s the kicking the can down the road option. Or,’ peering down at him, ‘he will give you what you have wanted from the beginning. Is Lady Caroline fully aware of what you’ve been trying to do?’

She was not, he said, and for a good reason. To have raised her hopes when the odds were against them for so long would have been entirely the wrong thing to do. He added, ‘I didn’t think it was possible until the autopsy results came back to us from the lab. And if they hadn’t suggested we also sent Caroline’s sample, we still would never have known.’

Gloria Butterfield said, ‘Oh. I think such checks are pretty standard these days. If things go your way, you’ll need to do more, should anyone ever be facing charges. For example, I’ve been meaning to ask – who identified Frederick’s body? I hope it was his sister. Also, the evidence chain for the samples from the moment they left the police station will need to be beyond question, because question it someone will, eventually. Signed statements from everyone who was within five yards of the envelope. If I’ve already told you this, I apologise. I can be forgetful. Now I must go for a walk.’

She stood up from the chair and Smith immediately followed suit. He asked whether she would like him to accompany her.

‘No, thank you. This is a medical procedure. I’m supposed to walk eight thousand steps a day. My doctor tells me that if I do not do this, I might die; I tell him that my death is an absolute certainty, whether I walk eight thousand steps a day, or eight. I shall be fifteen minutes.’

She strode away from him towards the exit, a tall, large woman, very upright in her carriage, presenting to the world as ever a stern and uncompromising expression. He didn’t know a great deal about her. He remembered discovering once that she had a passion for opera, that she had visited all the great houses around the world. She lived in the centre of the capital. Once upon a time there must have been a Mr Butterfield – a remarkable man without a doubt – but whether this person was still extant he could never discern. There were no rings on her fingers. She had defended some extraordinary individuals against the most serious charges, and often won them their freedom. And yet, he thought to himself, as he sat and watched the people come and go, there is a loneliness about her. Nobody has it all, do they?

At twenty minutes past one o’clock, the four of them were back together, and five minutes later the light above the door to courtroom number three turned green.

His Honour Mr James Younger returned, but on his own. There were surprised looks and quiet murmurs as he sat down and arranged his papers. Smith turned to his left and heard Caroline say to her Counsel, ‘What’s happened to the jury? Why aren’t they here?’

She did not look much reassured when she was told the Coroner had come to some sort of a decision. She saw Smith watching but there was nothing he could add – and he would have admitted he was not without a few concerns either.

‘If we could have quiet, please?’

That took a few more seconds, and Smith had the impression the Coroner’s demeanour had changed – he looked and sounded more like a judge now.

‘Thank you. I intend to be brief. The primary purpose of an inquest, and the first duty of a Coroner, is to establish the cause of a death. I do not find that the statements made today nor the evidence put before this inquest enable me to carry out that duty. I have therefore thanked the jury for their service and dismissed them. That brings an end to the proceedings.’

He paused and looked about, as if he thought there might be someone willing to dispute the matter, but there was only silence. Disappointment hardly describes the expression Smith saw on Caroline Thorpe’s face when he looked towards her again.

Gloria Butterfield looked to her left and then to her right before she said quietly, ‘He’s not done yet.’

‘A Coroner has another duty, however. If during the conducting of an inquest, he believes further investigation of the circumstances of a death is required, a Coroner is bound in law to ask for such an investigation to be carried out. It is therefore my intention to refer the death of Frederick Thorpe back to the Norfolk Constabulary for a full and proper investigation. My reasons for doing so will be given in more detail in the summary of these proceedings, copies of which will be made available to all interested parties…’

Smith caught the end of what Caroline was saying to Gloria Butterfield – ‘… is it still misadventure? Does that stand?’

The answer was, ‘Well, no. In calling for a full and proper investigation, His Honour has effectively stated in public that he doesn’t think that’s what was done the first time. You have something much better than a different inquest verdict, my dear. Freddie’s death is to be investigated properly for the first time.’

She turned to Smith and said, ‘Well played. The wrong sort of policeman cannot hide this one away so easily now. I expect a picture of you is being put up on a dartboard somewhere as we speak. I do have one question for you.’

A win in court brings an odd mixture of emotions – elation, of course, but also exhaustion. He felt a little light-headed but that might have been the black coffee on an empty stomach.

He said, ‘Ask away, Your Honour.’

‘Hm. Nobody bothers much with that these days… My question is this: how on earth did you manage to plant that dear old boy in the jury?’

Smith said, ‘I was going to ask you exactly the same thing, Mrs Butterfield.’

Caroline was excited now, wanting to know more, and Gloria turned to speak to her again. Smith stood up and looked around the courtroom. The young woman from Regional Serious Crimes had disappeared, it seemed. Through the doorway, out in the foyer he could see the journalist talking into her mobile phone.

