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But the truth doesn’t have an end.

It just keeps going, and if

you don’t have the guts to follow it,

you die.

—ELISABETH ELO, NORTH OF BOSTON

She would learn that the loss doesn’t go away.

It lives in you, with you, a snake around

your throat, and—this is the secret

nobody tells you—the coils don’t let go.

You just learn to live with your ghosts.

—TESSA FONTAINE, THE RED GROVE






PART ONE




4 APRIL


BODMIN AND NAVAX POINT

CORNWALL



Had he known how his day was going to develop, Geoffrey Henshaw would have remained in his far-less-than-comfortable bed, despite its unpleasant tendency to cradle him in such a manner that he could only ever rise from it by rolling to its edge and balancing there till he could ease himself to the floor on all fours. He knew he was a sight to behold as he engaged in this endeavour every morning. He tried not to think of that, however, as allowing his mind to dwell there took him swiftly to the destination of understanding that there was no one present to behold the sight of him at all, and it was not probable that there would be anyone unless and until Freddie’s parents “came round,” as she was fond of putting the matter that had entirely upended his life. But as it was, he was not a prescient man—since a prescient man would have immediately understood that allowing any kind of development in an attraction to one’s student could lead nowhere good—so he rolled out of bed, made himself ready for what a glance out of the window told him was going to be a misty day, and set out on a route south in complete ignorance of what lay in store for him.

When he finally arrived at his place of employment, he felt like a man sitting on the precipice of being entirely wrung out—mentally, that is—since he’d spent most of the drive from Bodmin to Cornwall EcoMining trying not to drive into a hedgerow or hit anything along various roads that became ever narrower as he went along. By the time he passed the turn to Truro, though, the mist had lifted, and the sun broke through, and he told himself to “enjoy the bloody morning,” which had become his mantra over the last few months. This statement rested among other imperatives of the be-thankful-for and get-on-with-it ilk, which were ghosts from his childhood.

Admittedly, the further he drove, the more the day became glory itself, painted with the kind of sunlight that speaks of spring at last after an endless winter of bitter cold wind and biting sleet that had tried his patience—not to mention his spirits and his wardrobe—in every possible manner. But now, today, the final roads he drove on his route demonstrated spring’s overdue arrival. The hedgerows were still winter bare, but along the verges gorse bloomed bright yellow, and the healthy-looking new greenery made a promise of cow parsley’s white blooms bobbing on their narrow stems, along with licorice root doing much the same, canes of blackberries getting ready to bud, and ivy everywhere it could find purchase. Geoffrey knew he should have been uplifted by these sights of spring and the signs of life renewed. But the truth was that he wasn’t uplifted, no matter his mind’s admonishments.

He told himself—indeed he insisted—that he had turned his life around. He explained to the personal and punishing inner critic sitting daily on his shoulder that, while it was true he’d been sacked from his employment as an instructor at Exeter’s premier sixth form college, he’d moved on from the attendant public humiliation to secure a position with excellent prospects—he emphasized this mentally—for his future. He was twenty-seven, he pointed out to his companion critic. Thus, unless he was hit by a lorry or—which was more likely in this part of England—a tourist coach, he had a great deal of time to prove himself to anyone interested in how he was getting on after his split from his wife. Yes, for the moment he had to live in temporary accommodation in Bodmin. Yes, he had only a smallish bedroom in a B & B run by an ageing pensioner called Mr. Snyder, whose wife had “departed in some haste” whilst folding the laundry—“doing one of the bedsheets, she was”—and who, perhaps as a result, could not or would not stop talking no matter how many signals Geoffrey sent him to shut his gob, stuff a sock in it, or S the FU. It was all a bit maddening, but at least, Geoffrey argued with the critic, he was provided a full English every morning along with tea, cornflakes, and grapefruit fresh from the tin. Count your blessings, darling boy, as his mum used to tell him. Get on with it, damn you, as his dad still said. So he did both when he remembered to do both, which certainly wasn’t every morning and certainly not this morning with Freddie’s lengthy phone call still haunting him from the night before and her plea of we can meet somewhere Geoff Mum and Dad will never know acting like an earworm that he could not make cease.

He parked his old 2CV—miracle that the thing was still running, he thought—and climbed out. For a moment he stood watching kittiwakes circling above the cliffside, and he breathed deeply of air so fresh he could smell the health of it entering his lungs. He stood directly across from the local offices of Cornwall EcoMining: housed in a converted former engine house. This was a restored building of granite blocks rising four floors. It overlooked the sea and was part of just one of the many defunct copper mines in the district. This particular mine had closed more than one hundred years in the past, but its workings remained: the tall structure that was the pumping engine house, the even taller chimney stack, and the ruins of a boiler house from which had been produced the steam to keep the pumping engine doing its job of ridding the mine of water. The mine shaft itself had no real access point any longer, although anyone creative enough or desperate enough could find a way past the chain link and the bars that were meant to keep out the curious and the foolhardy.

At the engine house’s entrance, a panel of buzzers had been fixed as there was no receptionist and no need for one. This was a group of administrative offices. The general employees were in the field somewhere. Geoffrey’s presence was a command performance this morning; otherwise, he would have been doing what he’d been doing for months, which was making and keeping appointments with Cornwall’s myriad landowners and engaging them in a presentation of Cornwall EcoMining’s purpose, intentions, proposals, and plans of action.

He rang the buzzer next to C. Robertson and barely a moment passed before he heard Curtis bark, “That you, Henshaw?” through the speaker. Curtis didn’t wait for a reply, merely releasing the door’s lock so that Geoffrey could access the stairs. There was no lift, and Geoffrey often wondered how the office’s furniture and other equipment had been put into place. There were windows in the engine house, of course, but they were far too small to accommodate desks and such, so someone had manhandled everything up the stairs from floor to floor. Geoffrey blessed his stars that he hadn’t been employed by Cornwall EcoMining then. Praise God for His little blessings, his mum would have said. She sometimes launched into “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow,” instead of merely giving the imperative to praise Him. Geoffrey was used to this. Don’t whinge about things you bloody can’t fix, boy would be his father’s recommendation, apropos of nothing at all.

Curtis Robertson’s office was at the very top of the building, its position giving Curtis something to boast about or grumble about, given his mood. This morning it looked as if boasting was the order of the day, since Curtis stood at the northwest window taking in the view that on a clear day—which this day had become—extended all the way from Navax Point to St. Agnes Head rising into the sea in the distance.

“God’s good earth,” Curtis said to the window with what seemed to be an appreciative sigh. He turned, said “Henshaw” with a nod of greeting, then belched so loudly that an ageing Alsatian might have been hiding somewhere in the room, breaking the silence with a single bark. He strode to his desk and pulled out its centre drawer. He removed a large packet of Alka-Seltzer, saying “Never marry an Indian woman unless she doesn’t know how to cook. Mine never knew a meal she couldn’t ‘add a little spice to, love.’ ” He popped the tablet straight into his mouth and chewed it vigorously. Geoffrey was impressed. He couldn’t imagine what it tasted like, and he didn’t want to. Past his chewing, Curtis said, “What’s the state of affairs?”

For a moment, Geoffrey thought his boss was referring to Freddie, and he couldn’t think how Curtis had possibly managed to unearth the story of Geoffrey’s star-crossed relationship with the girl. But he came to his senses at the same moment as Curtis was saying, “Any inroads made with the larger estates? Where are we with all that?”

“We’re moving in a positive direction,” Geoffrey said as Curtis left the environs of his desk and walked to a large map of the county that was mounted on one of the walls. It was dotted with drawing pins: red, green, and yellow like a wonky traffic light splayed across the area. He tapped the east side of the peninsula, somewhere between Penzance and Cribba Head. He hmphed and pursed his lips. He said, “Cornubian granite, Henshaw. We damn well know it’s there.”

“We do.” What Geoffrey didn’t add was that the presence of granite on someone’s land didn’t guarantee that the landowner longed to sink dozens of boreholes in a search for the kind of aquifer that Cornwall EcoMining needed. Curtis knew that well enough already.

Geoffrey pulled two signed contracts from his battered briefcase, along with one still unsigned, saying, “These two are ready. The one marked with yellow remains rather iffy, though. It’s for mineral rights only, but I’ve doubts it’ll be as productive as we hope unless we want to branch out and go for more than lithium.”

Curtis gestured for Geoffrey to hand over the paperwork. He flipped through it, saying, “Put on your geologist hat. What d’you think?”

Geoffrey sought something positive to say in reply. “There’ll be an aquifer—I’m nearly certain of that—but the rest is rather up in the air.”

Curtis’ expression said that this was not the positive news he was seeking. He said to Geoffrey, “Not a risk-taker, eh? Not willing to stake your reputation on something that’s not a certainty.”

Well, that wasn’t quite the truth, considering Freddie. But Geoffrey knew that his boss wanted better news to send along the line to his boss, who would send it along to his boss, who would present a careful selection of details to make the news glow for the investors. It was the nature of a business that depended upon outside funds from interested third parties hoping to make millions from the venture. Curtis wanted guarantees and certainty in a situation in which only time, a hefty investment, and geological investigation would give him that.

Geoffrey said, “I’d say we can be seventy percent sure that there’s a good-size aquifer owing to the granite subsurface. I’d wager it’s brine as well, but—”

“The only way to know is to drill,” Curtis finished. “More money,” he muttered. “Jesus in a barrel, who would’ve thought it would be such slow going?”

He gestured to the map. There were too many red drawing pins, which meant outright refusals. The yellows—representing those who were “still thinking things over”—were building but not as quickly as anyone would like. As to the greens—indicating that all systems were go—there were far too few. Geoffrey knew this without having to be told. But he also knew that in a county where a decent motorway did not even exist and probably never would, things moved glacially because that was exactly how the inhabitants liked it.

This made Curtis greatly unhappy. Geoffrey knew that his boss’ supervisor was leaning on him. He knew that Curtis was also being harassed by a few of the investors who’d managed to acquire his contact details. It was literally a blood-from-a-stone situation they were in, with the blood being the necessary salt water from which lithium could be extracted.

Geoffrey had to step things up. This was a chance to establish himself as the field expert he knew he could be. So like Curtis, he gazed at the county map. He said slowly, “I plan to give all of the yellows another go. Revisit, re-explain, drop a few names of those already on board?” That idea spurred him to ask, “Have you heard anything more from the duchy? If they give the go-ahead, that’s going to open a few hundred more possibilities.” For most of Cornwall was owned by its duke, and its duke was—in effect—“owned” by the royal family.

“Fucking antiquated system,” was how Curtis evaluated the position they were in. “That lot should be breaking out the champers instead of creating more hurdles for us to jump. It’s easy money for them, and every bit of it can be invested in the bloody county. Jesus in a barrel, what century are they living in?”

“Hmm, yes,” Geoffrey said. He was neither a monarchist nor a republican. Instead, he was a believer in working with what he had. Of course, that was how he’d got into trouble over Freddie—by working with what he had—but he didn’t want his mind to head in that direction. So he said, “I’ll give the tin-streamer another go. He’s a yellow, but I think his wife could persuade him over to green. There’s quite an age difference between them, and I’ve got the impression she’s ready to live elsewhere. Their digs are rather grim.”

Curtis looked at the map, at the yellow drawing pin just outside the hamlet of Trevellas. There, Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been operating for more than a century. It was a family business that occupied a perfect location upon which not only to bore for brine but, more important, to build the processing facility necessary for the direct lithium extraction that Cornwall EcoMining had developed. This process was minimally invasive, quick, and environmentally sensitive. And it would provide employment in the poorest county in the UK.

Curtis turned from the map and gave Geoffrey a get-on-with-it look. He said, “Bring them on board, Henshaw. If we don’t show the investors some real progress, things round here are going to get messy for both of us.”


NEWLYN

CORNWALL



“I’ll probably receive some unpleasant response to this, but I hope you know by now that I’m completely committed to saying exactly what I think. So here it is: It’s my belief that true feminism comes down to something quite simple. A woman cannot define herself as a feminist whilst simultaneously allowing herself to become the sexual, emotional, or psychological plaything of a man. No matter how allegedly ‘liberated’ from conventional masculinity a man might consider himself or even openly declare himself to be, society has conditioned him to lean towards—if not to adopt entirely—a persona that projects power at the expense of sensitivity, empathy, self-sacrifice, and consideration. So if a man is not born with the tendency towards narcissism—and there is no actual way that it can be proved that narcissism is part of one’s DNA—then society moulds him to develop it. Pleasure-seeking in every form—but particularly sexual pleasure-seeking—dominates the male mindset. The combination of narcissism and sexual pleasure-seeking thus reduces male/ female relationships to a sport not unlike catch-and-release fishing in which the female is reeled in for the male’s—”

“Wait! Wait! I’m dropping it, Cress!”

The sounds of several people coming up the stairs not only interrupted the flow of Gloriana Lobb’s words but also destroyed the video itself. She was not particularly good at editing—indeed, she was rotten at it—so she would now have to begin again when there was silence in the building. It would have been nice, she thought, had the bloody landlord told her about a new tenant moving into the bed-sit opposite her own. It had been vacant for months on end, and it was so small she’d hoped it would remain that way.

She tapped her smartphone to stop the recording and removed it from the tripod. It was the twenty-third installment of her vlog. She’d begun taping herself for Unburden since meeting her mum’s “lovely man,” because she’d not been able to get her head round the idea that, after everything her mum had experienced at the hands of her husband, she would even entertain the notion of allowing another man into her life. Ever. Unburden was a way Gloriana could document how she felt as she witnessed each step of her mother’s seduction. She’d posted her thoughts on social media for the hell of it. She’d decided that there were women out there who needed to be educated, and if she couldn’t get through to her mother, she would at least get through to someone else.

She certainly had done, and at this point she had over ninety-two thousand followers to show for it. She also had comments aplenty as well as offers from women eager to be interviewed by Gloriana in order to “get a story out there” so that other women of all ages would “finally wise up” about what could happen to them once they put themselves into the hands of men.

So the vlog was a roaring success, but Gloriana had discovered that social media hungered for more than she’d expected. One vlog demanded another and then another. The beast was voracious, and she was intended to feed it. She understood in short order that delving into her life was only one way to come up with the necessary nourishment. Running interviews was going to be another, but she would ultimately need the proper setup to film them, better equipment as well. Knowing other women were out there, ready to contribute, had so far been quite helpful when it came to keeping her thoughts ripping along about family, male-female relationships, parenthood, divorce, and extramarital affairs.

When she was on a roll filming a vlog, though, she hated interruptions. And on this morning, it sounded from the noise outside her bed-sit that she was going to have to make her videos in the dead of night or she was going to have to find another location altogether to make them.

She switched off the light and went to the door, where from the stairs she could hear a man’s voice saying, “Christ, Cressida, you don’t need all of this, do you?”

Gloriana opened the door to see an attractive young woman at the top of the stairs, arms akimbo. She was tall and lithe, showing most of her tanned legs. They suggested time spent over winter in a climate far different from what one would experience in Cornwall, as did her face when she turned at the sound of Gloriana’s door opening. A light sprinkling of freckles crossed the bridge of her nose and spread onto her cheeks, and her chest showed the tan of someone who embraced topless sunbathing. She said, “Hullo there. You must be Gloria.”

Gloriana corrected her with, “It’s Gloriana, actually. Gloriana Lobb.”

“Is it? I’m so sorry!” She tapped her fingers on her forehead in a mock slap. “If I call you Gloria again, please just throw a wet noodle at me. I’m Cressida, by the way. Cressida Mott-King. I’m just moving in.” She then laughed and said, “I expect you heard, though. We’ve been making a ruckus. This is Nathaniel.”

“Hullo, Nate,” Gloriana said. She made a point of moving her gaze from his too-handsome-for-his-own-good face to Cressida and back to him again. “You’re the last person I’d expect to see here.”

“Oh! You two know each other?” Like Gloriana, Cressida looked back and forth as she spoke.

Gloriana noted that she sounded rather perplexed. But of course she did, since the last subject Nate Jacobs would ever bring up when with an attractive young woman was his partner, Jessica—Jesse—McBride. She said, “We’ve met on one or two occasions. Here and there. Newlyn’s not exactly a booming metropolis, is it, Nate.”

“It isn’t that,” Nate said. He held eye contact with Gloriana a beat too long. He was challenging her, and she bloody well knew it.

“We’ll be sharing the kitchen,” Cressida told her unnecessarily. “I hope I’m not too horribly untidy for you.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Gloriana said, “as long as you don’t steal my ice cream. I don’t cook much. I’m more a microwave girl than anything else.”

“Oh, me too!” Cressida said with a giggle. “Anyway, I do hope we didn’t disturb you. Except we probably did, didn’t we? I will try my very best not to disturb you again. I absolutely swear to God. I listen to podcasts when I’m working, but I’ll keep the volume reasonable. I promise. Nate doesn’t want me to play podcasts at all, but I find they help me be less critical of my work. I’m an artist, by the way.”

“And I suspect Nate is your . . . teacher, is he?”

“He is! I’m at the art school, and Nate . . . Well, you probably know already, right? I’m taking instruction from him.”

“Are you indeed?” Gloriana wanted to say Instruction in what? but she restrained herself and instead said, “And here he is, helping you move into your digs. That’s ever so nice, but rather beyond the call of duty, Nate. Will you be giving Cressida . . . instruction here as well?”

Nate narrowed his eyes. Cressida answered with “Oh, I doubt that. I’ll be coming and going from the art school. What about you? Are you an artist as well?”

“I’ve a shop in Mousehole,” Gloriana told her. She looked at her watch. “And I’ll be late for opening if I don’t—”

“A shop?” Cressida said. “How excellent! I’ve always wanted to have a shop. What’s it called? What do you sell? I want to stop by when I finally—if ever—have some free time. Nate, I c’n take a bus there, can’t I?”

“You can practically walk,” he said. “It’s not that far.”

“Nate could even show you the way,” Gloriana said. “He’s in Mousehole now and again.”

“Is he? Are you, Nate?” And then to Gloriana, “What’s the shop called?”

“Vintage Britannia,” she told her. “It’s in Portland Place. It’s easy enough to find as it’s directly next to Wedge o’ Cheese Café.”

“Mousehole and Wedge o’ Cheese Café.” Cressida laughed. “Well, you’re going to see me at Vintage Britannia. I completely love vintage.”

Gloria smiled, nodded, and left them to continue their moving-in bit. She wondered if Jesse knew anything about Nate’s giving his generous assistance to Cressida Mott-King. She wagered not.


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



On his way to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, Geoffrey decided that he would phone Freddie. She no longer had a mobile of her own—her very angry father had seen to that in extremely short order after Geoffrey’s abortive conversation with him—but he had the number of her friend Sarah’s mobile, and he had hopes that Freddie might be nearby the young woman so that they could speak.

No one was on the road, so he rang the number while he was driving. Not a good idea, and he knew it, but he was bothered by the way he’d left things with Freddie, and he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He was certain that only a phone call could put a full stop to the repetition of please, please, please Geoffrey in his head that was making it difficult for him to concentrate on the issue of how he was going to bring the proprietor of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter on board with selling his land. Besides, Geoffrey didn’t like to leave things in the condition he’d been forced to leave them with Freddie on the previous night. He loved her, she was his absolute soul mate, but he had to tell her that every day to calm her anxiety. He intended to do exactly that—he adored her, didn’t he?—but he had to admit, sometimes it was just bloody exhausting, dealing with an adolescent.

He nearly collided head-on with an Alfa Romeo as he asked his mobile to ring Sarah’s number. Why in God’s name, he wondered, was someone driving faster than 20 miles per hour on any of Cornwall’s blasted roads? But the near collision wasn’t enough to put him off his mission. The call went through. It turned out, however, that Freddie was nowhere near Sarah at the moment. Sarah was in bed with her boyfriend, and they were doing the deed and feeling no need to take a pause when Sarah answered. He could hear rhythmic huffing in the background, and Sarah herself was decidedly breathless as she told him that no, Freddie was not nearby, to which a male voice grunted, “I bloody hope not,” and Sarah gasped, “Oh! Oooh!”

Geoffrey made haste to end the call. He didn’t need to be reminded of what he himself was so desperately missing as he laboured in this godforsaken backwater of the UK. He asked himself how he had ever ended up in this vile situation—yes, yes, the place itself was quite lovely when it wanted to be, and he knew he should be grateful for a job, but really, this particular type of employment had never been part of his life plan—but he knew the answer since it came in the person of a then seventeen-year-old girl who walked into his geology lecture and struck his heart like a bolt from Zeus. Fredrika von Lohmann, she was called. British by birth, Prussian (or so the scarifying Mr. von Lohmann claimed) by bloodline, she was stunning, just the sort of woman (Geoffrey had always thought of her as a woman, not a girl, not an adolescent, not even a young adult, since considering her a woman back then ameliorated any guilt he might otherwise feel for his passion for her) that Geoffrey would have admired and lusted after from afar had he been a member of her age group. Since he wasn’t, being ten years older and a lecturer at her sixth form college—not to mention married at the time—he told himself that a bit of a flirtation would not be taken seriously, either by Freddie or by anyone else.

Water under the bridge, that was. She’d asked to speak with him about the potential for a woman’s career in geology (See? he often told himself. She had thought herself a woman as well!), they’d had a coffee in the students’ common room and then a second coffee accompanied by a chocolate croissant, which they shared, and it had to be said that there were sparks on both sides. He valiantly tried to ignore them, to resist the magnetic pull of her . . . her Freddie-ness, but it became too much for him. Eventually they had a brief cuddle or three. The cuddles led to a single chaste kiss. That kiss led to others, which became a few full-on snogs with wandering hands and tongues included, which became his decision to confess to his wife that there was “another.” (Her response of “Another what?” told the tale of how oblivious Pepper was to the nuances of their marriage.) All of this resulted in his decision to speak to Freddie’s parents to reassure them about the nobility of his feelings and, more important, his intentions towards their only child. The rest was a history of Mr. von Lohmann taking a wrecking ball to Geoffrey’s life, or rather his taking a second wrecking ball to his life, since Geoffrey himself had taken the first wrecking ball.

Still, Geoffrey told himself, how many blokes in his position would have gone about capturing love so honestly? Surely not one. Freddie had wished to remain chaste, and she was at this moment still—at least technically—a spotless virgin. She wanted to wear white, she told him. She wanted to wear white truly. I know this must make things—I mean you and me—difficult for you, Geoff.

Yes, it bloody well did. And not having her that way had only made him want her more. She was his love, his life, his absolute everything. And if her parents were as out of touch with modern times as Freddie herself apparently was—really, he reckoned he’d not met a virgin over fifteen years old in his entire life—then that meant Freddie’s deflowering wasn’t likely to happen whilst she was in her upper sixth year at college, where she currently was, getting ready to apply to uni for a degree in landscape design (geology apparently forgotten).

After making certain that Geoffrey Henshaw was immediately sacked and thoroughly ruined for his involvement with one of his students, Mr. von Lohmann had reassured Freddie that she could marry the “goddamned rotter”—these antique terms were rather charming in their own way, Geoffrey told himself—when she completed her education, which meant when she had her degree from uni. But that’s years away! was Freddie’s cry. You’ll stop loving me, Geoff. I know you will.

To reassure his darling, they spoke by phone every night till Freddie’s father put paid to that by refusing to finance her smartphone. After that they’d spoken whenever Freddie could get her hands on someone else’s mobile or scrape the funds together to purchase a burner phone. Sometimes they spoke only to say goodnight, darling. Sometimes they spoke to report on their activities that day. Sometimes they spoke of their future: What sort of wedding should they have? Where would they live? How many children did they want? All of it was a twisting, exquisite pain in his heart. At first. Freddie, Freddie, Freddie played in his head like a song he couldn’t and didn’t want to avoid.

So deep in his thoughts of Freddie was Geoffrey that he nearly missed the turn that would take him towards Trevellas. He braked abruptly, thankful that no one was behind him, and he swung to the right, and down, down, down the countless zigzags on a lumpy lane so narrow that he prayed he’d meet no other vehicle going up, up, up towards St. Agnes. Finally, he reached the track that would take him in the direction of the property occupied by Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. This track—like every other route through the county—coursed along tall bare hedgerows being devoured by European blackberries and by unrestrained ivy spotted yellow by the occasional bloom of lesser celandine. Song thrushes popped in and out of the hedges themselves, no doubt bringing food to their young in carefully hidden nests. Finally, the track branched, one part of it heading further along and one heading to a gate that was the entrance to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. This route took him on a spine-breaking journey through mound upon mound of waste stone, where among the debris, heather had taken hold in areas offering hospitable conditions. Squirrels had burrows here and there, and any number of colonies of rabbits managed to survive.

When he parked near the cottage that housed Michael Lobb and his young wife, Geoffrey could hear the pounding of the jaw-crusher that would be breaking up stones, the first step in the tin-streaming process once the larger of the stones had been collected from somewhere nearby. The backhoe wasn’t in its usual space to one side of the quadrant that served to hold all the buildings, however. This told him that whilst someone was working within the confines of the processing area, someone else was using the backhoe at one of the alluvial deposits and cliff fractures where Michael Lobb was licenced to gather cassiterite, sand, and other stones. Lights were on in the enormous stone smelting barn and its adjoining workshop, suggesting that Michael Lobb himself was probably within.

Still, Geoffrey thought it best to check for him at the cottage first. If Lobb was, indeed, in the midst of working, it would give Geoffrey a chance to have a bit of a chinwag with the wife first. He reckoned it would be helpful if he let her know he was there once again, in the hope he could encourage her to promote the idea of her husband’s long-deserved retirement, not to mention her own long-deserved removal from this far less than salubrious place.

The cottage Lobb and his wife lived in was both ancient and small. On earlier visits, Geoffrey had learned that Michael and his brother had both grown up in it, and he still found it difficult to believe that a family of four could live together in harmony when the place was so cramped. But so had they apparently done and so had done Michael Lobb and his first wife and their two children. It was the familial history that Michael Lobb was clinging to, his current wife had explained to Geoffrey. Michael was sentimental that way. If Cornwall EcoMining was truly interested in acquiring the property, she had said, then Cornwall EcoMining was going to have to work out a way to deal with that sentimentality.

When Geoffrey knocked on the cottage door, no one answered. He knocked again, more forcefully, and the result was the same. He stepped back to give the windows of the place a look-over, but they stared back at him blankly. So, he concluded, it would be the smelting barn and workshop. He turned and set off across the yard towards it, which was when he noted that the Lobbs’ car wasn’t in its usual place. This might well explain the absence of the wife, he reckoned.

There were two doors to the big stone barn: a large slider that gave fresh air to the building during the summer months and a pedestrian door which at the moment was unlocked but appeared to be stuck. He would need to shoulder it open, but he didn’t like to do it without warning. He used his fist on the wood, calling out a hello, but receiving no answer. He was about to have a look through a nearby cloudy window when the approaching rumble of a large vehicle changing down gears suggested the return of the backhoe.

Geoffrey swung round and saw that the vehicle was being driven by an older man who manoeuvred it into a desired position and dumped a load of stone not far from the workings of the tin-streaming equipment. That done, and with a look and a nod at Geoffrey, he reversed the excavator across the yard and expertly positioned it into the open alcove where it resided when not in use. Geoffrey had seen him before now, but he’d never learned his name. Obviously, he was an employee, a few years older than Michael Lobb. When he jumped from the backhoe to the ground, he did it gingerly. He wore a protective boiler suit that inadvertently emphasized his crooked spine: possibly the product of age or of too many years of manual labour. He saw Geoffrey but did nothing more to greet him. Instead, he shook a cigarette from a semi-crushed packet and fired it up with a cheap plastic lighter.

Another man came through a gate near the pile of stones that had been deposited there. This was someone Geoffrey had not yet seen, a much younger man not far from Geoffrey’s own age. He stopped in his tracks and removed his baseball cap when he saw Geoffrey. He looked from Geoffrey to the older bloke and seemed to wait for further instruction.

Geoffrey introduced himself to the latter man. He learned his name in return: Bran Udy. Geoffrey told him he was looking for Mr. Lobb, and Udy indicated with a tilt of his head that Michael was at work in the barn and had been since early morning when he—Bran—and the “boy” had arrived to work for the day. To the information that Geoffrey had knocked at both the cottage and the workshop, Bran Udy frowned. “The car’s gone as well,” Geoffrey said. “Could he have gone somewhere with Mrs. Lobb?”

Bran seemed to toss this idea round in his head before saying, “Not likely at this hour. You been to the cottage?”

“As I’ve said.”

Bran then turned to the younger man, saying, “You see him this morning?”

The younger man wordlessly shook his head. He shifted from foot to foot and pushed his thick spectacles up the bridge of his nose. He’d been wearing work gloves, but he’d removed them and began slapping them against his palm. There was an awkwardness about him, enhanced by ill-fitting clothing, and Geoffrey found himself wondering if the bloke was slow-witted. The young man looked from Geoffrey to Bran and hung his head.

“Take that lot to the jaw-crusher,” Bran Udy said. When the young man didn’t stir, Udy raised his voice, “Goron! You heard me, di’n’t you?” and Goron nodded. He headed to a wheelbarrow, put his cap and his gloves on, and wheeled it over to the stones that Bran had just unloaded. The sky above them had altered from blue to grey to glowering, with wind blowing from the southwest. The previously glorious day had dimmed to the threat of rain.

Bran Udy joined Geoffrey by the barn/ workshop door. Like Geoffrey, he gave it a fist. Then he put his shoulder to it. It swung open with a creak that sounded like metal on metal. Bran called out, “Mike?” as both entered.

The place was brightly lit and overheated by four three-bar electric fires stationed round the area. There was a coppery scent in the air, and jazz was playing softly from somewhere. The immediate space was divided into two sections. The first was a quasi-showroom with a glass-topped counter that displayed within it a selection of goods made from either silver-hued tin or pewter: jewellery, candlesticks, belt buckles, knives, letter openers, ceremonial daggers, small milk jugs and sugar bowls, ornamental teapots. Behind this was the creative area where, on a workbench, a smartphone connected to a speaker was providing the music.

What was also behind the counter, however, was the source of the coppery scent in the air. Michael Lobb’s body was sprawled on the ground in a devastating pool of blood.
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“Don’t touch anything!” Geoffrey had seen enough police dramas on telly to know that the crime scene—and the condition of the immediate area surrounding Michael Lobb’s body certainly suggested this was a crime scene—could not and should not be disturbed until the police arrived.

Bran cried back, “He needs help!”

“Stay away, I tell you. He’s beyond help.” Geoffrey didn’t wait to see if Bran Udy complied. Instead, he struggled with his mobile phone, which had somehow become lodged inside the pocket of his trousers. He punched in triple nine when at last he’d got the phone free. Behind him, he heard Bran say, “He’s gone.” He looked and saw that the man had completely ignored his admonition to stay away from the body. Bran had one knee in the pool of blood and three fingers pressed to Michael Lobb’s neck. Geoffrey cursed quietly.

After five double rings and his blood pressure rising to what had to be a most dangerous level, emergency services answered, and a woman’s voice asked him the nature of his emergency. Unaccountably, this caused laughter to bubble up inside him. Borderline hysteria, Geoffrey thought. He was worse than the heroine of a Victorian novel. He managed to say, “There’s a dead bloke . . . And blood. There’re gallons of blood.”

“Where?”

“All round the body.” Geoffrey said.

“I mean where are you, sir.”

“Near Trevellas.”

Behind him, he heard Bran say, “Tell ’em Lobb’s Tin and Pewter.” He repeated that to emergency services.

“Are you certain he’s dead?” the operator asked him.

Geoffrey turned towards Bran, who had again placed his fingers on Michael Lobb’s neck. Bran shook his head and shot a glance at Geoffrey. “No pulse,” he said. “No breathing.”

Geoffrey related this to Emergency Services, who then asked, “And do you see wounds? Is there a weapon? How is his body positioned?”

He replied with, “Why the bloody hell do you need to know this? Send some cops. Send an ambulance. Send a doctor. Send someone, but just do it.”

But Emergency Services was unrelenting. “If you can tell me exactly where you are, sir . . . ?”

“I’ve said. Lobb’s Tin and Pewter, outside of Trevellas. We’re in his shop.”

“His shop? What sort of shop? Has there been a robbery? Is a cash drawer open? How did you get in?”

Geoffrey wanted to put a spear through his eyes. He said, “His workshop. We got in because the door was unlocked, the lights were on, and we assumed he was working,”

“We?” she repeated. “Who’s with you, sir?”

“One of his employees.”

Bran looked up. He rose to his feet. He said, “Christ. Where’s Kayla?”

Geoffrey went light-headed upon hearing the question. He needed air. Now. He stumbled to the door and went outside. Dimly and past the sound of rushing water in his head, he heard Emergency Services continuing to ask questions. He cut off the call and shoved his mobile into his pocket.

He took deep breaths as he strode across the yard. At the cottage he banged once and then tried the thumb handle he’d not thought to try earlier. The door wasn’t locked. He entered, calling out, Mrs. Lobb? Hullo? and leaving the door hanging open behind him. The place was gloomier than it had been on previous visits, the sort of cottage one would expect Heathcliff to be occupying out on the moors, with a tempest raging outside. Minuscule windows were set deep into thick walls and stone floors were covered by an assortment of rugs. The kitchen and its dining area were to his right. The sitting room was to his left. Both featured huge fireplaces which in the kitchen in the distant past would have been used for cooking, and in the sitting room would have been used for warmth. Now the kitchen fireplace held an AGA within it, and the sitting room fireplace held an electric fire. No one was in either room, and since the stairs were directly in front of him, he climbed quickly, repeatedly calling out for Mrs. Lobb. There was no reply. Geoffrey felt his bowels loosen. If Michael Lobb was dead in his workshop and there was no one answering his call inside the cottage . . . Geoffrey didn’t want to think what he thought anyway. Whoever had killed Michael Lobb might have killed his wife and stolen his car.

Above, Geoffrey found two bedrooms and a family bathroom, with no one in any. He returned to the kitchen and went to a far door to the left of a window that let in dim light from its position above the sink. The door opened into another bedroom, this one tiny and having space enough for a single bed and a very small chest of drawers. Again, no one was present, but a final door in this room led to a small, buy-from-a-catalogue conservatory and outside of it a garden, which was part kitchen, part ornamental, and all either dead or dying. There was nothing of note in the conservatory save a small table with two chairs pulled up to it along with a set of wicker patio furniture. Nothing inside the conservatory appeared to have been touched, and a pond outside stood empty of water.

He went back through the cottage and out the front once again as Bran came out of the workshop. The sound of the jaw-crusher was still rending the air from behind the fence that shielded the cottage and its surroundings from the workings of the tin-streaming business.

Bran said, “Not here?” by which Geoffrey took it that he meant Michael Lobb’s wife. He shook his head. Bran said, “Could be a good sign, that.”

“We can hope. The cops’ll want the car’s number plate and the model as well. Do you know them?”

“Goron’ll know the number plate.” Bran headed in the direction of the noise and disappeared into the fenced-off area. In the meantime, Geoffrey opened the workshop’s door and thought about entering, although he didn’t know why he’d do so, especially since the scent of blood made the place seem less like a workshop and more like an abattoir. He closed the door upon it.

Within moments, the ear-splitting noise of the jaw-crusher stopped as did other pieces of equipment one by one. Presently, Bran came through the gate, Goron on his heels. Geoffrey got a better look at him this time round, and he saw a tall and gaunt youngish man with cheekbones that dominated a skeletal face and spectacles repaired with electrical tape where the hinge had broken.

Bran made short work of introductions along the lines of “Goron, Geoffrey Henshaw. Geoffrey Henshaw, Goron.” And then to Geoffrey, “Mike told me your name.”

Geoffrey assessed both men. Clearly, someone had murdered Michael Lobb, and he knew the police were going to suspect all three of them until facts proved otherwise. He reckoned that neither of the other two blokes could have wanted Michael Lobb dead. Michael Lobb was the source of their employment, and it was in their best interests to keep him alive. That left Geoffrey himself, the individual who was very decidedly and openly eager for a heretofore reluctant Michael Lobb to sell his property to Cornwall EcoMining.

A police vehicle rounded a curve in the potholed lane, lights flashing but no siren blaring. Not too far from where Geoffrey and his companions were standing but far enough to create no disturbance to the crime scene, the police car stopped, nosing into a tangled patch of European blackberries. Two uniformed constables got out, adjusting their caps. As they approached, Geoffrey saw that one of them was East Asian and both of them were women. Closer still, he saw their name badges Zhao and Foster. Zhao was speaking into a radio device she wore on her shoulder. Foster was the one to talk to the men.

“Who found the body?” She was no nonsense, no sympathy, no warmth.

Geoffrey indicated himself and Bran. “He’s . . . it’s . . .” He wasn’t sure what term he should use. Was a body an it? Was it gendered? And why the bloody hell was he thinking this now? “We found him in his workshop.” He used his thumb to set the constables in the right direction.

Zhao joined them. Foster inclined her head at the workshop and set off in its direction. Zhao said, “You lot, wait by the tractor. No one leaves,” and followed her colleague. They disappeared inside.

At that moment, the paramedics arrived. It was the same situation with the flashing lights sans siren. They parked directly behind the police car, hopped out, and jogged over to the men, lugging both leather and canvas bags of equipment.

Bran was the one to tell them: in the workshop. He added that they’d be looking at a dead body, not someone in need of their aid.

One of the medics said, “We like to draw our own conclusions,” to which Bran rolled his eyes.

As the medics reached the open door to the workshop, the constable called Foster came out. She spoke to them. From her expression, it looked to Geoffrey as if she was telling them that the body inside was, indeed, a body: no longer a living being, his mortal coil having been shuffled off. They went inside as a group. Within two minutes they were back out. Zhao was with them this time. She was speaking into her shoulder again. From where Geoffrey and the others were standing, he could hear the radio’s static.

Goron stirred. He made a movement that indicated he was going to leave. Foster saw this and barked, “You stay where you are!”

Goron murmured something, and Bran said to him, “Best stay for now.”

Zhao came to them then and asked for their details, which was how Geoffrey learned that Bran and Goron were father and son, and they lived in a caravan “other side of the slag heap.” Meantime, Foster strode to the police car, opened its boot, and brought out the crime scene tape. This she began to unspool, marking a no-go area that took in the workshop, its surroundings, and the containment area of the tin-streaming equipment. Zhao soon joined her.

Another vehicle approached then, limping along the rutted lane. It came all the way up to the crime scene tape before it stopped. Kayla Lobb got out. She looked at the police vehicle, she looked at the crime scene tape, and she looked from one person to the next, as if taking stock.

She said, “Bran? What’s happened?”

Neither he nor Goron replied, and Geoffrey wasn’t about to answer the question. But Constable Foster set her crime scene tape to one side and paced quickly towards Michael Lobb’s wife. She ducked under the tape she’d stretched across the yard. She spoke to Kayla Lobb. From where he was by the backhoe, Geoffrey couldn’t hear what was being said, but he could tell what information was being relayed from the expression on Kayla Lobb’s face.

She covered her mouth in horror and took one step forward before she fainted.
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Detective Inspector Beatrice Hannaford knew that her former husband—Chief Constable Raymond Hannaford of the Devon Constabulary—wanted her to take two decisive actions, both of which were life-changing. He wanted her to remarry him. And he wanted her to request an assignment that removed her from the MIT. But she’d spent years performing her way onto the Major Incident Team, and she had no intention of those years and effort counting for nothing. As to remarrying Ray? Truth was, she didn’t even want to live with him. Given, she and their son, Pete, spent many nights with Ray in his Grade II Listed—as she liked to call it—not far from Launceston: with Pete tucked up in one of the two spare rooms and herself tucked up in Ray’s bed, along with Ray. But the pleasure of the arrangement was that after a few days, she was always happy to get back home. So were the dogs: three identical black Labs with the uninspiring names of Dog 1, Dog 2, and Dog 3. Pete was silent on the subject.

On this particular morning, Ray was doing the school run to Redruth, having assured Bea that he would give Pete the once-over when he got out of the car in order to make sure his uniform shirt was tucked in, and his trousers were belted to sit at his waist and not to display any part his undershorts. She herself generally did these honours as Pete’s school was on the route from Ray’s place to their own home. But she’d received a call from one of the SIO’s assigned to Cornwall Constabulary Headquarters in charge of running major investigations, and that officer had told her to take herself to a place called Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, in the immediate area of Trevellas, not far from St. Agnes. SOCO had already been dispatched, and the people in the vicinity of the major incident were being detained.

“What sort of major incident are we talking about?” Bea asked.

“Murder,” the SIO told her. “Ring me when you have details.”

Bea assured her that she would do so. She grabbed a bag of carrots, celery, and cheese to take with her for her lunch. She set off directly.

Ray’s job generally kept him at the Devon Constabulary Headquarters in Middlemore, Exeter. Bea’s job generally put her at work out of Camborne Station in Cornwall. That station was a hop and a skip from where the major incident had taken place. It was logical, then, that the SIO wanted Bea on the team.

She rang Ray and was grateful that her call went to his mobile’s message. She’d been assigned to a case, she told him. Pete would need to stay with him until Bea was able to sort out what was going on.

Neither Trevellas nor St. Agnes was exactly in the neighbourhood, but Bea made good time. The A30 was a dual carriageway for a good distance, and she drove it with lights spinning and siren shrieking when necessary. Once she made the turn to St. Agnes, stone walls and thick hedges began to appear along the roads. By the time she’d reached a needle-thin lane with a sign posted for Trevellas, a gentle rain had started to fall, and by the time she saw the weather-beaten wooden arrow indicating the route to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, it had altered to a downpour. She cursed. This was just what one did not want: heavy rainfall at a crime scene.

She negotiated her way along the track until she could go no further. The way forward was thick with police cars, an ambulance, and two SOCO vans—old school as she was, Bea refused to think of them or refer to them as CSI vans—and crime scene investigators were scurrying about like white-suited and white-gloved rabbits.

The crime scene had been marked off appropriately with police tape, but Bea wasn’t happy to see how large an area it was. She clambered out of the car, grabbed a white boiler suit and its accompanying footwear from the boot, and ducked back into the car and out of the rain to don the garments. She strode to the crime scene tape, pulling the boiler suit’s hood up over her head as she did so. She approached an officer in rain gear who was documenting whoever entered the crime scene. Beyond the tape, Bea could see periodic flashes of light coming from within a good-size building with a rough granite exterior and a few small windows sunk into the stones. The police photographer, she reckoned, documenting every inch of the scene. Someone would be filming it as well.

Bea introduced herself to the constable monitoring entries. She pulled out her ID and said her name simultaneously. The constable—who turned out to be a woman called Foster, according to her own ID—nodded her inside. Bea ducked under the crime scene tape and headed for the large stone building.

As she approached it, three individuals came outside. One was another police constable. One was the police photographer. The last was the videographer. Two were East Asian. One was Black. The constable was another female. The photographer and videographer were not. Bea nodded at the constable, clocked her name—Zhao—and turned to the still photographer, who was called Xu Shen. Bea spoke to Xu.

“You’ve got what you need?”

Xu nodded. He was carrying a duffel, presumably filled with his photographic equipment. It looked heavier than Bea thought it should, but then, she hadn’t seen what the ambient light was like inside the building.

“I’ll want the photos ASAP, then,” she said to Xu.

“How quickly is ASAP?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” she told him. “Get on with it if you’ve finished up here,” and to the videographer, “Same goes for you.” As Xu and the videographer left to set about the rest of their business, Bea turned to Zhao. “Has the pathologist been?”

“Inside.” Zhao tilted her head towards the building’s open door. A second door—a heavy-looking slider—was closed. Zhao blinked against the rain. It had caused her eyelashes to spike. Unlike her colleague with the clipboard, she wasn’t wearing rain gear. She looked like someone who could do with a Thermos of tea.

Bea told her to change into something more suitable for the weather, but before Zhao turned to leave, Bea added, “Who are that lot?” and indicated three men huddled under what looked like a giant golf umbrella. They were standing next to an enormous tractor of some kind, a scooper attached to it. One of them was disheveled, in a work-soiled boiler suit splodged with blood on one leg of it and wearing muddy boots; the second was in jeans, a shirt, and trainers, all clean; the third was wearing a decent-looking suit. Zhao said, “The suit works for Cornwall EcoMining. The other two work here, father and son. The suit and the older bloke found the body. Said he knelt by the body to find a pulse, hence the blood. The suit confirms that.”