It was just a local story for now, but it was a start.


Chapter Thirty-six

The following morning Smith drove into Kings Lake and went to the office. He’d been told Caroline was to call in at eleven, and he wanted to give the Divers a proper debriefing before they met her. Yes – both of them. Katherine was still in the country, and she was talking to him about the case before he had a chance to sit down or even take off his coat.

She said, ‘So? Do we just hand everything over to the police?’

A note of resentment there, but Smith was more concerned with the whereabouts of that electric coffee grinder. Madison told him it was still in the kitchen – it was a spare one of Jason’s. Katherine was on her feet, waiting for an answer to her question, and when one was not forthcoming, her brother said, ‘I mean, I can just leave it here, Smith. If you like…’

Madison said to the room, ‘Anyone else?’ and then, ‘Two scoops, four hundred mls of water…’ before disappearing downstairs.

He sat at the table which had become the meeting point over recent weeks, and Katherine and Jason followed suit. It was a decent grinder with ceramic burrs; when all the beans were through it, the note altered to a high-pitched whine – one could hear it even up here in the office.

‘No. We do not approach the police. They’ll be in touch at some point, but expect a lull. Someone will be appointed to go through everything they have on the original incident, and then someone else will be appointed to sort it out. Sooner or later, you’ll get a phone call.’

The pair of them looked at each other before Jason said, ‘Who’s going to deal with that?’

Smith shrugged and said he supposed it would be one of the people who run the agency, and then they looked at each other again.

What they needed now, of course, was a thermostat-controlled kettle. There is no point in spending a lot of money on a ceramic burr-grinder if you pour boiling water onto what it produces. There was an Argos in the town; he could nip in and see if they had one.

To Jason he said, ‘It would be better if it wasn’t me. It’s not exactly a conflict of interests, but… And understandably, there might be officers who’d rather not deal with someone who could sound like a know-it-all, telling them their own business. I think Katherine would do an excellent job.’

And it might be amusing if Waters was involved, of course. But he might not be, at all. There was no guarantee the death of the late Lord Thorpe would be investigated by anyone from within the county. Public self-flagellation is all the rage these days, and the Norfolk Constabulary hierarchy might well choose to report themselves to the Independent Office for Police Conduct for failing to properly investigate in the first place. In that way, they might avoid being landed with the job – politically, that might be the smart move, Assistant Chief Constable Devine… If there is doubt over the way a previous investigation was carried out, it is not unusual for an outside force to take over the job.

He said, ‘But what we can do is make sure we’ve dotted and crossed every single letter in every single document. This comes directly from Gloria Butterfield. Whatever we hand over needs to be as watertight as we can make it, and that’s hours of unpaid work for us.’

To Jason he said, ‘The one-time link Toby Egerton sent to you. Did you manage to sort that out?’

Yes, said Jason, all sorted.

Toby had set up a means of allowing them to see those incriminating photographs just the once, no doubt as a means of protecting himself. The young man had not met Jason Diver, and could have no idea of what the agency’s co-director was capable. The images, then, were stored in an online safe, which was probably much more secure than the one which had recently been repaired in the office. Deciding when to hand over those to someone in authority would be momentous, but it was a bridge they didn’t need to worry about crossing just yet.

Katherine said, ‘Oh. Have you seen, David? It’s on the local county news website – investigation into peer’s death to be reopened, something like that. I checked first thing this morning and it was already there.’

He said, ‘It’s amazing how they get onto these things, isn’t it? You might get some useful publicity, though.’

Jason said yes, maybe they would but his sister was regarding Smith with an odd look again, as she had several times in recent weeks. Madison arrived with the coffee, still in one of the nice cups and saucers which had appeared just before Gloria Butterfield had entered the building for the first time. The receptionist was on her way out of the room when Smith said, ‘Just a moment!’

He made a show of inhaling the aroma before taking a small sip of the dark liquid – very dark but not truly black because there is in it just a shade of burnt umber, the colour of the earth in which those beans were grown. Madison waited with a look between a frown and a smile, and when Smith said, ‘Mm, not bad, I suppose,’ she performed a tiny curtsy, turned and went to answer the phone ringing on her desk.

Katherine said, ‘So, when we’re talking to the police, should we tell them about Robert Oliver coming here?’

Smith said he couldn’t see why, the man had come only out of concern for his wife, hadn’t he – to which she made a disapproving face. But he thought to himself, this is worth noting; when Ms Diver has you in her sights, it isn’t easy to get out of them. Jason was saying they should discuss how they wanted to leave things as far as Caroline Thorpe was concerned, because she would be here in half an hour.