“Get the boiler suit off the old bloke and put it into evidence. Anyone else on the property?”

“The victim’s wife. She arrived soon after we got here. Passed out cold when she heard her husband was dead. She’s in the cottage. She wanted to get in touch with the victim’s brother and his mum.”

Bea didn’t like the wife alone in the cottage. She shouldn’t have been allowed to leave the immediate scene, even if it meant merely to go inside her own house. She said to Zhao, “Bring her out. Put her in the back of one of the cars. Get her details first.”

Zhao nodded and set off towards the cottage. Bea watched her for a moment and saw her pause when one of the three detained men said something to her. She responded. The men’s heads swiveled towards Bea. Yes, she thought, you’ll be contending with me soon enough, gentlemen.

Inside the building, Bea found the forensic pathologist suited up like the rest of them. He was squatting over the body of a man who was crumpled on his side on the stone floor. The building’s light didn’t provide nearly enough illumination, but from what she could see, the man had apparently bled out, if the pool of blood surrounding him was anything to go by. The immediate area was in disarray as if a struggle had taken place.

“What do we know?” Bea asked the pathologist.

He was taking the temperature of the air in the immediate vicinity of the body. He noted it on a spiral pad. He turned, and Bea saw it was Mylo Baker. Had he not been clothed in a crime scene boiler suit and its accessories, she would have recognised him by his perfectly shaped dark-skinned bald head. He replaced his temperature gauge in a large leather case that stood to one side of the blood pool.

“Multiple stab wounds,” Mylo said. He gestured to the glistening pool, not yet coagulated due to the temperature. “He bled out, but it took a while.”

“Weapon?”

Mylo shook his head. “Not on, in, or near the body. Suffice it to say it was something sharp—”

“Not entirely illuminating, that,” Bea remarked.

“—and I won’t know more than that until the post-mortem. The still photos Shen took might show something helpful.”

“Time of death?”

Mylo got to his feet. He deposited his spiral notebook into a capacious bag, took from it a clipboard, and wrote upon a document the clipboard was holding. He said, “We’ve got rigour, so I’d wager six to twelve hours ago. Like I said, I’ll know more from the post-mortem.”

As Mylo spoke, Bea looked at the surroundings. They promised to be a forensic nightmare, and an expensive one at that. In addition to the rubble fallen to the floor because of the struggle between killer and victim, the area was the victim’s place of work, and as his work appeared to involve creating objects out of tin or pewter, there were various kinds of equipment on every surface save the top of a glass display case. This case held everything from letter openers to candlesticks, from decorative objects for the home to jewellery. The letter openers weren’t unlike daggers, but that was no matter for there were also daggers. Either could be used to murder someone. The display case was locked, however, and its contents looked unmolested. That didn’t preclude someone else being in possession of a key, however. Everything would need to be tested for blood, fingerprints, and DNA. As would need testing the various casting moulds, blowtorches, the cast-iron pots used for mixing the alloys that formed the pewter, several old camping stoves, three single-burner hotplates, gloves, tongs, and on and on. A shelf high above the working surface held a display of antique implements as well, presumably from a period before mechanisation made the process of smelting ore less labour intensive. They looked to be made of iron, all of them thick with rust. In pristine condition several could have been useful as weapons. As they were . . . Bea made a note that they were present. They could be tested on the chance that forensics turned up nothing else.

“As soon as you have enough information, you can take him for the post-mortem, Mylo,” Bea said. “Unless there’s more for you to do here.”

“Not by me,” Mylo said. “I’ll give the lads and lasses the word, though.”

“Right.” Bea knew he meant SOCO, who were waiting restlessly on the other side of the crime scene tape, near the two vans. As Mylo left to let them know he was finished, Bea pulled out her phone and put in a call to the SIO—Detective Superintendent Phoebe Lang—who’d assigned her to the investigation. When she heard the DS say, “What are we dealing with?” Bea gave her the news, concluding with, “Better put together the largest team possible. We’re not sure what the murder weapon is—”

“You’re certain it’s murder?” DS Lang asked.

“—but whatever it is, it appears to be missing. Considering the body and the blood, yes, it’s murder. No one’s going to die like this in an accident or a suicide.”

“Anything else?”

“We’ll need to begin with a fingertip search for the weapon. We’ll need an army of constables. The site’s enormous.”

“Damn,” the DS said. And after a sigh, “Right. I’ll see what I can get you.”
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A fingertip search was going to require a significant number of PCs from the surrounding area as well as at least one DC or DS to organise it. Assembling a large group was going to take some considerable time. Once they got going at this location, Bea knew even more time was going to be involved in the search as the team would be moving methodically in an evenly spaced line over an enormous area. It was a tedious process, but as they had no murder weapon on or near the body, it was necessary as well. Bea wanted to be there to have a word before the search began, and because of this, she reckoned she had time to speak to at least one of those individuals associated with Lobb’s Tin & Pewter.

She decided to begin with the wife. It was a sad commentary on their species, but the reality was that when a murder occurred and the victim was married, the first person the coppers looked at closely was the spouse.

She set off for the police car into which the victim’s wife had been placed. On her way, she was accosted by the Suit. The rain had eased, so the golf umbrella was no longer in use, folded now and leaning against a wheel of the tractor-thing. Digger? Backhoe? What was it called? The Suit said to her, “I’ve given my details to the other officer.” He gestured vaguely in the direction of Foster, still doing duty as the site monitor. “I know you’ll want to speak with me, but can I not answer your questions later?”

“You’re at the scene of a murder.” Bea aimed for patience, as if he were in infant school. “No one leaves a homicide site until they’ve been spoken to.”

He ran his hand from his nose to his chin as if wiping both. “I know,” he said. “I do know. And I have spoken to . . . to her.” He made the same gesture as before. “It’s only that . . . my job and all it entails?”

“I’m happy to speak to your superior about why you’ve been detained,” she told him, and she allowed her tone to become sardonic as she added, “Or I can write you a note when we’re finished here, explaining why you’ve gone truant. Now, if you will rejoin the others . . . ?”

The bloke looked as if he about to counter this but changed his mind. He trudged back to the other two men, allowing Bea to join the wife of the victim.

She was called Kayla Lobb, née Steyn, and had Bea not known she was the murder victim’s wife, she would have assumed she was his daughter, so young looking did she turn out to be. Bea found her huddled in the back seat of the police car, under a knitted blanket that she clutched closed at her neck. Her eyes were red. A box of tissues sat on her lap. Beneath the blanket round her shoulders, she was wearing what she’d apparently been wearing when arriving on the scene: a peach-coloured cotton dress and trendy, sockless white trainers. A colourful scarf—patterned in apricot, green, and purple and folded into a band—held her hair back from her face. Her fingernails looked professionally seen to. They were perfectly shaped and painted the same colour as her dress. Bea wondered if she changed the nail enamel daily to match her wardrobe.

When Bea introduced herself, the first thing Kayla Lobb said was “Is it really Michael?” She brought the blanket to her mouth and held it there.

“I’m afraid it is,” Bea told her. “They’ll be removing . . . They’ll be taking him in a few minutes.”

“May I . . . Can I see him? Before they . . . ?”

“Mrs. Lobb . . .” Bea considered how best to say it. “That’s not a good idea. For your sake.”

Kayla Lobb’s lips formed the word oh, but she said nothing. She merely swallowed and looked towards the great stone building.

Bea said, “D’you prefer we talk in the house?”

“Yes. Please.” Kayla seemed to force her gaze away from the barn in which her husband’s body still lay. She said quietly, “Oh God.”

Bea extended her hand and helped her out of the car. She led her towards the old cottage and noticed that its lime-rendered exterior needed repair in some areas and a number of slate tiles on the roof wanted replacing. There were small multipaned windows here and there, deeply recessed owing to the cottage walls’ depth. On either side of the front step, flower beds stretched out along the width of the building. The remains of tulips and daffodils drooped here, and a tired-looking mass of busy Lizzies were waiting to be planted alongside the path to the door. Nothing looked especially cared for, Bea noted. She could relate to this as she killed nearly everything so unlucky as to be planted into her own garden.

Inside the house, the immediate two rooms possessed a melancholy gloom, largely owing to the small windows. To the right was a messy kitchen area smelling like burnt toast and coffee, with pots and pans stacked in the sink and used crockery and cutlery standing on the worktops. A dining table had mismatched chairs along one side, and a long bench was built into the wall on the other side. The bench was piled with decorative pillows in a multitude of colours. The kitchen itself was painted a bright yellow. These offered a bit of cheer to what would otherwise have been an overall bleak environment.

To the left of the entry was a sitting area where a three-bar electric fire had turned the room into a sauna. Bea approached this and asked could she turn down the heat or, if possible, turn it off altogether. To this Kayla said, “Oh. If you could leave it, please. I’m so cold. I’m awfully sorry.”

Bea told her no apology was necessary. She noticed that a teacup and its saucer sat on a table next to the sofa, and she asked Kayla could she bring her a cup of tea. Kayla said no, that wasn’t necessary, but “I c’n bring you a cup of tea if you’d like.”

Bea didn’t need or want a cup of anything, but she said a cup of tea would be grand. Kayla left her to make it, which gave Bea time to assess the Lobbs’ living situation. To Bea, it was curious, seeming more suitable for a man who lived with his mum in his mum’s house rather than a man with a much younger wife. How could Kayla Lobb possibly find joy in such a grim place? was what Bea wondered.

The sofa looked relatively new, but it was part of a rather ghastly three-piece suite upholstered in a decidedly floral pattern of huge pink roses and snaking ivy. A similarly upholstered ottoman served as a coffee table, and next to the sofa stood a rattan side table where the teacup was. The effect suggested an interior copied badly from a very old design magazine.

While Kayla brewed a cuppa in the kitchen, Bea studied the collection of photos on the fireplace mantel: four small children laughing in a tree; the same four children on the strand with two adults, presumably their parents; two husband-wife wedding photos of those two adults; a framed wedding photo of Kayla and her husband. He was looking down at her, clearly besotted. She was smiling impishly at the camera with a bouquet of white roses and baby’s breath held up just beneath her chin.

Bea picked up this last and studied it. Kayla looked like a fourteen-year-old in the picture. Her husband appeared decades her senior.

“Michael’s a good deal older than I am,” Kayla said, as if reading Bea’s thoughts. She was coming into the sitting room with a mug of tea and a plate holding two scones, along with clotted cream and jam. She nodded at these and said to Bea, “They’re from yesterday. I was going to bake today but . . . I’m very sorry . . . I can’t think what I’m meant to do next.”

Bea said that the tea by itself was perfectly fine. Referring to the wedding photo, she added, “You look quite the child bride.”

“I looked younger than I was. I was nineteen. Michael was in his forties.”

Bea picked up the tree photo, saying, “I assume these are grandchildren? His, I mean.”

Kayla nodded. “They’re Merritt’s children, Michael’s son, Merritt. He has a daughter as well. She’s called Gloriana. They’ve been . . . She and Michael . . . he hasn’t seen her . . . I mean, seen her properly . . . in years, not since his wife—his first wife . . . she’s called Maidie—left him.”

“How soon after that did you two meet?” Bea asked.

Kayla frowned before she replied with, “Oh. I see. No, I’d already met him. Both of them, actually, Maidie and Michael. They were on a cruise for their twentieth, and I was . . . well, I was the dance instructor. I thought they were a lovely couple, but it was Michael I got to know.”

Bea didn’t ask her in what sense she “got to know” Michael Lobb. She reckoned it was in the biblical sense or the wife would still be around.

“Where do all these people live?” Bea asked. “Are they local?”

Kayla explained that Merritt and his family lived in Carbis Bay with his mother. She would be happy—Kayla would—to give Bea the proper address of the former wife, Maiden. Michael’s daughter, Gloriana, lived in Newlyn. She had recently opened a shop not far away, in Mousehole. “Vintage Britannia,” Kayla said. “I’ve never been, but she has a website, and I’ve looked at that. She sells items from the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s. Mostly the ’60s, though.”

“And the son? What does he do?”

“He works with Maidie . . . with his mum. They have a house-plant shop in St. Ives. Go for the Green, it’s called. He creates bespoke conservatories as well as glassed-in porches that he makes into miniature conservatories. Maidie fills them with plants. They’ve worked together for years.”

“I’m assuming your husband divorced his first wife for you.”

“Not exactly,” Kayla said. “He intended to. But like I said, Maidie left him, not the reverse. She was the one who pursued divorce.”

“That was convenient, wasn’t it? Clean and convenient, I mean, if he wanted to be with you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“She filed for divorce. He didn’t need to.”

Kayla picked up her cup of cold tea but set it back into its saucer after she tasted it. She directed her gaze to the mantel and its pictures, then above the pictures where a spotted old mirror reflected a bit of the light that filtered through the room’s two lead-paned windows. “He did want to be with me. And I wanted to be with him. It just . . . it just happened between us like these things do. We didn’t do anything to make it happen. Suddenly, we knew how things were meant to be. But it was messier than it ought to have been.”

“Why?”

“Gloriana worked it out: that her dad and I were . . . well, that we were seeing each other. She’d come across an email chain between us and she told her mum. Maidie knew who I was, of course. We’d met on that cruise, like I said. She thought that was when things began between us, Michael and me. She wasn’t right, but there was no convincing her otherwise. There never has been.”

“Lots of bad blood, then.” Bea heard vehicles on the lane, followed by a disembodied shout from what seemed to be a loud hailer. She got up and went to the door. She saw the first of the constables arriving for the fingertip search.

She returned to the sofa and said, “When did you last see your husband, Mrs. Lobb?”

“Last night. We had dinner and watched telly for a while. I went to bed, but he wanted to do a bit more work. I think he came to bed quite late, but—”

“You think but don’t know?”

“The time. I don’t know the time.”

“He didn’t wake you?”

She held the blanket closer to her body. She looked round the room before saying in a low voice, “He pressed up against me and I felt his . . .” She cleared her throat. “He was hard?”

“You felt his erection.”

“I knew he wanted relations, but I’d been fast asleep, you see . . . and . . . You can’t know how guilty I feel that I didn’t want to. I expect he would have stayed with me then, the rest of the night if we’d . . . you know.”

“But he didn’t.”

Kayla’s lips began to tremble as, perhaps, she put together what had occurred after she’d rejected his advances. “He left me. I could hear him. When he left the bed, I thought he meant to sleep in the sitting room.”

“Would that have been normal?” Bea asked. “If you didn’t want sex with him? He’d go elsewhere to sleep? A punishment of some sort?”

“No, no,” Kayla said. “He isn’t like that. But he might do when he feels . . . felt . . . restless. Or worried.”

“And was he? Either? Restless? Worried?”

“Perhaps. It’s just . . . I’m not certain. He’s had a good many orders to fill for the tourist season, and he’d been working late almost every night. I’ve asked him every year to bring in extra help before the season begins, but he likes to do it himself.”

“What do those other blokes do?”

Kayla looked confused at this. “ ‘Other . . . ?’ ” Then she apparently twigged, for she went on with, “You mean Bran and Goron. They fetch the raw materials and break tin from the stones so it can be smelted. Bran’s been here for years. Goron—Goron’s his son—comes and goes. He gets employment elsewhere, then he decides he doesn’t like it, then he returns here. He’s . . . well . . . he’s just a bit odd.” She apparently saw that her words could put Goron under suspicion, and she added, “But he’s completely sweet, Goron is. It’s just that his life has been rather difficult.”

“How’s that?”

“He was . . . This’ll reflect badly on Bran, but Goron was taken along with his sisters.”

“ ‘Taken’?”

“Put into Care. This is years and years ago, obviously.”

Bea made note of Goron, adding a question mark. He would need to be looked into. As would his father and the woman sitting in the room with her. Bea said, “Did your husband have any enemies that you know of, Mrs. Lobb? Was he at odds with anyone?”

Kayla shook her head. “Not that I’ve ever known. Michael is ever so—” She stopped herself. Her gaze went to the electric fire.

Bea said, “You’ve thought of something?”

Kayla didn’t reply at first. In her silence, Bea heard more vehicles arriving outside. She assumed additional PCs had been gathered and were showing up for the search. Again, she went to the window. She’d been correct. At least twenty uniformed police were milling about on the lane. Bea didn’t envy them the search they would have to conduct. There were thickets of European blackberries everywhere—their canes vicious with thorns—as well as bracken, heather, gorse, and countless other kinds of vegetation. The job would be damnably unpleasant, but if the murder weapon was there, they would find it. Bea turned back to the dead man’s wife. “You’ve thought of something, Mrs. Lobb?” she repeated.

“It’s only that Michael and my brother . . . ? They’ve never been entirely friendly with each other.”

“What does that mean?”

“Willen—that’s my brother—he never wanted me to marry Michael. He’s quite used to the marriage now, but there are still times when they rub each other wrong.”

“Does he live nearby?”

“He’s in South Africa. I mean that’s where he lives, where my family lives. But Willen . . .” She seemed rather hesitant to give out any further information.

Which made Bea intend to winkle it out of her. “Where is your brother now, Mrs. Lobb? Has he been here recently?”

“In Cornwall?”

“I think we can agree that ‘here’ means Cornwall.”

A vertical line appeared between Kayla’s eyebrows. Her gaze moved from Bea’s face to the window to the door to Bea’s face. She finally said, “He’s walking.”

“Walking,” Bea stated. Then, “Where, exactly?”

“He’s been having something of a midlife crisis? He’s a pediatric surgeon, and he’s been feeling rather done with it all? It’s very stressful. He needed a break, and I suggested . . . Something like a walking trip would allow him to think, was what I told him. I suggested he pay us a visit and then walk on the Southwest Coast Path. So, he was here—with us, I mean, for a few days—but there’s no way on earth he’d have hurt anyone, let alone my husband.”

“Where is he now?”

“Somewhere on the path again, north from St. Agnes. At least that’s where I took him at the end of his time with us.”

“When was this?” Bea asked. “When did you take him to St. Agnes?”

Kayla remained silent for so long that Bea thought she might not answer at all. But when she finally spoke, Bea understood her reluctance. “This morning,” Kayla said. “I took him to St. Agnes this morning.”


BODMIN

CORNWALL



Bea Hannaford met with Detective Superintendent Phoebe Lang at Cornwall Constabulary Headquarters in Bodmin, where the incident room was being double-checked for efficiency as she arrived. A tech was dealing with telephone lines and computers, making sure that the connections to HOLMES, the internet, the online world, and the outside real world were quick and efficient. Cubicles holding desks were already in position, each of them equipped with a terminal, a keyboard, and a monitor, as well as a telephone. Three young men who looked like Boy Scouts chatted to one another as they rolled two whiteboards and a bulletin board into the conference room and kitted them out with marking pens, erasers, and drawing pins, along with an enormous map depicting Cornwall in some considerable detail. The SIO—Phoebe Lang—was pacing inside her office. She was on her mobile, frowning as she spoke. Bea picked up yes, sir, and no, sir, which was as far as her lip-reading skills went. Lang espied her and waved her in. Bea joined her, ready to relate to the SIO the details of Michael Lobb’s death and what they knew so far about it.

DS Lang finished her conversation with “Will do, sir,” and then said to Bea, “Did they find anything?”

Bea knew she was referring to the fingertip search, which was ongoing when she left the property of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. She gave the DS that bit of information and then brought her into the picture of her interviews with the dead man’s wife and his two employees, the father and his son who were called Bran and Goron Udy.

Those latter interviews had given her the utterly unhelpful information that father and son had been together for the entire night, just as they were every night. They lived in a caravan that stood on the Lobb property, albeit out of sight of the tin-streaming workings, the great stone barn, and the cottage where Michael Lobb and his wife lived. Each of them had declared that he’d heard nothing out of order during the night or early hours of the morning, and they both explained that they’d been up at work since dawn to bring a load of stones up to the property from an alluvial deposit along the coast. This load of stones was meant to be fed into a stone crusher, and the son, Goron, had set about doing this once they had the excavator unloaded. His father, Bran, had returned alone to the alluvial deposit with the intention of fetching more stones. Goron remained on the property.

“Did that seem on the up-and-up to you?” Phoebe Lang asked. “The son’s remaining on the property?”

“Mostly,” Bea said.

“Meaning?”

“Their clothing was a bit odd,” Bea said. “Bran was in a filthy boiler suit. It needed washing about three months ago, you ask me. There was blood on it, but he says it’s from when he discovered the body. It’s gone in for testing. As have his boots. They were caked with all of the past winter’s mud and muck.”

“And the other one? You said he was called Goron?”

“Right. His clothes were wrinkled. They fit him badly and looked like he stores his belongings in a rubbish bag. But they were clean. He had no boots on. He was wearing trainers. They were clean as well, at least superficially.”

“So he changed out of what he’d been wearing earlier?”

“Looked like that to me, but his dad said no. Claims this Goron drives the tractor—or whatever it is—which keeps his clothes clean.”

“Did you have Goron’s trainers off him?”

Bea nodded, adding, “His specs as well. They were taped together at the hinge. He said they’d been like that forever, but I reckoned forensics need to have a go with them.”

“You’re thinking the victim broke them in a scuffle?”

“That crossed my mind. I didn’t get the impression that Michael Lobb went without something of a fight. On the other hand, could be the bloke doesn’t care enough to have the specs repaired. Or the pair he fetched to replace the ones we took is an older prescription, so when he broke the first pair, he had to keep wearing them till he got them on order. Or, really, any variation of that theme.”

“Anything else?”

“The father—this is Bran—pointed out that the two of them would be mad as hatters to do any kind of harm to Michael Lobb. He’s their employer and they’d hardly be wise to kill him since they’d be cutting off their noses. I asked would they continue to work there now Michael Lobb was dead.”

“And?”

“Bran brought up this group that’s buying up property and mineral rights wherever they can: Cornwall . . .” She checked her notes to be sure. “Cornwall EcoMining. He said the company wanted to purchase Michael Lobb’s business and his land, but Michael didn’t want to sell. Now with him gone, the family’ll probably sell the whole enterprise to the eco-mining business. Michael Lobb hadn’t wanted to do that, evidently. So Bran and his son were secure in their jobs as long as Michael Lobb remained alive.”


I have set my life upon a cast

And I will stand the hazard of the die

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, RICHARD III






MICHAEL

I think I understand what’s going on, but I want to understand why. I’d like to blame my brother for everything, but facts are facts. I was the one to bring Kayla into our lives.

We were on a cruise ship, me and Maidie, when we met Kayla. It wasn’t one of those floating-city types with six thousand people occupying every square inch of space. Instead, the ship held less than five hundred people (still a crowd but what’re you going to do?), and its destination was the Mediterranean.

Maidie and I were celebrating our twentieth anniversary. I’d saved up a fortune for the cruise—fifteen years of random pound coins, to be exact—and I surprised her with two tickets and a stateroom with a real balcony. It would be a once-in-a-lifetime experience was what I told her when I sprang the surprise upon her. It was a journey together that we would never regret and never forget. That proved to be the case. Maidie lived the never forget part; I lived the never regret.

Kayla was the dance instructor on the ship. Her job was to get the old blokes up on their feet; the younger set needing no coaching, of course. She worked with a male dancer who did the same with the women: He got them up, got them moving, made them smile, and persuaded at least half of them to think they were in love.

I know this makes both Kayla and her partner look like clichés, and I wager he might have been one. But Kayla wasn’t. She was just eighteen years old, intent upon having fun and an adventure for one year before she returned to South Africa for university. Kids do that, have a gap year before they settle down. I didn’t because I never went to uni in the first place. I never even got to sixth form college. Books and schoolwork . . . ? That wasn’t for me.

I had recently turned forty-two and I was ripe as a peach for a midlife crisis. Maidie and I had married young. Twenty years along and the truth is that the bloom was off the rose. But the cruise was meant to bring it all back: the bloom, the spark, the whatever-you-want-to-call that animal attraction people initially have for each other in the beginning, when the chemistry between them is just as it should be.

Maiden and I had that at first, else we wouldn’t’ve married. She’d come down from Aberdeen to Cornwall on a birthday holiday with some friends, and they’d taken a cottage in Padstow. I can’t remember which one of them was having a birthday, but I was working three jobs for extra cash, so I’m surprised I remember anything. One of my jobs was on the grounds of Prideaux Place, where Maidie and her friends showed up one day for a fancy afternoon tea, all dressed to the nines with hats and gloves and the like. Maiden noticed me—she told me this later—but we didn’t talk. Then a few days on the group booked themselves onto a harbour tour, and as luck would have it, I was working that as well. She was the one to start things off, asking me wasn’t I the bloke working on the grounds at Prideaux Place? and, Why was I working two jobs? and, Did I have family in the area? and, Was I a true Cornishman? and, Why on earth do the Cornish put jam on before the clotted cream?

That was the one started us off. There’s no explaining the jam first way of dressing up a scone, aside from saying that’s just how it’s always been done hereabouts, but Maidie kept pressing me and I made up something that got her laughing. After the harbour tour she asked did I want to have a drink, and I said what about your friends, and she said they were tired of her whingeing about not having a boyfriend and they’d be dead glad to see her go off with someone, especially a male. So off we went. Later, I would see that she was dropping hints from the start, but at the moment I was just chuffed she wanted to see me again. She was quite pretty, back then: smooth peachy skin; slim, gorgeous legs; nice ankles. Not a great beauty, mind you, but a young lady who knew what to do with what she had.

I could tell from the first she had more brains than me, but we got on like people made for each other. At least, that’s how it seemed at the time. She told me straight out that she was looking for good husband material. That’s how she put it. She said her dad was a man of few words, but her mum had told her over and over that she’d known he was good husband material the moment she set eyes on him, and that’s what women were meant to do: to look for good husband material. She wanted marriage and children and a cat and a dog and a house with a garden is what Maiden told me, and if I didn’t want the same, we needn’t take up each other’s time. She’s direct, Maiden is. Always has been.

Well, everything she wanted was fine with me, so that’s what I told her. I didn’t tell her I was still a virgin. I reckoned that would put her off. But it turned out she’d been saving herself till a ring was on her finger, and that suited me. The wedding night was a bit of a too-fast fumble on the first go-round, but after a little rest, we gave it another try and that was better. I mean it was better for me because she told me later—during the divorce, this was—that I’d never once pleased her during our marriage and, God’s truth, I was so young at the time I didn’t know I was supposed to. I mean, why would a bloke have that knowledge in the first place? I suppose one could get it from porn films and magazines with photos of naked ladies, but I didn’t go in for that. So what I knew about women’s bodies and how they worked could’ve filled a teaspoon. I was having a real whirl of sex with her once we got to the honeymoon, and it never once crossed my mind that she wasn’t enjoying it like I was. I mean, if a woman doesn’t tell a bloke, how’s he supposed to know? And anyway, I don’t think Maidie even knew what was supposed to happen between her legs or elsewhere for the matter. It’s not like we ever talked about it. What I mean to say is that there are things men and women are too embarrassed to discuss.

Kayla wasn’t and isn’t one iota like Maidie, not that I knew that when we met. All I knew was that she was a quite nice live wire of a girl who danced like she was born to do it. Every man’s eye was on her on that ship. She wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, Kayla. She never has been. I guess you’d say she was more of a radiant personality. One can tell when someone has a zest for life, and that was Kayla when I met her.

I didn’t think of a her-and-me situation when we stumbled onto each other’s path. I’d’ve been a fool to have any ideas like that. There were dozens of young people working on that cruise ship, and from what I could see of how men reacted to Kayla, she had her pick. She probably did pick up one or two along the way now I think about it. She wasn’t a virgin when we started up, but that was no big surprise. So in a nutshell, Kayla had way more experience than I did in that department.

It was mostly talking at first between us. I could see Kayla was pollen to the bees, especially when she was dancing with some bloke on the ship. She got held too close, a bloke or two or ten would go after her bum, and every now and then someone’s fingers would ease around her body to have a feel of her breast. As she was employed to get blokes onto the dance floor, she couldn’t make a scene or give a shout or do anything other than laugh it off or say, You naughty, naughty boy, if wandering hands ventured where they weren’t meant to be. I could tell she didn’t like it, though.

When she danced with me, I didn’t take advantage. I’ve never been that sort of bloke. But I watched all the others and it came into my head that she could’ve been in a kind of danger that she didn’t understand, considering her age. I wanted a word with her about this. A word to the wise, I told myself. But I wanted it to be private to make sure she listened to me without distractions. So I didn’t join the queue of blokes who wanted to spin her round the dance floor the night we had our first conversation. I waited for her instead.

I’d sent Maiden off to bed, and I knew she’d be out like a light because she took pills. I told her I’d be along after a nightcap. She asked did I want her to go for a drink as well and I said no, I wouldn’t be long. I’ll take a stroll around the decks as well, I told her. I said I wanted a drink and some fresh air after the nightclub. So off she went, and I waited, and after who knows how long, Kayla came out of the dancers’ dressing room. Her dance partner was with her, but after air kisses, they went off in different directions, so I saw my moment.

I could tell she didn’t know what to think when I told her I wanted a word. I wager most blokes wanting a word on a certain topic wanted to talk about climbing into her knickers, but that’s not me. I said I’d seen a few things on the dance floor making me worried for her and could we have a talk? Blokes do things to young ladies now and then, I said. She needed to take a care when she was around a bloke she didn’t know. Blokes put things in drinks. Blokes waited and watched for an unguarded moment.

Like now? was what she said. She added that she wasn’t stupid, and she didn’t need anyone watching over her.

Well, I said I was sorry and I surely didn’t think she was stupid. I said I wasn’t intending to act like her dad, which was when eyes filled with tears, and as I’m not a total addle head, I could tell right there that I’d said something wrong. What I didn’t know was that her dad had died when she was just fifteen. They’d been close, two peas in a pod, they were. She’d been his favourite. He’d been some kind of financier, so he left the family—there were three younger kids—with plenty of annuities and whatever else so that they wouldn’t ever struggle or feel less than secure when he was gone. He’d said to her before he passed that he wanted her to make her life worthwhile, and since his death she’d been trying to work out what he’d meant. So she was taking a year away from home, and this—right now on the ship—was part of that year. Her hope was to return to South Africa for university with a good sense of direction as to what the rest of her life was supposed to look like.

I said I had no advice to give her when it came to making her life worthwhile and all the rest, but I was happy to lend an ear if she wanted a sounding board. I told her I couldn’t take the place of her dad—no one could, is what I told her—but sometimes a person could clear their head if they just talked. I’ve a daughter and a son, I said, so I know a bit about what young people go through. Plus, I went through bad times myself when I was her age. Of course, it’d been donkey’s years since I was her age, but I had a decent memory for the details of my misspent and often rocky youth. (And I said just that exactly, the details of my misspent and often rocky youth so that she might smile and see me as harmless, which she did and which I was.) I’m happy to listen, I told her again, if you want to try and if it helps you.

She picked up on the kids, like I’d intended her to do. She said that I didn’t look near old enough to have kids her age. I said I’d married straight from the crib, and she laughed at that. I didn’t tell her my kids were a bit younger—Merritt was in the middle of adolescence at the time, Gloriana was not quite eleven—because I thought it best if she saw me like a stand-in for her dad and having kids nearly her age made that likely. And I thought of myself that very way, I did: like a stand-in for her dad.

We went for a nightcap. Well, it was more like we went for a coffee, and I told her straightaway how clever she was to say she’d prefer a coffee, as it was important for young ladies such as herself to keep their wits about them when they were with a man because they never knew a bloke’s true intentions. She said in her experience (her experience!) people were mostly good, and she didn’t want to live her life being afraid of other people, especially of men. I said she didn’t ever need to be afraid. She just needed to be watchful. Of what? she asked. Of all the ways she could be hurt travelling alone without someone to protect her, I said. Like you’re doing with this year from home, I added.

She said, You mean I should have a man with me to protect me, don’t you.

I said, Because someone with intentions to harm you won’t approach if you’re with a man.

She said, That’s silly. I can handle myself.

I said, I suppose that’s what every girl thinks, until something happens and she reckons she would’ve been better off with a man as a travel partner: a brother, a lover, a friend, a colleague.

But I’d have to compromise with a travel partner, she pointed out. I don’t want to do that.

I asked her could I give her some advice then? If she insisted on travelling on her own . . . ? And I didn’t wait for her to nod or say yes. I just began rattling off every injunction that came to mind. She wasn’t to accept drinks from men she didn’t know, I told her, either on the ship or off the ship. She was never to leave any drink unattended. If she left the ship, she was to know in advance how she was going to return to the ship at the end of an evening. She was not to let anything distract her when she was drinking, even when she was drinking with a friend. She was not to get drunk in public, even on the ship. She was never, ever to enter anyone’s stateroom for any reason. Promise me that, I said to her.

Her response was, Why would I promise you anything? I don’t even know you.

Fair enough, I said. Would you like to?

To what?

Know me. I’d like to know you.

Whyever? she asked.

I told her I didn’t quite know. I said there was something about her that made me think we could be friends.

She said, Aren’t we a bit mismatched to be friends?

We are, I agreed. That’s what could make it interesting.

I look back now, and I still haven’t the first clue where all that talk was coming from. I’m not good with the chat. Perhaps, without realising it, I was testing the waters.

I wrote my details on a paper napkin and told her she could think things over and let me know. No rush, I told her. Once we return to England, I’m back at work and not going anywhere.

Unlike me, she said. I’ll be going all over the world.

Completely unlike you, I agreed.

I returned to our stateroom. I felt a distinct buzzing all over my body. I didn’t know what to make of this. I crawled into bed but there was no sleep for me. I woke Maidie up because of a sudden I was hungry for it like I hadn’t been for years. And when I was finished, I was hungry still, so I knew that in the time I’d spent chatting to Kayla something had shifted within me.

I saw her as often as possible while we were on the cruise, although we didn’t talk again like we’d done that first night. She joined me and Maidie for cocktails twice, and I met her for coffee when I could get away and when she was free. I used the nightcap excuse as often as I could without raising suspicion, although there was nothing to raise Maidie’s suspicion since there was nothing going on between me and Kayla.

We had a nice farewell at the end of the cruise, and I reminded her that she had my details if she ever wanted to get in touch with me. As a friend, I added.

She asked was that what we were going to be. Friends?

We’re what you want us to be, I said. I felt my heart give some hard pounding to my chest when those words left my mouth.

What I want . . . ? She let the rest dangle.

That. Yes. That, I said.

I wager I planted the seed then, with that little bit of conversation. Maidie and I went off back home, the spark between us having definitely been rekindled. By Kayla, however. About Kayla, as well. She was the third person in our bed from then, and I needed her there. Maiden might be in my arms, but Kayla was in my thoughts, the trigger to my imagination. I did know how stupid I was being about an eighteen-year-old girl who I didn’t even know, but needs must.

It was two weeks after our return when I heard from Kayla: an email with one sentence and her initial. Tell me about yourself. K. No Dear Mike, no Love, Kayla or Regards, Kayla or Warmly, Kayla. She reckoned I’d know who was sending me an email. She wasn’t wrong.

I spun her a bit of a tale about my younger years, something that gave my life a bit of flair. We went back and forth after that. First it was emails. Then it was texts. Then it was every kind of social media that worked for us. She told me about the people she met on the cruise ship. She sent pictures of where she went. Her emails were like Kayla herself: light and frothy, full of mischief. Mine were family-oriented and mostly made up. I couldn’t match her for tone and substance, so I didn’t try. We led very different kinds of lives.

It was when, on a video call, she admitted she felt a bit lonely and rather down that the shift began. I told her she needed to find herself a boyfriend. She told me the pickings were very slim. As long as I stay on cruises, she told me, my options are limited to old married men, Filipino crewmen working to support their families at home, and widows looking for live-in companions.

Which of those am I? was what I asked her. I was on the ship. Which am I? And, oh yes, I was digging.

She said, You don’t really think you’re old, do you?

Not when I’m around you, I told her. They should bottle you up and sell you as the Fountain of Youth.

I’d need someone to promote the product, she said with a laugh. Are you up for that?

With that, I made up my mind it was time to plunge on, so I said, Let’s meet somewhere. Tell me where the ship next docks.

She said Capri. And with another laugh, Tell me how you’re going to get yourself to Capri. We’re there only overnight, by the way. Then we’re off again in the morning.

Look at your schedule and tell me when and where, then, I said.

Now? she asked.

Whenever, I told her. I told myself I wasn’t wild to see her. If it happens, it happens, was what I thought.

I went about my business, and three days later, when I’d altogether given up hope of hearing from her on this topic, she sent me a text. Venice, she wrote. Two nights, three days. She added the date.

I’ll be there, I told her. You’ll recognise me. I’ll be the old guy in sandals and colored socks.

I was keeping it light between us. I was old enough to be her dad and I bloody well knew it.

I made an excuse to Maidie. I’d been approached by an Arabian company with some ideas about resurrecting the mining industry, I told her. I said they wanted me to “meet some of their people” so they could explain what they hoped to do. Can you manage here without me? What I didn’t say was that the supposed company wanted to meet me in Venice. Why would any mining company on earth fly someone to Venice? So I said they wanted me to see what they were doing with mining in Poland. Bran would help to keep things going, I said. And off I went to Venice.

We met in that big piazza with the cathedral, Kayla and me. She’d been before, so she named the spot, some ancient coffee house where for a staggering price one could have an espresso with a small biscuit perched on the saucer.

I thought she’d come from the water, so I kept my gaze fixed in that direction: watching unused gondolas bobbing on the lagoon. But instead she came from somewhere else, and the first thing I felt was a hand on my shoulder and a teasing boo spoken into my ear, and then I caught the scent of her. She smelled of violets. She sat at the small table I’d managed to get for us. She saw I had only an espresso and that biscuit, and when she picked up the menu, she also saw why. Any other girl her age wouldn’t’ve given a thought to ordering whatever at whatever cost because I was the one who’d be doing the paying, but that wasn’t Kayla. She said, What a scam! It’s due to the tourists. They’re a captive audience, but we’re not. Come on.

She took us in and out and around the cobbled streets, across this bridge, along that canal. I was clueless as to where we were or where we ended up. But she’d been there on half dozen or more cruises and she knew where to go, a coffee house where an espresso and a bakery item didn’t carry a price beyond the means of the common man.

We ordered and then we began to talk. It was like we’d known each other forever. I knew this meant she’d grown comfortable with me. I’d become, if not a father figure, then at least her favourite uncle.

She’d taken my advice to heart, she revealed. She reckoned she’d been very lucky before she met me, because prior to the cruise I’d shared with Maidie, Kayla had wanted nothing more than a good time in her off-duty hours. If that meant drinking with some bloke she’d only met on the street in some port, she’d seen no danger in that. If that meant she’d have some cannabis in a nightclub’s basement, that was just fine. If there was a party in an unknown neighbourhood of a port city they visited, what did she have to lose if she drifted by to see what was going on? She was streetwise, after all. Wasn’t she? You really opened my eyes, she told me. Then she added, But I’m afraid I’ve become quite dull as a result.

You, I told her, could never be dull. I can’t imagine you ever being anything but who you are: here, now, and in the future.

And who am I, if you think I could never be dull? she asked me.

A pleasure, a delight.

That means you really don’t know me.

I’d like to, I said to her. I stirred my espresso, and lifted it to my mouth, hoping she wouldn’t notice the trembling eagerness that my shaking hand betrayed. And in case she didn’t get my meaning, I said, I’d like to know you. How d’you feel about that?

When she didn’t say anything, merely nodding at the waiter to bring her another espresso, I reckoned I’d gone too far. She would misunderstand me and distrust me if I tried to get too close.

I love Venice, she said as we waited for her espresso. It’s become godawful because of the cruise ships. But even with the ships, it’s still Venice. Charm, fog, mystery, and the occasional flood. And most of the tourists are gone by half past four each day anyway. Cocktails and dinner aboard their ships tend to trump atmosphere and candlelit meals near the Rialto.

There wasn’t much I could say to that. I’d never been to Venice before this trip to see her, and I was clueless about the Rialto. No idea what she was talking about. That being the case, I’d’ve probably been on the ship by half past four as well.

When her espresso arrived and she’d shaken half a sachet of sugar into it, she said, I’d like it, too, Michael.

What?

She shot me a look that was half amused and half perplexed. She said, What you said. I’d like you to know me. I’d like me to know you. She held my gaze. It was a very frank look, but I couldn’t work out if it was also an invitation. And even if it was an invitation, what was it an invitation to? The fact that she was eighteen years old and I was nearly forty-three reared its very ugly head between us. The fact that I was married didn’t make anything one iota clearer.

I feel like I can tell you things, she said. Things that I can’t tell anyone else.

Like what? I said.

Like . . . Here she hesitated. Here she looked away from me. I could see her press her lips together, and I reckoned she’d told herself to stop, not to go so far, to hold her secrets close. But then, How I was raped when I was twelve.

That stunned me. I reached for her hand across the table, and she didn’t pull away. I said, Good Christ. Who—

She cut in with, No matter. Two of my cousins. It was a long time ago and I’m over it. I probably should’ve kept it to myself.

That’s exactly what you shouldn’t’ve done, was what I said. And a girl doesn’t just get over something like that. If I could find the bastard—

Bastards, she said.

I want to kill them, I told her.

So did I, was her reply.

I said, Let’s get out of here. Let’s walk. Let’s . . . anything.

Which is what we did. Not the anything. Rather, the walking. And as we walked, she put her soft hand through my arm. Occasionally, she leaned onto my shoulder. All I could think of was, This is big, what’s between us. I didn’t know what that meant other than how important she’d become to me. Things had progressed very quickly between us, and I told myself that her past must have cried out to me to be recognised, and that specific knowledge had propelled me into talking to her about being wary of men on that night and those succeeding nights on the cruise ship with my wife.

I couldn’t let her go. I told her so. She said, Don’t be silly. You know I must go back to the ship.

I said, I don’t mean now.

She’d stopped walking and turned to face me, frowning. What do you mean, she asked.

I mean ever, I said.

It was like she was consuming me. She didn’t intend to. She was completely innocent of everything except simply being herself. What was going on inside me was just happening. Who she was, what she was, how she was . . . all of this was filling me up. I’m in love with you, I told her.

She broke away from me then. She said, You can’t be. You mustn’t.

She turned then and began to run from me. I couldn’t catch her. In very short order she’d disappeared. Venice is nooks and crannies and alleys and bridges, and she knew them all while I knew nothing. I was completely lost.
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Geoffrey Henshaw had known that he shouldn’t leave the scene of a crime. He’d known that his action would look suspicious in the eyes of the police. He’d known that suspicious actions put a spotlight upon the person engaging in them. One could not watch crime programmes on the telly and not know all of this and more. But still, he’d left.

He didn’t slink away like a criminal, however. He reckoned that would count in his favour once the chief copper—as he thought of the magenta-haired detective inspector—learned he’d scarpered. So he’d stridden openly to the 2CV, and through some seriously creative automobile manoeuvring, he’d managed to ease away from the police and crime scene vehicles that might otherwise have pinned him in. He produced several flawless three-point turns when he reached the hamlet of Trevellas and realised he was driving in the wrong direction. Finally, and as soon as he could, he pulled into a gap in the otherwise impenetrable hedgerow, which gave access to a farmer’s field, and he rang Curtis Robertson. He reckoned the news about Michael Lobb would best come from him, and sooner rather than later.

His first words to Curtis explained that, unfortunately, he’d been unable to bring Michael Lobb on board regarding the sale of his property. Before he could go on to explain why he’d not been able to accomplish what he’d set out to accomplish, Curtis barked, “When d’you intend to do the job you were hired to do, Henshaw? When I hired you, you gave me a lorry load of assurances that you could make this look like . . . what was it you said? Something about pulling a dummy from a baby’s mouth?”

Geoffrey hastened to say he had other appointments scheduled, to which Curtis snapped, “Why the hell are you not keeping them, then? Why’re you ringing me? I’m not going to start wiping your arse if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

Geoffrey told him, then, that he couldn’t bring Michael Lobb on board for the simple reason that Michael Lobb was dead. He went on to reveal that he—Geoffrey Henshaw himself—had been the person who found the body. Curtis certainly spent no time mourning this news. Instead, he said “Jesus” in a way that bore no relation to saying a prayer. And after the briefest of pauses during which Geoffrey assumed that Curtis was assessing the situation, “So who inherits? Get to them. Pronto.”