There had been a moment in the car park outside the Crown Court yesterday afternoon. The four of them were saying farewell – it seemed to be more than just a goodbye. Smith had assumed he would be driving Caroline back to Burnham but Tessa offered, and Caroline had said she would love her to see the place again, in view of how much they’d talked about Freddie today.

Caroline had said to him, ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’, and when he replied of course not, she had embraced him and thanked him yet again. She had held him tightly, and over her shoulder he could see a lawyer’s eyes watching, observing and noting.

He gave Gloria Butterfield a lift to the railway station instead, and the very first thing she said to him was, ‘She’s a beautiful woman, isn’t she?’

‘Without a doubt,’ said Smith.

The silence that came then, if not exactly a judicial one, was judicious, after which nothing more was said on the matter. At the station, she turned to him and said, ‘Thank you for the recommendation. It’s been, as they say, a blast. At least I think they do, whoever they are. We might not meet again, you and I. But should you yourself ever need representation in His Majesty’s courts – and you know, in my opinion that’s not the unlikeliest thing that could happen to you – well, you have my number. Goodbye, Smith.’

At five minutes past eleven o’clock, there were footsteps on the stairs – more than one pair, he thought – and then voices in reception. Smith went to see, and there was Lady Caroline, accompanied by her gamekeeper. She was wearing her working clothes once more – the sort one might find pictured in the pages of Country Life magazine – and Ellis was dressed up too, in a tweed shooting jacket with matching cap, moleskin breeks and Le Chameau boots. He nodded towards Smith, looking thoroughly uncomfortable with all this but relieved to see a half-familiar face. He was holding a stout cardboard box against his chest.

The Divers had appeared, and good mornings were exchanged. Madison asked if anyone would like coffee, managing to look at everyone but Smith; their visitor said no, and then, ‘I do hope this is all right. I couldn’t think what to bring. I wanted to say thank you to everyone, and… Going to the supermarket and buying something would not do at all. Anyway, we have a cellar. It isn’t opened from one month to the next these days. My father stocked it. I just put some things into a box. You can take your pick, have a bottle each, or, I don’t know, open one occasionally when you are celebrating a success!’

Ellis lowered the box onto the side of Madison’s desk. There were ten bottles in it, and none of them had a screw cap. Jason was saying what a wonderful gift, she really needn’t have done such a thing. Smith lifted out a bottle and left his fingerprints in the dust on its neck – Chateau Des Tours, Vacqueyras 2007. He put it back and lifted the one beside it – Chateau Lynch-Bages Pauillac Cinquième Cru 2000.

She said to him, ‘Are they all right? I just picked them at random.’

Smith said, ‘I’m sure they are, more than all right. But they’re probably out of my league.’

He turned the label towards Jason who nodded approvingly – it was impossible to say whether he had the faintest idea what he was looking at. Smith returned the bottle to the box.

She said, still looking at him, ‘And after this, we’re going to look at a dog, aren’t we Ellis?’

Ellis shifted a little and said, ‘Apparently so, ma’am.’

Caroline was smiling, still on a high after yesterday, and she said, ‘It’s a retriever cross with good working pedigrees…’

Katherine invited her into their office. Ellis said he would wait in the vehicle. He caught Smith’s eye as he turned and saw the look of recognition – another curt nod and the keeper was away and out of the place.

In the doorway, Caroline turned, realising that he, Smith, did not intend to be a part of this meeting. She said, ‘Please, just help yourself,’ and he thanked her again.

When the door was closed, Madison said, ‘That’s nice of her, isn’t it?

She lifted a different bottle half out and looked at the label.

‘De Neuf Pape… It’s really old. I don’t know much about wine. Does it go off?’

Smith said, ‘Sometimes. If you open one, it’s best to drink the whole bottle, just in case,’

‘Oh.’

She didn’t always catch on straight away. Smith was putting on his coat, and she said, ‘Aren’t you going to take one?’

Not this time, he said – he was off into the town, had a bit of shopping to do. This was a lie but a white one. There is no point in retirement if you spend all day and every day working – he was going home.

It was not, however, a clean getaway. The downstairs door opened before he could reach it, and Polly Coverdale was there. She said, ‘Aye, aye – that were a result, yesterday! They’ll be ’aving you back on t’force if you’re not careful.’

She wasn’t alone. Behind her was a young woman with a serious face, and brown eyes behind round spectacles. Polly made the introductions.

‘David Smith, this is Veronica – Veronica, this is David Smith, one of the agency’s associates. You’ve heard me talkin’ about him already, and everything I said was the truth and nothin’ but.’

Plainly this was the new trainee associate, but the young woman’s expression had altered already – she looked somewhat taken aback. This could be a record, he thought; we’ve yet to exchange a single word.

Polly had noticed, too. She said to the girl, ‘What’s up? You’ve not met before, ’ave you?’