“Things are going to be . . . I suppose you’d call them ‘tied up’ for a bit,” Geoffrey told him. Michael Lobb hadn’t merely dropped dead. He’d been murdered, he said, and the police had mounted an investigation.

Curtis swore soundly and then asked Geoffrey how the hell he knew the bloke had been murdered. Geoffrey’s response of “There was a great deal of blood” rendered him silent. Into the silence, Geoffrey was able to tell Curtis that it might well be months—longer, even—before ownership of the property was sorted out. He said he’d try to get his hands on the terms of Michael Lobb’s last will and testament—assuming he’d made one—but the exact bequests and the beneficiaries of those bequests wouldn’t be made public unless and until a court of law granted probate, and at this moment that was ages away from happening.

“Wouldn’t the wife know?” Curtis demanded. “Damn it, Henshaw! Talk to the wife!”

Geoffrey told him he would do what he could—vowing silently to put off Curtis’ vulture-like demand as long as possible—but in the meantime, “I’m going to head east,” he said. “I’ll call on a few of the estates along the way as well as those round the area near the Lizard. I’ve planted some seeds in that part of the county already, and I’m hopeful about them. They could bear fruit.”

At the end of their conversation, Geoffrey thought he’d talked Curtis into a hopeful frame of mind. Hope was good, he told himself. Hope was what kept people going.

He himself was feeling marginally hopeful on this morning. He’d had a rather difficult conversation on the previous night with Freddie, but the result of that conversation had been, in the end, a stronger commitment to each other and their love.

In the beginning, however, their conversation had not been so loving. Freddie’s end had been whispered. It was about her parents, she told him. They had informed her that very evening that if she finished sixth form college “with no nonsense occurring,” and if she completed her first two years of uni, she would have their blessing to marry Geoffrey Henshaw. She would also have one-half of a very nice chunk of money that had been put into a trust for her by her grandparents, money that she otherwise would not get until she turned thirty.

“That’s amazing news, Freddie,” Geoffrey said. He allowed himself a moment of jubilation. “They seem to be coming round.”

There was a pause before Freddie said, “What are you thinking? They aren’t coming round at all.”

“But they’ve certainly never before said—”

“You’re not getting it.”

Geoffrey frowned. “What am I not getting? Why?”

“They’re betting we’ll be finished with each other—you and me—before I complete sixth form college and two years of uni,” she told him. “They’re betting the lure of having my nan’s money sooner rather than later will keep me where they want me, not where I want to be, which is with you. I want to go to Scotland.”

“Scotland? When? Why?”

“You know why. We can marry in Scotland right now. Today. Tonight.”

“But Freddie, darling, you’ve only a few more weeks of college. And two years of uni is nothing.”

“I know my parents. I know how they think. If I do two years of uni like they say they want, and if I’m still with you, they’ll just put up more roadblocks. They’ll create new hoops I’m meant to jump through to be married to you and to collect my inheritance before I’m thirty. If we’re still together in two years, they’ll try to wear me down until I just give up. Just give you up.”

“Darling, they can certainly create new hoops, but once you finish the two years at uni and once they’ve given you the promised money—”

“That’s just it. It’s promised money. They don’t have to give it to me before I’m thirty, and I know they won’t so we might as well get married now.”

“But do you want to postpone your inheritance until you’re thirty?”

“I don’t care about the money.”

“You say that now, but you can’t know how you’d feel in, let’s say, five years’ time. Or eight. Or ten. Listen to me, Freddie. It’s madness to alienate your parents at this point, especially as they’ve offered you a compromise. They’re asking for a few weeks more of college and two years. That’s nothing in the greater scheme of things.”

“But I miss you,” she wailed. “They’re trying to make you stop loving me by keeping us apart. All I want is to be your wife and have your babies and grow old together and die together. And I’m so afraid—” She seemed to stop herself.

“Afraid? Of what?”

“I’m going to lose you. You’ll meet someone else and you’ll fall in love and it will kill me if I lose you.”

“You aren’t going to lose me, darling. That isn’t remotely possible. I hate being away from you, but this is a time we have to prove ourselves to your parents, to prove that our love can’t be swayed, to prove that we are meant to be.”

She said nothing, although he could hear her crying. Finally, she was able to whisper, “Promise me. Please, please promise me. I’ll die if you don’t promise.”

“Freddie, I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you. Nothing changes that. Nothing ever will.”

And that was how his long and trying day had ended. Now it was time to begin a new one, which he would do once he’d made short work of the full English that Mr. Snyder would lay before him. He left the room and descended the stairs. It was his normal time to do so, and he’d reached the house’s small foyer when the doorbell buzzed.

He thought about answering it, but instead he entered the dining room, where his table was ready and a stainless-steel carafe of coffee stood in its usual place. He poured himself a cup before sitting, and as he did so, he heard a woman’s voice speaking and his landlord’s voice answering. This was followed by footsteps. They headed towards the dining room.

“Ah, here you are,” the voice said, “and it appears I’m just in time for coffee.”

Geoffrey looked towards the doorway and saw that the speaker was the police officer from the previous day. She wore a pleasant enough expression beneath her magenta quasi-Mohawk, but her smile made no progress towards her eyes. Geoffrey reckoned he’d put himself into it, and she wasn’t about to let him forget that.
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The old bloke who answered the door was surprised to see her police identification. He was even more surprised that she was there to speak to his lodger. But when Bea asked if Geoffrey Henshaw was still a resident of the B & B, the gent said, “Yes, yes, oh my,” and swung the door open for her. He’d never been called upon by the police, he told her. Well, that was not quite true, now he thought about it. When his wife died suddenly (folding the laundry, he confided, and personally he thought it was her trying to fold a too-large sheet by herself that did her in), he phoned triple nine and the police also came because someone had to make sure, he supposed, that he hadn’t hit her over the head with a box of laundry detergent, which, he admitted, they always bought in bulk at the superstore, so it could have done some serious damage. But it had been her heart just giving out. She was there one moment and gone the next.

“Is Mr. Henshaw in?” Bea had asked him when he paused for breath.

He was indeed. He’d just come down for his breakfast. Would the officer like anything, by the way? Coffee? Tea? A slice of quiche? No? Well, if you change your mind . . . meantime, follow me.

Bea could tell that Henshaw hadn’t expected the alacrity with which she’d put him at the top of her list. He made to rise, but Bea waved him into his seat and sat across from him. She could tell she’d quite put him off his cornflakes.

Seeing him a second time, she realised he wasn’t a bad-looking bloke. He wasn’t her type—she didn’t generally go in for masses of cherubic blond curls that tumbled boyishly onto a bloke’s forehead—as he was delicately featured, like someone waiting to be cast as Puck in an amateur production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He was also lithe, narrow shoulders and narrower waist. And he was a real dresser. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a bloke in a pristine white shirt with French cuffs and gold cufflinks. It was quite the outfit for this part of the world.

She said to him, “Which part of ‘stay where you are’ did you not understand yesterday, Mr. Henshaw?”

He said, “I could see it was going to take hours. I made sure the officers had my details. I had appointments—”

“What sort of appointments?”

“With landowners.” He then explained what he was doing in Cornwall: seeking out either mineral rights on various properties or seeking the properties themselves, all in the cause of acquiring lithium. “Cornwall EcoMining,” he said. “I work for them.”

“How’s the work going?” Bea asked him. “And how does one ‘ecomine’? It sounds like a contradiction in terms.”

He explained briefly: undiscovered thermal water beneath granite, brine, pumping, processing to reject impurities, replacing the water at its source. He concluded with the fact that there was a fortune to be made since the entire world was seeking lithium for everything from electric cars to common batteries. Cornwall EcoMining was one of the few companies to use a method that did not harm—or even much alter—the environment from which the lithium was sourced. His job was to bring landowners on board, signing them on to lease the land to the company, to sell the mineral rights, or to outright sell the land itself.

“So you were there at Lobb’s Tin and Pewter yesterday to do what?”

“To speak to Mr. Lobb again about selling us the property.”

“Not to lease? Not to . . . whatever else you said you do?”

“Acquire the mineral rights. No. We want to purchase that particular property because it’s an excellent location for the processing facility that we require. Mr. Lobb has—he had—a number of buildings. We hope to build on their footprints.”

The old gent appeared with a large plate from which the pleasing scent of bacon wafted. He set it down in front of Geoffrey Henshaw, and Bea saw it was the full English: two fried eggs, bacon, sausage, grilled tomato, mushrooms, and baked beans. The requisite rack of toast was already on the table, along with packets of butter and tiny pots of jam. He also brought another cup and saucer, which he set in front of Bea. “Just in case,” he said.

Bea waited till the gent disappeared through a doorway before she said, “Do tuck in,” to Henshaw, who was looking like a man without much of an appetite. He picked up his knife and fork, gazed at the plate, set the cutlery down.

She said, “Not hungry, then?”

He said, “No. Yes. I don’t know.”

She said, “Ah. Yesterday wasn’t the first time you’d been to Lobb’s Tin and Pewter, correct?”

“Right,” he said. “I’d already been.”

“And was Mr. Lobb on board with the plan?”

“Did he want to sell the land?” Henshaw reached for a triangular piece of brown toast and a packet of butter, which he opened. He used all of it and then went for the jam. Strawberry, this was. He scooped it onto the toast as well. “He was thinking it over,” Henshaw said.

“Leaning towards . . . ?”

“I don’t know. He’d kept some of the paperwork—doubtless your lot have found it by now—because he wanted to read through it all carefully and perhaps have his solicitor read it as well. I’d returned in the hope it was signed, or at the very least, in the hope he’d be moving in that general direction. Perhaps he’d have questions that I could answer. That sort of thing. When I arrived, I found him in . . . where your lot saw him. I rang for emergency.”

“Had he known you would be coming?”

“No one knew. I mean no one there at the business knew. Only my boss at Cornwall EcoMining knew. He’d been—” Here Henshaw paused to pile some of his breakfast onto his fork. He chewed slowly, like someone who’d grown up with a hovering mother who was terrified her little one would choke. Or, for that matter, like someone who needed to think things through to make certain he wasn’t incriminating himself. “He’d been putting on the pressure, my boss. I can’t blame him, as his superiors are also putting on the pressure. We all want results, frankly. But you know how people are: They’re set in their ways, and as Mr. Lobb was . . . well, older . . . he wasn’t quite on board yet with starting a different sort of life. Which he’d have to do if he sold to us. Obviously.”

“What about the wife?” Bea asked. “She’s not ‘older.’ ”

Henshaw nodded, saying, “I did think she was more on board with the idea of selling.”

“Because . . . ?”

“Just a feeling I had. And the way she’d talked when I spoke to them together. She told me afterwards that I shouldn’t cross Lobb’s Tin and Pewter off my list just yet. I should give it a few days or weeks and try again, she said. I was willing, but of course, it wasn’t up to her. It also wasn’t entirely up to Mr. Lobb either, if you come down to it.”

Bea frowned. “You’ll need to explain.”

“He owns . . . he owned only sixty percent of the business. The rest—the remaining forty percent, I mean—is his brother’s. You’ll want to talk to him, I expect. He’s called Sebastian Lobb. None of what Cornwall EcoMining is proposing could happen without his agreeing to it.”
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After her conversation with Geoffrey Henshaw, Bea wanted to get onto Sebastian Lobb at once, but Detective Superintendent Lang had other plans for her. Mylo Baker was performing the postmortem examination, and Lang wanted Bea to observe, and yes, she knew that someone else on the team could do this, but she wanted the someone doing it to be DI Hannaford. Thus, there was nothing for it but returning to the A30 and making the trip up to Exeter.

The hospital was a huge complex of buildings that reflected various periods of British architecture, only a few of which were less hideous than others. There was a heavy emphasis on grey concrete, red brick, lopsided Venetian blinds, and egg yolk paint in most areas of the hospital complex, and the pathology building looked like something dropped into place from postwar East Berlin.

When she entered the building, she was assailed by the odours of various chemicals and by the additional scent of an automatic air freshener that was enthusiastically pumping the dubious fragrance of bubblegum to cover those various chemical odours. The effect was no doubt headache inducing, which explained at least in part why the receptionist was wearing a face mask that meant business. This person indicated the route Bea was to take to reach the post-mortem suite. She was expected, Bea was told. The receptionist handed her a visitor’s badge and sent her on her way.

She found Mylo Baker kitted out in theatre blues and ready to begin. At one side of the room was an ancient record player. Circling on its turntable was a vinyl from which Rita Moreno was listing all the reasons she liked to be in America. Mylo, Bea knew, was a passionate fan when it came to musicals, the older the better. She reckoned it could easily be someone crooning about being called Little Buttercup next, just as soon as Tony was done in on the street by Chino.

Mylo was singing along with Rita Moreno, although when he saw Bea, he immediately went to the record player, lifted its arm, and shut off the music. She said to him, “Don’t let me interfere.”

He grinned. “No bother, girlfriend. If it was ‘I Feel Pretty,’ I’d force you to attend till the end. But this one’s a bit more difficult. I need a hell of a lot more practice with it.”

He indicated a nearby worktop where a set of theatre blues were waiting for her. She donned them as Mylo removed the thin sheet that was covering Michael Lobb’s dead body. This was the colour of candle wax, and the only other colour upon it came from the man’s dark body hair and the hair on his head. There was a great deal of both.

Mylo switched on a recorder that was suspended just above the table on which the examination would be performed. He recited the salient details: The subject of the post-mortem examination was Michael Stephen Lobb, a 56-year-old white male weighing 86 kilos and measuring 172.72 centimetres or 5 feet 8 inches. The body, he told the recorder, had been pierced nine times. One laceration was located in the left back 6.35 centimetres to the right of the left scapula 6 centimetres to the left of the spinal column between the fifth and sixth ribs. The depth of the wound measures 9.1 centimetres, he said. The other eight wounds had been delivered by the same weapon at depths varying from 9 to 20 centimetres.

He reached for the scalpel and made the T-cut that would give him access to the sternum, where he would use the shears to cut through the rib cage to explore the lacerations to the torso. Bea hated the sound that the shears made. It reminded her that, at the end of the day, Homo sapiens was just another animal, built not that differently to other bipedal mammals.

Mylo pointed out the left lung, reciting the location of the wounds: one piercing the pulmonary artery; one piercing the left main bronchus. He moved to the liver, where the left lobe was lacerated. The descending colon bore two lacerations, and the small intestine bore two to the fundus of the stomach. Preliminary looks at the heart and the kidneys turned up nothing obvious, prompting the conclusion that Michael Lobb appeared to be in excellent health and good physical condition for his age, although one artery that fed the heart was narrowing slightly and might have required surgery as he aged.

He began to remove the organs. Before bagging them, he took thin slices of each, which he mounted on slides for examination beneath a microscope, then placed them carefully in boxes and labelled them for further examination and testing. All remaining bodily liquids would be sampled and tested by the toxicologist. The contents of the stomach would be studied, as would every nook and cranny on and inside the corpse.

“Did he bleed out, then?” Bea asked Mylo at the end. She’d been standing at the side of the trolley for the entire time, observing the neatness and the efficiency Mylo Baker applied to every step of his work. “What I mean is that there was probably no saving him. Am I correct?”

“Not exactly. Had he been found quickly and rushed into the nearest operating theatre, he might have been saved, but it’s not likely.”

“Can you draw any conclusions about the weapon?”

“Not many,” Mylo confessed. “Just now and without a thorough exploration of the individual wounds, I can say that it’s sharp as hell—perhaps recently sharpened for this purpose—and it doesn’t appear to be a knife. The shape and circumference of the entry points suggest something else.”

“Any ideas?”

“At the moment, no. But I’ll probe a bit more and see if I can come up with anything.”

“You’ll ring me?”

“As ever. The moment I find anything useful.”

Bea left him then. She felt rather queasy but refused to give in to the sensation. She strode to her car, forcing herself past her roiling stomach in order to consider Michael Lobb’s death. How could the killing have played out? she asked herself. The laceration to the back said that the killer would have come upon his victim stealthily. No crime of a moment’s passion, this, but something well planned. He—or she, although it didn’t seem likely that a woman had committed the crime when one considered the statistics regarding female murderers and the means used by them—crept up to the victim and stabbed him viciously in the back, perhaps hoping the blow was enough to disable him. But Michael swung around to defend himself, and this resulted in the killer striking him eight more times during their struggle. Thus the killer would have had blood upon him, quite possibly a great deal of blood, and if that was the case, where did he then go? What was he wearing when he committed the crime and what happened to those clothes? Were they added to a batch of laundry somewhere or thrown away, or packed away, or hidden away? If any of those were the case, was there a witness to his activities? And what happened to the weapon in the aftermath of the stabbing?

The brutality of the death and the indication of a struggle suggested a male killer familiar with the working set-up employed by Michael Lobb as well as the schedule he followed during times when he needed to keep up with the demand for his products. That suggested both of the Udys, Kayla Lobb’s brother, Michael Lobb’s brother, and possibly his son. All of them would need to go under the microscope. One of them had access to a deadly weapon.


MOUSEHOLE

CORNWALL



Gloriana had headed to Mousehole earlier than usual that morning because she wanted to drop by Wedge o’ Cheese Café. She reckoned the usual line of customers would be shorter at the hour she chose. The early birds would have already swept the place clean of croissants, scones, tea cakes and pain au chocolats, and it would be too early for the lunch crowd to be arriving for Jesse McBride’s freshly made sandwiches.

That turned out to be the case. She found her friend wiping down the café’s six tables and rearranging the chairs. The glass pastry counter was sparsely occupied. It looked to have been a very good morning for sales.

Gloriana had thought long and hard about what to tell Jesse. Admittedly, she’d never liked Nate Jacobs. She’d seen him from day one as a real arsehole, and she’d never been able to get her mind round the fact that Jesse seemed incapable of seeing through the superficial charm to what lay beneath it, which wasn’t charming in the least. Gloriana had known at once that Nathaniel Jacobs was both a liar and a cheater, and she’d shared her opinion with Jesse. But her longtime friend was one of those individuals who open their hearts and allow access to people wearing army boots. So when Nate had made his move to win her—if that was what it could even be called—Jesse was soon enough ready to commit. And once she was committed, what could Gloriana do? She knew that Nate would betray Jesse eventually. All she could do was be there to catch her friend when she plummeted to earth.

“Hiya,” Jesse said as she finished up with the final table. “You’re here earlier than usual. I’m about to measure for more tea cakes and tarts. Want a cappuccino?”

“Only if you’ll let me pay for once,” Gloriana said.

“No way and not ever,” Jesse returned.

“Jesse . . .”

“I mean it. Best friends drink free and eat free at Wedge o’ Cheese.”

“That’s no way to run a business.”

“So you keep telling me. Yet here I am, making massive profits hand over fist.”

“You’re a very bad liar.”

Jesse tossed her wiping cloth into the area behind the pastry counter. “The wolves are not at the door.”

“Okay, okay. Cappuccino then. But I can’t stay long so you’ll need to make it a takeaway.”

Jesse said she was more than happy to do that, and why was Gloriana there earlier than usual? The question gave Gloriana an opening, so she drew a breath and took it with both hands.

“D’you know a Cressida Mott-King?” she asked Jesse. “She’s just moved into the bed-sit across from me.”

Jesse was tapping down the espresso, prefatory to connecting it to the Italian machine that was her pride and joy. “Cressida?” she said. “Yeah, I know her. Or better said, I know she’s one of Nate’s art students.”

“He told you about her?”

“Just that she was a beginner but she had potential. He’s got four with potential, he says. The rest are iffy.”

“So you haven’t met her?”

Jesse shook her head. It was odd for Gloriana to be asking about Nate’s students, and Jesse would recognise that since any subject touching upon Nate at all was a subject they tended to avoid. Jesse said, “Why? Is she . . . I don’t know . . . strange or something?”

“It’s just that Nate was there yesterday, helping her move into the bed-sit. I thought it was . . . I don’t know . . . It just seemed like not quite the thing, if you know what I mean.”

“That he’d be helping her?” Jesse asked. Espresso began flowing from the machine into a chrome jug beneath it. Jesse went for the milk to froth. She said, “You know Nate, Gloriana. If he can help one of his students, he’ll do it.”

“In the classroom,” Gloriana pointed out.

“In or out of the classroom, he’s committed to them.”

“So committed that he helps them move house or . . . or whatever else comes along?”

Jesse held another chrome jug beneath the steamer to froth the milk. She turned the steamer on and watched its work. “He’s said she has promise, so he probably wants to help her get settled. He probably wants her to be able to concentrate on her work as soon as possible. There’s going to be another Art on the Quay this year. I reckon he hopes she’ll be good enough to show her work, perhaps even sell a few pieces. It helps the school with enrollment as well.”

Gloriana allowed herself an inward sigh. She also allowed herself to say, “So you’re not worried?”

Jesse reached for a takeaway cup. She said, “That Nate’ll do something with her? Is that what you’re thinking? We’re partners, Gloriana. We’re committed to each other. I don’t want to wreck that and neither does Nate.”

“Still and all . . .”

“Still and all nothing. Really. Now, d’you want a Chelsea bun to go with this? I have one here calling out your name.”

There was nothing for it but to accept Jesse’s offerings as well as her mistaken devotion to Nate Jacobs. Gloriana told herself that she’d done her bit. It was time to get ready to open the shop. Getting ready meant dressing the part, and it always took some time to do so. As the putative star of Unburden, she was completely, utterly, and inarguably herself. She had to be in order to give weight and veracity to the subjects about which she spoke. But when she was in her role as proprietor of Vintage Britannia, she made herself a living, breathing advertisement for her wares and, as such, she became virtually unrecognisable to anyone but her family and friends.

After transforming herself into the persona who offered vintage items to the public, Gloriana went on to begin unpacking a box of 1960s apparel. She’d bought the box sight unseen from someone online: a clueless bloke who’d discovered a treasure trove of 1960s clothing when cleaning out his granny’s attic in Earl’s Court, London. He’d advertised the box as “full of tat from Swinging London,” which was all Gloriana needed to make the purchase. When she’d opened it, the smell of mothballs nearly knocked her off her feet. She was undeterred by this, however. When it came to vintage purchases, ridding something that reeked of most anything was a simple matter of airing it out, and she had strung a line for precisely this purpose, stretched across the garden behind the building, the ground floor of which housed her shop and its storeroom.

Gloriana shook out a dress from the box. She drew in a delighted gasp. The garment was orange wool, belted, with a patch pocket on the left breast. Below it and neatly folded lay an orange and cream cardigan, then a bright yellow raincoat, then a sheath in turquoise with a band of yellow along the hem. Gloriana recognised all of the items instantly since the designer was a goddess to her: Mary Quant. Each piece of clothing, if in good repair, was worth hundreds of pounds.

As she dug carefully through the box, she found other garments as well. They comprised a sartorial record of what was going on with British design from the early 1960s until the mid-1970s.

When the shop door opened, she was in the midst of carefully examining the items for wear and tear, setting aside anything that might need repair. She was in the back, in the shop’s storeroom, but she heard the bell go and a moment later she heard her brother’s voice saying her name.

It was quite unusual for Merritt to come to the shop. In fact, Gloriana couldn’t remember him darkening the doorway of Vintage Britannia since the afternoon of its grand opening. So if he’d come to Mousehole from St. Ives or Carbis Bay, something had to be going on.

She called out, “Yeah. I’m here,” and took herself into the shop, Mary Quant cardigan in hand.

Merritt hadn’t ventured beyond the front door. This allowed him to give her a deliberately obvious once-over, from which glance his disapproval radiated without his having to say a word.

She was, of course, in Vintage Britannia garb, which made her difficult to overlook. She’d decked herself in a pinstripe three-piece charcoal suit that she’d accessorised with Bakelite jewelry in the form of an orange cherry lapel brooch, three colourful bangle bracelets, and chunky earrings of green and violet. Bakelite was from the wrong period, of course. But certain items crossed time periods, and she’d long ago decided that Bakelite jewelry was one of them.

“D’you know how judgmental you look when you roll your eyes that way?” she asked her brother.

“D’you know how daft you look when you dress like that? And what’s with the glasses,” he told her. “That’s an addition, isn’t it? If those’re someone’s prescription—”

“They’re not,” she cut in.

“So, what are they? Why’re you wearing them?”

“They’re cosmetic.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“They’re jewellery for the face.” She removed them and extended them to Merritt. “Go on,” she told him when he didn’t take them from her. “Look through them if you don’t believe me. They had prescription lenses when I found them, so I had new plain lenses put in.”

He came to the shop counter and looked through them then, the briefest of glances before he handed them back to her. He said, “How’s business?”

“A lot better than I thought it would be at this time of year,” she replied. “Being next to Jesse McBride’s place helps. People stop in the café for refreshments, come outside afterwards, and see the shop. There’s lots of foot traffic when the weather is good. I expect summer hols’ll be a money-making dream.”

“You don’t think the whole . . . all this stuff . . . I mean, what you look like, might put people off?”

“Why would what I look like put people off? And anyway, I’ll dress the way I want to dress, Merritt.”

“And the hair? The makeup? That stuff you’re doing with your eyes and your eyelashes . . . ?”

“It’s 1960s.” She sighed. “And why is this even important to you? You’re worse than Mum when you’re like this.”

“We want you to succeed,” he said.

“Right. Mum thinks I’m mad, Merritt. She thinks all this will keep me from finding a m-a-n. As if I want to. So, why’re you here? Bonnie’s birthday is coming up. D’you want something from the shop?”

He gave a sharp laugh. “Uh. . . . no,” he said. “She’s not into . . . whatever this crap is.”

Gloriana refused to be offended. “Then? Is there something else . . . ?”

“Dad’s dead.”

Those two words weren’t anything close to what she’d expected. She said, “Dead? How? What was it?” Their father, after all, wasn’t of an age to die suddenly. It would have to be an accident of some kind or a heart condition no one knew about.

“Murder,” Merritt said.

“You’re joking.” Then she added, “Never mind. Did she kill him, then? I wouldn’t put it past her. Dad may have been besotted, but I never thought she ever was.”

“They don’t know who did it. They barely know how. There was a lot of blood.”

“You saw? Why were you there?”

“I wasn’t. She rang me. Kayla.”

“From where? The police station? Has she been arrested?”

She was deadly serious with her questions, but Merritt didn’t answer them. Instead, he said, “She didn’t want to be the one to tell Mum.”

“Since she was the cow who ruined Mum’s life. Yeah, that makes sense,” Gloriana said.

“She thought it would be better coming from me,” Merritt said. “Or easier on her. On Mum, that is.”

“And was it . . . ? Better? Easier?”

“I didn’t tell her. I rang Anthony. I gave him the news and asked him to tell her. I reckoned he’d go there to . . . you know . . . comfort her.”

“She’d need comforting because . . . ?”

“Her husband—”

“Former husband,” Gloriana pointed out. “They’ve been divorced for ages. Why on earth would she fall apart when she hears he’s dead?”

“Not so much that. But the fact that it was murder . . .”

“You can’t be thinking Mum killed him. She’s been over him for ages. Years. More than a decade. Why would she bother at this point? And she’s got Anthony.” Gloriana snapped her fingers and added, “Maybe he did it, Merritt. Anthony Grange in the library with the candlestick? He’s tired of waiting like he’s been doing for an age and a half. He’s had enough of this we-can’t-till-I’m-a-widow nonsense. He finally snaps and, when he has the chance, he snuffs him. He’s been plunging away in Mum’s knickers for years and he wants to make an honest woman of her.”

“That’s damn crude, Glor,” Merritt said.

“What is? My referring to Mum’s knickers and Anthony plunging away? That’s rich, Merritt, considering . . .”

“Considering what?”

“Considering you and Bonnie and how often you’re in her knickers. Jesus, blokes are all the same. It’s all about sticking it into some brainless, willing woman. None of you can think beyond your dick.”

Merritt said nothing to this.

She’d been tightening the buttons on the Mary Quant cardigan. As the silence between them grew, she laid the cardigan on the shop counter and said, “Sorry. It’s Dad fucking some random teenager. It still gets to me. I don’t know why. Thanks for letting me know about him. I’m sorry you’ve lost him, Merritt.”

“You’ve lost him as well,” Merritt pointed out.

She said, “I lost him a long time ago. But you’ve been mending fences with him for . . . what? Three years now? Four? I have no interest in doing that.”

“And now you can’t,” Merritt pointed out. “I mean, now that he’s gone.”

“Reckon I can’t,” she said.

But what she truly wanted to say was good riddance.




MICHAEL

God knows how I found my hotel that night. I had no clue which turn to take, which bridge to cross, which alley or walkway I needed to tread. And for the first hour it didn’t matter because all I cared about was the fact that Kayla was gone, and I had caused her departure. She’d revealed something terrible that had damaged her deeply, and in that moment of her revelation, all I knew was that I wanted her. I wanted to keep her from all harm, yes. But I wanted more than that. In losing control, I also lost her.

I left the next morning. Once I found my hotel, I sent her a text. When she didn’t answer, I sent her another. I rang her mobile, and I messaged her email. All I wanted to do was to reassure her about my intentions, I told her.

Intentions. Even as I write that, I can see how laughable was my attempt to set her mind at rest. How could I possibly do that when my own mind was a pleasure pier funhouse running on every cylinder? Please, I wrote. I’m an old bloke who lost his wits for a moment. You didn’t need to hear that from someone meant to be your friend.

But she didn’t respond.

Back at home, I went through the motions. Maidie could see something had happened, but she assumed it had to do with my supposed meeting. So when I told her I’d had some conversations about the land we owned and occupied and I was thinking things over as it was complicated and I wasn’t sure what was best for our family, she said kindly that she could be my sounding board if that would help. Which, of course, it would not.

I hid myself away and I brooded. To Maidie, I called what I was doing a creative pause during which I could look at my old designs and come up with new ones to add to both the shop and the website and to offer to my regular customers in seaside tourist shops and gift shops on National Trust properties up and down the coast and across Cornwall. Maidie accepted this with her usual goodwill, and I did make a go of coming up with something fresh, but there Kayla was, every moment, and I could do sod all to drive her from my thoughts.

Ten agonising days later, she sent me a text. I was helping Bran move the contents of the excavator, depositing them next to the jaw-crusher. He’d managed to bring back a load of excellent specimens, examples of his gift for finding specimens in the first place. I was telling him this when my message announcement chimed. I ignored it at first but it kept repeating, and I reckoned it was Maidie asking about dinner. That could wait, I told myself. What Bran and I were doing needed to be done, and getting into a discussion over pasties, fish and chips, steak and kidney pie, or pasta was the last thing I wanted to do. But then the smartphone rang. I sighed and dragged it out of my pocket. Maidie knew I hated interruptions. But then I saw it wasn’t Maidie who was ringing me.

My face began to burn. A shudder of delight ran through my body. I must take this, was what I told Bran.

I walked off a distance to give the call privacy, on the other side of the waterwheel that served to operate the stamping machine. This was some distance from where Bran was working, and the wheel it-self sheltered me from the wind, which had picked up that day. A hillock of broken-up and long-discarded stones served as a windbreak as well. It also hid me from the cottage where we led our daily lives: Maidie, the kids, and me.

I said hello and was greeted by silence. I let it go on and on and then said, Kayla? Kayla? Nothing. I broke the connection. In less than thirty seconds, she rang again. This time I said nothing. If it was indeed Kayla, I thought, she was going to have to tell me so.

Finally, Are you in Cornwall, Michael? It sounds very windy.

The relief. The joy. But still, I asked her why she left me in the dark like that?

She knew what I meant at once, of course. She said Venice isn’t big. I knew you’d find your way to your hotel.

That, I told her, isn’t what I meant. I’ve been dead worried about you. And besides . . . what you did . . . ? These last ten days . . . ? That wasn’t friendship, you ask me.

She didn’t reply immediately other than to say I’m sorry.

I told her I needed more than sorry. I needed an explanation.

Another hesitation on her end of things. The wind was blowing a storm in from the Atlantic. Whenever that happened, flooding in the area became a possibility, and things got dicey as far as electricity went. We had a generator. It wanted checking as we hadn’t used it in ages. I could have done that, but I was fearful. If I ended the call to take care against the storm, I didn’t know when I’d have a chance to speak with her again. I couldn’t risk it.

She said, I ran from you because I couldn’t work out how to tell you exactly how ruined I am inside.

Rubbish, I said. That’s how you feel, the ruined bit. It’s not real.

It is. And I don’t want you to love me.

I intend to love you, I declared, in whatever way you’ll let me. Father, brother, friend, lover. It makes no difference to me. Was that a lie? The truth? I didn’t know and I took no care. I couldn’t let an end come to what I told myself we had.

Another silence. With the wind and now the rain, the weather had truly turned. It was the kind of change that one smells in the air. Somewhere not too far away, sheep had begun bleating. A dog barked, and a shepherd shrilly whistled a command. I heard Bran calling my name, and I strode out from the waterwheel’s shelter and gave him a wave, letting him know I would be with him in a moment.

Meet me, I said to Kayla. Where are you?

The season was ending, was what she told me. The tour ship was heading back to its home port.

Where? was my question.

Fort Lauderdale.

D’you go with the ship?

If I want to work for them next season, I do, was what she said. They don’t sail back to Florida without passengers. I’m still part of the . . . entertainment. She gave a shaky laugh, and I could see she knew very well how it would be for her: grubby old blokes with foul breath trying to squeeze her bum or grab a feel of her breasts, her smiling and pretending it was all a laugh. I wanted to punch someone.

Bugger it, was my response to her needing to work or even wanting to work. Bugger the ship. Leave it. Come to England. Come to Cornwall. We’ll find you something that’ll pay good money, more than you make now: a decent job, a new career, a business you can take over, something.

I’m meant to return to South Africa, Michael. My mum, my siblings, my aunties, my nan . . . Everyone’s waiting. They’re expecting me. And then there’s uni.

Tell them you’re taking a bit more time. Tell them you need it. Your year isn’t up.

Why would I do that? she wanted to know.

I felt the pressure building: behind my eyes, in my gut. It came, I knew, from the need to speak to say to declare.

To be with me. Four words and they fairly burst out of my mouth, and once I said them, there was no going back, not for me.

With you? she asked, and her voice sounded rich with her disbelief.

I can do the maths, I said to her. I know the gap in our ages. I also know you feel what I—

She brought me up short with, It’s not that. The age thing? That’s not something that matters.

Then? I demanded. Believe me, I wasn’t remotely clearheaded by then. All I knew was that we were so close to what I wanted. All that was needed were the proper words that would make her understand that so few people ever have what we have. My age and experience told me this. She didn’t have that advantage. But if I could make her understand . . .

You’re married, was her declaration. Am I meant to turn up on your doorstep with my bags at my feet and ask to be shown to the spare room? Is there a spare room?

Of course there wasn’t. There was barely enough room for us: me, Maiden, the two kids, one of whom slept in the former larder. I hadn’t the first grain of an idea how to be with Kayla. I only knew I had to be with her. There was no point without her, no point to anything.

I said I’m coming to you. Where are you?

Oh, Michael, you can’t, she declared.

Can and will. Tell me where you are.

Civitavecchia.

Where the hell . . . ?

In Italy, she told me. She said that when cruises indicate they are leaving from Rome or stopping in Rome, they are really doing it from Civitavecchia, the closest port.

I’ll be there tomorrow, I told her. Pack up your things now. Find a hotel. Don’t worry about the cost. Text me when you’ve arrived.

WELL, SHE DIDN’T DO THAT, did she. I got myself to Rome—well, to the airport—believing that at any moment, my mobile would chime. I’d look at the screen and there would be the name: Hotel This or Hotel That and I’d be soaring to her on the reckless wings of bloody-fool idiotic love. I’d told Maidie that I’d had a call from a UK mining company this time. They were interested in renewing all of Cornwall’s mining industry, and they wanted to speak with me about it. They wanted to see me in Italy, I told her. One of their bigwigs would be there on holiday, and he’d have a contract with him, and if the offer was a good one . . . Just think, luv, I said to Maidie. If the money’s right, we could retire. Spain. What d’you think of Spain?

I don’t know if she believed me. I was half giddy with excitement. Rome and Kayla. I felt dizzy with the need to see her.

I sat at the airport and waited for Kayla’s text. Two hours, three hours. I texted her repeatedly and I rang her mobile again and again. But she was gone or not answering. I went to the port by taxi, and I looked for her ship. It wasn’t there. Nor was Kayla. There was nothing for it but returning to Cornwall the following day and making up some kind of tale about my Italian meeting that Maiden would believe.

I said to her that as things turned out they were trying to trick me. This wasn’t, after all, very far from the truth. I’d definitely been tricked, but no mining company was doing the tricking.

IT WAS THREE MONTHS of hell before I heard from her. And then what she sent me was one line in a text: Talk to me?

Nothing to talk about, was my response.

OK, was her reply. To which she added after a moment, My fault. Ill. Hospital.

I wondered did she mean she was ill now, was in hospital now? And if that was the case, what sort of illness was she talking about? Of course, like everyone else, I knew that cruise ships were the perfect breeding ground for viruses and every possible kind of bacteria, and there were outbreaks of this or that time and again. Hundreds of people in close proximity to one another . . . ? They were floating deathtraps, those ships. And yes, yes, I’d been on a cruise ship as well, but nine days sailing round the Mediterranean were a far cry from living on a ship as Kayla had been doing. And for her, it would be no luxury suite. She’d have a berth some place on board, but if she had even a porthole, she’d be lucky.

Where are you? I asked her.

She was in Sardinia. She’d got herself there once the hospital released her and she was spending a few days regaining her strength. Did she have someone with her? I wanted to know. She didn’t need anyone, because every day she was stronger, she told me. The warm weather was sucking the remaining sickness from her body.

All this was by text, and when the mobile rang, I took the call. It was during breakfast and the kids had just tucked in to poached eggs and soldiers. A wise man would’ve let the call go to voice, but I’d wandered a fair distance from wisdom by that time. I said to Maidie that I needed to take the call, told the kids to clean their plates, and said I’d be just a moment and I’d be with them before Maidie had to do the school run.

There was little to none in the cottage when it came to privacy, so I went outside and shut the door behind me. A glance back over my shoulder gave me the sight of Maidie’s face, and I could see she was dead confused and had begun to think that something was up that had sod all to do with the business.

That couldn’t be helped. Well, not quite true. It could’ve well been helped, only I didn’t want to be the one to do it.

I said, Where in Sardinia?

She said, I don’t want you to come. But I do want to apologise for last time. Michael, it happened so fast, that very night. Dozens came down with it and there were—I don’t know—p’rhaps six of us who ended up in hospital? And after that when I knew I’d let you down so badly another time . . . I can’t keep apologising to you, and what does it matter anyway. I’m not worth the trouble. Really, I’m not.

I more than half agreed with her. What kept me from saying it was the thought of Venice, that night of conversation we’d had, what it had felt like, and that it had felt like something I’d never in my life had at all. I told her I understood. I told her I wished she’d been able to get a message to me. I told her I’d gone to the port and her ship was gone and I hadn’t known what to think one way or the other.

She told me they’d all been in hospital by then, completely isolated as no one knew exactly what their illness was. Families were phoned but not by the patients themselves, rather by an English-speaking member of the hospital staff. Phone calls were limited to families, she said. She said she should’ve told them I was her uncle.

It was a dreadful time, she told me. She’d even had her nineteenth birthday in hospital. She called it the most depressing birthday she’d ever gone through, although her mum and her brother had sent her flowers, and her sisters had sung to her in a voice message they left on her mobile. She said she was finished with her year of travel, two months early. She was going home as soon as she felt strong again.

I said to her—in complete contradiction to what I’d suggested the last time we spoke—that it hardly seemed fair, cutting short her year of adventure as well as spending her nineteenth birthday in hospital. I said I wanted to make it up to her. What if I arrange a splurge weekend for you? I asked her. Hotel with a spa? All the trimmings? One turns nineteen years old only once. You need a celebration. You deserve one after what you’ve gone through.

She told me that the idea was sweet but the thought of celebrating her birthday alone at a splurge-worthy spa was—she was sorry to say it—deadly grim. So I said I would meet her there. Third time, I told her. It has to be the charm. Let Uncle Mike show you a nice two or three days: massages, facials, whatever you like.

When she laughed a little, I felt gratified. I hadn’t heard her laugh in a good long while. She asked me why I was being so lovely to her after how she’d let me down. I said I wasn’t being lovely. I was being selfish. I wanted two days away from work. If by any chance she didn’t show up, I’d have the massages myself.

She said that I was far too kind. She said she’d kept letting me down. I shouldn’t trust her, she said. She could do it again. She probably would do it again. She couldn’t help herself. Stop forgiving me, she said.

I asked her did she not want a birthday splurge, then? Or was it that she didn’t want a birthday splurge with me, the old guy, like those blokes who tried to feel her up when she was dancing with them on the ship.

She told me I wasn’t like those old fuzzy-ball fossils. She knew I cared for her for who she was. I had an interest in her as a person, she told me. I saw her as more than some young tart in a spangled dress.

So . . . ? I prompted her to give me an answer. I said she was to name the date and I would make the arrangements and send her a text.

And to my surprise, that was what she did. She named a date then and there.

As for me? I felt reborn.
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Daidre Trahair was dressing for the day when she heard about the murder in Cornwall. She’d been vaguely listening to the morning news on the radio as she prepared for work, but the sound was low so she nearly missed the story. It was “and further afield, in Cornwall” that struck her. Then it was “death of well-known tin-streamer in the St. Agnes area.” After that, she crossed the room to turn up the volume and heard that the body had been found by one of the employees of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. The death had been called a homicide.

Hurriedly, she switched off the radio. She eased open her bedroom door to make certain her sister was still asleep on the sofa. She was, and Daidre felt a surge of relief although her mind began darting from one subject to the next like a hummingbird drawn to nectar.

If Gwyn heard about the death, Daidre knew she would want to return to Cornwall at once. It was no matter that the death had nothing to do with her or her present life. Goron was working for the very tin-streamer who’d died. If the police were investigating the death as a homicide, he was going to be among the suspects, unless someone had been witnessed or outright caught in the act with a weapon in his hand.

Goron had been at Lobb’s Tin & Pewter for years off and on, working alongside Bran Udy, who was father to all of them. Daidre had pried her brother—as well as Gwynder—away from Bran Udy for a period, and it hadn’t been easy, but she’d managed the feat by promising them jobs paying real wages as well as the use of her cottage in Polcare Cove. She’d managed to arrange those jobs at a cider farm not terribly far from her cottage. There, Goron ran and maintained the equipment inside the cider-making facility, while Gwynder worked in the jam kitchen. Daidre had even purchased a small car and left it with them, so that they could get to and from work without difficulty. But Goron had hated the employment—not that he’d ever done anything remotely pleasant while working with Bran—so he’d left the cider farm, left Daidre’s cottage, and returned to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, doing this by using the car. Thus was Gwynder left high and dry, and Daidre was left fetching her back to London as she couldn’t face leaving her stranded in Polcare Cove.

Daidre had made one trip to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter once she’d learned what Goron had done. She’d spoken to him—not to Bran, never to Bran—but she’d got nowhere. He’d said he was where he wanted to be. He said he was where he needed to be. He said that he was fulfilling a necessary role there, and there he would remain.

The language he employed was so unlike him that Daidre wondered who was feeding him the lines. Bran Udy? In her experience of him, Bran was mostly monosyllabic, and the Goron she knew had been the same. But when she asked her brother what “necessary” role he was fulfilling, all he said was “Can’t leave, is all.” He was unfazed by having to live with their father in a decrepit caravan with no town or village nearby. He said he had nowhere to go anyway, and even if he had, he couldn’t risk being gone for more than a few hours.

She asked him what the risk was that was keeping him planted in such arid soil. But again, all he would say was that he had to remain where he was.

And now a homicide, with the owner of the tin-streaming business being found dead and with the death itself ruled a homicide. A homicide meant an investigation. An investigation meant the police. Should Gwynder learn about any of this, off she would go, and there would be no stopping her. The fact that she could do nothing given the circumstances would not occur to her. The fact that an investigation had begun was not something that would stand in her way. Facts themselves would not matter. She shared a history with Goron that was completely unlike Daidre’s own history, and for this reason Gwynder would always feel the pull to protect Goron no matter what.

Of course, Daidre knew that she was merely buying time by switching off the radio. In one way or another Gwynder would eventually learn about the death in Cornwall. She’d see it featured on social media; she’d hear it spoken about whenever there was a “further afield” moment on the radio or television; she’d read about it in a discarded tabloid. Even with no names mentioned, Gwyn would know that, should there be a circle of suspicion, Goron would undoubtedly be within that circle’s circumference.

In the meantime, Daidre knew that she had to be armed with information. She also knew a fairly good way to get it.


LAUNCESTON

CORNWALL



Ray always liked leisurely sex, even on mornings when they both had to be at their respective jobs, even when one of them needed to make the school run to Redruth. There was actually no time for leisurely anything on mornings such as this, and to Bea that constituted yet another reason that they were not suitable partners for each other in the long term. No man could possibly enjoy being permanently attached to a woman who kept one eye on the clock during their lovemaking sessions.

This was especially true during a murder enquiry. So, when Ray had reached for her that morning and nuzzled her neck, she’d had to say, “Team meeting, darling,” and she’d swung out of bed before he could come up with a reason why she should remain where she was or a polemic on the subject of her quitting the Major Incident Team.

“Have you even had five hours sleep?” he asked her as she padded to the bathroom to gargle mouthwash. Her breath was so bad that she could taste it. She returned to the bedroom, pulled a dressing gown on and belted it, and said, “My mind was whirling. So no, I did not have even five hours sleep.”

“Ah . . .” He pulled back the covers in invitation. He gestured towards his crotch, where his pyjama bottoms showed what was going on down under. “Ten minutes or less. I promise. I swear.”

“I only wish,” she said. It was a lie, naturally, but Bea knew all about men and their egos. She went on with, “It’s not you, darling. It’s me. And Phoebe Lang.”

He groaned and said, “Phoebe Lang. I knew she shouldn’t have been promoted.”

Bea kissed him on his head and left him. In the kitchen Pete was already seeing to his breakfast. She inspected his plate. Baked beans and toast. “Sausages?” she asked him. “Eggs?”

“That’d be dope. Thanks, Mum.”

She went exploring in Ray’s refrigerator. He almost always had sausages and she scored a package of twelve. She reckoned two for each of them and dumped half the lot into one of Ray’s cast-iron skillets. Eggs next, but she would have hers boiled hard since she could then eat it later. She was done with everything when Ray joined them, freshly showered and dressed. “No mobiles at the table,” he said to Pete. “You know the rule.”

Pete said, “No one was even here!”

“And now someone is. Put it away, Pete.”

“Aw, Dad,” was Pete’s response, but he shoved his phone into the back pocket of his school trousers cooperatively.

“Mealtime is family time,” Ray reminded him. “Time to connect with your mum and your dad.”

Pete rolled his eyes. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t heard this ten thousand times. “Don’t you want me to know what’s happening in the world?” he asked.

“I do want you to know what’s going on in the world. The real world,” Ray told him. “And you can’t learn that from social media.”

“Can too,” Pete said.

“Pardon?” Ray asked him meaningfully. Pete ducked his head.

The three of them then ate companionably, although Bea made very quick work of her sausages. She had a spoonful of baked beans, and she rid her one hardboiled egg of its shell. This went into a plastic sandwich bag along with five shakes of salt and three of pepper. In the bedroom, she donned yesterday’s clothes. Quite deliberately she had so far brought very few articles of clothing to Ray’s house. She didn’t like to think what conclusion he would draw if she brought more.

She left husband and son still at the breakfast table with Ray running through flashcards that Pete had made and querying him with the information each card contained. She told them both that she would try to be home for dinner. Ray sputtered a laugh and Pete said, “S’okay, Mum. ’F I get all the answers right, he’s taking me out for a curry.”

“I’ll even pay,” Ray told him.

“Now there’s an offer you can’t refuse,” Bea said to their son.

It turned out that she was late to the MIT meeting at the Bodmin headquarters, and DS Lang gave her the stink eye and then looked at her man-size watch. Bea mouthed sorry as she joined the others. The whiteboard had a list of actions, and Phoebe was in the midst of going through them as Bea slid into a seat. Assignments covered the gamut at this point: shoveling through every detail of Michael Lobb’s background; uncovering any enemies; ascertaining if anything had been stolen from the smelting barn; noting and documenting anything that seemed out of place at the murder scene; digging up information regarding who was going to benefit from the death; gathering alibis and confirming them; locating Willen Steyn wherever he was on the Southwest Coast Path; interviewing Sebastian Lobb, the brother of the dead man; looking into the victim’s two children as well as his ex-wife. There were two blokes who lived and worked on the property as well: Bran Udy and his son, Goron Udy. Where did they fit in? Who were they? What was their background? In other words, the life and death of Michael Lobb needed to be dissected. Someone had wanted him dead, and only in weapon-mad America did people seem to kill one another willy-nilly and without apparent reason.

When Phoebe had completed the assignments, she said to Bea, “What do you have so far from the post-mortem exam?”

“Mylo’s thinking is that the killer is a man, right-handed, who took Michael Lobb by surprise. I reckon he was either lying in wait inside the smelting barn or he showed up sometime during the night while Lobb was working. He attacked him from behind, but the first wound didn’t run deep enough to hit anything vital. Lobb swung round and fought him off briefly but was again stabbed eight more times. He bled out.”

“So there’ll be DNA evidence from the killer on Lobb’s body and on his clothes.”

Bea nodded. “And DNA evidence from Michael Lobb on the killer’s clothes.”

“Weapon?”

“There’s no clear idea so far except that it was very sharply pointed, and it doesn’t appear to be a knife.”

“Found there or taken there?”

“Could be either, I expect.”


CARBIS BAY

CORNWALL



Jesse McBride talked her into going to Carbis Bay. Gloriana wouldn’t have gone otherwise. Late the previous afternoon, she’d stopped in Wedge o’ Cheese Café and told her friend about her father’s death, about her brother’s appearance at the shop in Mousehole, about the death being named a homicide, and about her own brief phone call to her mother’s home shortly after Merritt left her. She hadn’t spoken to Maiden herself—thank God for small favours—but she’d passed a message to her through Anthony Grange. So when Jesse presented Gloriana with her caffè latte, she did so with an expression that said “And . . . ? And . . . ?”

“What?” Gloriana had asked her, knowing that expression very well.

“You’re on your way to see her, right?”

Well, no. She wasn’t. She told Jesse that she was on her way home. Which was indeed the truth. She needed to work on the latest Unburden, which was still unfinished thanks to the noise Cressida Mott-King had made straight into the night as she established herself in her bed-sit. She’d done her duty by her mother, Gloriana thought, and she wasn’t about to pretend that she felt a sense of loss with Michael Lobb’s death. He hadn’t wanted his wife, he hadn’t wanted his children, all he’d wanted was the tight hot cunt of a teenager just a few years older than his own son. And now that he was dead, the matter was more Who cares? than Was it a circumstance that required anything of her in addition to a single phone call.

However, it had to be said that, if she had more than one, another of Jesse McBride’s fatal flaws was her utterly empathetic nature. She said, “But it’s not about you or him, is it, Glor? Not at this point. It’s about your mum. I get that you’re angry at him—”

“I’m not angry at him,” Gloriana said. “I hate him.”

“—but you’ve never told me about anything that your mum’s done for you to hate her.”

Gloriana had pointed out to Jesse that their birth families were very different, couldn’t have been more different. Her parents were still married to each other, there’d never been even a hint that her dad had someone on the side, Jesse and her two sisters were living happy and successful lives, and thus she couldn’t possibly understand what it was like to discover your dad was fucking a teenager.

Jesse was pouring water into the espresso machine to give it a rinse. She looked over her shoulder and did that thing of cocking her head at Gloriana as she also bit her lower lip. It was, Gloriana knew, her friend’s way of saying, “Is that still an issue after all this time?” and there their conversation ended. But Gloriana knew what her friend thought she should do, and although she hated the idea of caving to anyone, cave into Jesse was what she did. Guilt had always been the Great Motivator in her life.

She set off in plenty of time that morning to see her mum, return to Mousehole to get herself in ’60’s garb and makeup, and then open Vintage Britannia at the hour that was posted on the shop’s door. The drive would not be difficult. In summer, the Cornish roads would be like the arteries of a fat bloke living solely on fish and chips. But now, in early spring, it was easy going on the county’s main thoroughfare, and the drive consisted of pleasant vistas and lanes edged by stone walls, creepers, wild garlic, and gorse. Gloriana loved Cornwall at this time of year. The weather could be grey, windy, and foul at times, but everywhere was the promise of what was soon to come: blue skies above filled with joyful birds and verdant hedgerows below, behind which were paddocks and fields, both of which would be bursting with life, crops flourishing and lambs gamboling.

Carbis Bay was a resort town on the edge of St. Ives. The main attraction of the place was a mezzaluna strand, which was easily accessible from the hotels and B & Bs that overlooked it. Its proximity to St. Ives had made it ideal for Maiden Lobb when the home-wrecking presence of Kayla Steyn had at last been unearthed. Maiden had found employment in a houseplant shop in St. Ives, and the jaunt from Carbis Bay to the shop was simple. She’d bought a suitable bungalow for herself and Gloriana—and Merritt when he wasn’t at boarding school—in Richmond Way, just down the lane from a park that contained a children’s play area with the requisite play area equipment. She’d lived there and nowhere else once her marriage had exploded.

The detached bungalow spoke to Maiden’s lifelong interest in gardening. It sat on a rise of land with a sloping lawn in front of it, retained by a low wall of granite, and its herbaceous borders and planting beds demonstrated Maiden’s green thumb as well as her eye for garden design. The dead of winter was the only time during the year when there was nothing in bloom. But even then, the garden offered evergreen shrubbery in the form of candytuft and Mexican orange blossom. It had always been a pleasant location.

It still was, but the building itself and its gardens were at this point demonstrating the fact that the bungalow housed far too many inhabitants in its three bedrooms. Maiden still lived there, of course, but Merritt, his wife, and their children were also packed inside. Being crammed to the gills had done no justice to Maiden’s home.

When Gloriana walked up the steps to the stone path leading to the door, she did so by dodging an abandoned tricycle, a pint-size bicycle, and three large plastic vehicles: an articulated lorry, a school bus with working door and windows, and a tractor missing one of its wheels. Inside the glassed entry were amassed a plethora of beach-going tat, rain gear, umbrellas, and a line of gumboots. All of these were crowded into an area that housed ferns along with a hanging basket of string-of-hearts and another of purple jewel. Despite the cramped conditions, the plants were thriving.

Gloriana used her key to enter. Inside, it was silent and peaceful, with not an item out of place and the fragrance of lemons in the air. The furniture was worn from hard use, but a few decorative pillows hid the stains made by too many small children. A jigsaw puzzle was in progress on the sitting room’s coffee table. Even this, however, was neatly arranged. Gloriana called out a hello. She was answered by a man’s responding hello, followed by “Is that Gloriana?” Anthony Grange was in residence for the moment, Gloriana concluded. No surprise there. He’d wanted to marry her mum for ages. No doubt he’d come along to celebrate Michael Lobb’s demise.

Anthony came out of the kitchen and through the dining room. He was carrying Merritt’s youngest child, Sojourn Douglas—Holy God, what a name!—who was red in the face and offering the world a fountain of mucus from his nose to his chin. Anthony was trying to wipe this off with a washing flannel. SJ—as he was called—was having none of this. He was writhing and babbling in protest.

“Let me help you.” Gloriana crossed the sitting room and plucked the washing flannel from Anthony’s hand. She said, “Sojourn Douglas, you stop this right now!” and made short and rather rough work of cleaning the child’s face. She asked Anthony where Bonnie was. She assumed Merritt was at his design studio behind the shop in St. Ives, but his wife was meant to be here, at home, dealing with their remaining child who was not yet of an age to be at infant school.

Anthony told her that Bonnie was at the plant shop in St. Ives, having taken over Maiden’s duties to give her time to grieve. Gloriana asked what the hell she was “grieving” about, since her father was dog shit on the bottom of their shoes and her mother had been divorced from him for more than a decade.

When Anthony didn’t engage on the topic of why Maiden was grieving, Gloriana sighed and said, “Where is she, then?”

“I’m here, darling.” Maiden had come from the direction of the bedrooms, neatly dressed in a grey jumper and a skirt made of the Aberdeen tartan of her birth city.

Seeing her, Gloriana felt her usual impatience with her mother. She thought not for the first time that Maiden was—by choice—not a youthful fifty-two years old. It was true that she couldn’t do much to alter the inchoate dowager’s hump, which indicated future osteoporosis, but she did not need to make things worse by dressing like a pensioner and wearing her salt-and-pepper hair in a hideous Edwardian pompadour that unfairly aged her twenty years.

Maiden moved past her to take Sojourn Douglas from Anthony’s arms. She asked him could he do them all a coffee, dearest, and he made haste to accommodate her. She turned back to Gloriana and offered her a smile that softened her face. She said, “I’m so pleased you’ve come, my dear,” and she sounded kind. She added “all fresh-faced and not in costume,” however, and the underlying message was unmistakable.

She was, Gloriana knew, referring to her manner of dress at Vintage Britannia. She said in reply to her mother, “I’ve not gone to the shop yet,” and she glanced at her watch to indicate that the shop’s hour of opening was fast approaching.

“Oh yes, of course,” Maiden said with a vague gesture that dismissed the subject other than to say, “I hadn’t thought of that. So you won’t be staying long, will you.”

“As long as I can, considering the shop.” God, Gloriana thought, how her mum could put her on edge without even trying. “I came to see how you’re coping, Mum,” Gloriana told her.

“Well, it’s terribly sad that your father has passed, isn’t it. I’ve always thought of him as the picture of health. It’s been very sudden. It’s quite a shock.”

Gloriana drew her eyebrows together. Then she released them quickly, knowing that her mother might comment on the lines and wrinkles that were produced by that facial expression. She wasn’t sure what Maiden meant except that it did seem no one had revealed to her the manner in which her former husband had died. Inwardly, she cursed her brother. It seemed that he’d left it to her to be the one.

She said, “Mum, do you not know—”

“We can marry now, Anthony and I.” Maiden’s voice sounded quite dreamy. “It will be a quiet ceremony, of course. You’ll come, I hope. Perhaps you’ll find a man to bring?”

Gloriana counted to five, very slowly, before she answered with, “I’ll probably come on my own, Mum.”

“No man in view? Still? I don’t understand. Why is that? You’re an attractive girl. You have a lovely shop. You’re self-supporting and independent . . .”

Gloriana counted to ten this time, during which pause Anthony intervened by calling out from the kitchen, “Gloriana’s merely looking for the right man, Maidie.”

Gloriana said, in a bit of a singsong voice, “And I’ll know him when I see him.” Then it was time to take the metaphoric bull by the metaphoric horns. Gloriana led with, “When’s the Big Day for you and Anthony?”

“We’ll wait a bit, of course. And then there’s the matter of the banns being read. But once that’s all taken care of, we’ll . . . What do young people say? ‘Do the deed’?”

“I think that generally means sex,” Gloriana said. “But I’m not sure anyone says that at all these days. It’s more like ‘We fucked.’ ”

Maiden raised a hand, fending off the expression. “That’s such an unpleasant word, Gloriana. I’ve never been able to get used to it becoming part of—what should I call it?—‘normal’ speech.” She smiled. “Nonetheless, Anthony and I shall marry as soon as we can, now I’m a widow.”

“Widow?” Gloriana asked.

“Church of England and divorce? You know the rules, dear. Ah, here’s my bridegroom.”

Anthony came from the kitchen, carrying a tray holding a large coffee press along with mugs, sugar, and a jug of milk. He set this directly on top of the unfinished puzzle, careful not to jostle any of the pieces already in place. Then he took Sojourn Douglas from Maiden and supplied the little one with a digestive, saying, “Look what I have! Look what I have for you!” He sat the child into a tiny armchair upholstered in giraffes, lions, and tigers.

He said to Gloriana, “So Maiden has given you our news.”

“She has indeed.” Gloriana used this as a pivot to get to the real point. She said, “But I’m wondering . . . Mum, did Merritt not tell you . . . about Dad?” She hated referring to Michael Lobb as Dad, but she’d always felt uneasy referring to him by his given name in front of her mother.

“What d’you mean, dear?”

“I mean how Dad died. Did Merritt not tell you?”

Maiden looked to Anthony, then back to Gloriana. “Merritt spoke to Anthony, not to me. I assumed it was a heart attack? Or an accident? Something to do with the smelting barn, perhaps? Merritt said he didn’t know any more than that, didn’t he, Anthony?”

Anthony said, “He gave me no more news than that.”

“He didn’t tell you that Kayla had rung him? That she told him what had happened?”

Maiden raised her fingers to her lips and behind them she said, “What happened?”

“He was murdered.”

“He . . . murdered?” Maiden looked towards Anthony. She held out her hand. He came to her at once. Sojourn Douglas slid from his animal chair, plopped onto the floor, and opened the wicker lid of the children’s toy box.

“When?” Anthony asked Gloriana. “How?”

“He was in the smelting barn working. It was at night. Or early in the morning. No one’s sure. He was . . . jumped, I suppose. The police have been. They’re still talking to the people who were there when he—his body, I mean—was found.”

“Murdered,” Maiden repeated, more to herself than to the others. “I’m a widow now because my husband was murdered.”

Gloriana wanted to say that Kayla was the widow and that her mum had to put the past in its place. She had done so with almost everything else, and the fact that she still apparently considered herself married to Michael Lobb was completely mad.

Sojourn Douglas had dumped a set of wooden building blocks onto the floor. He took this moment to launch one. It hit Anthony directly between his eyes, and a flash of annoyance swiftly passed over the man’s face, just as swiftly replaced by his usual bland expression.

Gloriana went to SJ and took the building blocks from him. As he was screwing up his face to howl out this outrage, she pulled a soft fabric Noah’s Ark from the box and gave it to him, replete with pairs of soft fabric animals. Happily, he began to remove them. He stuck the giraffe’s head and neck into his mouth. Gloriana told herself that, surely, the fabric animal was too large for him even to consider swallowing.

“Have the police spoken to Kayla?” Maiden asked, one of the few times she’d ever used the usurper’s name. “What about Bran? And Bran’s . . . his son works for Michael as well, doesn’t he?”

“I expect the police are talking to everyone whose life was ever entangled with Dad’s,” Gloriana said. “They’ll be showing up at our houses soon enough. We must be prepared.”

“For what?” Maiden’s brow became corrugated from her confusion.

“Prepared to be questioned, my dear,” Anthony said to her.

“Questioned? Why would the police want to question us?”

“Because we’re suspects,” Gloriana said.


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



Geoffrey Henshaw asked himself if it was too soon for a call upon the widow of Michael Lobb. The man had been dead for only two days and a half—give or take—and Geoffrey certainly didn’t want to seem like a vulture circling a corpse. But Curtis was pressing him, and the reality was that Michael Lobb’s death might well have changed matters when it came to the sale or non-sale of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, and that was something Geoffrey needed to know. The widow was young enough to want to start a new and altogether different life elsewhere.

After some thought, he concluded that, as he had been on the scene when Michael Lobb’s body had been found, it was reasonable that he might want to stop by to see how the widow was faring. He only needed to weigh the pros and cons of bringing flowers with him. Would they be taken the wrong way by the recipient? Or would they be appreciated? He didn’t want to overstep. He wanted to be what he actually was: concerned, sympathetic, sorry for her loss, and all the trimmings. He was other things as well—such as desperate to sign a deal to acquire Lobb’s Tin & Pewter—but those could be set aside for the moment.

Thus, he decided flowers would not be amiss, so on his way to Trevellas, he detoured through Perranporth and found what he was looking for just three doors away from a Domino’s Pizza. He paused. Domino’s Pizza reminded him of Freddie, because it was in such a place that he’d first seen her away from sixth form college. He’d locked eyes with her, and although she was with two of her mates, she waved and then came towards him with an engaging smile. They’d spoken briefly. Why she was there: having an afternoon snack with friends. Why he was there: a takeaway dinner. But why was the pizza he ordered so large? He must have quite the appetite! He would be sharing it. Really? Who’re you sharing it with, then? The wife. A change of expression, large and utterly gorgeous eyes widening. You’re married? Oh, that’s such a shame. Really? Why? Laughter and then, I’ll never say . . . only I had a dream about you, and you weren’t married then. At least you didn’t act married. Is that so? How did I act? More laughter, then Don’t make me tell you! And from him: I don’t expect any man can make you do anything you don’t want to do. Am I right? And from her: Yes, that sounds nearly right. Only nearly? Why? And that look of hers when she said, Some men can make me do a great deal, Mr. Henshaw.

He shook off all thoughts of Freddie. That route led to nowhere good. He parked in front of Fanciful Flowers, where a mixed bouquet set him back thirty quid, which made him wince and think he probably should have stopped briefly at a petrol station, where he probably could’ve picked up a bunch of dismal-looking flowers for less than ten. But having bought it, he was now committed to his journey to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, and within twenty minutes he was jouncing along the lane that would take him onto the property belonging to Michael Lobb . . . or really, to the late Michael Lobb.

Geoffrey saw that the crime scene tape had been removed, and from this he assumed that the police and the forensics people had finished up their work on the site. But when the door to the stone barn opened, he realised he’d concluded incorrectly, for the detective with the magenta wannabe mohawk stepped out, along with Kayla Lobb and a nice-looking bloke wearing pristine jeans and a linen shirt open at the neck to show a pendant carved from something that looked like bone. His sleeves were rolled up, so his muscled arms were on display. He was clean-shaven and completely bald, one of those men who made bald look dashing. Kayla Lobb was saying, “When we manage to get the safe opened—”

She paused when she saw Geoffrey and his flowers. He felt a fool with his spring bouquet. But there was nothing for it but to stride to them all and hand the flowers over to the widow, saying, “I’m very sorry about your husband, Mrs. Lobb. You and I had no chance to speak the other day, but I hope you’re well,” to which she replied, “How very kind, Mr. Henshaw,” and then she indicated the others as she added, “I expect you know Inspector Hannaford already. And this is my husband’s brother, Sebastian.”

Geoffrey saw that the detective was observing him with narrowed eyes, and he regretted the flowers, although Mrs. Lobb—Kayla—seemed quite touched by the gesture. The brother, Sebastian, extended his hand, saying, “Decent of you to stop by.”

He said to Sebastian Lobb in return, “I’m very sorry about your brother. I’m who found him the other day, along with . . . I’ve forgotten his name.”

“Mr. Henshaw was with Bran,” Kayla said to Sebastian. “He’d come to speak with Michael about the property. They . . . well, together they . . . Mr. Henshaw and Bran . . .” She paused as if to gather herself. “Sorry,” she said. “Mr. Henshaw, would you like . . . ?” She gestured towards the cottage. Obviously, she was inviting him indoors, and with her brother-in-law present, the moment was a godsend. He could speak to both of them at once, and if they were on the same page as he was, everything else could be pro forma. Names on the contract and payment agreed to. At least that was his hope.

So he said, “Thank you, yes,” accepting whatever she had to offer, be it tea, coffee, scones—jam first, naturally, this was Cornwall, after all—or yesterday’s pasties. It didn’t matter so long as he could get her and her brother-in-law alone.

To his chagrin, though, Kayla seemed to have already extended the invitation to the detective. She said, “His will is probably in a lockbox upstairs. Michael kept deeds and important paperwork in there.”

“I’ll arrange for a locksmith to deal with the safe, meantime,” Inspector Hannaford said. And to him, “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, Mr. Henshaw. Perhaps in time we can have another chat.”


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



Geoffrey Henshaw certainly wasn’t one to let sleeping dogs lie, Bea thought. He wanted the property, and he meant to have the property. The only point of curiosity was how he intended to put his maulers on it.

She had made the journey back to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter to have a second look at the crime scene. If the murder of Michael Lobb had burglary at the root of it, she needed to know, and the only way to suss this out was to learn if anything was missing from the smelting barn, which was going to be, she discovered, no small endeavour. Bran and Goron Udy worked only in the tin-streaming part of the business. Smelting the ore and fashioning it into ornamental objects and jewellery had been the dead man’s domain. So, while neither of the Udys could help determine if something had been stolen, there was a chance—slim though it might be—that Kayla Lobb could. It would be irregular, allowing anyone not associated with the police into the crime scene, but forensics was finished with it, and Bea determined that she would watch Kayla Lobb’s every move inside the barn.

Unfortunately, she’d reckoned without Sebastian Lobb’s presence. He declared that no one was going to make his sister-in-law look at the spot where her husband died. “What are you, a ghoul?” had been his demand. “Mike worked with tin and pewter, not gold. What the hell do you think someone might want to steal?”

Kayla said, “That’s kind of you, Sebastian, but I can do it. And I want to be of help.”

Sebastian said, “Then I’m looking over the place first,” and as if he knew what Bea would counter with, “I’ll do it from the doorway so as not to cock up your crime scene with my presence.”

Bea said that would be fine with her, and she made certain her tone betrayed no reaction to the man’s hostility. He seemed the kind of bloke who liked to get a reaction from people he deemed in authority. She made a note of this.

The crime scene examination proved to be a nonstarter, although the end result was discovering a large box of account books that would have to go to a forensic accountant to examine for signs of embezzlement, gross mismanagement, bribery, money laundering, or extortion. Additionally, a large safe in the corner required the ministrations of a locksmith as neither Kayla nor her brother-in-law knew the combination. Nor did they know what was inside. Whether those declarations were truth or lies, Bea thought, mattered little at the moment. Unless, of course, Michael Lobb’s last will and testament was contained therein. She asked about this.

Kayla said, “That would likely be in the cottage. We can have a look at it if that’s helpful.”

Bea said that it would indeed be extremely helpful, and she gestured towards the door, through which they trooped. She was re-locking it when Geoffrey Henshaw arrived with his ridiculous bouquet of flowers.

Kayla appeared surprised to see him. She stumbled through the introductions, and she appeared equally surprised to learn that Bea and Geoffrey Henshaw were known to each other. This, too, was rather odd in Bea’s eyes, since she had been on the scene shortly after Michael Lobb’s body had been found and Geoffrey Henshaw had done the finding and hadn’t left the property. All of them entered the cottage. There, Kayla Lobb told Bea that she would “check the lockbox, Inspector. I do have a set of keys to that.” And with a glance at Henshaw, she said to Bea, “Shall I do that now?” Bea answered, telling her that a search for her husband’s will would be much appreciated. Sebastian offered his help—Why on earth would she need help? Bea wondered—but Kayla told him she could manage quite well, and if he didn’t mind making tea or coffee . . . ?

She left them and climbed the stairs. Sebastian moved round the kitchen like someone familiar with it. Bea took the opportunity to look at a message that had come in on her phone. The sender was Mylo Baker, and he wasted no words: a spike. She sent a message to DS Lang in Bodmin, telling her that they would need to employ a forensic accountant, and someone would have to send a locksmith post-haste to the murder site. Phoebe’s reply was a thumbs-up emoji. Bea said to Sebastian as he saw to the difficult job of putting water into the electric kettle and switching it on, “Are you at all familiar with the terms of your brother’s will, Mr. Lobb?”

She saw Henshaw look up from his smartphone to hear the answer. He’d been busily tapping out a message to someone, but this was clearly of importance to him. If the master plan was acquiring this property, Henshaw was going to need to know with whom he ought to be bargaining.

Sebastian said, “Mike would’ve made sure Kayla’s well taken care of. I reckon he wouldn’t have expected her to take over the business, though.”

“Why would that be? No head for it?”

Sebastian pulled a jar of instant coffee and a box of chai tea from a cupboard. He brought them to the table, saying, “I reckon she could manage it well enough, at least as far as Bran and Goron are concerned. She’s not an idiot. But I don’t see her designing pieces like Mike’s done. And even if she could, she probably wouldn’t want to.”

“Because?”

Sebastian leaned against the kitchen worktop, one hand in the front pocket of his jeans. He said, “Kay’s thirty-three, and she’s from South Africa. I see her going home to her family. That’s probably what they want.”

“Who?” Kayla came into the room. She was carrying a document. She said, “I was right. It was in the lockbox.”

“May I have a look?” Bea asked, as she reached for it.

“You want to know about the business, I expect,” Kayla told her as she slid the document across the table.

“Who stands to gain and all the rest,” Sebastian added.

“Gloriana and Merritt. I did have a quick look. It seems straight-forward. The children inherit.”

“Hang on,” Sebastian said. “Let me see that thing.” He extended his hand for it, and Bea allowed him to see the relevant details. “What the . . . ?” Sebastian flipped through pages and ultimately tossed the will on the table. For his part, Geoffrey Henshaw looked like a man who wanted to gobble up the will and digest it as soon as possible. As Henshaw began tapping furiously on his smartphone, Sebastian went on with, “Are you saying Mike didn’t make a new will when you married?”

“He did mention doing that,” Kayla said, “but I expect things . . . life things . . . got in the way. At any rate, if he did make a new will, he never showed it to me.”

“You never asked him about it?” Bea said. “As he was quite a bit older—”

“Twenty-three years older.”

“—I would think you’d want to be reassured about what would happen to you if he predeceased you, as it’s logical that he would. How long have you been married?”

Kayla thought for a moment, calculating, as would be natural. She said, “Thirteen years.”

“So you were quite young. And he was past middle age.”

“Michael’s . . . he’s fifty-six.”

“Quite a gap. Surely you wondered about his later years.”

“Perhaps I should have, but he was in perfect health, so why would I . . . I just didn’t.”

“Any mention of life insurance between you?”

“We didn’t . . . It’s something we never talked about.”

Bea nodded thoughtfully before she said, “I find that very strange.” She looked then at the dead man’s brother, saying, “Are you married, Mr. Lobb?”

“What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“Humour me, please.”

“Long divorced. I found one experience of marital bliss quite enough.”

Bea looked at Geoffrey Henshaw. He’d ceased tapping on his smartphone and had been following the exchange closely. She said to him, “This alters things rather rapidly for you and your mining company, I expect. Why have you come? It can’t have been merely to bring Mrs. Lobb flowers.”

He was deer-in-the-headlamps, but only for a moment before he said, “I’d left some paperwork here for Mr. Lobb. I came to collect it.”

“Not to convince his widow to sell the property, then?”

“Of course not. I hadn’t a clue who inherited. Beyond that, I do have a modicum of decency, Inspector.”

“I daresay,” Bea said. “Does that mean you won’t be burning a trail to the new beneficiaries?” And when he went puce in the face, “Yes. I thought so.” And to Kayla Lobb, “I’ll need everyone’s details, the solicitor’s included.”

“Of course,” Kayla said. “If you talk to the children about the will, please do tell them I’ve no intention of fighting it. I’d just like to return to my family. If I can put the money together to do that, I’ll be happy.”

At that, Henshaw expressed his thanks for the head’s-up as well as for the coffee. He’d barely touched his lips to the cup, though. It was the sort of thing Bea noticed.




MICHAEL

I didn’t care if Maiden was suspicious when I announced another weekend away. She did say, Hasn’t Bran just brought a load of stone from the beaches? I told her Bran would keep things going. He knew what he was doing, I said. I would be back as soon as I could, but this was important, the offer was going to make my absence from home and from work more than worthwhile, and I could feel it. No tricks, no small print, nothing at all but money in the bank. And I kissed her the way I used to kiss her. You just wait till I get back, I told her. Put the champagne on ice, I said. Retirement in Spain is coming.

I would’ve said anything to get away. There was going to be no stopping me.

I found a hotel/ spa near St. Austell, sent the information to Kayla, and told myself to believe in her because she was worth my belief. And my faith in her finally paid off. Not only did she come to me, but she was already there when I arrived.

She walked into my arms as natural as anything and in front of God and everyone standing round reception no doubt wondering why the middle-aged bloke was kissing a girl who looked like his daughter. And no how-are-you-nice-to-see-you double-cheek kiss was this, but the real thing.

She felt surprisingly frail in my arms. It came to me suddenly that I’d not fully believed her about being in hospital and convalescing in Sardinia. But now I saw that she’d been truthful. I’d had disappointments because of her, but those disappointments were not at all her making. And as far as Sardinia went, the place might have brought her back to health, but it hadn’t put colour onto her cheeks. For the first time I hesitated. Seduction had been my Grand Plan, but leading Kayla to the bed after she’d been so ill . . . I’d not been able to see beyond what I wanted. Now, however, her physical presence was demanding a sacrifice that I hadn’t considered would be asked of me when I’d laid my plans.

So instead of grabbing her hand and leading her towards the lift, I asked her if she wanted something. Tea? Coffee? A cocktail? Wine? She said, Only you, Michael, and then colour swept up her cheeks. I could see she was shy when it came to the man-woman stuff that was the logical next step in a serious relationship.

That’s where I was in my head. This was a Serious Relationship that I was embarking on, and Kayla’s presence was an indication that a Serious Relationship was on her mind as well.

We went to the room. I’d arranged it all in advance, and although I’d had to move a bit of money around to do it, I’d spared no expense. Champagne was on ice, flowers were on a table by the window, a welcome basket of foodstuffs waited. Should we not want to leave the room, we wouldn’t have to, was what I’d thought when I ordered all of it.

She gave a gasp when she saw what I’d arranged for her, to make up for what she’d gone through with being ill and alone on her birthday. She said Michael, you did all this? For me? I don’t deserve it, after all the ways I’ve let you down.

You’ve done nothing but care for yourself, was my response. If anything needs to be forgiven, that’s already been done.

I opened the champagne while she watched me. She looked unsure of herself, someone who was observing everything from a distance and not believing that any man on earth would go to such trouble for her.

I gave her a glass of champagne. She took it and sipped and placed the glass on the table. Then she took my glass and placed it next to hers and said that they belonged together, didn’t they.

Which was how it began. Well, of course, it had already begun that first night I spoke to her on the cruise ship. Then, I’d been trying to be helpful, trying to warn her about everything that could happen to a lovely young lady on her own. And now she was here, with me, and it was happening. Had I tricked her? Had I put a pill in her drink? Had I done anything at all to get her into a room where she would be alone with me, at my mercy, a victim to what I’d wanted for months?

No. It began with her, not me, which said everything I needed to hear about her acceptance of me despite my age and her desire for me despite her youth. Her hands on my chest, her fingers on the buttons of my shirt and the buckle of my belt. She was the one: She undressed me completely and she led me to the bed and, once there, it was everything I’d thought it would be and hoped it would be, and this time when I said Oh Christ I love you I want you I love you I love you, her body told me she felt the same.

We had one meal only while we were at that hotel and even that we barely touched. We never left the room. We hardly left the bed. What I felt with her, I’d never felt before. I’d hoped what I’d felt between us in Venice was real. Now in St. Austell, in Cornwall, with yet another storm brewing in the skies, I knew it was. And for her too. I feel safe with you, was how she put it. You’re what’s been missing from my life.

All that remained was clearing my world of everything that stood between me and what I wanted, which was a future with Kayla, a real future, with no sham marriage and no going through the motions, but instead the actual honest thing that people live for and die for and here it was with me in this bed with this girl-woman, who was meant by God and all his saints to be mine and mine alone.

I FINISHED THOSE TWO DAYS and two nights in something of a daze. That last time together—me inside her but not yet spent, my elbows holding my weight off her body, my gaze locked on hers—she murmured, Now what? and who could blame her for that, because it was the question on my mind as well. Now what, and how was I going to bring it about?

She’d left the cruise ship, she’d left her job, she had no home, and she’d done it all for me. I’d not even thought of a next step, so focused had I been on what I wanted, which was Kayla in my bed, her legs spread, letting me possess her. Beyond that, however? I hadn’t a clue.

I’ve no place to go, she told me.

We’ll sort it, I replied. I was sure of my answer, although even today, I’ve no idea why.

So we drove back across Cornwall together. I was in a fever of thought. Where? came first. Then, How? As for When? I hadn’t a bloody clue. I couldn’t think much further than having her again as soon as I could arrange it: to feel her soft skin, to kiss her warm mouth, to caress her breasts, to suck her gorgeous nipples and feel them harden in my mouth. I’d only had her an hour earlier but still I could think of little else.

I took her to St. Agnes, a few miles only from Trevellas. I knew of a good B & B just a stone’s throw up from Trevaunance Cove. It was called Sea Star Cottage, and it offered ensuite rooms to visitors to the area. There were plenty of these, even in the off season, for the cove was a surfing spot where at all times of year wetsuit-wearing surfers and the wetsuit-wearing students of a nearby surfing school went out and tried their luck with the waves. It was also one of the beaches where Bran drove the excavator onto the sand, and at the north end of the cove, he scooped up rocks that had, over time, become dislodged from a sheer cliff face and other rocks that had been loosened by a fissure in the cliff as well. I’d be checking on Miss Steyn now and again, I told the landlady. She’s going through a rough patch. She’ll want to spend a lot of hours on her own. Reading, walks, visits to the beach, that sort of thing. If you’d keep an eye out?

She would indeed. The girl looked a bit peaked, didn’t she? Had she been ill?

Yes, I told her. But she was on the mend. Could someone do meals for her so that she wouldn’t need to eat alone in the cove’s pub? Of course, of course, was the answer.

I handed over a stack of notes I’d removed from our meagre savings, and I went with Kayla to check the room was suitable. She sat on the bed and looked at me, and I could see that she was wondering what she’d got herself into.

We are going to be together, I told her. I love you more than life itself. (Yes, yes, a cliché, I know, quite in the same category as I’ve never felt like this, but nonetheless true.) It will take some time. Meanwhile, we’ll text and talk and email each other, and I’ll come to you whenever I can, as often as I can.

She gazed round the room, taking in the furnishings, which were simple but nice. She said that we couldn’t really . . . not here, Michael. People would hear us. You know.

I said that there were other ways of being together, quieter ways. I would show her, I said. I smiled as I asked should I show her now? Those other ways? Did she want to try one or two?

She did.

I WENT HOME LIKE I was in a cloud. By the time I reached the property, Maidie and Gloriana were at dinner. I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten, but I wasn’t the least hungry. Merritt was already back at his school, so I had no worries about contending with him. But Gloriana—who was a month or two away from her adolescent surly phase—looked at me through narrowed eyes, and I could see she read something in my face, although I didn’t think what she read had anything to do with Kayla. How could it?

Maidie said I’d been quite a time. She said she’d expected me round three in the afternoon. She said, I did ring your mobile, Mike. You didn’t get my messages? I gave the only excuse I had: I’d silenced it because of the meetings. I’d forgotten to unsilence it when the meetings were over. That was reasonable, and to underscore how normal everything was among our little family, I sat and helped myself to Maidie’s speciality and my favourite: steak and kidney pie. As I said, I had no appetite for food. But I made an effort with my portion and pronounced it her best ever.

Gloriana said, No, it isn’t. Her expression told me she believed I was lying. But when does a husband not occasionally lie about his wife’s cooking?

Mostly, we ate in silence. I could barely contain myself till the meal was finished. I excused myself and ran upstairs, telling them I needed to unpack. Mostly, I needed to make sure there were no signs of Kayla among my things, and it turned out to be wise that I checked. Somehow a pair of her knickers had become entwined with my pyjamas. They consisted of one small triangle of fabric, a waistband, and a fabric string. I’d checked after packing in St. Austell, but somehow I’d missed this one item. Logical, considering how insubstantial it was. I shoved them into the pocket of my trousers and finished unpacking.

AT FIRST IT WAS ENOUGH to hear her voice late at night when everyone was asleep. At first it was enough to have her near-constant texts, her emails, and her pictures. But soon enough, I felt such a craving. I can’t describe it any other way. I knew that I would need more from her because she filled a void in me that I hadn’t even known existed prior to meeting her. For years I’d realised something wasn’t quite right in my life. I’d suffered from a wanting and an aching without having the first idea why. But with Kayla, my eyes opened to the fact that I’d been incomplete. She was the second half of me, the better part of who I was meant to be. When I went to her, when her silken thighs opened to me and her hips lifted to take me inside, I was complete. Yes, I was married to a very good woman. I would never call Maiden anything else, for she was as good and kind as they come. Yes, I had two children I was meant to guide into full and fruitful lives. And yes, yes, yes, I had a business to run. But all of this became secondary to the promise of a life with Kayla.

Day and night she was on my mind. I went to her as often as I could. I knew I couldn’t expect her to settle into a B & B and be happy about it. I was going to have to make a change to bring her permanently into my life. But how and when were the questions I couldn’t yet answer. So nearly every moment when I wasn’t with her, I was plagued with anxiety, born of the thought that she could easily leave, heading north to Exeter, onwards to London, and after that a return to South Africa. That was where her real life was, after all. This—with me, in Cornwall—was merely an interlude, part of the gap year she was taking before she set herself up in university life. She’d told me that from the first, had Kayla. Of course, I didn’t want to believe her. What man—in love as deeply as I was—would?

Still, I knew I had to do something to convince her to stay. Her reason for doing so had to be more than having bloody good sex twice a week—on a blessed week three times—with a man old enough to be her dad.

Then the worst happened, after she’d been in St. Agnes for just over six weeks. I’d fashioned her a promise ring of the finest tin, shining like silver and entwined with leaves. She was meant to wear it till I was divorced and could give her a proper engagement ring, although we’d not talked about marriage. But I wanted her to have something that showed my intentions, and the ring was it.

I felt anxious because she hadn’t answered my texts from the previous day. She also hadn’t returned the messages I’d left on her mobile late at night. So I was in a welter of nerves when I rang the bell at Sea Star Cottage, and when the proprietor said that Kayla was gone, I told myself that she’d merely gone out for a walk on the beach, which I knew she liked to do. I said, I’ll set off after her then, only to be told that Kayla was truly gone. Checked out. Leaving Cornwall, as far as the landlady knew.

A cold wind hit my cheeks, blowing in from the Atlantic. It carried with it the taste of salt, the smell of seaweed, and the scent of fish being fried somewhere close by. I said, She can’t have done that, and the landlady said, Well, that’s what she did. Paid up and left. Got wired money, she did. From home, she told me.

I was staggered. I asked when had this happened and why hadn’t I been rung up at once? She said I keep out’f my guests’ business, I do. It’s how I stay in business.

I looked away down the lane, as if Kayla might come into sight. And perhaps the woman understood what I was feeling because her voice softened. She said that Kayla had left something for me before her departure. She went in a taxi, this was, she said, as if this might be of help. You wait right there.

I felt rooted to the spot anyway. My stomach had begun to dissolve, and I felt like I’d eaten a meal of spoiled meat. Sweat began to bead along my hairline. All I could think was no and no and no. I needed to do something to bring her back to me.

It turned out that she’d left me a letter. Or at least it felt like that from the thickness of the envelope I was handed. I didn’t open it then and there. Instead, I carried it to my car, and even then I didn’t open it. I drove instead to the closest point from which I could walk out to St. Agnes Head. It had begun to rain, but that was no matter. I still don’t know what I intended to do. I’m not the suicide type.

I stood there with the Atlantic pounding beneath me, sending salty spray high enough that I could feel it on my face, and soon enough my hair became first damp and then quite wet. And this was fine with me because I’d started to weep. Yes, just like a baby I was, with Mummy’s teat withdrawn and its hunger not appeased.

Finally, there was nothing left but reading the letter. I returned to the car and opened the envelope. The letter was brief. She said it had been a full year, and she was meant to go home as that was what she’d promised her mum. Destroy these, she told me in that letter. These were photos she’d taken with her phone. She’d had some of them printed: the naughty ones. I was meant to throw them into the sea or rip them into a thousand pieces. That would put a period to our affair. I wasn’t about to do it.

Instead, I kept them. I took them home and hid them within the smelting barn, locked away but close enough so that I could go through them whenever I wished. They would remind me of what it felt like to be with her. I needed to keep that feeling burning within me. I needed that daily. Nothing else mattered.

It took her leaving me for me to see that I had to find the courage to end my marriage. I had to steel myself, was what I reckoned. I had to be cruel. I had to devastate Maidie and destroy my children’s faith in me. It was the only way.

It wasn’t difficult to find Kayla in South Africa since we had chatted about her childhood there and about her family: her mum and her siblings and the lives they all led. I’d consoled her over the loss of her beloved dad. I’d heard her say she had to return to resume her life and her education. So a few phone calls were all that was necessary to bring her back into my world, if only through the sound of her voice.