Veronica said, ‘Yes, but he…’ and then to Smith, ‘but you won’t remember me.’

‘In which case,’ he said, ‘I do apologise. When did we meet?’

‘Several years ago. Well, six to be exact. I was still at school.’

Smith sent a somewhat alarmed look in Polly’s direction but her sense of humour was pretty reliable. He said to the young woman, ‘I’m going to need a little more.’

‘I was in the sixth form at Upham. We had a talk one afternoon about drugs, and you were one of the policemen there.’

It was the sixth form Wayne Fletcher would have attended if he hadn’t gone into the family business. And that afternoon, his friends, Melanie Carter and Steven Neale, had been in the audience while Smith told them about his experiences as a drugs squad officer.

Veronica said, ‘I remember you told us that drugs make you feel wonderful, and the deputy head was trying to stop you. And then you told us about the girl – the beautiful girl the same age as us whose story was so tragic. The one who said it’s never as good as the first time.’

He was looking at her properly now, and she must have felt that because she fell silent.

He said, ‘And a young lady in the front row asked me what happened to her.’

‘Yes.’

Smith said, ‘That was you. Goodness – you have quite a memory!’

Veronica said, ‘I’ve never forgotten it. In a way, it’s why I’m here.’

He asked, of course, and she told them. From that afternoon she had wanted to be a police officer. After A levels she went to a good university and studied psychology and criminology. Smith had to intervene briefly and state for the record that he could not be held personally responsible for any of this, and the young woman took that in good part. She began a master’s degree in criminology, and made her first application to the police service. She was sailing through all of that until the day they told her she had missed the unaided binocular vision requirement by two points.

Smith said, ‘Bad luck. Contact lenses?’

She said, ‘I tried them and discovered I have GPC. I have an allergic reaction to contacts. They said there were plenty of civilian roles but… I threw my teddies out of the pram and walked away.’

He thought about this and said it was quite impressive, being able to walk the moment you got out of your pram. She smiled and said, ‘That’s what I remember. You made us laugh with terrible jokes. But the things you told us…

‘Anyway. I was sulking in an estate agent’s office for eighteen months and then I saw the ad for this place, and I thought, I don’t know, maybe it’s the next best thing.’

Smith said, ‘I’ll be honest – I haven’t made up my mind about that yet. You’ll have about five thousand gaps in your education but you’ve teamed up with someone who can fill four thousand nine hundred of them. So – welcome, Veronica.’

When the mobile rang he was halfway to Marston. He ignored it for a few seconds, determined to have nothing more to do with the office until next week – then he had to glance at the number on the dashboard screen. Of course, who else, after that little trip down memory lane just twenty minutes ago?

He pressed the green symbol and said into the speaker, ‘And who is calling the Golden Shot?’

‘Is that what you’re calling yourself now, DC?’

‘I’m trying it out. An international man of mystery has been debased, and I hardly ever seem to get out of Norfolk anyway. Zorro’s a bit old hat… How are you, Waters? Looking for a job?’

Smith looked at the dashboard clock and frowned – an odd time for his former protégé to be making a social call. They usually spoke of an evening.

Waters said, ‘That is what I’m calling about. I’m not looking for one because I’ve just got one. A job, I mean – a new one. You asked me to keep you updated.’

Smith said, ‘I’m going to do that awful thing and assume you haven’t left the service. Therefore, you’re going to have some different letters in front of your name. DI?’

Goodness me – he remembered Waters the rookie dealing with that frightening deputy headmistress outside the Upham school while he, Smith, sat in the car having a cigarette after the sixth form talk. It seems – if you’ll pardon the cliché – like only yesterday.

Waters said, ‘Freeman’s found the money from somewhere. It’s a new DI position, working alongside Tom Greene. And before you ask, I’ll tell you. The starting date is April the 1st.’

When else, said Smith, smiling, as he passed the sign for Marston, and slowed to twenty miles an hour because the old boy who lived on the next bend was inclined to let his equally ancient dog wander out onto the road.

‘And congratulations, obviously. I hope I’m not the first person you’ve called, though naturally…’

Waters said, ‘I told Miriam yesterday, but nobody else – I didn’t get written confirmation until this morning. The team in the office know, of course.’

‘In fact,’ said Smith, ‘the world and his mother found out before me. Oh well. What’s next? SIO, I suppose.’

He’d been about to mention Veronica, but that would do for another day. He asked whether the squad had anything interesting going on, and that’s when he heard the change in the voice he knew rather well.

Waters said, ‘Not much. The DCI’s been called over to Norwich at short notice this morning. That might be something.’

Yes, Smith said, noncommittally – you never can tell. They must all meet up and celebrate properly. Well done, Waters.

There was no sign of her car as he drove along the track. He had one of those odd, irrational thoughts that catch us unawares – that she had gone – and then he remembered the Mazda was in for its annual service at Benjamin’s garage in Thornham. But the moment of fear lingered, as they sometimes will, and he imagined what it would be like to live at Drift’s End alone. This was not simply an idle indulgence – sooner or later, life teaches you to take nothing for granted.

There was no sign of the dog, either. The long spell of cold weather had dried out the path on the bank, and so he put on a proper coat but did not bother to change his shoes. Still the blue sky and the brightness of a late winter’s day in the air, but only for another twenty four hours, according to the Met Office – then February would be arriving early, and there would be rain.

At first the path on the bank offers you no choices – you head north-east, the fresh marsh on your right side, the saltmarshes and the little, winding estuary to your left. After three hundred yards, the first faint track leads down into and across the fresh marsh, and you can walk that way if the water levels are low enough. Sometimes they did, and he stopped at the junction, raised a hand above his eyes and looked for her.

Further on along the main path, the one that stays on top of the bank, there is a seat. It is one of those ‘He Loved This Place’ benches which can be found all along the coast because, in the words of the song, many loved before us and we know that we are not new. The bench had been there for many years, and one could no longer read the name in the original dedication, only the faint words ‘loved this place’. Ever since they had moved in, he’d been meaning to ask Alice in the shop what she knew about it.

Someone was sitting there, a small figure facing out across the saltmarshes, and then he could see Layla nearby, working her way along the top of a ridge between two creeks. He began to walk again, aware of the wind direction, estimating the point at which the dog would pick up the scent of him. She did so at the exact place, turning in an instant and splashing through the creek towards him.

Layla fussed and barked all the way to the bench. Jo looked up and waved as he approached, and he saw the binoculars in her other hand. He said, ‘I see. This is what happens when I’m not about. Slacking off when you tell me you’re working. What have you seen?’

She said, ‘The male hen harrier again. I could watch it all day.’

She raised the binoculars and scanned from left to right. In the distance, somewhere a long way off, a skylark was beginning to sing, deceived by these moments of wintry sunshine.

Jo said, ‘I hope that male isn’t heading for a grouse moor. They’re still persecuting them. They trap and poison the harriers, and smash the eggs for the sake of a few rich men and their so-called sport.’

She might be thinking of the case, of those members of parliament they’d talked about, of the one whom Toby Egerton and Tom Spencer had tried to threaten. Misguided youth, naivete, stupidity? Those are all inevitable and understandable. But involving Freddie Thorpe, using him the way they had? That had not been inevitable, and, to be honest, he could not understand it. Caroline Thorpe seemed intent on forgiving them, and he could see why she might need that, but in her place, he thought, he could not have done so.

Jo said, ‘You’re back early. Or is this just an extended lunch break?’

Smith said, ‘No. I’m home. They can sort out the rest of it. I don’t want anything to do with the police. You can’t trust them, you know.’

She turned to him and said, ‘Really? What about the ex-coppers?’

‘Oh. Some of those are all right. The odd one or two.’

Turning away and lifting the glasses again, as if she had seen something, Jo said, ‘This job has kept you busy for a long time. Are you sure it’s over?’

He told her he was absolutely certain of that, and she leaned against him then, and said simply, ‘Good.’

When they eventually saw the harrier, it was very distant, hunting over the last dune before the beach, at the faraway edge of the sea. It is every shade of grey imaginable as it twists, turns and glides through the light, and there is gull-white there too, with the tips of the wings as black as if they were dipped in ink when the creature was newly made.

It is a breathtakingly beautiful bird.
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Thank you... This story is the eleventh in the DC Smith Investigation series, following on from “The Camera Man”. 




Alongside that series are the Kings Lake Investigation stories: “Songbird”, “On Eden Street”, “Roxanne” and “Missing Pieces”. Many of the characters you have been reading about appear in both series. 




If you would like to know more, please visit my website, where all the stories are listed in order of publication: http://www.petergrainger.com/ 




The previous DC Smith Investigations and the Kings Lake Investigations, along with other books of mine are also available as audiobooks from Tantor Media and Audible, read by the much praised Gildart Jackson. 




If you have enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review at Amazon, where you first found it. As I rarely market or promote my writing in any way, it stands or falls entirely by the readers’ opinions of it. If you would like to know more, you could email petergrainger01@gmail.com 

Should you for some strange reason want to know more about the author, there is a podcast available on Andy's website.

As ever, thank you for reading or for listening.




Alternatively, you might like to try Facebook.  




As he has become a character in two ongoing series, one of the questions I am most often asked is what order people should read all of the books featuring DC Smith. It's a good question!