I asked her why.

I must have a life, Michael, was what she told me.

Without me? I asked her.

That’s not what I want, she said, and her words were kind. Just the sound of them made my throat close with emotion. She went on to remind me, It was only meant to be a year, Michael, a year on my own and the year is over. I need to get on with things, she said. I need to get on with my life. You need to do that too.

I told her I didn’t want to get on if getting on meant a life without her in it. She said, That’s just how you feel now. You’ll get past this. Really. That’s what people do.

Not me, I told her. That’s not what I do. Come back to me. I need you. I want you.

I feel the same, she told me. The need and the want. I feel that too.

Then . . . ?

She couldn’t carry on the way we’d been, she told me. That was not a life. That was limbo. I can’t go on being your hidden piece on the side, she said. And you’re asking me to do just that.

I’m not, I told her. I’ve made you a ring. I was bringing it to you the day I found out you were gone.

She said What d’you mean, a ring? You’re married.

I made it as a promise.

Of what?

I want you to be my wife.

You’re not free.

I will be, I told her. The next time we talk, I will be free. Maiden will be gone. Merritt and Gloriana will be gone. It will be only the two of us and our future together.

You’ll hate me if you do that, she said. Especially if you lose your children. You’ll blame me for it eventually.

Never, I told her. That won’t happen.
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Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley had received the news on the previous day: He was soon to shed the Acting Detective Chief Superintendent title that had been hanging albatross-like round his neck for months. There was no exact date mentioned, but his superior officer, Isabelle Ardery, after a long stint in rehab on the Isle of Wight and then an equally long period at a halfway house in Lymington, would soon be returning to work. She would be not so much a new woman as the same woman who was now recovering from alcoholism, which she would continue to recover from for the rest of her life. Lynley was glad of the news. While Isabelle had her detractors in the department, he had never been one of them. He had his own devils to contend with, so he’d not been surprised to discover that she had hers.

He was in the dining room of his house in Eaton Terrace when his mobile rang. He’d just poured a cup of coffee and was unfolding the Financial Times. Charlie Denton—dressed in a manner that shouted audition for the stage today—was coming through from the kitchen with a pair of faux wire-rimmed spectacles on his nose, and plus fours topped by a collarless white shirt and an argyle waistcoat on his body. A glance downwards showed Lynley that Denton was wearing slip-on shoes with tassels, as well as argyle socks to match the waistcoat. He was also carrying a tray.

Lynley looked at Denton over the top of his reading spectacles. He said, “Cole Porter or Noel Coward?” as he picked up his mobile.

Denton said, “Cole Porter. I can pull nothing over on you.”

“Merely an educated guess. Terrific costuming, by the way.”

Denton made a gesture that took in his body from neck to shoes. “It’s not too much?”

“Lord, no. Impossible. Have you raided a few trunks in the attic?” A glance at his phone told Lynley the identity of his caller: John Penellin, the manager of the Lynley family estate.

“Perhaps . . . one or two?” Denton said. He deposited Lynley’s breakfast in front of him. Two poached eggs on unbuttered toast, grilled tomatoes on the side. He disappeared back into the kitchen as Lynley answered the call from Penellin, who said, “I hoped to catch you at home.”

“And you have done. I was just sitting down to breakfast.”

“I’m afraid you’ll lose your appetite, then.”

John would, Lynley concluded, have something to say about Howenstow in one respect or another. It could be anything, since the family estate constituted more than fifteen hundred acres of land, along with an old Jacobean country house, the recipient of many alterations, conversions, and extensions since being acquired by an ancestor Lynley long ago. It was occupied now by Lynley’s mother, his brother, his widowed sister, and his niece. It was also Lynley’s inheritance, the country pile that accompanied the cringeworthy title he’d inherited from his father. Whenever John Penellin rang him in London, the likelihood of the news being bad and about Howenstow was in the vicinity of 90 percent. “Tell me,” Lynley said. “I assume you’re bearing bad news.”

“It’s not the best although it could be worse. The roof of the long gallery has apparently been leaking on the northeast side for some time, probably over winter,” Penellin said. “No one noticed because of the size of the painting in front of the stain. It was hiding most of the water damage.”

Lynley immediately understood how this had happened. Many of the gallery paintings were enormous, featuring not only portraits that displayed the more than 250 years of the Lynley family’s ownership of Howenstow but also British and European portraits, landscapes, and still lifes, and the requisite portrait of Charles II, bewigged within an inch of his life, generally a feature of every large country house in England.

Lynley said, trying to sound philosophical about it, “These things happen, I know. It would have been easier to deal with had the leak occurred elsewhere, but as it didn’t . . . How large is the repair going to be?”

“I’ve had someone in for a preliminary inspection,” John Penellin said. “I’m afraid it’s not a repair that’s needed, Tommy. All of the gallery roof must be replaced. And if we want to be utterly cautious, the entire roof—everywhere—must go.”

“Good God.” Lynley couldn’t begin to guess how much money would be needed. “Have we a Rembrandt that could go to auction? Perhaps a Van Dyck hiding in a cupboard somewhere, to be conveniently discovered once we end this call?”

“Always a possibility, considering how many cupboards there are. But I doubt it.”

“One maintains hope in the face of adversity. Do we have any idea of the cost of replacement?”

“I have four roofing companies coming to have a look. But I think the fact is everyone’s going to say that we need a period specialist for the job, not to mention period roofing materials. They’ll have to be sourced from all over the country, I expect. You know what that means.”

“Christ,” Lynley muttered. “What about a Velasquez? A Canaletto? A Vermeer would be nice.”

“I wouldn’t say no to a Constable,” John said. “Even a small Rubens in a pinch. Or a medium-size Turner. But there being scant luck of finding any one of those, this might be the time to talk about downsizing, Tommy.”

“I can’t be the Lynley who’s forced to sell a property that’s been in the family for generations.”

“I don’t mean selling the estate. There are other avenues to consider.”

“And these are?”

“You’re not going to be pleased.”

“At this point, that can’t be a worry. Go on.”

“You can open Howenstow to visitors.” John went on hastily before Lynley could respond to the appalling idea. “It’s not as terrible as it sounds, Tommy. And the estate could then begin to pay for itself. When you think about it, most of the rooms are rarely used anyway.”

“I do know that. However, I wouldn’t wish to be seen by strangers as I pad along the corridor in my dressing gown on the way to the bathroom some morning in the future. Admittedly, it’s a rather nice dressing gown, but one must draw the line somewhere.”

“You wouldn’t see visitors, Tommy. You would rarely even hear them.”

“Obviously. Since I’m in London . . .”

“What I mean is that the family would remove themselves from the main part of the house altogether.” John went on to explain how this could be accomplished. A wing of the country house could be renovated to accommodate everyone, and from spring through the first weeks of autumn the family would use that wing. Then in late autumn and winter, the family would live as they’d been living for several hundred years, with the entire house—not to mention the gardens, the chapel, and the park—to themselves. “You wouldn’t be the first family to take a decision like this,” he concluded.

“You do know my father is spinning at the moment.”

“I’ve absolutely no doubt,” Penellin said.

“And are you certain about our lack of a hidden Rembrandt or a Turner or a whomever?”

“Admittedly, I haven’t been in every room, and I can’t see your forebears squirreling a priceless painting behind a wall.”

“Could we possibly have a priceless artifact, then, something that we’ve been using to throw our gumboots into? Like a Roman sarcophagus? What about a Ming urn currently used as storage for wet umbrellas?”

“Not that I’ve come across.”

“Have you put my mother into the picture about exactly what we’re facing, then? What the options are and all the rest?”

“Your mum knows only about the leak.”

“Let’s keep it that way for now.”

Not for the first time Lynley cursed the ancestor whose personal fortune—acquired from ruthless mining—had funded the purchase of the property from the contemporaneous Duke of Cornwall. That duke’s wife and his children had been profligate spenders, while the duke himself had never seen a card game he hadn’t wished to join. The only way to pay off his astronomical debts had been to sell off some of the duchy lands. Hence, Howenstow had come into Lynley’s family.

He said, “Let’s start by establishing the costs we’d be incurring to replace the roof. If they’re what we anticipate—horrific—I’ll need to come down and assess our options with the rest of the family.”

“I’ll get on it at once,” Penellin said. “But, Tommy . . .”

“Hmm?”

“Best to be prepared.”


BODMIN

CORNWALL



Bea Hannaford really did know that she was better off at her cottage in Leedstown, especially when she was in the initial stages of an investigation. She thought that, at the end of the day, Pete was better off in Leedstown as well. Not only was it closer than Ray’s home to Pete’s secondary comprehensive in Redruth, it was also in an area that offered him the freedom of Binner Down when he wanted to ride his off-road bicycle with Dogs 1, 2, and 3 trotting happily alongside. But the issue she was contending with was her uneasiness about leaving Pete on his own in Leedstown during the long hours of a murder enquiry. At least at Ray’s Grade II Listed, Pete wouldn’t be expected to fend for himself when it came to his meals. Nor would he be unmonitored when he was supposed to be doing his school prep. Left to his own devices, it was a dead cert that Pete would happily spend hours scrolling through his smartphone instead of attending to his maths or his French or his biology. So if she wanted the best situation for her son, she was stuck at Ray’s, if only for the moment.

She hated to think of her circumstances as being stuck, however. Ray was doing his best to make it easier for her now she was in the middle of an investigation. He still wanted sex as often as he could get it, but he’d recognised from her body language that there could actually be too much of a good thing, so he’d eased away from the achingly slow foreplay, and the post-coital cling-and-murmur session had been curtailed to “Christ that was great, darling” or another expression within the field of intimacy appreciation.

He’d also done everything he could to embrace fully his relationship with Pete, compensating for his first reaction when she’d told him those years ago that she was pregnant, long after their daughter had set out on a life of her own. Hearing her news, Ray had moved from incredulous to horrified to disappointed. He’d been ready for an empty nest, and all of a sudden there was another chick with all a chick’s needs and demands becoming part of his life once again. He’d insisted that she end the pregnancy, which had quickly led to her leaving him instead. She’d removed herself to a cottage in Leedstown, and they’d divorced. Afterwards he’d purchased Grade II Listed and experienced the single life with any woman he fancied. For a number of years, then, Ray had lived his bachelor dream, and during those years, Bea had come to embrace the freedom of being a woman unconcerned about pleasing a man and responsible only for meeting her own needs and the needs of her child. But then Ray came into her life again, and he brought with him all the complications attendant to lovers when one of them wants a commitment and the other is happy with things as they are.

She arrived at the constabulary headquarters in Bodmin in good time to show her face at the morning meeting of the MIT. Phoebe Lang was in conversation with Guy Janson from media relations, and whenever Guy Janson showed up, he usually wanted either to plan a strategy to deal with queries from the press or to devise a way to entice the press to be demanding so that a press conference would have to be called from which—one hoped—further information might arise. Better Phoebe than me, was Bea’s thought on the matter. She knew she’d never have the patience to play the politics of policing, which increased as an officer climbed the ranks.

The DCs working the investigation had been busy gathering information about the victim. As the meeting began, it became clear that there were two potential avenues that could offer relevant details regarding the man.

The first was Michael Lobb’s marriage: He’d left his wife of more than twenty years and his two children in order to take up with a girl who, at the time, was just nineteen years old. Prior to leaving his wife, he’d moved the girl into lodgings where he—and she—had made no secret about being lovers. Once the wife uncovered the ins and outs of the affair—guffaws round the room at this double entendre, to which Phoebe Lang rolled her eyes expressively—she packed up, left, and took the daughter with her, the son apparently already gone from the nest.

“So actually, she deserted her husband and not the opposite,” said Phoebe Lang.

“Technically, true. She went off to the St. Ives area—Carbis Bay, it turns out—and she’s been there ever since,” the DC explained.

“And the two children?” Phoebe asked.

“Hardly kids at this point. The son and his wife and their four kids live with Lobb’s ex-wife—Maiden Kittow, she’s called now—while the daughter lives in Newlyn. The son works alongside Maiden Kittow, and the daughter has a shop in Mousehole. Vintage Britannia, it’s called. She’s also some kind of vlogger.”

Phoebe frowned. “A what?”

One of the civilian secretaries chimed in with, “Vlogger. It’s a social media thing, guv. Someone films himself talking about this or that or whatever and puts it on a media site.”

“Got it,” Phoebe said. “Does this site have a name?”

“We don’t have that yet, boss.”

“Someone find it.”

The second avenue of potentially relevant details came from individuals with putative motives to murder Michael Lobb. These motives appeared to fall into two categories: individuals who stood to gain financially from his death and individuals who hated him but had nothing to gain except the pleasure of seeing him six feet under. As for openly real enemies with axes to grind, so far they’d come up with nothing.

“Who gains financially?” Phoebe asked.

“Well, that depends on what happens to Lobb’s Tin and Pewter.”

Phoebe directed her gaze at Bea. She said to her, “You’ve spoken to the wife. What’s she said?”

Bea told them that Michael Lobb had apparently intended to change his will upon his marriage to Kayla, but nothing had come of that. Kayla had unearthed a copy of his will, and it showed that Michael Lobb had left his share of the business equally divided between his two children: Merritt and Gloriana.

“What about Kayla herself?” Phoebe asked.

“The will doesn’t mention her.”

“That’s very odd, isn’t it? Is there life insurance?”

“She thinks not, but I’ve got the name of Lobb’s solicitor in Redruth. He may well know if there were other arrangements made for Kayla.”

Bea went on to explain that Cornwall EcoMining stood to gain as well if the inheritors of the business didn’t see in tin-streaming the way they wanted to spend their productive employment years. A bloke called Geoffrey Henshaw from Cornwall EcoMining had made several trips to the property, trying to persuade Lobb to sell. Lobb hadn’t been going along with the idea. But now he was dead . . . the door could be open.

“Are they resurrecting tin mining?” Phoebe asked.

Bea shook her head. “They want to use all of the present buildings at Lobb’s as foundation footprints for a low-impact refinery.”

“Refining what?”

“Brine, to get lithium,” Bea said. “There’s big money involved, evidently, and the EcoMining people have come up with a way to get lithium that doesn’t harm the environment. To do it, though, they need a processing facility, and possession of Lobb’s land would allow them to build without going through the permitting process that takes years in Cornwall if the land’s fallow or vacant.”

“So, with his death, it’s an easy road to get their hands on the Lobb property?” Phoebe said. “Where does the rest of the family stand in all this? Is there more family?”

“There’s the victim’s brother. Sebastian Lobb. He’s on the list for an interview.” So was Willen Steyn, the brother of Kayla Lobb. He was being tracked down on the Southwest Coast Path out of St. Agnes, which was where Kayla claimed to have taken him on the morning Michael Lobb’s body was found. He’d been a visitor to the Lobbs for some days, and there was apparently a degree of long-term ill will between him and the dead man. He hadn’t wanted his sister to marry Lobb in the first place, and while one would assume Willen Steyn had become reconciled to the marriage after all these years, the fact remained that her marriage had put Kayla several continents away from her birth family, and none of the Steyns were happy about this.

“That seems a stretch, doesn’t it?” one of the DCs pointed out. “There’s no guarantee that the wife would return to South Africa once Lobb died.”

“Where are we with the weapon?” Phoebe asked.

“Mylo’s saying it’s a spike,” Bea said. “I spoke to him on my way home. Apparently, he did some further digging in the lacerations on the body and found the tip of it—the weapon, I mean—broken off. A spike suggests some kind of thing used in construction. But if that’s what the weapon actually was, it was well sharpened in advance, so there’s a whetstone somewhere we need to find, along with whoever operated it.”

“See to it that someone’s onto that,” Phoebe said.

“Right. We also need another search, but this time of the property immediately surrounding the buildings and the tin works. I suggest we ask the two blokes who work there to allow us to search their digs as well. They’ve got a caravan on the property, and they might let us inside. Otherwise, we’re going to have to get a warrant.”

“Have they been interviewed?” Phoebe asked.

“Just for preliminary information.”

“Alibis?”

“With each other, and that appears to be the case twenty-four/ seven.”

“Let’s get on with it then,” Phoebe said. She nodded at Bea to see to the rest of the day’s actions and left them to it.


MOUSEHOLE

CORNWALL



Gloriana knew that she had what were popularly called “trigger issues” by psychologists, psychiatrists, counselors, and others in the world of healing one’s psychic damage. She’d read enough self-help books not only to recognise what her “trigger issues” were but also to understand the various skills she needed to adopt so that she didn’t react when something cropped up that might be considered a trigger. She even spoke about this on Unburden. So when Jesse McBride mentioned Art on the Quay, Gloriana knew she was being exposed to a trigger. For she was the one who’d suggested that her best friend accompany her for an afternoon of exploring that art show more than two years earlier, and it was that very Art on the Quay that brought Nate Jacobs into Jesse’s orbit. It had been very short work for him to cast his fishing line in Jesse’s direction and even shorter work to reel her in. During the casting and reeling, Gloriana had tried to point out a few red flags that she saw in Nate Jacobs’ style of communicating with women, but she’d not wanted to voice her complete distrust and dislike of the bloke. She thought at the time it might be taken as jealousy: Jesse having a man and Gloriana still single. Then as the weeks and then the months went on, resulting in Jesse and the bloke living together, what could she say that wouldn’t look like one friend attempting to ruin another friend’s good fortune?

So, she’d stayed mum on everything having to do with Nate Jacobs. But now she was faced with some indisputable facts that were difficult for her to ignore: another Art on the Quay was forthcoming; artists from Stanhope Forbes School of Art would be participating in the show; Nathaniel Jacobs taught at Stanhope Forbes School of Art; Cressida Mott-King was one of his students.

The show would be held on the weekend that included Spring Bank Holiday, Jesse had told her, and since that bank holiday fell at the end of May and since the weather was generally fine in Cornwall in May, there would be a large crowd. The artists would be busy for weeks in advance, preparing their various works for the show.

Gloriana absolutely knew what preparing for the show meant when it came to Nate. She was completely unsurprised, then, when Jesse told her that her partner’s preparations were causing him to put in very long hours in his atelier at the art school. Gloriana didn’t mention that Nate’s very long hours were probably constructed in such a way that he could spend as many of them as possible in the company of Cressida Mott-King. He saw her at the school and he’d become a frequent visitor to her bed-sit, and what Gloriana knew was that, should she tell Jesse about this, Jesse would attribute that time together as Nate “encouraging” Cressida to do her best work. As if, Gloriana thought.

She did ask Jesse if she was worried at all that Nate might be becoming too close to one or two of his students, proud that she did not mention Cressida’s name. But Jesse’s response had been, “He wouldn’t do that. And I trust him, Glor. That’s what good relationships are based on: trust.”

“How can you not have doubts?” Gloriana demanded. “Why do you believe every single thing he tells you?”

“Why do you not want me to believe him?” was Jesse’s response.

Why indeed. Trigger issue, she told herself. She would do an Unburden on the subject.

She didn’t pop into Wedge o’ Cheese that morning. She’d heard Nate on the stairway leaving Cressida’s bed-sit after eleven on the previous night, and she knew it would be too much to ask of herself to stay mute on the subject. So she waved gaily at Jesse as she walked past the café, and when Jesse waved back and mouthed See you later? she nodded gamely and hoped by that time she would have forgotten the murmur of Nate’s and Cressida’s voices and the long pauses in between that signaled God-only-knew-what going on between them.

She paused in front of Vintage Britannia to study the sign that had been posted in one of the front windows of the unoccupied flat directly above the shop. The flat comprised a bedroom, kitchen, bathroom, and sitting room with a charming old coal fireplace, and the sign in the window read Leasehold for Sale. An identical sign had gone up on the previous afternoon in the window of Vintage Britannia. The entire building was up for grabs, and Gloriana wanted it.

She’d already collected the relevant data: the owner was selling the remainder of the leasehold, which had originally been for 999 years. The length of the lease made the sale of it analogous to owning the building, even with a mere 852 years remaining on it. The asking price was £175,000. With a shop and storeroom and garden below and a flat above, it was perfect not only for Vintage Britannia but also for her, Gloriana Lobb. She couldn’t spend her life in a bedsit with a shared kitchen. The entire idea was ludicrous. She needed a space where she could film Unburden without interruptions from the other bed-sit, and she wanted more space just to feel she wasn’t hemmed in. The purchase of the leasehold in Mousehole held unequalled promise for her. It represented a place to sell her vintage goods, a place to live, a place to gain more Unburden followers, and a place to be her Vintage Britannia persona twenty-four hours a day, if she so wished. Having the leasehold on the building cemented her presence locally and gave her a grounding she very much wanted.

The problem, of course, was money.


WESTMINSTER

LONDON



Thomas Lynley was checking his email, oddly grateful for the leaking roof above the gallery at Howenstow. Replacing it and potentially having to replace the entire roof gave him a great deal to think about and to plan. All of this held most of his other thoughts at bay. He was glad of that.

These three years after the death of Helen and the death of their unborn son, she still came to him in unanticipated moments and unexpected ways. When she did so, he was forced to experience again a desperation to connect and a raw ache that he had not yet been able to quell. That ache made him less than whole, and he knew it. So, perversely, he rather welcomed the news about Howenstow, the gallery, the gallery roof, and the ghastly expense of replacing that roof.

A clearing of someone’s throat made him lift his head to see Dorothea Harriman at the office doorway, dressed to the nines as always, this morning in a striped cotton dress and a neatly arranged cardigan that matched one of the stripes. She wore her usual horrifying stilettos, which he’d been schooled by Helen to think of as “tools of the oppressor, darling Tommy.”

He said to Dorothea, “Let me overstep for just a moment and say that you look quite lovely today, Dee.”

She said in return, “How is that overstepping?” And then answered her own question with, “Oh. Man, woman, workplace, sexual harassment.”

“One has to be careful,” Lynley noted.

“Pshaw,” she replied. She was the only person Lynley had ever heard use that term. It was rather endearing. “Word round the vending machines has it that Detective Chief Superintendent Ardery is due to return soon. Have you heard from her, then?”

“I haven’t yet,” Lynley told her. “I do think it’s a case of any day now, however.”

Dorothea sighed. Lynley raised a questioning eyebrow. She said, “It’s just that . . . Well, right. I’m a bit nervous about it. Worried as well.”

“She wouldn’t return if she felt incapable, Dee,” Lynley pointed out.

“Yes, yes. I know. It’s only that . . . Well, I saw her in . . . when she was in a bad way. I can’t think she’ll have forgotten. The chicken soup and all that, I mean.”

“Ah, yes.” He recalled that Dee Harriman had trekked to Isabelle Ardery’s flat in Wandsworth, bearing soup meant to shore her up, only to arrive to find Isabelle not too ill to work but instead deadly drunk. As far as Lynley knew, he and Dorothea were the only people who’d seen her in that condition, aside from her family. “I don’t anticipate her holding a grudge against you, if that’s your worry. She was ill. Just not in the way you assumed she was.”

“I’m just . . . It’s that I’m worried she’s going to hate me or have me transferred or I don’t know what.”

“Fear not,” Lynley said. “You’re far too necessary to the smooth running of things round here. If she forgets that, there are plenty—”

The phone interrupted him. It rang on Lynley’s desk, and the caller turned out to be Judi-with-an-i Macintosh from the office of the assistant commissioner. Sir David wished to see him, Judi-with-an-i informed him. He wants a word, she said. When? Lynley asked her. Now, she said. Right, he told her. He gave Dee Harriman the information, and he set off for AC Hillier’s office.

He’d not got far when his mobile rang. He glanced at the number. Isabelle. On the tail of his conversation with Dee Harriman, a phone call from the DCS had to presage something. He said, “Isabelle. How are you?”

She said, “I’m coming back to London at the end of the week, Tommy. I’ve just given Sir David the word. I’ll need a bit of time to resettle into the Wandsworth flat and attend a few meetings to get myself squared away, but I’ll be at work directly after that.”

“Good news, then,” he said. “The rumour mill has been grinding in that direction, by the way.”

“Yes. Well. I’m not surprised. But to be frank, I’m finding I lack courage.”

“For what?”

“For facing everyone. Will you meet me in the car park when I do return?”

He frowned. “Whatever for? I’m on my way to see Hillier at the moment, by the way. It’s a command performance.”

“I expect he wants you to play copper’s narc.”

“Ah. Is that the real reason you’re ringing me? A word to the wise?”

“Not at all. It’s the other. May I ring you when I arrive at the Yard? Will you meet me?”

“I’m happy to, but I must say: This isn’t at all like you,” he told her.

“Nothing’s like me,” she explained. “I think that’s the point of recovering.”

They rang off, and within minutes Lynley was standing in front of Judi-with-an-i Macintosh and her perfectly kept desk. She’d had an extremely severe haircut, he saw. It well accompanied her military jacket. She said when she saw him, “I’m letting it go to grey. I was going to shave my head entirely—”

“Good Lord,” he said. “That seems extreme.”

“—but at the final moment I didn’t have the bottle to do it. He’s waiting for you.” She nodded at the closed door to Hillier’s office.

“And do I need to be forewarned?” he asked Hillier’s secretary.

“He’s playing it close to the chest this morning.”

Inside Hillier’s office, Lynley found the assistant commissioner on his mobile, speaking to someone to whom he said, “Be reassured, Laura. I’m going to do my very best. Only a major incident could stop me.” He listened for a moment and then went on with, “It’s in the car, my dear. I’m well prepared.” Then, “It won’t become wrinkled. I took care.”

Once he rang off, he said with an eyeroll, “Family. Dressing up, auction, dinner. Raising funds for God knows what. It’s always something.”

Lynley offered a wry smile and made a sound of understanding. “You wanted to see me?” he said.

“DCS Ardery is returning to us soon.”

“Yes. I’ve spoken to her just now. She sounded like a new woman, sir.”

“One can only hope,” Hillier said. “She’s bloody lucky she still has a job after all that’s happened.”

“I assume she knows that and is grateful for it,” Lynley said. “She was going through a rough patch, losing her sons to their father’s emigrating to Auckland. Admittedly, she didn’t handle it well. But she’s had time to make her peace with what happened. I assume we’ll see that soon enough.”

Hillier treated Lynley to one of his soul-delving cobra stares. He said, “I expect you more than anyone will be able to judge how she’s coping.”

“I?” Lynley asked.

“Don’t be coy, Inspector. Gossip has it you two were lovers.”

Lynley kept his face as bland as porridge. “Gossip has it wrong, then.”

More of the cobra. Then mercifully, “There’s a great deal on the line for DCS Ardery this time round, Inspector.”

“I expect there is,” Lynley said.

“I’ve made her aware of that,” Hillier told him. “Which brings me to it.”

Lynley steeled himself. He reckoned Isabelle had judged things correctly.

Hillier confirmed this with his next words. “You’ve worked closely with DCS Ardery in the past.”

“Not as close as Dee Harriman, sir,” Lynley pointed out to deflect what was coming.

“For what I want, a secretary won’t do. Especially a secretary who’s not in the least interested in promotion, civilian or not. If DCS Ardery becomes . . . problematical . . . I want to know at once.”

Lynley moved his gaze from Hillier’s florid face to the window through which the treetops in St. James’s Park were just beginning to leaf out in what would become a resplendent variety of summer-time greens. The sky above them today was more cloud than blue. He said as he returned his gaze to the assistant commissioner, “To be clear, are you asking me to report to you if she begins drinking again?”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling—not asking—you to do.”

“How am I meant to know this?”

“That’s where your Dee Harriman comes in. She’ll tell you. We both know that. And when she does—”

“If she does.”

“—when she does, I want to be informed.”

“I expect her to be quite loyal to Isabelle,” Lynley said. “So—”

“So make an arrangement with her. Put it under the guise of helping the DCS remain the DCS.”

Lynley’s mobile pinged with a message. He glanced at it. His longtime partner Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers was ringing, which was odd as she was meant to be here, at her desk, at work. He said to Hillier, “I ought to take this, sir.”

Hillier said, “Are we in agreement?”

Lynley wouldn’t commit but he did remark that “I’m willing to do my part.”

That was enough for Hillier, and it was also enough to keep Lynley from finding himself hooked into the AC’s plan.


REGENT’S PARK

LONDON



Daidre Trahair had thought long about making the phone call. Not only did she need to make it privately and away from her sister who might well overhear, but she also had to consider what door she might inadvertently open. She couldn’t phone Thomas Lynley. He would do anything possible to help her, and she knew that more than very well. But she wasn’t safe in his orbit, and even if that were not the case, she couldn’t allow him to think that there was hope for them when in reality there was none at all. She’d gone that route before with other men and it had never ended well.

That left her with one option only if she was going to learn any details about the death in Cornwall beyond what she could gather from one of the daily tabloids. Tommy’s longtime partner DS Barbara Havers might be able to unearth information about whatever investigation was going on. Then Daidre could come up with a plan regarding what steps, if any, she should take regarding her brother.

The problem was that Daidre had only Barbara’s department’s phone number at New Scotland Yard. She and the detective sergeant weren’t close enough to have exchanged mobile phone numbers, so to reach her Daidre was going to have to ring her at work. This meant going through Dorothea Harriman, who undoubtedly would ask Daidre her name and then not keep to herself the startling fact that DI Lynley’s erstwhile lover was ringing not him but his partner, for reasons unknown. If she came up with a different name to identify herself, however, there was always the chance that DS Havers wouldn’t take the call at all.

She went back and forth until she recognised how ridiculous she was being, like a thirteen-year-old girl navigating a way to avoid being kissed by a boy with spots on his face. At that point, she pulled her smartphone from her pocket, found the number she needed, and punched it in. Sooner than she would have liked, she was listening to Dorothea Harriman announce the relevant department and ask could she help the caller.

Daidre asked to speak to Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers and steeled herself to the expected question about who was calling. Daidre decided upon honesty and identified herself. There was a pause before Dorothea said that DS Havers was not at her desk at the moment and could someone else help her? She meant Tommy, of course. But she was either too polite or too wary to mention his name. Daidre said there was no one else and asked could DS Havers ring her back? Dorothea told her of course. She would give DS Havers the message the moment she saw her, although she reckoned it might be a bit later than usual as the sergeant’s car had apparently refused to start this morning—“Between you and me and the entire department, Barbara must buy something more reliable”—and she was waiting for it to be towed to a mechanic for some sort of miraculous cure for its ills after which she would be coming to Westminster by the Tube straightaway. But as she had to use the Northern Line . . . ? Well, who really knew when she’d arrive?

That would be fine, Daidre told Dorothea. It wasn’t an emergency. Dorothea hastened to say that, under different circumstances, she would happily give Dr. Trahair Barbara’s mobile number. But as Barbara hadn’t given her permission . . . She hoped Dr. Trahair understood.

“It’s Daidre, and I understand completely,” Daidre told her. “I’ll wait for her to ring me.”

Which was what she did. Which took three hours. Daidre was in the middle of observing the examination of the teeth of a sedated female lion to discover if one of her premolars had developed an abscess. When her silenced phone indicated that a call was incoming by vibrating the rhythm of the first five Hallelujahs of the so-named chorus, she glanced at it, saw it was Barbara Havers ringing her, and excused herself from the rest of the procedure, as it was obvious from the lion’s lower gums that pus was present and antibiotics were needed immediately to quell the infection so that the tooth could then be dealt with.

Daidre ducked into the corridor, nodded at a colleague, and said into the phone, “Barbara. Thank you for ringing me back.”

In answer Barbara Havers said, “Shoot me if I have to spend another five pence to keep my bloody car on the road.”

“That seems drastic,” Daidre said.

“Which part? The five pence or the shooting?”

“Well, I don’t know the condition of your car, but I’d say the shooting.”

Barbara Havers sighed. “Damn. You’re probably right.”

They exchanged a few pleasantries of the how-are-you and it’s-been-ages sort. They both avoided mentioning DI Lynley. Finally, Barbara said, “Well. Right. I expect this isn’t a social call . . . ? He’s fine, by the way. I mean as fine as one would be, all things considered. He’s not said anything, but . . . well . . . his heart, his sleeve, you know what he’s like.”

Daidre hastened to say, “I’m not ringing about Tommy.”

“Oh.” And then silence as Barbara waited for more.

“It’s Cornwall,” Daidre told her. “There’s been a murder.”

“The tin man,” Barbara said. “We’ve heard. A few bloody stupid Wizard of Oz jokes. Gallows humour. It’s how some of these blokes stay sane.”

“I hadn’t thought of that. The Oz business, I mean. My brother works for him.”

A pause on her end before Barbara said, “For the tin man? Your brother works for him? I didn’t know you have a brother.”

“My father works for him as well.”

“I thought your father was . . . Isn’t he a vet specialist of some kind? Why do I think that?”

“That’s my adoptive father. The man who works for the tin man . . . I mean the tin-streamer . . . ? His name is Bran Udy. He’s my birth father.”

Daidre explained as quickly as she could. It was a damnably convoluted story, especially with Goron’s comings and goings from tin-streaming to Polcare Cove and the cider farm then back to tin-streaming.

“D’you think he’s involved?” Barbara asked her bluntly.

“Murdering anyone, let alone the man he works for? Barbara, I can’t imagine a circumstance in which Goron would so much as swat a fly. But I’m worried because I don’t know what’s going on, and I was so hoping that you might be able—”

“I can’t head down there. I’m up to my ears, and even if I had leave—”

“No, no!” Daidre hastened to say. “I wouldn’t ask that of you.”

“So . . . ?”

“I was hoping you could make a few discreet enquiries about what’s going on?”

“I could do, but let me say it directly: If your brother is—was—employed by the murdered bloke, then your brother’s going to be a suspect for exactly that reason, whether he’s the type to swat a fly or not. Everyone whose life comes close to the dead bloke’s life is going to be a suspect as well. That’s just how it works. The cops investigate everyone, but they do it to eliminate people. So they’re going to investigate your brother. Have you talked to him?”

“Not yet.”

Silence on Barbara Havers’ end.

“It’s difficult to explain.” She did her best: Goron’s twin sister, how Gwynder would react if she learned what was going on in Cornwall, what she would want to do at once, Daidre’s need to protect her, to protect their brother, to help in some way that did not involve Gwynder’s return to Cornwall, where she couldn’t hope to make a life for herself . . .

“You’re not mentioning your dad,” Barbara noted.

“I’m not. You’re right. I’m not.”

“Should I wonder why?”

“It’s difficult to—”

“Got it. It’s difficult to explain.”

“I’m so sorry. I do know it’s a strange situation. It’s too much to ask as well. I was just hoping—”

“Don’t apologise,” Barbara told her. “In my experience, families put the mockers on their members all the time. I’ll see what I can dig up about what’s going on.”

“Thank you, Barbara.”

“Cheers. But, mind you, it probably won’t be much going on at this point besides interviews and alibis, unless they’ve got a witness, CCTV, or a trail of blood leading to someone’s doormat, or there’s a pile of evidence or DNA littered the body and forensics has no other case’s evidence sitting in a queue.”

“I understand. And, really, thank you again,” Daidre said fervently.

“Not a problem,” Barbara said. “I’m on board with keeping this to myself, by the by. I wager that’s how you want it?”

“Yes. That’s how I want it,” Daidre told her.


PENZANCE

CORNWALL



Geoffrey Henshaw had managed to give his boss Curtis Robertson a fair amount of good news at the start of his day, which was just as well since he hadn’t made any inroads into what Curtis really had his heart set on, which was the no-strings-attached acquisition of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. Everything related to that piece of property was, unfortunately, likely to remain unresolved till matters of inheritance and probate were worked out. Still, he wanted his ducks in a row, so to speak, when a viable opening occurred—when, he wondered, had he become so prolific when it came to mixing his metaphors?—and that meant having a word or ten or one hundred with one of the owners of the place, since no matter the terms of Michael Lobb’s last will and testament, that particular person was not going to be affected at all. So Geoffrey’s plan was to report to Curtis Robertson in his lofty tower office with its views of the sea, after which he would make his way to Penzance to speak frankly with Sebastian Lobb, who—as things had been revealed by the widow—owned 40 percent of the tin-streaming business. This was information that he also shared with Curtis.

To put matters in the most positive light, Geoffrey shared that he had managed to acquire the mineral rights on three large estates in the county. To shade that light, however, he was forced to admit that, considering the geology of the area in which two of the three estates were situated, having mineral rights might well prove to be an act of putting fancy pants on a cow: the cow would be wearing clothes but that didn’t mean there’d be more milk in the morning. Really, the presence of lithium on someone’s property all boiled down to that property having granite beneath it, to an aquifer being present beneath that granite, and to the water in the aquifer beneath the granite being salt. He had pored over geological surveys and ordinance surveys and historical surveys until he was blurry-eyed to prepare for this meeting with Curtis. He’d concluded that for a lot of the estates in this part of Cornwall granite-or-not and brine-or-not amounted to an expensive and chancy crapshoot. Thus, a purchase of mineral rights from estates required a delicate management of paperwork as well as calculations that involved payments, investments, and profits. So while Geoffrey was able to put three green drawing pins in Curtis’ map of Cornwall, he was cautious about it, making sure that Curtis knew that today’s green drawing pin might well be replaced tomorrow with another colour entirely, one that was neither red nor yellow but rather black to signify a borehole drilled in vain.

Drilling holes in vain, he knew, might well prove to be a geological Napoleon-at-Waterloo situation, with no return on a necessary investment. But he liked to think that during his meeting with Curtis, he’d put a very good face on what he had managed to accomplish with the owners of the estates in question. But after his presentation, of course, Curtis asked about Lobb’s Tin & Pewter and what exactly Geoffrey had unearthed about the unfortunate Michael Lobb’s will. Geoffrey hadn’t wished to spill what he knew about that will. As far as he was concerned, it was more than a bit unseemly to ask beneficiaries about their inheritance when their benefactor’s corpse wasn’t even in the ground. To Curtis’ demand, “Why the bloody hell isn’t he buried yet?” Geoffrey was forced to remind his boss that the man had been murdered, and to Curtis’ bark of “They know that, do they? Good Christ, he might’ve died of a heart attack,” he was also forced to remind his boss that, well, yes, it had been fairly obvious he’d been murdered since there had been blood everywhere, signs of a struggle, and no visible respiration in an immobile body. So, when it came to the unfortunate Michael Lobb, there were issues involving everything from the post-mortem examination to the collection of evidence to the coroner’s inquest. Thus, it just didn’t seem like the right time—

“Bugger that for a lark, Henshaw,” stood in for Curtis’ eulogy for the dead man. “We need that land and we’re not getting any younger waiting for an appropriate moment to buy it. Get on with it or I’ll find someone who will.”

Geoffrey aimed for patience. He had met Curtis Robertson’s type before. One generally found them in primary schools bullying children with ginger hair. By Curtis’ age, this tendency towards verbal abuse and physical altercation had generally faded, but there was, alas, always the exception.

“I intend to speak with Sebastian Lobb today,” he informed his boss. “His relationship to Lobb’s Tin and Pewter seems to involve nothing more than collecting his share of whatever profits there are at the end of the year. He doesn’t work there and apparently never has done.”

“Why’s he got a forty percent interest, then?”

“That’s what I intend to ask him. It doesn’t make sense, does it. Unless, of course, the forty percent is a form of collateral.”

“For?”

“Perhaps for money Michael Lobb borrowed from him?”

“That’s what you’re thinking, is it?”

“It’s a possibility. If that’s the case, I reckon he’ll be more inclined to sell than he otherwise would be since that’s the only way he’s getting his forty percent back.”

Geoffrey could tell Curtis liked this idea by the way his eyes shifted from him to the map on the wall. It seemed that the only person with a sentimental attachment to the tin-streaming business had been Michael Lobb, and, as he was dead, the biggest impediment to selling off his birthright was gone.

“See to it,” were Curtis’ final words to Geoffrey.

“I intend to,” was how Geoffrey responded.

Then he drove across the county to Penzance in a wind that, if the angry clouds were anything to go by, was ushering in a spring storm from the Atlantic. In Heamoor, he paused, for the rain had begun and the windscreen wipers were doing very little to improve the lack of visibility. He was reminded how, from guilt alone, he’d magnanimously given Pepper their recently purchased Renault when he decamped to declare his career-destroying love for Fredrika von Lohmann. He’d had funds afterwards only for the 2CV that he now was driving, a cramped but nonetheless once-charming vehicle that, at this point, was some fifty years old. Obviously, then, he needed new windscreen wipers. He doubted he’d find them in Heamoor, which did not appear to have as much as a Spar store from what he could observe of the place.

He had to wait till the downpour abated, so he used the time to make certain he would be able to meet with Sebastian Lobb. It turned out that Lobb was on his way to Jubilee Pool for his daily swim, and if Henshaw wished to meet him after this exercise, he could speak to him at the Yacht Inn, which was just along the way. Or Henshaw could join him at the pool.

“It doesn’t open officially till May,” Sebastian Lobb said. “Well, witness the weather today, eh? But I have something of a relationship with the management, a bit of a barter going on between us. So, what’s it to be? The pool or the inn?”

Geoffrey opted for the Yacht Inn.

Heamoor wasn’t any great distance from Penzance, and, once there, it took no effort to find either the Jubilee Pool or the Yacht Inn. The former was something of an historic treasure, a monument to the Art Deco period, where a triangular geothermal lido contained seawater that was replenished daily by the tide in Mount’s Bay. It sat directly at the bay’s edge in white-and-blue splendour, with both sunbathing areas and changing rooms. With its various areas, the place had the ability to accommodate hundreds. On this day the pool was pockmarked with rain, so Geoffrey gave it a look, clocked someone doing a decent Australian crawl, and drove past to the Yacht Inn, which was not far from the pool and which also favoured the same period of architecture and the same colour scheme of white and blue.

Luckily, the inn was willing to do him a coffee and equally willing to “dig up a few digestives and throw them on a plate f’r you,” as he was told by the man polishing a pint glass before placing it beneath the bar that stood to one side of the restaurant. Geoffrey caught the scent of the Cornish ale featured in the inn, as well as the fragrance of pasties and meat pies baking for the day’s lunch. He chose a table by the window, which was streaked with rain, and was quite happy to be inside out of the damp. He was munching away on his second digestive when Sebastian Lobb banged into the place, bringing a rush of that damp with him and calling out, “Heather! D’you have them ready, my love?”

Heather did, evidently. The name was youthful, but Heather turned out to be a plump and deeply bosomed woman venturing in the area of sixty years. She came from the nether regions of the hotel, but instead of bearing food and drink—which was what Geoffrey had expected from Sebastian’s question—she was carrying a parcel of neatly folded clothing encased in plastics, which she presented to Sebastian and accepted in return a few folded notes. She told him to hang on because she wanted to fetch him a carrier bag as well. He told her that no one else in Penzance could see to a linen shirt as well as she did.

She sniffed and said, “You’d say that, would you.”

He said, “That and more, my lovely one.” He spied Geoffrey by the window and said, “If you’ve laundry to do, Heather has the gift.” He strode across the empty restaurant and joined Geoffrey at his table.

He was wearing a T-shirt that exactly matched the blue of his eyes, and it bore a logo reading Summer Chant along with a coming date in July. His jeans looked ironed (Heather’s work? Geoffrey wondered) and his trainers were pure white, as if he hadn’t just tramped through various puddles left by the rain to come to the Yacht Inn from Jubilee Pool. His head was covered by a Greek fisherman’s cap, which he removed before running his hand across his smooth bare skull.

The bloody man looked positively blooming with health, Geoffrey thought morosely. He projected an air of masculine confidence, making him just the sort of bloke who, when seen walking along somewhere or other, always prompted Geoffrey to hope he would trip on an uneven surface, fall on his face, and break his nose. Terrible thought, but there you have it.

Geoffrey rose to greet him and offered his hand. Sebastian held both of his up in a stop-right-there gesture, saying, “I’ve given that up.”

Geoffrey wanted to say, “For Lent?” but he restrained himself.

Sebastian said, “It’s a germ thing. I read an article somewhere about what’s crawling all over our hands at any given moment, and it put me straight off the whole handshaking business.”

He pulled out a chair and sat, apparently having no qualms about whatever microbe was resident on its backrest. Geoffrey did likewise, although the thought of germs nearly put him off his third digestive. He wasn’t quick enough anyway, as Sebastian took it and delivered a mighty bite upon it. He called to the barman, “Clive, can Doreen do me something to eat?”

“She won’t like it,” Clive told him.

“Tell her it’s for me and I’ll give her a squeeze, with your permission.”

Clive snorted but went in the direction of the kitchen, calling out, “Doreen, Sebastian’s off’ring to put his hands up your knickers if you do him a sandwich or the like, luv.”

“What’ll he do for a jacket potato?” Doreen called in return.

“Ooooh, girl. He’ll have to fight me for you first.”

She hooted and banged a few pots here and there. Clive returned and said, “Your stars are aligned, they are,” to Sebastian.

Sebastian’s expression suggested that his stars had been aligned from the day of his birth. He said to Geoffrey, “Anything for you?”

Geoffrey demurred. He said, “I won’t take up too much of your time.”

“And I appreciate that. I’ve got a heavy schedule of clients coming up. How can I help?”

Geoffrey took one of his business cards from his jacket pocket and slid it across the table, saying, “I failed to give you one of these when we met. Will your brother have told you about our interest in the property?”

Sebastian looked the card over and said, “I know about it.”

“You’re part owner, as I understand from Mrs. Lobb?”

“Forty percent of it. Under the terms of our father’s will. He and Mum spent most of their lives in anxiety about my ending up homeless, God knows why. I think the forty percent was meant to ensure that no matter my faults and failures—and believe me, my life is littered with them—I would always have a source of income, such as it is. Which, believe me, is not about to make me or anyone else a wealthy man.”

“Whereas selling the land to Cornwall EcoMining would give the land’s owners a nice sum: to set aside, to spend, to invest . . . As one of the owners, does that interest you?”

“It interested me from the get-go, as soon as Kayla told me about it. But you probably know already that Mike wasn’t having it. His position’s been ‘Dad meant us to work the business and keep it in the family.’ ” Sebastian played with the spoon accompanying Geoffrey’s coffee. “That being the case, there wasn’t much I could do but try to reason with him. Believe me, I’d sell your eco-mining lads my forty percent in the flash of an eye, but ’cording to Mike you need it all.”

“We need the area where the buildings are, but we’ve been willing to purchase all of the land. We’re still willing, as it happens.”

Sebastian said, “You’ll get no fight from me on the matter. Kayla wouldn’t’ve stood in your way either. I’ve a good idea she’s wanted to live elsewhere since she first laid eyes on the place. Mike didn’t do much to make it ready for her when he gave Wife Number One the boot. Well, he couldn’t, could he, what with the divorce and what that cost him. But now . . . it’ll be up to the kids, won’t it? Mike’s kids. I haven’t the first idea where they stand when it comes to keeping it or selling it.”

“What do you think, though?”

Sebastian toggled his hand back and forth, saying, “Maybe yes, maybe no. But to be honest, I can’t see why they wouldn’t be receptive, if the price is right and the deal’s solid. Tin-streaming might be in their past, but I seriously doubt it’s in their blood. Or in their future.”

A woman came through a door behind the bar then, a heavyset woman with a pinnie apron tied round her waist and a turquoise scarf holding back her grey hair. She walked in their direction, carrying a plate that, Geoffrey assumed, held Sebastian’s bite to eat. It turned out to be not a sandwich but rather a ploughman’s, with a thick slice of crusty bread and a pot of creamy butter. Doreen had been generous with the cheese and the pickle. She’d even included a slice of ham. She set the plate in front of Sebastian, saying. “I’ll have that squeeze now. Clive’s not watching.” Sebastian chuckled and accommodated her, saying, “Awk, Doreen luv, you’ve the sweetest arse in town.”

“And you’re full ’f it, you are,” Doreen said. But she wiggled her hips—one hand on her waist—as she walked away.

“Clive, I want her,” Sebastian called to the barman.

“You want them all,” was Clive’s reply.

Geoffrey reckoned he wasn’t far away from the truth.


NEWQUAY

CORNWALL



Bea was on her way to speak to Michael Lobb’s solicitor in Redruth regarding the possibility of a hefty life insurance policy with Kayla Lobb as the sole beneficiary when she received the news from headquarters that Willen Steyn—brother of Kayla—had been located on the Southwest Coast Path. As it happened, whilst Steyn was a man who appreciated nature, he wasn’t a man who liked to experience it up close and personal at night during lengthy periods of walking, so for a good part of his sojourn on the path he’d eschewed sleeping rough and checked in to local B & Bs. Bea could hardly blame him. Fresh sea breezes had their appeal, but fresh sea breezes 24/ 7 as one trudged up and down stony paths for hundreds of miles in all sorts of weather did result in that appeal fading. Willen Steyn had booked himself into a bed and breakfast not far from Watergate Bay, and there he’d been located. There he’d also been asked to remain until a local copper could pick him up and ferry him to the police station in Newquay for a bit of a natter. Which was where he was at the moment.

Phoebe Lang gave Bea the word on her mobile and asked her to question the bloke. To Bea’s request that Willen remain at the Newquay station until Bea had the opportunity to speak to Michael Lobb’s solicitor in Redruth, Phoebe said that the “insurance business” could be handled by phone, surely. If the solicitor’s reply did not appear equal unto the day, he could be questioned later in person if necessary. He was, after all, hardly a suspect, whereas Willen Steyn, brother to Kayla, brother-in-law to the murdered man, recent visitor to the Lobb residence, not exactly a holder of brotherly feelings towards his sister’s husband if his sister was to be believed . . . Phoebe assumed Bea got her point?

Bea did. She really had no choice. She took herself to Newquay, pausing only to make the phone call Phoebe suggested should be made. Michael Lobb’s solicitor, Cassius Salisbury III, was, alas, not available as he was meeting with a client, she learned. If the caller would like to leave a message . . . ? Bea left the message and made it explicit: Did Mr. Salisbury have knowledge of a life insurance policy established by the recently deceased Michael Lobb and naming his wife, Kayla Steyn Lobb, as beneficiary, sole or otherwise? This was, she said, Detective Inspector Beatrice Hannaford of the Major Incident Team at Cornwall Police Headquarters ringing.

She drove on to the Newquay station, one of those heart-sinkingly hideous concrete-and-grey-brick buildings without a single feature to relieve its ugliness save a few trees languishing on one side of its car park. All it needed was Enter and Despair as its epigraph, carved in block letters above the door. She parked, used her police placard to indicate her professional status, and readied herself for an encounter with grey lino and yellow walls, or the reverse.

She was taken to a currently unused office with a single window cracked open some eight inches and the smell of old coffee grounds and sour milk permeating the air. It was furnished with a metal desk upon whose sides someone had attempted to channel Banksy in red and green marking pen, as well as a filing cabinet missing one of its drawers and two institutional blue plastic chairs. Willen Steyn was waiting on one of them, and he didn’t look pleased to be there. Who could blame him? In addition to disrupting his day and possibly his life, someone had given him a stack of magazines with which to occupy himself until Bea’s arrival. They were ancient, dog-eared, ripped in places, and subject specific, featuring gripping topics like deep-sea fishing, cliff climbing, surfing, and what had been going on in Newquay ten or twelve months previously.

Steyn didn’t rise as she entered the room. She nodded at him briefly. She took note of his face and one of his hands. A bruise yellowing at the edges formed a largish semicircle round his right eye, and a similarly coloured contusion ran along his right jaw. His right palm wore a bandage wound round it, and gauze encapsulated his right index finger, rendering it twice its normal size.

She introduced herself and said to him, “You’ve had an accident?”

He said nothing.

She said, “Have you been offered a coffee? Tea? Something to eat?”

Still, he didn’t speak.

She said, “Do you know why you’ve been asked to come to the police station?”

To this he answered sharply, “Asked isn’t the word I’d use. Where’s my mobile phone? It was taken from me, and I’d like it returned.”

Bea said, “Of course,” but made no move to fetch the mobile for him.

He waited. Aside from the bruises and the bandages, he was quite a nice-looking chap, somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties, Bea reckoned. He appeared to have been tow-haired as a child, but now he was favouring a tea-with-milk-coloured hairline that appeared to be receding like a fleeing fugitive. He wore it short and, if his face with its two-tone tan was anything to go by, most of the time he kept it covered with a cap of some sort, at least when out of doors. He looked to be round six feet tall and extremely fit, which she supposed he would need to be if he was walking or intending to walk the entire Southwest Coast Path.

She said to him, “Have you had a fall, Mr. Steyn?”

He used the bandaged hand with which to gesture. “It appears that way, doesn’t it.”

“Where was this?”

“The fall? Specifically? I’ve no idea. Beyond St. Agnes and before Newquay.”

“That’s not very helpful.”

“Helpful with what? You asked a question. I answered it. I’d like my mobile. Now.”

“Yes. As I’ve said. It will be returned.”

His eyes narrowed. “Yet we don’t seem to be making any progress in that direction, do we. Why have I been brought here?”

“Have you spoken to your sister?”

“Kayla?” he said.

“Have you others?”

“Yes. Two others, both in South Africa.”

“Let’s start with Kayla then. I understand you were a recent visitor.”

“I was. What’s this about? And no, I’ve not spoken to Kayla since she took me back to the path a few days ago. I’d been with her and Mike for a week, and I’d say we’d covered all potential topics of conversation by then, so there’s been no reason for another chat since.”

“May I ask why you’re here in Cornwall?”

“I’m walking. I’ve had a crap year. I needed a break. Kayla suggested I come to Cornwall.”

“Have you.”

“What?” His voice was sharp.

“Had a crap year.”

“My partner was killed in an avalanche in Colorado that I set off. Right after we had a row about skiing off-piste. So, yes, it’s been a real crap year. I needed to get away for a bit. Kayla told me about the Southwest Coast Path.”

“Two sudden deaths affecting your family. I’m sorry. The pressure must be enormous.”

“Two deaths?” His look became wary and difficult to assess. Either he didn’t know that his brother-in-law was dead or he was very good at poker. “What’s going on? What’s happened? Has Kayla . . . Look. May I have my bloody mobile?”

“Has it been working?”

“My mobile? Yes and no.”

“Because of where you’ve been?”

“On the path, yes. Sometimes the reception’s good. Sometimes it isn’t. Are you holding me here for some reason? Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or will we be playing cat and mouse for a bit longer?”

“When did you last see Michael Lobb?”

“Mike? I’ve told you. I was with them for a week and I left several days ago.”

“In the morning?”

“Yes.”

“And did you see him before you left?”

“That morning? No. He was working, and he and I . . . Look, we’d had something of a disagreement the night before. It got a bit rough round the edges. I thought it best to say my goodbyes to him through Kayla.”

“What does that mean: ‘rough round the edges’?”

“It means voices were raised.”

“About what?”

“About why he can’t abide Kayla coming to South Africa to see her own bloody family. Mum’s getting older. She’d like Kayla to visit more often. So would the rest of us. But Mike won’t have it. Kayla says he acts like he’ll drop over dead if she’s gone for a day. He wants her to himself twenty-four/ seven. That’s how it’s always been. I don’t know how she manages to breathe.”

“And while you were there?”

“What?” He was growing more impatient with her. Bea liked him this way. She liked all people being questioned becoming impatient with her or anxiety-ridden or irritated or on the edge of anger. There was a very good possibility that someone in a state beyond what was normal for them would inadvertently let slip a fact or a detail useful in an investigation.

“I’m asking if that’s how he was while you were there,” Bea said. “When someone wants a lover or a spouse all to themselves, guests aren’t always welcome.”

“He was working a lot, getting ready for the dubious hordes, hot after his jewellery and whatnot. And that was fine with me.”

“Because that gave you time with your sister. What did you two get up to?”

“Nothing. Anything. I don’t know. We walked, we talked, we went out for a meal or two. I wasn’t keeping a minute-by-minute record of what I was doing with Kayla. I’ve been reassessing my whole life since Meghan was killed. Were you in my shoes, you’d probably be doing the same.”

“Your sister mentioned you’re a surgeon. What is it that you do, exactly? When you’re in South Africa, I mean.”

“I’m a pediatric surgeon. A bloody good one.”

“But you’re unsure you want to continue on that path.”

“Yes. Got it. Right.”

Bea’s mobile rang then. She glanced and saw the caller was ringing her from a landline, which suggested someone with information that she needed. She said to Willen, “I must take this,” and ducked out of the room before he could protest.

The caller turned out to be the same woman who’d answered the phone at the office of Michael Lobb’s solicitor. There was no insurance policy on Michael Lobb’s life that Mr. Salisbury was aware of, she said. It probably would have been mentioned in Mr. Lobb’s will had there been one. However, its absence from the will didn’t mean there was no policy. It merely meant that there was no policy related to Mr. Salisbury’s legal work for Mr. Lobb.

Well, that was a nonstarter, Bea decided. Still and all, not taking care of Kayla financially in the event of his death did suggest that all might not be well within the Lobb marriage, and what Willen had told her seemed to underscore that fact. She quickly sent the information to the incident room in Bodmin before returning to her conversation with Kayla Lobb’s brother.

He spoke as soon as she entered the room. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? Something’s happened. You wouldn’t be talking to me otherwise, and you wouldn’t have taken my mobile phone.”

“How exactly did you hurt yourself?”

“I’ve told you. If you’ve not seen it, the path’s quite uneven in places. I stepped wrong and went down.”

“On your eye?”

“On my eye.”

“And your hand? What happened there?”

“I tried to break my fall. It’s what people do. Something’s happened to Mike. That’s it, isn’t it. You think I’m involved.”

“Your brother-in-law did put up a fight, Mr. Steyn.”

“If he put up a fight but isn’t naming his opponent, I assume he can’t.”

“That would be the case.”

“Then he’s in a coma or dead.”

“He was murdered sometime during your last night with him and your sister. Or early the following morning.”

Steyn blew out a breath, as if his lungs had quickly deflated. He said, “I must get back to her, then. There’s no other family here.”

“Mr. Lobb has—had—family here.”

“That’s not what I mean. I mean her family, our family. I’m it at the moment and I want to go to her.”

“We’d like to take some DNA samples first, Mr. Steyn. Your fingerprints as well.”

He narrowed his eyes, a marginal movement of his face that she would have missed had she not been looking for something to indicate that more was going on with the bloke than sheer bravado. He said, “This is where I’m supposed to become outraged, isn’t it. I’m supposed to declare that I didn’t kill the sod. I’m supposed to demand a solicitor.”

“You’re not ‘supposed’ to anything,” Bea told him. “Do you want a solicitor?”

“I didn’t kill him so take whatever bloody samples you want. And then I’ll thank you to get me to my sister, along with my mobile phone and the rest of my belongings.”

“That can be arranged.”

“So arrange it.”


MOUSEHOLE

CORNWALL



It wasn’t yet warm enough to bring massive numbers of visitors to Cornwall, especially along the coast, but it was sunny enough in the afternoon that those who didn’t need high temperatures to go out and about were beginning to trickle into the duchy’s more picturesque villages. Mousehole was one of them, offering narrow streets and granite and lime-rendered buildings, as well as stone stairways that led to the upper half of the village where the newer neighbourhoods were built.

Gloriana was in her shop where she’d been since morning, slipping out only once for two of Jesse’s crumpets—one sheeted by lemon curd and the other bearing a coat of the baker’s own pistachio clotted cream—which she brought back to the shop to devour, accompanied by a pot of English Breakfast with milk. She’d made very short work of them, while in the background the Kinks had declared that the girl really got them going, at a serious but nonetheless uplifting volume. By the time she’d finished her snack, she’d eaten her way through boots made for walking, the house in New Orleans, and the imperative to twist and shout, once again assuring her that she’d been born not only in the wrong decade but also in the wrong bloody century. Shortly thereafter two twentysomething potential female customers walked into the shop, so Gloriana lowered the volume and invited them to have a good look round. This they proceeded to do.

At the end of an hour, they’d both tried on a series of vintage sheath dresses that were part of Gloriana’s most treasured stock. One of them was still wearing a red Mary Quant with yellow and orange stripes and a yellow trapezoid between the breasts while the other had donned a lesser designer and hence less expensive piece in lime and Kelly green done in broad stripes of two in the front and two in the back. They began perusing Vintage Britannia’s other offerings, with one of them considering several sets of earrings and lingering over a pair made out to be white-and-black daisies with yellow floral discs. Meantime the other was studying a fan of vintage menus suitable for framing. Gloriana had doubts about either young woman purchasing the vintage dress she wore—they were hideously expensive as the Real Thing would always be—but she still had hopes the menus and the jewellery might light a fire.

Just as the Mary Quant girl handed over a perfectly preserved Woolworth’s menu and astoundingly said, “This and the dress . . . and I’d like to wear it, please,” the shop door opened and, of all people, Gloriana’s mother entered. She said brightly, “Don’t you all look like you’re ready for a costume party!” and to Gloriana specifically, after a head-to-toe look-over that telegraphed her eternal disapproval through her faint and fast-disappearing smile, “I’d love a word, dear, when you have a moment.”

Gloriana plucked the proffered credit card from the Mary Quant’s fingers before she could change her mind. She said, “’F course,” but what she thought was, Speaking of costume parties, Mum . . . , for Maiden was wearing Vintage English Housewife from a decade best forgot. Twin set in pink? Yes. Pearls? You betcha. Pleated skirt in the Aberdeen tartan? As always. Tights and sensible shoes? Duh. The Edwardian poof might have been a missing element on this day, but it was impossible to tell since Maiden had donned a sunhat the size of a collapsible umbrella to protect her skin.

“I’ll just have a poke round,” Maiden said as Jim Morrison began offering his entirely apposite musical thoughts on people being strange while Lime and Kelly Green said that the earrings would do it for her before she ducked behind the curtain into the storeroom cum changing room to remove the sheath.

“You need to buy that dress, Glads,” Mary Quant said to Lime and Kelly Green when she returned to them, the sheath back on its hanger and neatly zipped.

“I completely agree, for what it’s worth,” Maiden put in. “Very few young women possess the figures to carry off a dress like that. Not to mention those utterly becoming colours, dear. Celebrate both. If only I could do the same.”

Mary Quant handed over her credit card a second time. “I’m buying it for you,” she said to Glads.

“You can’t! It’s too—”

“It’s only money and there’s more where that came from.”

“From your dad, you mean.”

“Committed to buying his way back into my heart.” Mary Quant smiled archly. “I’m a lucky girl.”

Gloriana ran the credit card again before Mary Quant could be talked out of the purchase for her friend. Within two minutes, the entire transaction had been completed, and the two young women were gone.

“I do hope I helped,” Maiden said after the door shut upon them. “That girl should never even think of wearing green, and with those hips of hers she also should never think of sitting anywhere in a dress like that. Gloriana, may I ask . . . ? Why do you not trim those false eyelashes before you put them on? They would look so much more—”

“What brings you to Mousehole, Mum? Aren’t you meant to be minding SJ? You’ve not left him with poor Anthony again, have you?”

“We brought him with us: a lovely day by the sea. Anthony’s taken him off for an ice cream near the harbour.”

“You could have done both in St. Ives and saved the petrol.”

“Admittedly. I wanted to see you, darling. Do you plan to make an offer?”

“On what?”

“On this building, Gloriana. I saw that the leasehold is for sale, so—”

“Don’t I wish. I could try for a bank loan, but I’ve nothing to prove I’m a good prospect as a borrower.”

“And you’re certain of that?”

“Of what?”

“Your prospects. Because . . .” Maiden had a capacious straw handbag with her. From this she took a manila envelope. She approached the shop’s counter with this in her hand, and she emptied it across the glass top.

Photographs spilled out. All of them depicted various areas inside and outside a house that appeared to be built alongside a broad grassy field, which fell away to a view of a small slice of the sea. The interior shots showed pristine empty rooms with double-glazed windows, fitted cupboards, and signs of central heating. The exterior featured unmarred blocks of granite along with a blue front door and windows aligned perfectly, above and below, one with the other. The building looked brand new, as if part of a housing estate that was being built somewhere that was previously farmland. Seeing it, Gloriana assumed it was where Maiden and Anthony Grange planned to live once their nuptials were signed, sealed, and all the rest. Only . . . Anthony did have a home somewhere. So why wouldn’t they be living in it? He was, of course, besotted with her mother for reasons unknown and thus inclined to provide her whatever she wanted, but Gloriana did wonder if his besotted-ness ran to purchasing what surely was a pricey property. Plus, it was awfully large, with two complete storeys and dormer windows thrusting from the roof to suggest a third storey as well. Detached and sitting nicely on a corner with a cul-de-sac on one side and a fenced-off pasture on the other, it was a family home. And whatever else her mother and Anthony Grange might be, they were definitely not a family unless Anthony had previously unmentioned children hidden away somewhere.

Gloriana said, “I’d never argue that he doesn’t adore you, Mum. But do you need all of this?”

Maiden said, “What in heavens . . . ? What are you talking about?”

“You and Anthony. Where is this place?”

“It’s just above Perranporth.”

“Bit of a slog from St. Ives, that.”

Maiden took up one of the pictures, studied it, then said, “Gloriana, are you thinking this is where Anthony and I . . . ?”

“What else would I be thinking?”

“Your brother.”

Gloriana looked at one of the exterior shots another time. She said, “Has Merritt . . . He hasn’t bought this. He absolutely hasn’t bought this.”

“On the contrary,” Maiden said.

“How? When?”

“The paperwork was completed this morning. He came to me afterwards, waving the photos in the air like the spoils of war.”

She began to go through the photos again. “Mum, where did he get the money for something like this? He couldn’t possibly have saved enough, even if only to put money down to secure it. Has he got another job? A second job? Has Bonnie?”

“Not that I know of.”

“What about a loan from Bonnie’s parents? Or an early inheritance she wasn’t expecting? A relative who’s left her a pile of money?”

Maiden said nothing to this, but she looked at Gloriana with an expression that suggested bingo! had been achieved.

“An inheritance? Does Bonnie have wealthy relations?” Gloriana asked.

“I suppose she might, but she’s never mentioned it. Your brother, on the other hand? That’s a rather different situation.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that Merritt’s been mending fences with your father for a good long while, Gloriana. He would have had a reason for that. I’m saying that your father’s dead and your brother has just finished the paperwork for a costly bit of property. What does that suggest to you?”

“Are you saying he hoped that Dad would leave him money? Rubbish. Dad would have left everything to Kayla.” And when her mother didn’t respond, “Wouldn’t he have left it all to Kayla?”

“One would assume. However, I have a feeling that Merritt has thought otherwise.”


PRIMROSE HILL

LONDON



Daidre rang her sister and told her that she would be a bit late. She had a request just phoned in by the penguin keeper, and she had no idea how long that would take. Gwyn accepted this—why would she not?—giving Daidre the opportunity to check The Cornishman online to see if the newspaper had anything recent about the death of the tin-streamer who’d employed both her father and her brother. All she came up with, however, was a photograph of a line of uniformed officers in the act of searching a lumpy field of gorse and heather. This was accompanied by the information that the officers were engaged in a search for the murder weapon in the immediate vicinity of the crime. She flipped through several pages to learn that no arrests had been made and the police were continuing their enquiries.

She left, then, and rolled her bicycle out of the zoo and along the Broad Walk, where she pedaled in the direction of the canal and Primrose Hill beyond it. She was nearing the top of the hill when her mobile sounded with an incoming call. She dismounted in a hurry and said, “Barbara? I must catch my breath.” She rolled her bike off the path and onto the grass.

“We’ve got lucky,” was Barbara’s initial comment once Daidre was able to talk. Daidre could hear her draw in deeply on a cigarette. The detective sergeant was an unrepentant smoker, and the fact that she was engaged in her habit indicated that she herself was out of doors, away from the building that housed the Met. “The case is being handled by an MIT out of Cornwall headquarters in Bodmin,” Barbara told her. “DI Bea Hannaford is second in command, directly under the SIO. D’you remember her? Bea Hannaford, I mean.”

Daidre did indeed. DI Hannaford and her nearly purple mohawk had shown up more than once at Daidre’s cottage in Polcare Cove when the body of a climber had been found nearby at the bottom of a cliff. Once it was established that his fall had been no accident, an investigation ensued. Daidre had become caught up in part of it.

“She and I had a bit of a natter,” Barbara said. “Just now the suspects all seem to be within the dead bloke’s family: men only, so far. None of the women, evidently, because of the wounds and what appears to be the weapon.”

Barbara said she had scant details: Michael Lobb had died of multiple stab wounds, and there were three male suspects from within the family. Just now, all had alibis for the window of time during which the crime had been committed. “Your dad and your brother have alibis as well,” Barbara added. “But you ask me, there’s a strange bit involved with most of the suspects.”

“What?” Daidre asked. She took a few steps farther away from a nearby bench. A bloke sitting there had lit the most malodorous cigar she’d ever smelled.

“Aside from the dead bloke’s brother-in-law, all alibis put the suspects in the presence of a member of their own family. That makes the situation iffy, because family members tend not to throw other family members under the bus. I suppose they might do if there’s bad blood, but if not, the coppers have to look further afield.”

“So where else will they look, Barbara?”

“Procedure is to look at enemies and motives. In my experience motives generally come down to love, power, sex, or money, or any of the deadly seven, really . . . except p’rhaps sloth and gluttony. My guess is that’ll be their next concentration.”

“But the brother-in-law? You said he has no alibi?”

“He’s been questioned. That’s it so far. Meantime, they’re sorting through fingerprints and whatever else they’ve got from the scene. They’ll be waiting for DNA results from the dead bloke’s body and from his clothes. They’ve probably taken scrapings from his fingernails as well. Basically, it’s early days, and these things can go on for a while if they don’t have something that leads them straight to the killer.”

“Is there anything to do? Does it just come down to waiting?”

“That’s it for now. The good news is that it won’t come down to circumstantial evidence, which, believe me, is always a bloody nightmare. They’ve got the body, they’ve got the scene, and, in my experience, no one kills the way this killer did it without leaving buckets of evidence. It’s impossible. We just have to wait for the coppers to find it.”

“Things don’t look good then,” Daidre said.

“For the killer?” Barbara asked. She went on to answer, “At the end of the day, things pretty much never look good for a killer unless the murder doesn’t look like a murder at all.”




MICHAEL

There was no way I could march into the cottage and tell Maiden our marriage of more than twenty years was finished. Telling Maiden meant having Gloriana know, sooner than I wanted her to know. If that happened, Gloriana would blame me. Of course, I was to blame, but I wanted our daughter to think that we’d decided mutually to go our separate ways, Maiden and me. I wanted her to see her parents at a crossroads from which we each would forge a new direction. Sometimes things run their course, I wanted Maiden to say to her. It’s no one’s fault when this occurs. It’s a natural progression for many people. I needed a bit of advice about how to bring this off, and I reckoned Sebastian would be the one to give it.

I went to see him in Penzance. His place is in Morrab Road, midway up the street from Mount’s Bay. It’s an old Victorian that stands just across from one of the town’s many residential care homes. On the day I went to see him, its outer door hung open, with a stand-up paddleboard and a bicycle just inside a vestibule that had been created by extending the porch. The half-glass inner door was closed, and it bore a brass sign just below the translucent windows. On this VOICE4HEALING was inscribed along with Sebastian’s name and his phone number.

I tried the door and found it unlocked, so I went inside. At once I could hear the chanting coming from above. A man’s deep voice was followed by a response made by several people. Back and forth they went. It sounded like ah nondo ahm to me. It continued for a good ten minutes.

Afterwards all was silence. I’d taken myself to one of the house’s reception rooms, this one kitted out as some kind of Far Eastern lounge, with daybeds covered by bright fabrics and pillows, with crystals hanging in the window and producing rainbows on the walls. On a coffee table brochures were spread out on a large, round, heavily etched brass tray. These displayed what Voice4Healing had to offer: meditation, breathing exercises, chanting with the ancient Indian scale, movement, improvisation, and all of this to encourage people to relax and to cultivate an authentic “embodied sound,” whatever that was. There were classes, private sessions, group chants, either in person or via social media. Trust Sebastian, I thought, to have come up with a way to make money that didn’t appear to involve actually working.

The footsteps of a group of people began coming down the stairs. There was a faint murmur of conversation. I’d half expected individuals to be in some kind of religious garb, considering what I’d heard of their voices, but I saw only blue jeans and T-shirts, sweat-shirts and trainers, one bright pink frock, and one colourful caftan. At the end of the group came my brother, Sebastian, in loose drawstring trousers of navy linen and a pristine white shirt of the same material, open at the chest to display the mammoth bone pendant that he always wore. His feet were bare.

Once he saw his clients out of the house—Same time on Thursday? was someone’s query, to which he nodded and said, Indeed—he came into the room where I was waiting. Since he’d known I’d be coming, his first words to me were, Sorry, it went longer than I thought. He explained that the group had had a breakthrough and he didn’t like to stop them until they were ready to let go of the chant.

I didn’t ask him how he knew when they were ready to let go. His answer would be something woo-woo having to do with chakras or vibrations or the like.

He crossed the room to where I was, in front of the table on which his brochures were fanned out. He plucked out of my hand the brochure I was holding and tucked it neatly among its brothers. He knew me well, did Sebastian. The idea of joining one of his touchy-feely heal-yourself-with-chanting groups wasn’t going to be something I tried any time soon.

He said he was parched and told me to follow him. He took me into the bowels of the house and down a flight of stairs, where his basement kitchen had all the mod cons. He went to a fridge the size of a lorry, swung its door open, and brought out a bottle of chilled white wine. He offered it to me, but I shook my head. I need to talk to you, was what I said. I needed his advice, I told him.

Sebastian gave me one of his looks and said, Have I just encountered the Eighth Wonder of the World? What could I possibly advise you about?

Women, I said.

Ah, he replied.

Sebastian wasn’t about to be tethered by anything that looked remotely like duty. By design, he’d never again embarked on a life as someone’s spouse after his only marriage ended. At this point in his life, he was the grand master of seduction and rejection. And yet when he finished up with a woman after the few weeks or months that he’d had her in his thrall, they always parted on good terms with each other. I told him that I wanted to know how he managed it.

Sebastian leaned against the fridge door and had a swig of wine from the bottle. Curiosity? he asked me. Or was it something more? he wanted to know. And, really, who could blame him for the second question. In the past, I’d banged on and on about how his relationships with women all fell apart within months, and why couldn’t he settle on one woman, like the rest of us?

Something more, was as much as I would admit to him.

That doesn’t seem like you, he pointed out. How long has it been?

Since?

Since you and Maidie took the marital plunge, or jumped the broomstick together, or whatever.

Twenty-one years, I told him.

Long time. And what? You’ve found a newer model?

It hasn’t been good between us for a stretch of time, I told him. We’re going through the motions. I want the sham to be over. I expect she wants the same, I told him.

Sebastian fetched two wineglasses from an ancient dresser that had probably been in the kitchen since the place was built, a real anomaly amidst the modern fittings. He poured, used a stopper on the bottle, put it back into the fridge. He handed me a glass and said, You look like you need this.

I’m fine, I said.

Considering what you’re talking about, fine is exactly what you aren’t. And I note that you haven’t answered me, Mike.

I have.

Wrong. Who’s the new model going to replace Maidie?

I don’t want to hurt her. She’s been a good wife.

Twenty years and counting and you expect to walk away without hurting her? Where’re you living? Cloud-cuckoo-land?

I don’t expect it. I just want it. She’s been a good wife, like I said. She’s a wonderful mother. But now . . .

Now what? She’s stopped being a good wife and a wonderful mother? She has someone on the side? She’s . . . what, Mike?

She’s not what I want. It’s old between us. It’s stale. It’s become something I do because she expects it, not because I want it. She probably doesn’t want it either.

What’re you thinking you’re going to get after twenty years? Fireworks and brass bands when you come? C’n I assume that’s what you have with the new one? And if your answer to that is yes, how long d’you expect to keep all that going once you put a ring on it. And don’t deny that there’s a new one, Mike. It’s obvious from the hangdog look on you. I wager she’s given you an ultimatum. Me or the wife, and if it’s the wife, we’re finished. That’s what’s going on? With you deciding that the newer model has more promise than the old one?

It’s not like that. She never said . . . She wouldn’t. She’s not like that.

So what’s she like that you’d be blowing up your family for?

What we have . . . it’s different. It’s not like me and Maidie, and it’s not anything like what me and Maidie ever had. Fact is, what I feel for her is something I’ve never felt before, for any woman.

Sebastian scoffed and took another swig of wine. He said, Take it from me, Mike. What you’re feeling doesn’t last. It’s just how things start. It’s not how they continue or how they finish.

I told him that I’d never had anything close to fireworks, brass bands, confetti shot out of a cannon, etc., with Maidie. It was always just a duty, I told him. Had been like that from the first. I did my duty, she did hers. Climb on, get it done, climb off. We had two children out of it but that was all. But with Kayla—

That’s her name, is it? he said. Kayla? Jesus, Mike. How old is she?

What’s that matter? We want to be together, and the wanting is starting to eat us both alive. D’you think I can be good for Maidie when there’s another woman on my mind every minute of every day?

She’s young, then, eh? Nothing eats at a bloke your age better than firm, young flesh. How old?

I’ve told you. The age thing between us? It doesn’t matter. Hasn’t mattered from the first. What matters to us both is being together.

She’s said this?

Of course she’s said it. I want her. She wants me. That’s all we can think about. When it comes to daily life with Maiden, I’m not even there any longer.

Sebastian nodded. He glanced at an industrial-looking clock on the kitchen wall. He told me he had a private client in a quarter hour, and he needed to change his clothes and make the room ready, whatever that meant. But I didn’t want him to leave me without giving me guidance, and I didn’t want to leave him without having an idea about how to end my marriage in the least painful way.

He was pulling his linen shirt over his head, prefatory to changing his clothes, when he spoke again. There’s only one way you can do it, he told me. Rip the plaster straight off. There’s pain but it fades.

I TRIED TO READY myself for the prospect. The days passed, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I tried and failed to make love to Maidie twice, and I thought she might see from this that we’d reached the point where we couldn’t even go through the motions. But she was the embodiment of understanding. She said, It’ll all come back, Mike. You’re just stressed. You’ve worked too hard for too many years. We need someone besides Bran to help out, and in the meantime . . . She smiled and eased her body down the length of mine. She took me into her mouth—good Christ, she’d never done that in more than twenty years—but even then, nothing. Not even a twinge. It was like my body was telling me that I couldn’t be unfaithful to Kayla. When Maidie and I were finally successful—once, only once, I swear—it was because I shut my eyes and told myself it was Kayla whose body I was thrusting into.

Afterwards, I confessed. Not to Maidie but to Kayla. I could only do it with an email, though. I lacked the courage for anything else. I explained to her first—the why and the how and what I was trying to do to end my marriage—and I poured out my heart to her second. Soon, I told her. It will be over soon. Forgive me.

You’re human, was her reply. And after a moment, she went on with, I keep thinking of St. Austell. . . . You’re my heaven, she wrote.

As she was mine: my heaven, my earth, my everything. And that was what I told her. Maiden, I wrote, was nothing to me. She had been once, but that time was long in the past. To be with you, I wrote, my mouth on yours and my cock inside you . . . It’s how things should be, and I know that.

I’m yours, Michael, was her reply.

I savoured those words. I should have deleted them. I couldn’t bear to do it.

GLORIANA READ THEM. She was just thirteen years old at the time, and she intended to do her prep for her French lesson on the afternoon following. Instead of her assignment, though, she came upon Kayla’s email written in reply to me, and she followed the chain and read everything else we’d written to each other from the time we’d met on the cruise. She went straight to her mother. I can’t fault her for that. She was nothing if not a loyal daughter. She sat Maidie down in front of the computer and together they scrolled through all of it.

Maidie left me that afternoon. When I entered the cottage in the early evening after working with Bran to replace the rubber in the ball mill, there was no scent of dinner being cooked, and when I called out a hello, no one replied. All the lights were off as well, and when I flipped them on in the kitchen, I saw a sheaf of papers on the table where we normally took our meals. Even from where I was standing, I could see that the papers were printouts from the computer. They were held in place by a carving knife driven into the table beneath them. Rather a dramatic touch, that.

It wasn’t until I held the printouts in my hands that I realised they were all our emails: Kayla’s and mine. They charted the course of our relationship: from fatherly advice given early on to the raw and explicit declarations about my passion for her to my intention to end my empty marriage.

I didn’t read them all. I knew what I’d written. I didn’t regret a single word. Set against the passion I felt for Kayla, my family were nothing to me. They could cease to exist and I’d remain whole, as long as I had Kayla.

I set the printouts back down on the table. I went upstairs, but I was fairly certain what I would find and find it I did. Cupboards and drawers were completely empty. Both Maiden and Gloriana had packed their belongings. Both Maiden and Gloriana were gone. Merritt was living in London by this time, taking dance in the hope of eventually becoming a choreographer.

Now what I felt was caution. It seemed far too soon to be relieved by their departure. I saw that the light on our phone’s answering machine was blinking with at least one message. It would be from Maiden, so I steeled myself before I crossed the room to the machine and punched the button to hear what she had to say.

But it was Merritt. His message was brief. Fucking bastard, were his shouted words. What the fuck is wrong with you? You’re a selfish prick, d’you know that?

Well, yes, I knew that. I was a selfish prick. But I couldn’t pretend any longer. I suppose now that, unconsciously, I left those emails accessible in the hope that Maiden would see them and would do exactly what she had done: walk out on me. It just hadn’t occurred to me that Maiden wouldn’t be the only one to read the emails. I understood that Maiden would end our marriage if she knew the extent of my infidelity. But I’d believed she wouldn’t bring the children into it. What I didn’t count on was the children bringing themselves into it. Once Gloriana read what had been going on between her dad and a quite young South African woman, she wasn’t going to keep that knowledge from her mother or her brother.

When Merritt’s message ended, the light was still blinking, which told me that there was another. Maiden with her reaction to my infidelity and her demands, I reckoned. It would be reasonable for her to unburden herself of anger, sadness, fear, and grief.

But I was wrong again. Merritt had got a second wind. His voice was icy this time, no shouting to show his loathing of me. He spoke in a tone that perfectly indicated the depth of his scorn, especially when he used my given name. It sounded like someone speaking through clenched teeth as he said, It’s all about you. Isn’t it, Mike? You shithead, I hate you. We all hate you. Have a nice life with your teenager cunt. You won’t be seeing any of us again.

Early days, was what I told myself. His reaction was natural. He needed an outlet for his anger. He needed a way to express his pain. I understood this, and I didn’t blame him. I would make certain that eventually he understood that I’d only done what any man deeply in love would do.

I PUT BRAN IN CHARGE of the business, and I flew to South Africa. I’d rung Kayla, said only, It’s done. I’m coming for you, darling.

I knew that I was asking everything of her. If she came back to Cornwall with me, she would be leaving everything she knew, her family, her friends, whatever future she’d once thought she would have with a bloke much closer to her own age. She would see her mother and her siblings only on visits: hers to South Africa and theirs to Cornwall. And in either case, those visits would be rare. At least they would be rare to South Africa, because I did not see how I could ever manage my life without her, even for a day.

I can’t say her family rolled out the red carpet for me. She’d done her best to prepare them, but the facts remained: I was more than two decades her senior and one only had to look me over to see I wasn’t exactly a young forty-three. I mean to say that while I wasn’t decrepit, I also wasn’t going to turn the heads of young things Kayla’s age who didn’t know me personally. But I had the endurance of a man twenty years younger than myself, and no one knew that better than Kayla.

She hung upon me as introductions were made. I met her mum first, along with her brother Willen. I made certain they knew that my intentions towards Kayla were marriage, children, and a secure future. I could guarantee at least two of those intentions, I told them. The third was up to the gods. That wasn’t the case, though, gods or not. I didn’t want more children. I wanted Kayla and Kayla alone.

Her mum thought Kayla was trying to replace her dad, to end the devastation she’d felt upon his death. Willen thought she’d simply gone batty. She was running away so she’d never again have to face the death of anyone else she truly loved. Both of them made sure I knew this, each of them doing so in a private conversation.

Her mum went at me over very strong martinis, served in the back garden of their home, a spacious place that was furnished in a way that spoke of comfort, good taste, and buckets of money. We sat beneath an arbor draped in some kind of greenery. It stood looking upon a swimming pool, where matching chaise longues offered matching pads on which were folded matching towels. A gardener was at work on a hedge so well-groomed that it looked like nail scissors were used to trim it. There was a cage nearby with canaries in it. They were silent, as if expecting a cat to leap upon them at any moment.

Her mum was called Donna. She told me that I was to call her by her given name. She said, You’re one year younger than her dad was when he passed. I hope you understand what that means.

I told her that I didn’t, actually.

She wants her dad back, was what Donna declared. I already knew most of what she then told me, but not all of it. I knew Kayla had been his favourite, but I didn’t know she’d promised him on his deathbed that she would forever be present for her siblings, that she would be their model of someone who was making her life “worthwhile” so that they in turn would do the same. For she was the eldest—which I already knew—and that meant she was the one to forge the path that the rest of them would travel. She would lead them all in a positive direction, in such a way that they became of service to the society into which they’d been born. That was what he’d done—Kayla’s dad—his widow informed me. Before his illness made it impossible, he was a financier devoted to “lifting up the coloureds”—that was how she put it—through educating them about money: its use and its potential. That was what his children were intended to do.

To “lift up the coloureds”? was my question to her. I wanted her to hear her own words.

She was unembarrassed. She had, after all, spent her entire life in South Africa. How was Kayla to be of service to anyone if she left South Africa permanently? was what Donna asked me. How was she to fulfil the promises she’d made to her father before he died?

Well, personally, I think deathbed promises are a form of emotional blackmail. A person ends up feeling duty bound to do something under pain of . . . what? Disappointing a corpse? From what I could tell, anyway, Kayla had done her bit for her siblings. She’d shown them how to break away and how to forge a path into the future dependent upon no one’s ideas but their own.

Of course, I didn’t say any of this to Donna. I told her I completely understood, “lifting up the coloureds” or not. I suggested, however, that South Africa wasn’t the only place where one could uplift those less fortunate than oneself. Cornwall, I explained, was the poorest area in the UK. There, I told her, Kayla could join any of a dozen worthwhile causes. Marriage to me wouldn’t prevent her from doing whatever she wanted to do. Her promise to her dad could be honoured in Cornwall through her commitment to me.

To you? was Donna’s sharp question. Obviously, she didn’t consider me to need any uplifting.

I was hasty in my reply, telling her that I merely meant that, as Kayla’s husband, I would support every decision she made, and I would do whatever was within my power to make smooth whatever road she decided to travel.

You can’t replace her father, Donna finally told me directly. That’s what she’s trying to do, she said. It’s not going to work, mind my words. It will end in disaster for both of you.

Here we are, was what I thought. I knew that we would get there eventually. I told Donna that we’d talked about the business of replacing her father, Kayla and I. I told her I knew that a girl who loses her beloved dad at such a young age was going to be unconsciously looking for another. I said that, at first, I’d believed Kayla was using me as a replacement dad, as was natural. I told her I’d even acted the part. But we moved beyond that, into a different realm.

You mean you’ve fucked her, was Donna’s assessment of the different realm.

I’d hardly expected such a bald declaration from a woman her age. Well, yes, of course, I admitted. But that was hardly why—

I don’t approve. I’ll never approve, was Donna’s final comment on the subject. I’ve told her that and meeting you hasn’t changed a thing. I know what you want and why you want it. And if you don’t feel shame for betraying your wife and seducing a very young and vulnerable girl, eventually you will.

Kayla’s of age, was what I reminded her. And she was of age when she and I—

Enough of that, she snapped. Our conversation was finished.

So that was that. I knew her mum would do everything she could to convince Kayla that it was an ill wind that had blown us together.

Willen was next, and he made it quick. You’re safe, he said. That’s all this is. She doesn’t want to feel any longer, and with you she doesn’t have to. He went on to tell me that Kayla could have her pick of men there in Cape Town, and he added that I wasn’t to forget it.

I answered by saying I wasn’t about to forget anything that had been said to me.

When she finally wakes up to what she’s doing, Willen declared, she’ll be on the first plane home. And he would be there waiting for her, he informed me. So would be Samuel, by the way.

I said nothing to this, but he must have read something on my face because he looked dead pleased, and he asked did I not know about Samuel among all the other things I didn’t know about Kayla? Did Kayla not tell you? was his question, asked in a tone meant to be interpreted by me as surprise.