For those who are curious, the definitive order is:




An Accidental Death,

But For The Grace,

Luck & Judgement,

Persons of Interest,

In This Bright Future,

The Rags of Time,

Time & Tide,

A Private Investigation,

Songbird,

On Eden Street,

Roxanne,

The Truth,

Missing Pieces,

The Camera Man,

Another Girl,

The Late Lord Thorpe,




Thank you again,




Peter.
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Although I've always been a reader, I must admit that I first got into crime novels via television series such as Morse and Frost.  It seemed odd initially,  reading about characters that I had only watched before,  and I found that I didn't always agree with what the producers and scriptwriters had done - but then I probably am one of life's disagree-ers.

Having independently published three novels on Amazon's Kindle,  I decided that my next project could be a crime novel of my own.  In some ways it was easier to write than my general fiction,  the conventions of the genre making some decisions straightforward,  but I still spent a lot of time developing the characters in 'An Accidental Death'; to me,  character comes before everything else in fiction.

I think that Smith himself is a recognisable individual.  He is old-fashioned in some ways and has a sense that he has been left behind as the police force is modernised.  He makes mistakes,  too.  And yet his wealth of experience and the understanding of people that stems from that experience mean that he is still able to pursue the wrongdoers intuitively,  when more conventional methods fail.  He is far from the first fictional detective to have these qualities, of course - there is nothing new under the sun.  In the end, though, I grew to like him enough to perhaps give him another case to solve soon. And then another and another, until now there are eleven DC Smith investigations.

The other three novels? I published them under a different name. They are not crime fiction at all but as several readers have said that they would like to take a look, I will now list them here: 'Afon', 'The Rink' and 'Asher' by Robert Partridge. 


Books In This Series

A DC Smith Investigation

An Accidental Death: A DC Smith Investigation 


The story opens with the apparently accidental drowning of a sixth form student in the Norfolk countryside.  As a matter of routine,  or so it seems, the case passes across the desk of Detective Sergeant Smith,  recently returned to work after an internal investigation into another case that has led to tensions between officers at Kings Lake police headquarters.

As a former Detective Chief Inspector,  Smith could have retired by now, and it is clear some of his superiors wish that he would do so.  With a new trainee detective in tow, Smith begins to unravel the truth about what happened to Wayne Fletcher. As the investigation proceeds,  it becomes obvious that others are involved - some seem determined to prevent it, some seem to be taking too much interest.  In the end Smith operates alone, having stepped too far outside standard procedures to ask for support. 

He knows his own safety might be at risk but he has not calculated on the life of his young assistant also being put in danger.  Readers who enjoy this first in the series will find eleven more await them.  The stories are also available as audiobooks. 

But For The Grace: A DC Smith Investigation 

"We are living in the departure lounge, " said Ralph Greenwood, “and flights leave with monotonous regularity. " So, when another resident of the Rosemary House care home is found dead in her chair one Saturday evening in December, no-one is very surprised – not until the results of a routine post-mortem reveal something extraordinary. 

Police Sergeant DC Smith and his team have to tread carefully as they investigate what took place, and Smith himself has to confront some difficult memories.  Others, meanwhile, seem intent on getting him to leave the force altogether,  while,  despite his best efforts,  his social life also becomes a little more complicated. 

To top it all, Kings Lake has been waiting weeks for the snow to fall,  in a winter that seems as if it will never end. . .  

Luck And Judgement: A DC Smith Investigation 

When a worker goes missing from a North Sea gas platform, there seem to be just two possible explanations – it was a tragic accident or a suicide. 

It does not take Smith and his detectives long, however,  to discover that James Bell led a double life back onshore in Kings Lake,  a life complicated enough to make him at least one dangerous enemy.  Before the case can be unravelled, Smith must get a new team working together; Waters and Murray are still there but one of Wilson’s men is transferred to him, and the female detective constable from Longmarsh poses some unexpected problems for her new sergeant. 

Together they begin to investigate the links between the companies and the people that bring ashore the oil and gas, and they also find themselves caught up in the seamier side of life that exists beneath Lake’s everyday comings and goings.  Jo Evison begins to delve more deeply into the story of the Andretti murders, and Smith himself has to face the fact that he might no longer be considered fit for duty. 

Persons of Interest: A DC Smith Investigation 

In the peace and tranquillity of the woods at Pinehills on a Saturday afternoon,  a mobile phone begins to ring.  The phone belongs to DC Smith and it isn’t unusual that the call is from Kings Lake Central police station; what is unusual is the fact that he seems to be the subject of an investigation rather than taking part in one.  

What can the links be between a prisoner’s violent death in another county, the disappearance of two teenagers and the highest profile case in Kings Lake for many years? As Smith and his team begin to untangle the threads,  one thing becomes clear – they are dealing with some of the most dangerous people that they have yet encountered.  