Kayla was already in the car, and she couldn’t hear her brother’s words. Nor could she hear mine when I told Willen that I knew everything I needed to know about his sister. We’d been nothing but honest with each other from the first.

Willen smirked. He said that that was something new: the idea of Kayla being honest. He gave a laugh, slapped his hand on the roof of the car, and stepped away.

We set off after that, and Kayla asked me, as she would do, what Willen had wanted to say to me. I said that he didn’t approve of me any more than her mother approved of me. But I didn’t say anything about Samuel.

It was obvious that Willen wanted me to doubt everything about Kayla. At sixteen years old, he wouldn’t understand what Kayla and I were to each other. I knew that there had been boys in her past—she wasn’t a virgin when I first had her and she didn’t try to pretend otherwise—but the fact of it was that they were just that: boys. And boys throughout history know nothing about women. They want one thing from a relationship with a female. They don’t want more because they don’t know there is more to be had with a woman. So while there might’ve been a Samuel or a Stephen or a Sean in Kayla’s young life, they’d been long ago discarded and were not a part of Kayla’s future. They were probably a mere blip on the screen of her past. Hot fumbling in the back seat of a car, bodies rubbing ferociously against each other in a dark corridor of someone’s house, fingers and tongues and mouths and all that. A bit of a laugh, a bit of fun, a discovery shared, and nothing more.

So, I said not a word to her, and I asked her nothing. And soon enough we were on a plane heading back to England and life together.

AND THEN ON TO CORNWALL. We drove along the northwest coast, where the Atlantic pounded against the cliffs and the Southwest Coast Path carved a route that traced the entire peninsula: six hundred miles of in and out and up and down and nearly all of it along the water that swooped onto the sand and crashed upon the reefs, against the great fins of slate rising from the ocean floor, and through the vast array of granite boulders below. It was midwinter, and to some, I suppose, the atmosphere was bleak and unforgiving. But I had lived my entire life in this place, so to me it teemed with beauty and promise.

As we drove, I explained the nature of the business established by my father and his father and his grandfather before him, the business that I still ran and co-owned with my younger brother. Lobb’s Tin and Pewter, it was called. Kayla’s eyes went round as marbles and she asked was I a miner and wasn’t it possible that I could be hurt underground? I chuckled because when people think of tin or any mineral, in fact, it’s mining that their minds logically go to.

No, I explained. We were called tin-streamers, and our business was to coax the ore out of cassiterite, a common enough stone found along the Cornish beaches as part of alluvial deposits. Long, long ago the family had been miners, for certain, I told her. But as mining faded as a way of life and as the need for tin grew less and less, streaming for it took its place and its uses became more decorative and ornamental than industrial. There had been a heyday for it, of course, especially during the years when Britain fought in wars. Now, however, things were different. She would see it all soon enough.

Lobb’s Tin & Pewter is tucked away in a cleft of land, in the hills not far from St. Agnes. It’s accessed by secondary roads and narrow unnamed lanes that pull one through various tiny hamlets. No one was out and about on this day of our arrival, for it was raining and a brisk wind was blowing, and sensible people were inside the cottages, sitting in front of a fire, dozing, with their shoes off and their laps covered with knitted woollen blankets.

The turn that took us to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter put us on the final unpaved road upon which we jounced slowly. Ahead of us I saw the backhoe trundling along, and this gratified me, telling me that Bran was doing his usual job, despite the weather.

There was no overtaking the backhoe, and Bran knew this as, obviously, did I. Kayla asked was there a farm out here, because the rear of the backhoe was not dissimilar to a tractor. I said, No, that’s Bran Udy. He works at Lobb’s Tin and Pewter. He’s got a load of stone to break into pieces. I’ll explain it all to you once you’re settled in.

When the lane forked just inside the property gate, Bran and the backhoe went in the direction of the works. He saw us then. Mostly he was covered by rain gear from head to toe, but he managed a nod and a one-finger wave as well. Kayla waved back and asked me shouldn’t he get out of the rain, which, at this point, was coming down in the kind of great sheets we see often along the west coast of Cornwall. I told her he was used to it as was every Cornishman worth his salt.

She said he probably would be quite happy with a cup of tea or a Thermos of hot soup, wouldn’t he. I explained that he lived quite nearby with his wife, Jen, in a caravan on the other side of the slag hill closest to the waterwheel. She asked did he always work in the pouring rain, did I work in the pouring rain, did my brother work in the rain as well?

I did have to laugh at the idea of Sebastian working in the rain. Sebastian was my partner in the business, I explained to her, but he wasn’t involved in it.

I pulled the car to one side of the cottage. In the gloomy day, it did not show itself well. It was, in truth, damn bloody dismal. No plants bloomed in the beds in front of it, and the vines that covered the walls had long since shed their leaves. Only their skeletal frames remained to climb upwards towards the first-floor windows. I turned to Kayla to put the best face on it, to welcome her to her new home. I saw at once from her expression that “a cottage in Cornwall” had meant something very different to her than what she was now seeing.

I quickly told her to stay in the car while I unloaded her belongings and switched on the electric fire. She seemed happy to do so, glancing a bit cautiously round, taking in the property, which, from the car, was mostly the large, stone smelting barn where the pewter was made and where the ore was melted and formed into the pure silver-toned tin I used for ornamental purposes. There was nothing else nearby aside from the works that broke down the cassiterite, and these were hidden from view behind a tall wooden fence.

Inside the cottage, I dashed up the stairs, one suitcase of Kayla’s in each hand. I left these in the master bedroom, and before checking to make certain there was nothing in the room that advertised the life with Maiden that I’d walked away from, I closed the curtains, turned on the three-bar electric fire, and returned down the stairs. These, I realised, were far pokier than I remembered. I saw them with new eyes, the way Kayla—fresh from her lovely family home in South Africa—would see them: uneven, narrow, and dark. A small window at the bottom and another at the top provided dim illumination for climbing, and I told myself I should have dealt with that—I should have added more light—before I left for South Africa. I promised myself I would get to it, as soon as Kayla was settled in.

I went to fetch her. I wanted to carry her over the threshold like a bridegroom with his bride. But we weren’t that yet—husband and wife—although I told myself that marriage would come soon. Instead, I opened the car door for her and extended my hand. I welcomed her home. I kissed her palm and drew her inside. I shut the door behind us.

We entered the dining area, the kitchen beyond it dimmer than ever with the day’s gloom. I quickly switched on every light within reach, and I saw her take in her new home for the first time. I could see that she was trying to look happy with what she saw. The floor was stone, covered by unmatching threadbare rugs that had probably been in place since my great-grandfather’s time. A black oak dresser stood against a smoke-stained wall, and a mismatched dining table and chairs sat directly in the middle of the room. To one side of the door was an iron rack for muddy boots, a stand for umbrellas, and a coat tree for outdoor wear. The walls, so recently the home of various family pictures, were bare, although one could see where pictures had hung, all of which Maiden had taken with her when she and Gloriana left me.

I told Kayla I should have made the place more livable, more cheerful, more up-to-date. I said she must be bloody well reeling with what she was taking in, and I wagered she was already wondering how soon she could let me down easily and return to her family in South Africa. It’s not what you expected, is it? I said to her.

She turned to me. It’s . . . it’s different, she said. But we can make it nice, you’ll see. And in the meantime, we’re together. That’s what’s important, isn’t it?

Christ but I needed to hear that. I needed to know she had no regrets, despite the humble nature of her new home. I explained that I’d been so wound up with her in South Africa, with Maiden and the kids, with ending my marriage . . . that I’d not thought of anything except getting her—Kayla—back to Cornwall as soon as I could. I didn’t say a word about the cost that had attended the end of my marriage. I didn’t tell her there was no money to make the cottage beautiful for her. Was I afraid she’d fall out of love with me if she knew everything? Of course I was afraid of that. What man in his forties wouldn’t be terrified that some bloke twenty years his junior was going to come for his lover—his wife, as soon as I could make that happen—and take her away? There had been that bloke Samuel. And during the many months that we’d been apart, Kayla must have seen him, must have been with him, must have had every opportunity to take up with him again. She was only human, after all.

Still, I told her I was glad of her words, saying that I wanted to be everything to her as she was, indeed, everything to me.
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He can change to another secondary comprehensive, Beatrice. Not only will that not kill him, it will also not even rob him of anything.”

“Except his friends,” Bea said to her former husband. “And friends are everything to a boy Pete’s age.”

“He’ll make new friends.”

“That’s too facile an answer.”

“Even if it’s true?”

“That’s just the problem. You can’t know if it’s true. Neither can I.”

It was early morning, far earlier than usual. Bea had set her alarm for a pre-dawn hour because she wanted to make the trip to her cottage in Leedstown prior to heading into work, despite the fact that she’d be overshooting police headquarters in Bodmin by a good many miles. Indeed, her conversation with Ray had begun with just that issue: the various distances between points A, B, C, and D. It had, however, quickly segued to the indisputable fact that the constabulary headquarters was half the distance from Launceston than it was from Leedstown, which was—Ray wished to point out—another very good reason why Bea and Pete should move permanently into Ray’s Grade II Listed. Perhaps this was true, Bea acknowledged, but what was also true was the distance between Leedstown and Redruth, where Pete’s secondary comprehensive was located, was a mere nine miles. If she acquiesced to Ray’s desire for their permanent presence in Grade II Listed, Pete would be more than fifty miles from the school he currently attended, and while Ray had certainly driven that distance again and again to accommodate Pete’s attendance at the comprehensive, he couldn’t possibly keep that up nor could he expect her to do so. That had led Ray to express his recommendation that Pete enroll in a Launceston school, or in a school near Launceston, or in an Exeter school to which Ray could easily squire him on his way to work. And that had led to one of those where-are-we-heading discussions that Bea wished to avoid.

She’d hoped to slip out of bed, get dressed in the dark, and be on her way with Ray none the wiser. But she’d forgotten that the bedroom door was half open—a nighttime trip to the loo had taken care of that—and she ran straight into it, smashing her big toe so hard that she could have sworn it was broken. Ray had awakened, switched on his bedside light, blinked hard, and asked her what the bloody hell was she doing at . . . Christ, Bea, was it actually three forty-five in the morning? Well, yes, it was. She told him she needed to go to Leedstown before she went to work and she’d be happy to awaken Pete (who, of course, wouldn’t be happy at all to be awakened) and take him to school after her visit to the cottage.

Ray naturally wanted to know why she needed to go to the cottage at all and wasn’t it time she put the—a pause to consider whether he should use an adjective to describe what he thought of as the insalubrious nature of the place—cottage for sale? She told him she needed to “check a few things” and advised him to go back to sleep. He did not look happy, but he did say to leave Pete asleep and he would take him to Redruth, and by the way, wasn’t it also time to talk about Pete changing to a different school?

That had introduced the topic and eaten more time than she wanted eaten. But she still managed to be on the road before 5:00 after making sure Dogs 1, 2, and 3 had been given their breakfasts and let out into Ray’s back garden to do their business and get up to mischief among her former husband’s shrubs.

It was just over an hour to Leedstown, with very little traffic on the road so early. Dawn was breaking and the day looked promising, with the sun shooting apricot streaks against a bruised sky that was quickly healing to blue. By the time she reached the cottage on Horsedowns Road, a breeze had come up and pudgy cumulus clouds were drifting in from the west, but they bore no underbellies threatening rain.

Bea parked in the pebbled drive and got out of the car into the morning-fresh air and the chatter of finches. Inside the house, the scent was musty from closed windows, dust, and the lack of hoovering the fitted carpet. She went into the sitting room and opened both of the tilt-out top windows on each side of the large bay window that overlooked what went for the front garden. She did the same at the back of the cottage, where an overgrown lawn was beginning to resemble a miniature hayfield, and the indifferent shrubbery in the flower beds was looking for her attention in the form of . . . pretty much anything.

She needed to return to the cottage, or she needed to sell it, Bea thought. She didn’t like to-ing and fro-ing from Grade II Listed any more than Ray liked her doing so, but so far, she’d been unable to commit: either to Ray or to life on her own with Pete in Leeds-town. Admittedly, there was little enough to recommend Leedstown. It boasted a village store cum post office and a pub, a car mechanic and an establishment selling timber, a Methodist chapel and a notice board, and that was it. There was Binner Down, however, with its promise of exploration, but aside from residents, no one came to the town because no one needed to come to the town. That had made a cottage quite affordable when Bea had left her husband those years ago.

She’d been looking for that: an affordable domicile in a town to which no one came.

She’d established a life in the place, for herself and for Pete, and she’d learned to like that life and the freedom it afforded her. Over time, the cottage in Leedstown had come to represent a chrysalis for her. Slowly, she came into her own there, emerging independent and beholden to no one. She liked it that way.

She busied herself, then. She had enough time to hoover and to dust. She changed the linens on both of the beds. She set out fresh towels, and she filled two vases with water. She would, she told herself, purchase flowers at some point today. And at some other point, she would ring Ray and tell him she’d fetch Pete in Redruth that afternoon. More than that . . . ? She didn’t yet have the words.

When Bea reached headquarters, she stopped for a coffee before joining the others who were assembling in the incident room. There, Phoebe Lang was leaning against the doorjamb of her office, one hand running back through her hair in what looked like frustration and the other holding a stapled document. This she was reading, and as Bea paused for a word about spikes with one of the DCs, Phoebe looked up, called the team to order, and said, “Here’s what we’re dealing with, according to SOCO: So far, the fingerprints at the scene belong to everyone with a reason to be there, both inside the smelting barn in general and where the death occurred in particular. So if and until we can put our hands on the weapon, going that route is a nonstarter.”

Bea was not surprised by this. The crime scene was a forensic mishmash that would probably take months to sort out. Putting someone in the dock for this killing was probably going to come down to the murder weapon, which, as they were learning, could be bloody well anywhere in Cornwall. Everything about the case was taking far too much time. Every day that passed was a step further away from getting a conviction, not to mention even making an arrest.

Phoebe asked for an update of all the activities completed so far, and this update began with spikes since Mylo Baker had posited a spike as the weapon that had killed Michael Lobb. The information gathered by one of the team members revealed a plethora of spikes, falling into a number of categories: tree spikes, railroad spikes, galvanized steel spikes, landscape spikes, fence-post spikes, timber spikes, tent spikes, rebar spikes. Additionally, the spike could be the business end of a larger tool, allowing it to be driven more easily into the decedent’s body. So, any place of business selling spikes or spike-ended gizmos of any shape, use, or form needed to be looked into, and its receipts needed to be examined. If there were sales within the last three months that fitted the sort of implement they were looking for, and if there was CCTV film available at those places of business, it needed to be watched.

Groans greeted this. Phoebe spoke over them. But even if they found the source of the spike, it would still have needed sharpening to turn it into the deadly weapon used to kill Michael Lobb. So where, Phoebe asked, were they with whetstones and professional knife sharpeners in the region?

As reported, there were six knife-sharpening establishments in Cornwall, and all of them had been contacted either by phone or in person. None of them, from Penzance to St. Austell, had sharpened anything other than knives, scissors, axes, hori horis—

“What in God’s name—”

“Gardening tool, guv.”

—secateurs, and awls. The awl was a distinct possibility, so the person who had it sharpened was being tracked down to see if there was a relationship between that person and Michael Lobb.

“Any specialised gardening tools on the Lobb property that could be used as a weapon?” Phoebe asked. “No idea? Look into that. What about the son’s place? The daughter’s place? The ex-wife’s place?” She went on to point out that gardening centres sold useful tools, as did ironmongers, so all establishments related to gardening needed to be looked into as well.

“I want someone checking every insurer who might have sold a policy on Michael Lobb’s life,” Phoebe said. “Let’s also deal with the Southwest Coast Path. If Willen Steyn’s our killer, he could have tossed the weapon anywhere along the path—”

“Including into the sea, guv,” someone said morosely.

“Yes,” Phoebe said, “including into the sea. But we don’t know that, do we, so one of you needs to walk the path north from St. Agnes, where he resumed his walk, and someone else needs to walk south on the path from Watergate Bay, where he was found. And yes, I know it’s a very long shot.”

There was also the issue of potential enemies, but aside from Willen Steyn—who didn’t fall into the enemy category but rather into the disgruntled in-law category—and possibly the former wife of the dead man, Michael Lobb appeared to have no enemies at all. In the hope that there was long-buried information to be had, then Michael Lobb’s mother needed to be spoken to.

“Let’s get to it, then,” was Phoebe’s final statement, and she left Bea to make the individual assignments.
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CORNWALL



The Wedge o’ Cheese Café early morning rush was finished when Gloriana arrived in Mousehole. She normally arrived while it was still ongoing, but on this particular morning, she’d been slow getting out of bed because she’d not got Unburden quite where she’d wanted it, so she’d stayed up until nearly two in the morning adjusting what she had to say. She’d held to the commitment she’d made to herself regarding the subject matter of this particular edition of the vlog, which she was bent on sending out into the social media universe. The voices she’d heard coming from Cressida’s bed-sit as she’d climbed to her own had underscored both her determination and her outright need to make sense of relationships in which one partner is intent upon maintaining blind loyalty to and belief in the other while that other partner sees in that intention the opportunity to lie and to cheat. For those voices behind the door of Cressida’s bed-sit were ones she well recognised, since one of them belonged to Cressida Mott-King and the other—a low murmur and an equally low laugh—belonged to Jesse McBride’s prick of a partner. The fact that Nate Jacobs was there “giving Cressida instruction” at first set fire to Gloriana’s comments. But soon enough she’d found herself stumbling, running out of ways to illuminate what Lady-Banger—as she called him—was doing, both to his partner and to the slag waiting to replace her. Then she became bogged down as she verbally mulled over the conundrum she was facing: to tell the partner all about the irresponsible, lying, cheating wanker or to keep silent and watch her best friend endure a broken heart. At long last, Gloriana had made the decision to go back to the vlog when she felt more clear-headed.

Now, at Wedge o’ Cheese Café, she entered. She’d not yet eaten, and this was as good an excuse as any to take a reading of how her friend was coping with Nate’s comings and goings as he and his students “prepared” for the major art show on the quay.

Jesse was, unfortunately, sold out of croissants, pains au chocolat, and hot cross buns. She had two teacakes from yesterday, though. She could toast one for Gloriana and slather it with butter, she said, and it would taste as fresh as newly out of the oven.

Gloriana would have preferred a pain au chocolat, but it was a beggars and choosers situation, and she was hungry, so she accepted a tea cake and a coffee while Jesse disappeared into the kitchen, from which a prodigious amount of banging ensued. Gloriana joined her. As the teacakes toasted under the grill, Jesse was getting ready for the day’s elevenses and afternoon tea. Gloriana saw that she was creating an enormous batch of self-rising flour, and a nearby colander filled with raspberries suggested a Victoria sponge might be one of the day’s delights.

“Can I help?” Gloriana asked her.

“You c’n butter your teacake when it’s ready,” Jesse told her.

“You’re not having one?”

Jesse shook her head. “Not this morning. I’ll have mine later.” She went on to say that Ciara from the Harbour Hotel had rung her the previous evening. She would be doing lunch for a busload of pensioner Americans, she said, and she reckoned those same pensioners would want refreshments in the afternoon after tramping round the lower and upper village. “She’s promised to point them in this direction. I’m doing scones, Victorian sponges, mini tarts.” She added with a laugh, “Lord, I do hope they show up, Glory, or you and I will be shoving massive quantities of sweets down our throats tomorrow.”

Gloriana watched as Jesse went to work, virtually on automatic pilot. She added baking powder and then salt to the flour that she’d already poured into a vat-like bowl. She grabbed a very large whisk and used it deftly, creating the self-rising flour, which she then emptied into a bin. She took eggs from a supersize carton on the worktop and began assembling them next to a stand mixer. As she cracked them one-handed and dumped them into the bowl of her mixer, she said, “You’ve got something brewing in your head. I can always tell. Want to talk about it?”

“I was thinking how your talents are wasted here. You must have hundreds of recipes lodged in your skull.”

Jesse cocked her head in Gloriana’s direction. She had a splodge of flour on her cheek, which she attempted to brush off with a flour-covered hand. “That’s what’s brewing in your head? I’m not sure I believe you.”

“You need to be in some luxury resort hotel, putting together gorgeous desserts for high-paying customers.”

Jesse laughed. “And where exactly would I find that? Cornwall’s not bursting with resorts and luxury hotels last time I looked.”

“You’d have to leave Cornwall.”

“That’s not very likely. Not now, at least.”

“Because of Nate?” And when Jesse didn’t answer her question, Gloriana went on with, “C’n I just say that you need to think of the future, Jesse? Your future.”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.” Jesse had the sandwich tins ready, and she made short work of seeing that the flour and eggs and butter—along with a dollop of vanilla—were mixed but not overly so. She began pouring the batter into the tins.

“While he’s doing . . . what, exactly?” Gloriana wanted to add the rest: Jesse might have been thinking of the future, but Nate was only thinking of Nate. Which was why he was giving Cressida Mott-King such thorough “tuition”: hours of it when he was meant to be working on his own pieces for Art on the Quay and supposedly teaching at Stanhope Forbes School of Art.

Gloriana was about to throw caution into the dustbin and say all of this when the café’s bell rang as someone entered. Jesse wiped her hands on the pinnie apron she was wearing, slid the sandwich tins into the oversize oven, and shut its door carefully. She set a timer and left the kitchen to see who had entered.

Gloriana remained where she was. She took a bite of her teacake and was following this with a sip of her coffee when she heard a woman’s voice say, “I’m looking for the woman who runs the shop next door. Gloriana Lobb? The place is still locked up, but the hours posted say it’s open. Do you know where she is? Can you do me a flat white, please?”

Gloriana left her coffee and the rest of her teacake behind as she ducked back into the bakery’s sales area. She saw a woman with hair cut practically to her skull and a short Mohawk the colour of pomegranate seeds. She was standing at the display counter, glancing at an overlarge watch on her wrist. “You’re looking for me,” Gloriana said to her. “I’m Gloriana Lobb.”

The woman looked up, clocked Gloriana, and said to Jesse, “Make it a takeaway.” To Gloriana she introduced herself, saying, “DI Beatrice Hannaford. I’d like a word.”

“Is this about my father?” Gloriana said.

“It won’t take long,” the detective answered.

“Yes. Well. As you’ve just pointed out, I’m late opening the shop,” Gloriana told her.

“Not a problem,” Beatrice Hannaford replied. “We can talk while you do it.”

“I’ll need to change my clothes.”

“Also not a problem. Where do you do that? Here? There?”

“There,” Gloriana told her.

“Let’s get at this, then. I’ve got other things to see to and I wager you do as well.”

Jesse finished the inspector’s flat white, put it into a takeaway cup, and handed it over, telling the detective it was on the house. She waved off Gloriana’s money for her coffee and teacake as well.

“No way to run a business,” DI Hannaford pointed out to her.

“For my sins,” Jesse said with a smile. “Best friends and police always drink for free.”

Gloriana led the detective next door, unlocking Vintage Britannia and shouldering the door open. “Come into the back room.”

The back room was small, with little enough area for two people to move in, but Gloriana needed to change and to do her makeup and, besides that, it gave her something to do. She found she was longing for that while the detective talked to her.

She had three vintage pieces that she used for work, and she chose one of them, saying to DI Hannaford, “You’re here about my father, I assume. I haven’t seen him for ages. Fact is, I don’t remember the last time I saw him at all. Could have been the christening of Merritt’s most recent kid, since Bonnie keeps popping them out like toast.”

“You’re estranged from your father?” the DI said as Gloriana removed a red Mary Quant minidress from a velvet-covered hanger and carefully lowered the zip. Edged in beige on the hem and the cuffs, with three beige buttons and stripes at the shoulders and running down the sides, the dress was one of her favourites. She looked good in red.

She thought about ducking behind an old free-standing screen at one end of the room, where customers tried on clothing, but she decided against it. If the detective wanted to see her in her underwear, it made no difference to her. She pulled off her jersey, kicked off her trainers, and pulled down her jeans. As she stepped into the minidress, she remarked, “I suppose estranged is the word, if that’s how you want to put it.”

“How would you put it?” The DI sipped her flat white.

“ Estranged suggests at some point we might be un-estranged. I’ve not got a plan for that. I do know he’s dead, by the way. My brother gave me the word the day after it happened. I expect Kayla had a hand in it.”

“In killing your father? Why?”

“Probably because she found a bloke who isn’t old enough to be her dad and she finally saw the appeal. Or could be she’s ready to go back to where she came from. South Africa. That’s where her former boyfriend lives.”

“I see.” The detective watched as Gloriana pulled her makeup box from the shelf above the dresses. She opened this and began laying out what she would need to transform herself into a 1960s version of Gloriana Lobb, one that went with the red minidress. She took out a magnifying mirror, foundation, eye makeup, brow pencil, eyeliner, false eyelashes, blusher, and lipstick. “How do you know these things if you’ve been estranged from your father?” Beatrice Hannaford asked.

“From my brother. Merritt wanted his kids to have a granddad on this side of the family, so he began mending fences with Michael when Apollonia was born. That’s his first, Apollonia is.” She dotted foundation here and there on her face and used a makeup sponge to blend it in. “He and Michael talked now and then,” she told the detective. “He and his family visited Michael and Kayla: Christmas, Easter, Guy Fawkes, whatever. At some point, Michael told him about Kayla’s boyfriend and some letter he wrote to her when she and Michael married. That’s all I know.”

“Boyfriend’s name?”

“No clue. Merritt might be able to tell you. Or Kayla, obviously.”

“He was close to your dad, then, was Merritt?”

Gloriana peered at herself in the magnifying mirror. She ran a makeup brush several times over the blusher and applied it next. “I s’pose that depends on what you mean by close. Close enough that Michael told him about the boyfriend and the letter at some point. So . . . however close that is.”

The detective seemed to evaluate this as she watched Gloriana work on her eyebrows. She said, “Close enough to learn the terms of your father’s will?”

Gloriana didn’t reply at first as she evaluated this question and what it very well might imply. The photos of Merritt’s recently purchased house came to her mind at once. She dismissed the idea that the photos suggested.

Beatrice Hannaford said to her, “You’ve thought of something?”

Gloriana said, “Michael would have left everything to Kayla.”

“Despite having children and grandchildren?”

“He might have left Merritt a token.” She used the eyelash curler on one of her eyes and then said as she moved the curler to the other eye, “Look, Michael was . . . He wouldn’t’ve done anything Kayla didn’t want him to do.”

“Would she have wanted him to leave you and Merritt the property, then? The whole bag of tricks?”

Gloriana accidentally pinched her eyelid with the curler and winced, lowered it, and said, “What are you saying, exactly?”

“Your father left everything to you and your brother, a fifty-fifty split. Kayla showed me the will. If he left her anything at all, it would be an insurance policy on his life, but nothing’s turned up yet.”

Gloriana puzzled over this information before she said, “Was this some sort of making-amends thing?”

“Possibly.”

“Then that . . .” Gloriana stopped herself. There was no way she could now mention Merritt’s house. She knew how his recent purchase of it would look to the detective.

Bea said, “I noticed this building is for sale. Is that a flat above the shop?”

Gloriana dabbed glue onto the false eyelashes. She didn’t reply until she had the set of lashes firmly placed. She said, “Yes. The building’s for sale. It’s a leasehold. And yes, there’s a flat up above. And yes, I want it and might be able to afford it now if what you’ve said is true. Because we’ll sell Michael’s property—Merritt and I—and I might well have enough money. So I assume that makes me a suspect except I never knew the first thing about any inheritance until you told me. Full stop. Of course, I would say that, wouldn’t I?”

“Of course you would,” the DI said with a grim smile. “I do have to ask you where you were the night of the third and the early morning of the fourth.”

Gloriana felt an unexpected rush of colour spreading across her chest and up her neck. “Obviously, I had nothing to do with Michael’s death. Why would I kill him when I’d had nothing to do with him? For years. I haven’t even spoken to him.”

“And yet he’s dead,” Bea Hannaford said. “I’m sure you understand that it’s part of my job to question everyone whose life touched his, especially the beneficiaries of his will, and now I’m questioning you.”

Gloriana blew out an impatient breath, picked up a comb, and ran it through her Mary Quant hairstyle. She said, “I was at home, working on my vlog.”

“Ah. Yes. I’ve heard about your vlog. Was anyone with you?”

“I live alone. And no one was with me. I wouldn’t be able to think clearly about what I want to say if someone’s with me. And people rely on me to be clear.”

“You’ve listeners? Watchers? What are they exactly?”

“Followers.”

“D’you have many of them?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.”

“And you know this how?”

“Because they leave comments or hearts or thumbs-up or whatever. And I can check to see how many people are following me. You might want to have a look and a listen as well.” She snapped the makeup box closed. “Is this at all important?”

“If I decide to make a change of careers, yes,” the DI told her.

Gloriana rolled her eyes. She fetched a pair of red Daddy Long-legs boots and carried them into the main part of the shop, where she sat on a stool and put them on, after which she stood and inspected herself in the full-length mirror. It, too, was a vintage find, framed in neon green plastic with large red-and-yellow daisy-like flowers at its four corners. She straightened her cosmetic glasses and fingered her hair, giving it a bit of a fluffing up.

DI Hannaford joined her again, saying, “Can anyone confirm what you’ve told me?”

“That I was working on my vlog? No one’s ever with me. I live quite alone and that’s how I like it. So, you see, no one can confirm anything about what I was up to the night my father was murdered.” She snapped her fingers as if something had just struck her. “My neighbour might be able to confirm, now I think of it. She might remember I was there.”

“Name?” the DI asked.

“Cressida Mott-King. She’s an art student, or so she tells me. That’s the limit of what I know: her name. I don’t have her phone number.” Gloriana waited until the detective had finished what she was writing about Cressida. Then she added as if it had just come to her, “Oh, yes. My friend Jesse’s boyfriend is fucking her. Cressida, I mean. But that’s nothing to do with me.”

“Unless you’re fucking him as well,” the detective pointed out.


BODMIN TO MOUSEHOLE

CORNWALL



When Geoffrey Henshaw at long last found the location of Gloriana Lobb’s shop in Mousehole, he was ninety minutes behind the day’s schedule, which he’d set up for himself prior to turning out his bedside light on the previous night. This delay was owing to an unexpected knock on his bedroom door some ten minutes before his normal descent for breakfast. He opened it to Mr. Snyder, who was standing arms akimbo with a stern expression on his face. Geoffrey had a visitor, Mr. Snyder announced. He went on to ask if this was going to be a regular occurrence because, first of all, this was the second time it had happened whilst he was in the middle of preparing Mr. Henshaw’s breakfast—“Just opened the cornflakes, I had”—and, second of all, he didn’t like acting the part of receptionist for any of his lodgers. He was not someone’s social secretary, he declared.

Geoffrey apologised, reckoned it was the policewoman come to speak with him once again, and said he would be down to “deal with the matter” in less than five minutes, as he had only to lace his shoes and choose a tie.

It was, however, not the DI. To Geoffrey’s consternation, it was Freddie. She was standing up against the front door, her hands clasped behind her back, her face bearing a look of desperate anxiety. She dashed across the entry area the moment she saw him. She flung herself into his arms.

He tried not to be horrified. “Freddie. Darling . . .”

“I’ve missed you, Geoff!” Her voice began to grow louder as she went on. “I had to see you. I don’t care about the inheritance. I don’t care about my parents. I don’t care about uni. I want you, Geoff. I want your babies. I can’t bear us being apart another day.”

“Freddie, dearest, I understand how—”

“You don’t! Why can’t you see? You’re everything to me. E-ver-y-thing.”

Geoffrey could feel his face going red. He heard movement in the kitchen, and he knew they were seconds away from being joined by Mr. Snyder, who was not going to be pleased at the unfolding drama. He had two choices: to take Freddie up to his room or to get her out of the B & B. He chose the latter.

He drew her towards the door, managed to get it open, and led her outside. But then it was a question of where he would take her. He didn’t know the area well, but from what he’d seen of it, he knew there was no pub, restaurant, park, play area, or pedestrian shopping precinct nearby. So he settled on his car. He settled on a drive.

She was crying out, “Where’re we going? You’re angry! Don’t be angry! I can’t bear it if you’re angry with me!”

He said as calmly as he could, “I’m not angry, darling. But we must talk,” and he thanked the gods that he’d found a space to park the 2CV nearby, just opposite Bodmin Jail. He opened the 2CV’s passenger door for her, and when he himself was stowed inside, he started the car’s motor and tried to think where he could take her that wouldn’t result in the sort of public scene that prompted strangers to intervene.

He pulled into the street and headed up the road to a junction where he turned right and immediately found himself on a lane the width of a knitting needle, running between towering hedgerows. Next to him, Freddie had begun to weep. She’d moved from missing him, loving him, and wanting his babies to apologising for being so stupid, so irrational, so . . . so . . . she didn’t know what to call it. All she knew was that she couldn’t live without him, and her parents were condemning her to do just that for years, and she was in hell and there was no escape and couldn’t he see how much she adored him with all her heart and all her might and all her—

Geoffrey stopped listening. He saw the miracle of a lay-by up ahead, and he sped up before it disappeared, like a desert mirage seen by a man dying of thirst. He parked, switched the motor off, and turned in his seat to face her. During all of this, he racked his brains. How was he going to get her back to Exeter? How was he going to tell her she absolutely had to return to sixth form college without having her advance from tears to hysteria?

He reached for her hand, took it, brought it to his mouth, and kissed it, first the front and then her palm. He said, “Freddie, darling—”

“I meant it,” she cried. “I meant every word I said.”

“Darling, darling Freddie. I know that.”

“But you don’t want—”

“I do. But, darling, I must succeed at this job. I have to prove myself, not only to myself but also to my employer and to your parents.”

“I can help you. You know I can.”

“Of course. I do know that, better than anything.” He thought frantically. How to say it? How to make her understand and believe? He said, “Just now, though, my darling, I have no decent place to live, no decent car to drive, nothing to offer you.”

“I don’t care!”

“Now, today, no. You don’t care. Neither do I. But you will eventually. We both will. You must trust me in this. I must have something to offer you.”

“That doesn’t matter. I’ve said. I’ve told you.”

He drew a breath. He’d entwined this girl’s life with his, never once thinking where the entwinement could lead. And here he was, in a lay-by not far from Bodmin Jail, trying to speak sense to a seventeen-year-old who believed there was actually a happily ever after out there, and she had to snatch it immediately. She believed money was not important because for all her life, everything had been provided for her. Her needs had been met. Her wants had been acknowledged. Her desires had been fulfilled. She believed this would always be the case because it always had been. But the truth was that he couldn’t possibly provide a thing for Freddie until his life was on an even keel.

He tried to tell her this. Her reaction was, “You don’t love me. You’re tired of me. You’re tired of the drama. Just say it, then. Say it, say it!”

“That’s not true. Would I be trying to reestablish myself if I was not depending on a future with my darling Freddie?”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Darling, how can I prove to you that you’re the centre of my world? You’re the centre of my heart. You’re the centre of my soul.” Did he have any more centres? Geoffrey asked himself.

“Those’re just words. Words, words, words.”

“But words are all I have to give you just now.”

Wrong thing to say. He knew that in an instant. She began to sob. She couldn’t catch her breath. She gasped and she struggled and she finally was able to say, “There’s more than words and you know it, Geoff. You could show me how you really feel. You could hold me, and you’re not. You could kiss me, and you’re not. You could, you could . . . We could . . .” And she opened the car door. She flung herself into the lay-by, lost her balance, went down on her knees. She scrambled up and began to run, but not in the direction of Bodmin Jail, unfortunately. This meant he was going to have to go after her because he wouldn’t put it past her to dive under the wheels of an oncoming tractor should one appear, trundling along the road.

Geoffrey heaved a mighty sigh. He got out and began to follow her. Luckily, she was stumbling because the road’s surface was uneven and she was weeping, so she couldn’t quite see. Ultimately—and to his relief since running in his dress shoes was putting his feet into a new kind of hell—she ran into a fencepost. She clung to it, weeping pathetically. He made it to her side and grabbed her. She shrieked, “No! Leave me alone!” but instead he pulled her into his arms.

He cried out, “I love you! I adore you! I want my babies growing inside you, a dozen babies! And if I’m not showing you enough . . .” Really, there was nothing for it but to kiss her, to back her into the fencepost, to moan, to groan, to allow her to unzip his trousers and plunge her hand downwards to capture the prize she apparently wanted, whilst all along he was thinking about how in God’s name he’d arrived at this point in his life and what in God’s name he was going to do about it.

He managed to stop her from going the distance. He groaned and moaned and said, Oh God, oh yes my darling and then, We can’t, not here, not like this, I want you, I desperately, desperately want you, but not oh my darling . . . soon, soon . . . Which was finally enough to bring her to her senses. They ended up forehead to forehead, both of them panting: she with desire, he with relief at what he’d managed to avert.

She left him shortly thereafter. She’d come in her mate Sarah’s car, and he spent another quarter hour at the driver’s open window of that vehicle, murmuring and reassuring and promising and suffering—oh my God, the suffering he was enduring!—just as she was, darling Freddie, to consecrate and consummate the passion they had for each other.

At that point, his breakfast was as cold as the stones on the floor of Bodmin Jail, but Geoffrey shoveled it down his throat as quickly as possible. He was grateful that Mr. Snyder put in no further appearance. He was thus able to be on his way without further difficulty from anyone.

He’d phoned Sebastian Lobb earlier in order to locate both of Michael Lobb’s children. A stop at an address in Newlyn had been unproductive, but his rapping sharply upon the door of a bed-sit in Gwavas Quay had roused an attractive young woman in sleeping attire across the landing who, when asked if she was Gloriana Lobb, had pointed him in the direction of Mousehole and a shop called Vintage Britannia. “I’ve not been,” the young woman said. “Are you her boyfriend? I hope you are because she definitely needs one.”

Whilst that was intriguing, Geoffrey had no time for chitchat. He did ask if Mousehole was nearby, explaining that he was not from the area. She waved in a vaguely southern direction, telling him to follow the coast road, because if he returned to the main road he’d never find it.

Find it he did, by clinging assiduously, as instructed, to the coast road. A large car park as he entered the village indicated that it was a place well visited during the season, but on this day there were plenty of parking bays available, so he chose one and set off on foot into the heart of the place. He reckoned a shop called Vintage Britannia wouldn’t be that difficult to find, especially by asking its whereabouts at the centre of all information: the local pub. He found the pub open, the publican shouldering a large keg of stout through the door. He followed him inside and asked the pertinent question, the answer to which led him directly to Gloriana Lobb’s shop.

He hadn’t thought about what to expect, so when he entered and saw the young woman in an anachronistic costume that would have done Twiggy proud, he wasn’t at all sure he was looking at Gloriana Lobb at all. In red minidress and matching boots, she was employing a hoover energetically on green and orange carpet squares covering the floor, whilst an antique pop group sang about not wanting to be in a world without love at a volume meant to be taken seriously.

Since her back was to him, Geoffrey didn’t want to startle her, so he opened and closed the door again, but this time with a force that somehow got through both the hoover and the music. He reckoned it was the whoosh of air. The young woman looked up, gave him a glance through black cat-eye glasses, said “Oh! Sorry!” and shut off the hoover. Behind the shop counter, she lowered the volume on the music as well.

“I hope I didn’t startle you,” he said, a hand over his heart as if he himself were the one who’d been startled . . . as he was, he reckoned, since he’d hardly expected to be stepping into a time capsule, although the name of the shop certainly hinted at that.

“The carpet was looking rather nasty,” she said. “Orange and green weren’t the best choices, but when money’s tight, the words on sale are catnip. Are you looking for something special?”

Geoffrey was gratified with the phrase about money being tight, especially as he could remedy that situation if he garnered her cooperation. He said, “Would you be Gloriana Lobb?”

“I might be. It depends who wants to know.”

“Sorry.” He introduced himself and handed her one of his cards.

She glanced at it and said, “Cornwall EcoMining. You’re here about my dad’s property, I expect.”

“I’m very sorry—terribly sorry—for your loss,” he told her, “and I completely understand if you’d rather not talk about the—”

“Yes,” she said. “Definitely. Whatever.”

“Excuse me . . . I’m not sure if . . . What is it you mean, if I might ask?”

“Ask away,” Gloriana Lobb told him. “Just draw up the paperwork and bring it to me. If you’ve got a cheque to hand over, I’ll be happy as the dickens to sign on the line.”


ST. IVES TO PERRANPORTH

CORNWALL



Go for the Green was Maiden Kittow’s houseplant shop, located on the corner of Bedford Road and Chapel Street in St. Ives. Its large front window was framed in bright red, the door was red, and the artful letters that announced the shop’s name and spanned the width of the building appeared to be wrought iron painted red as well. In the window, a selection of houseplants thrived among decorative ceramic pots and ornate pedestals. Set among them were the sort of extravagant picnic baskets associated with people of means. There was, Bea noted, not a garden gnome in sight.

She had gone to track down Merritt Lobb at his place of employment, which was his mother’s successful indoor plant business. But when she entered, she found that the only person working that day was Michael Lobb’s former wife, Maiden, whom Bea mistakenly called Mrs. Lobb before she was immediately and severely corrected with the announcement that the proprietor of Go for the Green was Ms. Kittow, if you please.

“Ms. Kittow,” Bea repeated. She showed her police identification and told Ms. Kittow that she was looking for her son, Merritt Lobb.

“I assume you’re here about the will,” Maiden Kittow said. She appeared to be in the midst of potting something as her hands were smudged with soil and she wore a heavy apron. Various tools of her trade were stowed in a pouch on the front of it. “Come into the back. I must get some plants ready.”

Bea stepped behind the shop’s counter and followed Maiden into a large back room. She clocked the empty office that opened off the far end. Like the front of the building, it, too, had a large window, although it looked into the potting and storage area and not out at the street. Through it, Bea could see a drafting table with a stool in front of it and a desk with a chair tucked into its kneehole. An old-fashioned telephone, of the sort possessing a receiver that weighed at least a kilo, sat on the desk as did an Anglepoise lamp.

Maiden said as she returned to a potting bench, where she’d apparently been working, “Gloriana phoned me directly you left her in Mousehole. She told me about the will.”

“That makes sense. She was rather surprised when I gave her the information.”

“She was indeed. But you mark my words, there’s another will out there. Depend on it. I can’t believe Little Miss Roundheels would have been happy with Michael leaving everything to his children.”

“The current Mrs. Lobb, you mean?” Bea said.

“Who else? She’d make certain every penny was left to her.”

“Possibly,” Bea admitted. “But sometimes people don’t get around to altering their wills. When someone has a busy life, time gets away from him, especially if he’s not an age at which people generally die.”

Maiden Kittow’s response to this was, “Hmph.”

“So I’ll definitely need to speak to your son,” Bea told her.

Maiden scooped humus from a tremendously large bag of it. Bea caught the rich scent of decaying organic matter. The other woman used a trowel to distribute the concoction into the pot and then mixed it round the soil. She set the pot aside and chose another, which she placed on the counter before she said to Bea, “I’ll need to ring him. I’m not sure where he is.”

“Not working today?” Bea asked

“He has several installations to do. Full conservatories, porch conservatories. He might be anywhere.”

She dug a mobile phone from the back pocket of her khaki trousers. As she did so, she stepped into the shop. In a moment, Bea heard the shop door open and close. Curious. It seemed Ms. Kittow had felt the need to step outside to make her phone call to her son.

Bea used the time to have a closer look round. She clocked the gardening tools—those in use by Maiden Kittow and those that were packaged for sale in the shop. Among the latter were also seed packets, small houseplants waiting to be repotted, fertilizers in boxes and jugs, and three different sizes of ceramic pots. She glanced at these. Some, she saw, had draining holes in them. Some had not.

When Maiden returned to the shop, Bea asked her about the pots: How did they drain without holes, she wondered. Maiden told her that it was a simple matter to drill the number and size of the holes the customer wished to have. Here? Bea asked. Do you do it here? Yes, of course. Maiden answered. Everything regarding Go for the Green’s houseplants happened here, in the shop.

“You don’t take work home?” Bea asked her.

Maiden gave her a sceptical look. She said, “I don’t. Is that important?”

“Just a curious question,” Bea explained. “Were you able to reach your son?”