In This Bright Future: A DC Smith Investigation 

Two weeks of rest and recuperation – that’s what the doctor ordered.  Detective Sergeant DC Smith could listen to some music,  make some of his own and maybe even catch up on his reading; he is almost looking forward to it.  And then there is a knock on the door.  It’s only his next-door neighbour but it is the beginning of a sequence of events that will bring him face to face with some of the darkest episodes and the most dangerous people from his own past.  

This is Smith’s fifth investigation but this time it’s personal.  

The Rags of Time: A DC Smith Investigation

Mark Randall lay dead in a field near Lowacre long before Smith had done what he had to do in Belfast.  By the time he went back to work, the investigation was well underway. “It’s not my case” he says more than once,  and he really doesn’t need it to be; he has enough to think about as it is. But going around the Norfolk countryside dotting the i’s and crossing the t’s,  speaking to the local farmers and the Brothers of St Francis from Abbeyfields,  Smith begins to suspect that the investigation might be heading in entirely the wrong direction.  Arrests are made,  charges are brought and Christopher Waters asks Smith if he has ever seen the wrong man convicted in a murder case.  The answer is yes, and the next question is,  what can be done to prevent it happening again?

Time and Tide: A DC Smith Investigation 

Change is afoot at Kings Lake Central police station.  

A most unexpected new detective inspector takes up his post this Monday morning,  and the oldest detective in the place takes a momentous decision.  Around them,  other officers are considering their own situations,  and even the building itself seems to be facing an uncertain future.  But life and death go on,  nevertheless,  and by lunchtime someone will make a grim discovery on the Norfolk saltmarshes.  

A stranger seems to have suffered a slow and agonising death out there.  As the team from Kings Lake uncover his story,  they reveal another,  much older one with its origins far back in the previous century.  In the tide that governs the affairs of men,  it seems,  love and loss,  betrayal and revenge are timeless themes.  

A Private Investigation: A DC Smith Investigation 

When fourteen-year-old Zoe Johnson doesn’t come home on a Monday night in early December,  the alarm bells in Kings Lake Central police station do not ring straight away – after all,  she’s from the Dockmills,  one of the toughest estates in the town.  But for Detective Sergeant DC Smith,  due to retire in just three weeks’ time,  there are some strange echoes of the case that has haunted him for the past thirteen years.  

Maybe it’s simply his over-developed sense of irony,  or maybe,  in his final days as a police officer,  Smith must look once more into the eyes of a serial killer.  

The Truth: A DC Smith Investigation 

“He said if he hadn’t heard from you by high noon today,  he was going to strap on his six-guns and ride back into town.  So I think you should call him,  Charlie.  Call him before you come home. ” Charlie Hills,  former desk sergeant at Kings Lake Central,  is in trouble.  He hasn’t told Smith,  his old friend and sparring partner,  but someone has,  and now the two former policemen are about to embark on a difficult and potentially dangerous search for the truth.  

For one of them,  it could be life-changing. 

The Camera Man: A DC Smith Investigation


Jo told him the phone call had been about a woman who wanted to have her husband declared dead.  Smith thought for a moment and then said,  'Hmm.  There must be a few million women in this country who feel like that.  I take it her husband's been missing for a while and she's decided it's time to move on.  In the absence of a body,  which is always a nuisance,  she wants Diver and Diver to confirm there's no proof he's alive.  And I've told Jason a dozen times I'm not getting involved in anything matrimonial.  I have enough trouble sorting out my own relationships.'

But on this occasion Smith has it wrong.  The insurance company which will have to pay out a very substantial amount of money if Amanda Fitch obtains her certificate of presumed death has engaged Diver and Diver Associates to look into the disappearance of Gerald Fitch,  more than five years ago now.  As Jason Diver says, he has the very man for the job.  All he has to do is to persuade that man to take it on.

The Late Lord Thorpe: A DC Smith Investigation

This is DC Smith’s third investigation with the Diver and Diver Associates agency.  They have been asked by a member of Norfolk’s aristocracy to look into the tragic death of her younger brother,  Freddie, the late Lord Thorpe of the title.  The inquest verdict was of misadventure,  but it isn’t long before Smith begins to suspect there has been a serious miscarriage of justice.


Books By This Author

LANE: A Case For Willows And Lane (Book 1)

“So I thought I might take up para-gliding.  You know, buy one on eBay and just jump off the cliff one morning.” Emily Willows is middle-aged,  widowed,  wealthy and bored. When she makes those flippant remarks to her son over coffee one Friday,  she has no inkling that within a few hours she will be facing the most terrifying situation of her life.  Nor could she have guessed that she will be confronting it with the enigmatic young woman who moved in next door a few months ago and who has hardly spoken a word to her since.  And neither of them has realised yet that after this meeting,  their lives will never be the same again.

ONE-WAY TICKETS: A Case For Willows and Lane (Book 2)

When a local man,  a veteran of the war in Afghanistan,  goes missing,  his parents have good reason to be concerned.  Emily Willows is a friend of the family and says that she knows just the person to find him – and,  as Summer Lane soon points out, the fact that this also fits in with Emily’s plan to set up her very own detective agency is surely just a fortuitous coincidence.  But it isn’t long before the former detective inspector finds herself on a train heading back to London,  and back into situations that she thought she had left behind.  Some old acquaintances are renewed and some difficult memories must be confronted as Lane searches for the missing soldier and discovers the shocking truth about what happened to him five years earlier.

ARCADIA: A Case For Willows And Lane (Book 3)

Sir Roger Parkes is a man of some influence in the West Country.  When he loses touch with his youngest daughter,  he has a word with the Assistant Chief Constable of the local force.  It’s not a police matter,  he is told,  but if Sir Roger wants to pursue it privately,  there is a lady who might be able to help – two of them,  actually.  As far as Summer Lane is concerned,  she has enough problems without going into the investigations business with her next door neighbour; Mrs Emily Willows’ problems all seem to centre around the fact that her neighbour is refusing to go into the investigations business with her.  They have reached,  it seems, an impasse.  Until, that is,  Emily notices that someone has left a message on her answering machine…

SONGBIRD: A Kings Lake Investigation (Book 1)

“He saw a bare arm first,  the hand palm up with fingers curled inwards.  Then he stopped and took a few breaths. He could hear the two constables making arrangements before they separated,  one saying he’d bring the other some tape from the car,  and then it was just the summer morning quiet again.” 

Detective Sergeant Chris Waters got the call at 05.29 that July morning.  This is it,  said DCI Reeve,  you’ll be first there,  it’s all yours,  you’re the crime scene manager.  Suddenly,  after months of waiting and wondering,  Waters finds himself in at the deep end,  and alone at the scene of a puzzling murder. 

As the investigation proceeds,  the detectives at Kings Lake Central find themselves visiting familiar places and talking to some familiar faces,  while old enmities reappear in the incident room.  Before this is over,  Chris Waters will need to make a career-changing decision,  and another member of the CID team will find herself facing an unexpected challenge.  And Smith? Gone but not forgotten? Surely,  he would say,  you cannot write me off with a worn out cliché like that…

ON EDEN STREET: A Kings Lake Investigation (Book 2)

“He might be a nobody,  but he was their nobody and their first case.” The new Kings Lake Central murder squad is about to spend its first morning on team-building exercises and reviewing cold cases when the call comes in that the body of one of the city’s rough sleepers has been found in a shop doorway.  It happens, someone says,  he isn’t the first to die on the streets and he won’t be the last, but the story the new team begins to uncover is far from routine.  New characters appear and new relationships form as the pressure grows on Detective Chief Inspector Cara Freeman to deliver a result and show that Kings Lake’s first specialist team is worth the money.  Detective Sergeant Christopher Waters discovers links to a previous investigation,  learns that there is more than one way to run a successful squad and finds flower-arranging more interesting than he would ever have imagined.

ROXANNE: A Kings Lake Investigation (Book 3)

“And see if there’s any news about the missing girl.” Life,  as Smith used to say,  is just one thing after another – as one investigation ends,  a new one begins.  But for reasons unknown to the rest of her team,  DCI Cara Freeman will be haunted by the next case for the Kings Lake Central murder squad.  They find themselves delving into the seamy side of life in the town,  and one of their number will have departed before this new investigation is over. Perhaps Detective Sergeant Chris Waters should have seen it coming but he has a lot more than work on his mind these days.

MISSING PIECES: A Kings Lake Investigation (Book 4)

As the first anniversary of the formation of the Kings Lake murder squad approaches,  there is a problem – they’ve run out of murders.  As a result,  they are given the task of reviewing unsolved cold cases.  One of these comes back to life in unexpected ways as the team try to discover the identity of the young woman whose body was found in the Norfolk countryside two decades ago.  And even if they can give her a name,  how can they possibly find her killer after so many years?

ANOTHER GIRL: A Kings Lake Investigation (Book 5)

“She’s just watching, thinking about it again,  when a big flash car pulls up outside.  No one gets out.  Then the doors of the bar open and people appear.  Two men and a youngish woman, and one of the men has a hold on the woman’s arm.  It looks as if they’re having words.  Then this all happens quickly – they push the woman towards the car, one of the back doors opens and they manhandle her inside. Sarah hears a muffled shout from the woman and the car pulls away.  It’s all over in a few seconds.” Just a few seconds – but seconds which will set in motion a sequence of events involving every member of the Kings Lake Central murder squad in the days to follow.  This time the threat is to one of their own.
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