Merritt Lobb, she learned, was in Perranporth. Maiden gave her the address. It was part of a housing estate beyond the town, she explained.

Bea wondered how far it was from Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. Close enough, was what she suspected.

Given the information, she powered up the A30, suffering the first seven miles from St. Ives behind an articulated lorry that lumbered along maddeningly as one car after another tried and failed to overtake it. When the road finally altered to a dual carriageway, everyone behind the lorry rocketed past, and Bea was among them. The weather, she saw, was turning iffy. The wind was brisker as it came off the sea. It was shepherding a massive bank of unpleasant-looking clouds towards the land. Soon enough, the sky would spit rain.

She found the street she was looking for outside of the town, just as Maiden had told her. It turned out to be in a newish housing estate to the south of what would be the seasonal madness of Perranporth, a place with the luck of existing directly on Ligger Bay and the misfortune of everyone in the UK knowing it.

The house in question stood at the endpoint of its street, overlooking fields of newly burgeoning green, which rolled towards the sea. It was a structure faced with perfectly hewn granite, and Bea parked to the side of it in a cul-de-sac, one side of which was a fenced area that appeared to serve as the house’s back garden. This, she reckoned, was where she would find Merritt Lobb, since she assumed he was there to work on a conservatory. But when she opened the gate and gave the garden a look, there was no sign of anything being built.

She went round to the front of the place. It was quite large a building: two floors, with dormer windows on the roof suggesting another floor as well. It had very little character to it—certainly no competition for Ray’s Grade II Listed, Bea thought—but its location promised a certain amount of privacy and the view was pleasant enough.

The front door was painted turquoise, and she knocked upon this before she saw the bell, which she rang. She had to do this twice before the door was opened by an attractive mixed-race woman with a toddler riding in a child carrier cum backpack affair. She had masses of hair that appeared to have been fashioned into a bun at some point during the day, but the toddler had been playing with it, so hirsute spirals were coiling round her head. She was dressed in a stained sweatshirt and corduroy trousers. On her feet she wore clogs that a childish hand had decorated with flowers.

She said, “Yes?” and before Bea could respond, she went on quickly with, “I mean hullo. You must be Mrs. Blair? From across the street? We found your welcome note on the door and . . . I’m so sorry. Please. Come in. I was just measuring the windows. Or trying to. Joyful is making it rather difficult. But do, do come in.”

Bea assumed that Joyful was the child. Odd name, but she’d heard plenty worse. She nearly hated to disabuse the woman of the notion that she was a welcoming neighbour. Nonetheless, she took out her warrant card and said, “DI Hannaford, actually. I’ve had this address off Maiden Kittow?”

Instead of replying, the woman said, “Oh my goodness. You’re here for Merritt, aren’t you? His mum rang. She told me a police detective would be coming round, but I assumed . . . I’ve got no idea why I assumed . . . That’s very sexist of me, isn’t it? Like I’m living seventy years ago or whatever. Let me fetch him for you. He’s upstairs, doing shelves. I’m Bonnie, by the way. Merritt’s wife.”

She left Bea then, and in a moment Bea could hear her hurrying upstairs. Bea took the opportunity to give the house a look. She spied a three-ring binder that turned out to be filled with sample fabrics, an electric drill at the base of one of the four front windows, and newly installed brass rods for curtains above all of them. It came to her that Merritt wasn’t at this house on some sort of job related to his mother’s shop. He was there because he seemed to be the owner of the place.

She became aware of hushed voices coming from above. After a minute or two, footsteps came back down the stairs and a man round the same age as Kayla Lobb entered the room, followed by his wife. He wasn’t overly tall, with hair the colour of mahogany and a thin face dominated by prominent cheekbones. He had the perfect posture of a trained dancer. He was, Bea thought, oddly mismatched with his spouse. She was quite earthy. He was not.

He said, “Merritt Lobb,” and offered his hand. His grip was strong. “Mum phoned and said you were on your way. How can I help?”

“Has she not given you the news?” Bea asked him.

“What news?” Merritt asked. And, “I suppose she hasn’t.”

“That you and your sister are the sole beneficiaries of your father’s estate. That news.”

“Ah. My sister rang us about that,” he said. “To say Bonnie and I were gob-smacked doesn’t quite paint the picture.”

Bea thought it odd that Gloriana hadn’t rung her mother as well, the moment Bea had left her. But perhaps she thought it unwise, considering the manner in which her parents had divorced. Bea said, “Is this your place or are you and your wife kitting it out for someone else?”

“It’s ours,” he said.

“May I . . . ?” Bea indicated her wish to have a look round by tilting her head in the direction of what she assumed had to be the kitchen and dining areas. She didn’t wait for permission to saunter through a doorway that took her past the stairway. Merritt and his wife followed.

The kitchen was filled with all the mod cons, each of them sparkling new and offering the scent of new as well: fridge, dishwasher, sinks, faucets, draining board, worktops. The only thing that looked used was a toaster, next to which were a loaf of very health-conscious bread, a stick of butter open upon its wrapper with a knife stuck into it, and a box of Twining’s Everyday tea bags. Across the room and near to the sink stood an electric kettle with two blue mugs printed with Mum’s and Dad’s in bright yellow letters. An eating nook at one end of the kitchen overlooked what would eventually be a garden, and to one side of the kitchen closed but windowed doors showed a dining room with fitted cabinets for holding china.

“Quite a big place,” Bea remarked.

“We’ve a big family,” Merritt said.

Bonnie added, “And getting bigger,” as she placed her hand in the general direction of what would soon, apparently, be a baby bump. “Number five on his way,” she told Bea with a smile. “Or her way. I’d rather love another girl.”

“We’d been living with my mum,” Merritt told Bea. “But I think we wore out our welcome at Texas.”

Texas? Bea wondered. What had Texas to do with anything?

Bonnie seemed to read her thoughts because she said, “That’s our second. He’s called Texas.”

Bea nodded. Her mind was working furiously, circling round the basic fact that this house with its size and its mod cons must have cost—or must be costing—a small fortune, which Merritt couldn’t possibly be making while he was working at this mother’s plant shop, no matter how many conservatories he designed. She said to Bonnie, “You’re an interior decorator, then?”

Bonnie laughed. “I wish. Mostly I’m just a mum.”

“And before you were a mum?”

“Theatre lighting,” Bonnie told her. “That’s how Merritt and I met, in fact.”

“You’re a lighting designer?” Bea asked Merritt.

“I’m a dancer,” he said. “I was a dancer. In London. I hoped to get into choreography. It didn’t work out.”

“Why not?” Bea asked him.

“Competition. My skin wasn’t nearly thick enough.”

“And now you work for your mum.”

There was a pause before he replied, as if he might be trying to determine an intention behind her question. He finally said, “I do,” but his tone suggested his expectation that some kind of insult was on its way: failure at what he wanted to do in London followed by running home to Mummy, who provided him with a job and a place to live. But that didn’t interest Bea as much as did the acquisition of this house.

She said, “When did you purchase this place? It’s very nice, by the way. I envy nearly everything about it.”

Merritt and Bonnie exchanged glances, as if with hope they were on the same page. Merritt said, “I don’t know. Five weeks ago?” He asked the question of his wife. Bonnie said that sounded right. Merritt then added to Bea, “It’s a leap for us, but we needed to take it. We’ve been saving for a deposit since Apollonia arrived. She’s our first.”

“No worries about money, then?” Bea asked. “Paying the mortgage? That sort of thing?”

“Not at all worried.” Merritt’s eyes were fixed on Bea’s face. “We’re very good with money, Bonnie and me.”

“And now you don’t have to worry about money at all,” Bea noted.

Merritt was silent for quite a long moment. Bonnie was looking down at her feet. Bea thought she saw a line of perspiration high on Merritt’s face, but she couldn’t be sure. She waited. People always spoke if you gave them long enough.

Merritt said, “If you’re suggesting that I murdered my dad in order to buy this house, you’re completely out of order.”

“My job is to be out of order as often as I can,” Bea told him. “Can you tell me where you were on the night of the third and the early morning hours of the fourth?”

“I was at home, with my family. Texas was poorly. He has massive food allergies, and I was walking the floor with him.”

“If he eats the wrong thing,” Bonnie added earnestly, “the household is up all night, trying to soothe him while he screams bloody murder. The other children can sleep through anything, but none of the rest of us can, including Mum. I expect all of us feel like the walking dead in the morning. I certainly do. At any rate, we were all up with Texas that night.”

Interesting, Bea thought. For there it was again: the family alibi. She was beginning to think the whole steaming lot of them were involved in the death of Michael Lobb, as if the Orient Express had come to Cornwall.

“What can you tell me about your relationship with your father?” Bea asked Merritt.

“It was fine,” he told her. “I mean, when he first dumped Mum, I hated his bloody guts and wanted nothing to do with him. And I let him know it. But then I met Bonnie and we got together and Apollonia came along, and that . . . well, that changed things. I wanted our kids—mine and Bonnie’s—to know both sides of my family, and that included my dad. So, I made peace with him. I had no expectations that anything would come of it, so you can let go of the idea I was . . . I don’t know . . . grooming him for an inheritance or something? I wasn’t. I mean, grooming him would have called for Kayla being part of our lives as well as Dad, and I wasn’t having that. We saw her now and then, we were polite to her, but other than that, it just wasn’t on. I’d’ve felt too disloyal to Mum. I mean, Dad and Kayla were lovers for . . . I don’t know . . . a bit of time before Mum found out about them.”

“You mean before Gloriana found out and told your mum,” Bonnie clarified. “Who knows what would have happened had Gloriana not—”

“That doesn’t matter, Bon. Who told Mum doesn’t matter. No way was he ever going to give up Kayla.”

“You do see how things look, I expect,” Bea said to Merritt. “You purchase a pricey property that, on your own, you probably couldn’t afford, whereupon your father is murdered. In what we must call a fortuitous coincidence, you and your sister learn you’re the only two beneficiaries of his will. The order of events doesn’t look quite right. The order of events suggests you were already in the picture about the inheritance. You claim you’re good with money—both of you are good with money—but no matter how good you are with money, you have expenditures associated with having four children and a fifth on the way. You need a big place in which to stow them. It seems that you can either pray for a windfall, buy lottery tickets, or take things into your own hands. Which is it?”

“Merritt isn’t a”—Bonnie hesitated—“I can’t even say the word.”

Bea did it for her. “A killer? Merritt isn’t a killer?”

“He’s already told you he didn’t know a thing about that will!”

“So he has said, yes,” Bea admitted. “But people do lie, Mrs. Lobb. In my experience, when it comes to murder, they lie all the time.”


TREVAUNANCE COVE

ST. AGNES, CORNWALL



For the third time during their lesson, Keith Gribbin considered drowning his student. He’d asked her time and again to leave her dog at home when she came to the surf school for one of the private lessons her mum had insisted upon, but Pamela refused to do it. Tiggy was, she declared, her companion dog. Tiggy was, she declared, how she managed her anxiety. Therefore, no matter the circumstances, Tiggy, she declared, had to come with her, right to the edge of the water, if necessary. Her mum—always present for every lesson, and didn’t the bloody woman ever want a coffee or a cup of tea which she could easily order and, one hoped, consume inside the Driftwood Spars and, more important, away from the beach?—supported Pamela all the way. She took Keith aside after lesson number one and told him that Pamela’s therapist had prescribed an outdoor activity as part of the healing process—whatever the bloody hell that was going to look like, Keith thought—and while the suggestion had contained the words equine therapy, there was no equine therapist to be found nearby, so surfing-as-therapy was going to have to do.

Keith thought most of what Pamela’s mum—she was called Hayley Franklin-Kernow—had to say was complete rubbish. Nonetheless, he didn’t want to get into a battle with animal rights groups, companion animal groups, assistance dog groups, and whatever other groups would climb up his rectum on social media if it came out that he’d not allowed a psychologically disabled person to participate in lessons at the surfing school.

Of course, the bloody animal had so far never put her paw into the seawater. Rather, she spent her time looking for places to have a wee or to poo on the sandy beach. After every lesson Keith told Pamela she was to clean up and pick up after Tiggy, and after every lesson she “forgot” to do it. If it hadn’t been for the substantial amount of money Hayley Franklin-Kernow was paying him, Keith would have called off the lessons long ago.

As it was, Keith dreaded his sessions with the girl. The first time they went into the water, she began screaming, and she clung to his neck with such a death grip that she nearly strangled him. He suggested to her mum that perhaps this wasn’t the best outdoor activity to help with her anxiety and to build her confidence and her self-esteem, but Hayley Franklin-Kernow assured him it was indeed the very best activity, saying, “Oh, that’s just how she is at first. She’ll come round eventually.”

He then suggested that Pamela might do better with one of the other teachers at the surf school, but Hayley Franklin-Kernow wasn’t having this. It was his surf school, wasn’t it? Yes? Good. She wanted him and no other giving her daughter lessons.

Their progress had been slow and painful. Whereas the girl no longer clung to him like a barnacle superglued to his wetsuit, she’d made it clear through various means that she preferred to be anywhere else on the planet than in the icy waters of Trevaunance Cove. “I hate this,” she declared throughout their lessons. God’s truth, she was making him hate it as well.

Pamela had been successful with the preliminary activities, which were done on the sand. She easily learned to pop up without using her knees, inside the outlined shape of a surfboard. And that was all well and good. But she hadn’t developed anywhere near the upper body strength that she was going to need to paddle out to where the waves were breaking, and she was meant to be doing push-ups and pull-ups at home, along with jumping rope and practicing on a balance board. Her mum claimed she’d been doing all of this daily, but Keith found very little evidence of that. If Pamela’s anxiety was to be cured, her self-confidence improved, and her self-esteem grown, all by employing the means of surfing, then she needed to do what it took to be ready for the water.

On this particular day as on the days that had preceded it, Pamela was demonstrating that she was not even in the same neighbourhood as ready-for-the-water. It was time for her to learn to paddle, and they’d ventured beyond ankle depth. He was right there with her, holding her surfboard and speaking encouraging words, but when he told her to put her arms into the water, she went into a blind and thrashing panic, screaming, No, no, no! I can’t!

At this, Tiggy began to bark insanely. Two of the other instructors started shouting, “Come on, Pamela! You can do it!” Hayley Franklin-Kernow sang out words of encouragement, and Keith told her they were in less than two feet of water and she could hardly drown unless he held her under. He’d certainly thought more than once of doing exactly that, but a plethora of witnesses on the beach made him think there were better ideas than doing it just now.

Tiggy was continuing to raise holy hell up on the sand when Keith decided that they’d done enough for the day. He held the board steady and worked his way to the nose so that he could look into Pamela’s face. She would see, then, that both of his hands were on the surfboard and that this was enough to keep her from floating out to sea. At that point, Tiggy ceased her frantic barking, perhaps realising—did dogs realise? he asked himself—that he intended Pamela no harm. Then he heard his name being called and he glanced up to see that a small crowd of people were gathered round both the dog and an object that was lying at the base of the concrete ramp that served as a boat launch when the tide was high.

Pamela, facing Keith and not the beach, asked what had happened. Since Keith didn’t know, he didn’t reply. Pamela cried out that “Something’s happened to Tiggy!” whereupon she rolled off the surfboard and into the dreaded water, where she landed on her bum and did her usual thrashing and screaming. Keith released the board, grabbed the girl by the waist, and hauled her to her feet, while at the edge of the water Hayley Townsend-Kernow ordered her back to her lesson.

Pamela broke away from Keith and charged towards the beach. At the boat launch, the dog and one of the surf instructors were playing what looked like a game of tug-of-war. Pamela shouted that everyone was to leave her dog alone, that Tiggy was a therapy dog, that obviously she was only trying to protect Pamela. “She thinks you’re going to hurt me!” Pamela cried. “Leave her alone!”

Keith didn’t question Pamela’s logic nor her conclusion that Tiggy was engaging in an act of protecting Pamela by tugging what looked like an article of clothing away from the surfer who was trying to wrest it from him. As Pamela began to elbow through the gawkers, Keith carried the surfboard out of the water and jogged over to the scene, where Pamela had managed to get to her dog.

She threw herself upon the animal and dragged her away. She had Tiggy under control by the time Keith shoved through everyone. The tug-of-war surfer was Spider Augustino, who said to Pamela, “Get your bloody dog out of here!” and spat on the sand to emphasise his demand. He rolled the garment into a ball and handed it to Keith.

“Bloody stupid dog was running round the beach with this,” he said.

“What is it?” Keith asked him.

“Have a look. Might be we need to call the cops.”


REGENT’S PARK

LONDON



Daidre had ridden her bicycle from her office over to the malodorous Reptile House to end an argument between a film crew and the Reptile House keeper over the issue of filming the zoo’s new Komodo dragon for a brief documentary to be shown to potential donors at the yearly Donors’ Dinner. They’d wanted the dragon “in action,” as they’d put it, and they’d defined “in action” as Drogon cooperatively killing and devouring something. It had taken a great deal of Daidre’s time, energy, and negotiating skill to reach an agreement that everyone could live with—especially since the Komodo dragon had only just eaten four days earlier and wasn’t due for another meal for three more weeks—and now she wished only to return to her office.

She walked back to her bicycle. But there she found Gwynder waiting for her. She was sitting on the bench, tearing at her cuticles. Daidre frowned. Her sister’s workday was long over, and she generally went directly home. Now, though, she jumped to her feet when she saw Daidre. She looked wild-eyed as she approached.

“I’ve had a phone call from Kayla Lobb,” she said.

Daidre’s thoughts began darting like mice in a maze. She made no reply at first other than to say, “Kayla Lobb?”

“Michael Lobb’s wife. She rang to tell me he’s dead.”

“Who?”

“Michael Lobb. You know who he is, don’t you?” And when Daidre didn’t answer at once, “You do know he’s the man Dad and Goron work for, Edrek. You’ve been there, for God’s sake.” Daidre hated her sister’s use of her birth name, but she didn’t correct her.

“I’m sorry. I’d forgotten his name.”

“Forgotten?”

“Is there a reason . . . ? I’m not sure why you’re telling me. Was there an accident? Are Goron and Bran injured?”

“He was murdered, Edrek. Michael Lobb was murdered.”

Daidre thought furiously as her sister recounted what she’d evidently been told by Kayla Lobb: stabbing, blood everywhere, a violent attack, police, detectives, evidence. “That’s terrible,” Daidre said. “I’m so sorry. You were a good friend, weren’t you? Of Kayla’s, I mean. Weren’t you good friends?”

Gwynder didn’t immediately reply. She drew her eyebrows together and seemed to be searching Daidre’s face. She said, “Why would you ask that when you can’t even remember Michael Lobb’s name? Why would you assume I was friends with his wife?”

Daidre said, “I don’t know. Is there something wrong with my asking that?” She unlocked her bicycle.

“Why wouldn’t you ask who murdered him? Why wouldn’t you ask has anyone been arrested?”

“I assumed . . . Would you not have told me at once?”

“You haven’t even asked when it happened.”

“When did it happen?” Daidre started to roll her bicycle in the direction of the Outer Circle. Gwyn stopped her, straddling the front wheel of the bike and holding the handlebars. “Gwyn!” Daidre said. “What on earth are you doing? I’m sorry he’s dead but—”

“Oh my God! You knew about this already, didn’t you? I can see it on your face. You knew Michael Lobb was murdered and you didn’t say anything. Why didn’t you tell me?”

Daidre stopped trying to resist her sister’s attempt to pull the bike away from her. She said with a sigh, “Because I had a very good idea how you would react.”

“Which is how?”

“Like this, Gwyn,” Daidre said. “What has his death to do with you?”

“Not his death, his murder. Someone murdered him. There on his property and someone’s going to think . . . Kayla rang because . . . Goron’s there. For God’s sake, Goron’s there, on the property. You know that. They’re going to question him.”

“They’ll question everyone. That’s what they do, isn’t it? And they’ve probably already questioned him. And Bran. And everyone else around.”

“If they’ve talked to Goron . . . I need to go down there. They’re going to think . . . you know what they’re going to think . . . Kayla told me that—”

“Gwyn, has Goron phoned you? Has Bran phoned you?”

“No, but the police—”

“The police will talk to him. They’ll ask him questions. Full stop. And they’ll talk to Bran. And they’ll talk to Kayla. They begin by eliminating people, and they’ll eliminate Goron.”

“Kayla’s broken. She’s worried. She’s scared.”

“Of course she is if her husband has been murdered. Anyone would be. But has she asked you to come down for her sake? No? For Goron’s sake? No? For anyone’s sake? No? Then you need to be calm. You and I know that Goron’s not about to kill anyone for any reason. So, before you go charging down there, speak to him. Speak to Bran. And then you and I can talk about what to do next.”

“But you knew and you didn’t—”

“Yes. Yes. And I apologise. I’m very sorry I didn’t tell you. I suppose I was trying to protect you.”

“I don’t need your protection, Edrek. I’ll never need your protection. I can stand on my own two feet.”

Instead, she said, “I suppose you can. I hope we all can. Let’s go home.”


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



As Lobb’s Tin & Pewter was on the route home from Perranporth, Bea decided to stop there after her conversation with Merritt Lobb and his wife. Since Bran Udy had given permission for the MIT to search his own premises and Kayla Lobb had allowed a search of hers, she knew that in the ensuing hours, detective constables had been going over both places with attention given to every inch of them. So she headed south in the direction of St. Agnes, hugging the coastal road for a short distance before she made the turn for Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, just outside of Trevellas. There, she pulled to a triangle of beaten-down weeds and brambles, and she paused to use her mobile.

Time was getting on to the end of the day, and she’d already decided that she would remain in Leedstown, but she wanted to talk to Pete about this, to feel him out on the subject of both of them returning to the cottage on Horsedowns Road. He was certainly old enough to be left on his own, and she thought it made a great deal of sense for him to return to Leedstown since it was far closer to his secondary school in Redruth than was Grade II Listed, no matter its up-to-the-minute mod cons, which included a cooker that could be depended upon to work, a microwave, and a shower with water pressure that one could rely on.

Their conversation was brief, and she was direct about it. She was returning to Leedstown as the coming and going was becoming a burden, and did he want to live with her or with his dad, and yes, she knew she had custody of him till he was of age, but she didn’t want her custody of him to become something akin to a prison sentence.

Pete’s small “Oh. Right,” spoke of his disappointment. Bea knew that he loved her, and he loved his dad, and that he was loath to do anything that might hurt either one of them. Hurting other people was not in his nature. She said to him, “You can think about it for a few days, love. No need to decide anything while we’re on the phone.”

Pete said, “It’s just that Dad—”

But she cut him off with, “It’s not about your dad and it’s not about me, Pete. You are not the least responsible for us or for our feelings. It’s about you and what you want and where you want to be.”

He was quiet. Too quiet. She finally said, “Any questions, Pete?”

“No.” His voice was smaller than ever.

“Then we’ll speak soon.”

They rang off, and Bea continued on her way. She decided to check on the Udy caravan search first, so she passed by the business entrance of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter and went further along the track, where she saw another entry drive in very bad condition from the winter. It was mostly lumps, tyre tracks, and craters. When she heard the underside of her car scrape against something, she decided she’d walk the rest of the way. As soon as she made her decision, it began to rain.

She grabbed her anorak from the back seat, donned it, and stepped out of the car. She pulled up the anorak’s hood and trudged along until she saw the rusty top of a caravan come into view. When she arrived, she clocked a four-wheel-drive police vehicle pulled up nearby. She went to the caravan’s door, knocked twice, opened it, and stepped inside. It was deadly hot, and within seconds she could feel the perspiration running down her back. She removed the anorak and gave it a shake. A gust of wind hit the caravan then, with enough force to make it shudder.

Bran Udy and his son were seated side by side on a banquette. Its cushion was faded green. It was soiled and threadbare and had probably done service straight from the day that the caravan had been purchased.

The place smelled of onions, mildew, and cigarette smoke. Bran was contributing to this last. Next to him was a dented shamrock-shaped ashtray filled with numerous dog ends of rollies, and he was in the midst of creating another one when Bea walked in.

She could see that the elder Udy was not happy with having the police going through his home. He’d given his permission, but it appeared that he hadn’t known how extensive the police search was going to be. Nor had he known how long it was going to take. When he laid eyes on Bea, he made his displeasure apparent.

“This lot plan to put the place back in order? If they aren’t, I’m lodging a complaint, I am. No one said word one about emptying cupboards and drawers. What d’you lot expect to find?”

“It’s all part of the procedure when someone dies violently, Mr. Udy,” Bea said. “They’re being as quick as they can. They’re doing the Lobbs’ cottage as well.”

“They been here three bloody hours!” Bran cried. “How’s that ‘quick as they can’?”

“It’s frustrating, I know. We’re asking a lot of you. But it’s done to eliminate both of you as—”

“I said it already! We got no reason to harm Mike Lobb. We’ll end up on the dole now, Goron and me, and d’you think we want that? I’m too old and too broken down to expect anyone to take me on unless someone wants a custodian who only has to push a broom. As for Goron . . . only job outside of this he’s ever had was one his sister arranged for him, and look how that turned out.”

This was the first Bea had heard of a sibling to Goron. She said, “Ah. There’s a sister. Is she nearby? Can I ring her for you? You might be able to stay with her till we finish up here.”

“There’s two bloody sisters, both of ’em in London. The older one’s who got him the job.”

Bea glanced at Goron. She wondered if he could speak for himself. She said to him, “That job didn’t work out? Were you sacked for some reason?”

Goron looked at his father. Then he looked down at his trainers—Bea wondered how he kept them so white in this environment—and kept his gaze upon them as he shook his head. He murmured, “Left.” He pushed his specs up the bridge of his nose.

“You left the job? Why was that? Was the work too difficult?”

Bran snapped, “He’s not stupid.” He lit his rollie with a kitchen match and dropped the match, still lit, among the dog ends. Bea’s eyes began to sting almost immediately.

“I meant physically difficult, not intellectually, Mr. Udy.”

Bran scoffed at this. “He didn’t like the work. He wants the open air round him, like his dad. Some do, you know. But Edrek got him a job at a cider farm, and she moved him and Gwyn up near Casvelyn. He didn’t like it.”

“Casvelyn?”

“No! Like I said already, he didn’t like the job Edrek got for him.”

“Edrek is his sister?”

“Such as,” he replied. “She knew the owner of the cider farm, and the owner provided him with a job. Steady work, this was. A bloody shame it wasn’t out in the open air.”

“But doesn’t work on farm involve being in the open air?”

“Not his job, it wasn’t.”

Bea spoke again to Goron. “Was that the situation? Are you, perhaps, claustrophobic?”

“I told you,” Bran said before Goron was able to reply. “He likes being out in the air. Full stop. Some people do. It’s nothing to do with claustro-whatever.”

“Guv?” One of the constables, Bea saw, had come to the end of the short corridor that opened off a messy kitchen, where a sink was filled with crockery and cutlery, and a pot of baked beans was languishing on the worktop along with a bunch of carrots and another of limp-looking celery. “C’n you come have a look?” the constable asked.

With a nod at Bran and Goron, Bea followed the constable. He took her into one of the caravan’s two bedrooms. There, on the bed, a game of Cluedo had been opened, its folded playing board laid across the box top. The constable said to her, “This was inside,” and he opened the playing board to indicate a photograph that lay face up upon it.

Bea bent over it, asking the constable if he had another pair of latex gloves. She should have had some with her, but she hadn’t considered that they’d actually find something of interest in the caravan. This, however, was.

Gloves on, she picked up the picture by its edges. It was a photo of Kayla Lobb, a much younger Kayla Lobb, indeed a teenaged Kayla Lobb. She was completely nude, her hands cupping her pert breasts as she offered them and her rosy nipples to the camera. Her head was tilted, and her smile was inviting. “You want?” she seemed to be saying.

“Evidence bag,” Bea said, and when she had the photo inside, she said, “Carry on.”

She returned to Bran and Goron, evidence bag in hand. She showed each of them the photo, saying, “Can either of you tell me about this?”

Bran sputtered, “Where the bloody hell did that come from?” He reached for it, but Bea held it away. She showed it to Goron. “Is this yours, then?” She clocked the way he was looking at the picture. He said nothing. He looked from the picture to the caravan’s window. There was nothing to see but a hill of rubble discarded from the tin works. Beyond it, however, was the Lobbs’ cottage. She said, “You have a thing for Mrs. Lobb, don’t you?”

Bran leapt to his feet. “Wha’s that mean, ‘a thing’? He’s not got any thing for Mrs. Lobb. She’s a married woman and my boy knows that. You tell her, Goron, that—”

“I must speak to Goron alone,” Bea said quickly. “Mr. Udy, you can leave us, or we can step outside.”

“You c’n see the boy doesn’t understand. He’s simple, he is. He doesn’t even know what’s going on. He’s—”

“We’ll step outside, then.” Bea pulled her anorak back on and called for one of the constables. She said to him when he popped his head out of the bedroom, “Goron and I are speaking outside. If you’ll stay with Mr. Udy . . .”

“I know what you lot got planned for him,” Bran cried. “I know what you think. It’s not on. You got that? It’s bloody not on. Someone is trying to . . . someone wants . . . someone . . .” When Bea opened the door, he shouted, “You planted that, you lot. That’s what happened. You can’t tell me—”

“Keep an eye,” she told the constable as she ushered Goron outside.

The rain was still falling, and the wind had increased, but she didn’t want to derail the conversation by hiking to her car, so they would have to speak while the rain soaked them unless the constables’ closer vehicle was unlocked. She took Goron to it and tried the door. Thankfully, the SUV was accessible. She climbed in the driver’s seat and motioned Goron to take the passenger’s seat.

When they were both inside, she turned to Goron and said, “Have you a special relationship with Mrs. Lobb, Goron?”

He lowered his head, much as he’d done inside the caravan. “I help her,” was his answer.

“How?” Bea asked him.

“I drive her. To her lessons.”

“To a school? To a class she’s taking?”

“To her dancing lessons,” he said. “I protect her. It’s not safe.”

“It’s not safe at her dancing lessons?”

He said nothing in reply for a moment. And then, “Here,” he said.

“Are you saying it’s not safe here?” Bea asked him. She had that heartbeat-in-the-ears reaction that she often had when she was close to a detail crucial to the case. As she was close now. She could swear it. Goron was about to reveal something that would tell her what the hell was going on round her.

He said, “She’s beautiful.”

“Mrs. Lobb? Indeed, she is.” Not exactly her cup of tea, Bea thought, but what the hell.

Goron swallowed. He looked at the caravan through the rain. He looked at the hillock that stood between the caravan and the tin and pewter works. He said, “She teaches me. Reading. I never—”

Bea’s mobile rang. Goron stopped speaking. She cursed mentally. Whoever it was, she would tear them limb from limb when she had the chance.

She looked at the device’s screen and saw it was Phoebe Lang. She cursed again. She sent the DCI one word: later, and she cut off the call. She was about to guide Goron back onto the track they’d been walking when the mobile sounded another time. Phoebe again. Bea knew she had to answer.

Phoebe was brief. “Get over to Trevaunance Cove,” she said. “Something’s been found.”




MICHAEL

We were married in Truro, where I had no associations that touched upon my old life. We went alone to the registry office, having the intention of a wedding with all the trimmings when the weather improved and Kayla’s family could come for the festivities. Whilst I had my doubts about her family showing up in Cornwall for anything having to do with me, I pretended otherwise, and I told her to pick the date. I also told her we’d do things up proper by having the reception in one of the posh hotels in the region. And she was, I told her, to find the best church for the nuptials. Anything she felt good about, I said, anything she needed to make her happy. Besotted as I was, I cared nothing about the cost. I would go into debt a thousand times to please her. I wanted everyone I knew to meet her. I wanted any doubters to see her love for me and mine for her.

More than that, though, I wanted to start things off right by introducing Kayla to my children. Was I surprised when neither of them wanted to accommodate me by making the acquaintance of their stepmother? Not really. But I was disappointed. I was probably daft, thinking they might want to let bygones be bygones. Still, I thought that, given time, they would come round. So I moved on to my own birth family, which, at this time of my life, consisted of my mother and my brother.

My mother lives in Blisland, not far west from Bodmin Moor, where she has a residence just along the lane from the village common. Not long after my father’s death, she moved house there, into a small cottage with a nice front garden where, in summer, she drinks an evening G & T, chats to her neighbours and passersby, and pretends it’s fizzy water in her glass. When she met Kayla, she was seventy-one years old, but a very young seventy-one years old. She walked the public footpaths daily, and she often walked on Bodmin Moor as well with her two dogs. She travelled the lanes and roads only by bike rain or shine; she was a custody visitor to various lockups; and she served on God-only-knew-how-many committees representing meals for pensioners, the ecological concerns of those living on or near Bodmin Moor, fundraising for start-ups developed by people of colour, and on and on. I knew she wouldn’t take the time off from any of these concerns to come to the tin-streaming business, so Kayla and I went to her. We’d bring a curry, I told her. No need to go to any trouble, Mum. Her response was to tell me to make sure all the containers were either compostable or recyclable. She’d do the gin and tonics, she assured me. Curry without gin and tonic was unimaginable, she said.

I WOULDN’T SAY THAT MUM went to any great trouble when it came to preparing for our arrival, but she’d made a vanilla sponge and she’d placed it on a dinner plate in the centre of her battered old kitchen table along with a knife for cutting, a stack of mismatched plates, a fan of cloth napkins made from an African print, and a collection of antique cake forks. This was for after the curry, she told me with a nod at the cake, and to Kayla she said, Well, you’re a bit of a thing, aren’t you? Pretty enough but there’s not much to you. To me she declared, I wouldn’t’ve thought this one would be your type. I shot Kayla a look and rolled my eyes.

Kayla smiled, but her expression told me that she didn’t know how she was meant to respond to this. I said I didn’t know I had a “type.” That was bloody foolish of me because it opened a door and Mum was happy to stroll right through it.

She went to the kitchen sink, where on the wide sill of the window above it stood an antique tin meant for malted slippery elm food. She brought this down and began rooting through it, saying, Everyone has a type, Mike.

What she found was a dog-eared snapshot of me, Maiden, and the kids, the kids well under ten years old. We were lined up on Mum’s sofa in our Christmas best, with the kids looking sombre, Maiden looking tired, and myself looking like someone pretending to be pleased as punch with what his life had become. When Mum handed Kayla the picture, she said, This’s what you’re replacing.

I was fairly well gobsmacked that Mum would’ve done that. It happened so fast that I couldn’t make a move to snatch the photo away. It’s not like Mum had ever been Maiden’s number one fan. But that said, it’s true that she doted on the kids, especially on Merritt. And the fact that she did this bit with the photo told me Merritt had been giving her an earful, likely for months on end. But still and all, I’d’ve thought my happiness would’ve meant a bit more to her than it apparently did.

Kayla, of course, had met Maiden on the cruise, so when it came to seeing what she was “replacing,” Kayla wasn’t exactly in the dark. But she’d never seen the kids, and the photo she was looking at pictured them much younger and not the self-sufficient individuals that they actually were. I concluded that Mum was seeing Kayla as a homewrecker, and she wanted Kayla to know it.

For her part, Kayla wasn’t someone to be cowed by a pensioner. She gazed at the picture and said that Merritt had my eyes and that Gloriana had the look of a girl who knew her own mind, didn’t she. She handed the photo back to Mum and said how proud she must be of her Michael, him with a successful business and a son and a daughter he loved to bits.

Mum might’ve answered. She was nothing if not willing to go a few rounds with anyone she felt was sending her messages with implications hanging all over them. But she didn’t have a chance because her two dogs—rescues, they were, a spaniel and a small mutt of multiple breeds—leapt to their feet and commenced barking, and they went dashing in the direction of the front door. Two sharp raps sounded on it before it opened, and from where we were in the kitchen, we could hear yips and cries from the dogs and my brother’s voice said, Hullo, you two beasts. All right, all right, here you are. Upon which the barking and yipping stopped and both dogs trotted back to the kitchen with bones gripped between their jaws. They plopped down under the table just as Sebastian entered the room.

He filled the place, did Sebastian. He always has done. He’s a big bloke, just like our mum’s whole family is big. And on this day he seemed even bigger. He wore an Irish fisherman-type sweater the colour of cream and, typically, blue jeans that were tight at the arse and the thighs. He had a navy watch cap on his hairless head, and he hadn’t shaved.

He had a way of carrying himself that broadcasted a casual, on-the-prowl masculinity. I knew it was something women fell for and had I known Sebastian would be showing up at Mum’s, I would’ve prepared Kayla for him and his usual effect upon females of the species.

He crossed the room, kissed Mum on the cheek, said to her, Gorgeous as ever, darling, to which she tittered like a thirteen-year-old. He then turned to Kayla, saying, And this must be my brother’s bride? as if she could be someone else. He said to her that he was the ne’er-do-well son and he’d heard that curry was on the menu.

I understood from that that Mum had invited him and, of course, that was why there were more than three plates for the cake. It hadn’t occurred to me before his arrival. It should have done, I realised.

He said to me, I hope I can welcome my new sister, Mike . . . ? and he took Kayla’s hand and kissed her cheeks. He breathed in deeply of her fresh, clean scent. Then he said, Well done, Mike. Out with the old and in with the new, eh? Looks like you’ve hit the jackpot.

Kayla had gone red in the face. Her fingers climbed her chest, and her hand rested between her breasts with the tips of her fingers on her collar bone. She looked at me. She gave a hesitant smile. She then said to Sebastian, It’s nice to meet you. But the jackpot’s mine. Then she put her gaze on me and kept it there just long enough to tell my brother she belonged to me, and she liked it that way. I felt bursting with pride.

I pointed out to Mum that she hadn’t told us Sebastian would be joining us. I added that we would’ve brought a larger meal had we known. To this Mum said she reckoned my new wife would enjoy a bit of a surprise. After all, who wanted to spend the afternoon with an old woman and two dogs when everyone knew that the more meant the merrier.

Sebastian, it turned out, hadn’t come empty-handed. In addition to the bones he’d brought for Mum’s dogs, he’d brought two bottles of pricey champagne and a bottle of Bush Black Label. Mum laughed at this bounty of drink and asked did he wish to make everyone falling-down drunk? He said it was to be a celebration, wasn’t it? He said he intended to welcome his new sister into the family, and although he did know there were far better ways to welcome a woman, this way seemed most fraternal. He said the last bit with a wink at Kayla. Then he went on with, Best keep your eyes open, brother. This one’s a prize. Thought you’d never do it, by the way. But now I see why you did.

We moved to Mum’s sitting room. We drank the champagne with Mum and Sebastian, chatting six ways to Sunday. It wasn’t lost on me or Kayla that Mum’s face was alight with her love of my brother. He was her pride, her joy, her life’s supreme accomplishment, and her beaming expression demonstrated this. She hung upon his words, she tittered at his jokes, she pressed him to tell his new sister about his work in Penzance—his “calling,” as she referred to it—and she urged him to regale all of us with stories of his travels to India, where he’d first embraced “the art of the chant.”

Sebastian cooperated. He was nothing if not a brilliant story-teller. Whenever he spoke, he brought the focus onto those elements of his physical presence that underscored his masculinity: a palm rubbed against his fashionably unshaven chin, legs wide-spread to accommodate the size of his cock and his bollocks, gestures with his hands that showed he’d never done a day’s hard labour.

And then there was his boisterous laugh, so full of life, so potent with promise. That was my brother, and whilst I would like to say that all of this was deliberate on his part, I must be honest. This is just who Sebastian was, who he is, in fact. He’s driven by an excessive amount of testosterone, and he can no more cease launching his male pheromones into the atmosphere than he can stop his heart from beating.

All this might have bothered me had I known my brother less well. But as I’d spent a lifetime experiencing him as a sibling and taking note of his history with girls and then with women, I knew that the absolute last thing he’d ever wanted was hooking up with a female who wanted what Kayla wanted: marriage, family, and life with a reliable man.

She declared as much later. She said, He’s quite the package, your brother. Women must go completely mad for him. I would have fallen for him myself at one time, before I met you.

But that was in the evening, after we returned to the cottage. In the meantime, we had our drinks and our meal and afterwards all of us walked on a public footpath that led through nearby farmland in the direction of Jubilee Rock. Sebastian offered Kayla his hand when we came to a stile. He said to me, If you don’t mind, brother? I said I didn’t mind at all, which was when Kayla said, But I mind, before she accepted my hand to help her, then took my arm and held it close to her breast.

Sebastian laughed and said to me, Jackpot, brother, like I said.

WE COMMENCED OUR LIFE together in the poky old cottage. Now and again, Kayla did mention how nice it could be to live near a town. But this wasn’t possible, given the funds we had and the funds we didn’t have and never would. When I finally explained this to her, she didn’t speak of the matter again. Instead, she did what she could to transform the place. It wasn’t merely paint and curtains that she altered, though, it was also the atmosphere. Where there had been gloom, there was now light. Where silence had dominated, music made a background to nearly everything we said and did. The fragrance of dinner greeted me at the end of the day, and the scent of baking filled the air if she rose early to have something special waiting for my breakfast. Often, she insisted that Bran have a lunch with us, and when she learned that his wife languished in ill health in the caravan they occupied on the other side of the slag heap beyond the waterwheel, she packed up soups and breads and pasties—God only knew how she learned to make pasties with a pastry crust that did indeed melt in the mouth—and over the heap she went in her pink rubber boots and her sky blue anorak to deliver them to our closest neighbour. Bran protested this, and I tried to explain to my wife that he wasn’t one to like charity. Kayla poohpoohed that and explained to me and then to him that the difference between charity and friendship was found in learning to know the other person, and didn’t we understand that only knowing people made life worthwhile?

This, of course, reminded me of her promise to her dad to make her life worthwhile. So I understood what she was doing, even though she was so far from her birthplace.

IT WAS SHORTLY AFTER this that two of Bran’s children showed up. I was damned surprised, as the bloke had never once mentioned that he even had children. These two were twins—a boy and a girl round eighteen or nineteen years old—and it was Kayla who discovered from their mum why neither she nor Bran had ever spoken of them. They’d been in Care, taken from their parents in their childhood. There was an older sister as well. She’d been adopted ages in the past by the family in Plymouth who’d taken her in.

Kayla hadn’t wanted to pry for further information than Jen Udy was willing to give her: Bran had been focused on trying to become an independent tin-streamer at the time. She—Jen—had been focused on Bran: on helping him and keeping him on course. He’d been a wild one in the day, a bloke who’d never wanted children in the first place and didn’t shed a tear when they were taken. She did, though, Kayla told me. Jen shed buckets of them. But they were deadly poor, and they lived poorly, and the condition of the children had been so noted. In stepped the government, and then they were gone.

It seemed the proper thing to do, so I accompanied Kayla over the slag hill to Bran’s caravan to meet his children. Lucky for us all, the family were outside as it was a pleasant enough day, and they were taking advantage of it. I doubt we could have fitted the six people that we were inside the place they called home. Indeed, I couldn’t begin to imagine how the four of them were managing to live together inside it.

Jen was wrapped up in several old shawls. She was sitting on a tattered deck chair with the sun warming her face. Her daughter was hovering round her, tucking another old shawl round her shoulders, Bran was watching his son examine four largish boulders, one of which I recognised as cassiterite. As we joined them, he was saying to the boy, Well, what d’you think? Come on now. You got to recognise it when you see it, Goron.

Kayla called out a hello. Michael wants to meet our new neighbours, she said.

Jen started to rise, but her daughter stopped her, a hand on her shoulder, as if getting up out of the chair would put her in hospital. Jen smiled in her tired, wan way, and Bran swung round from what he and the boy Goron were doing.

It turned out the girl was called Gwynder, although the family called her Gwyn. As Kayla had told me, they’re twins, but she and her brother looked nothing alike, although they were both fair like their mum. He was tall and thin to the point of gauntness. She was also tall, but her body was like the women in old museum paintings, round and swelling in all the right places.

It turned out that Bran was training Goron to do the job that he himself had been doing. Or, he explained, at least part of the job. The difficult bits were on their way to becoming too much for him, he told me. He could still do them, mind you, but when the time arrived that he couldn’t, he wanted Goron to be able to step in and take his place.

This worried me because money was tight, like always. Bran read my mind and told me that I wasn’t to worry about wages. He was the one needed the help so he was the one would pay his son.

I told him this was hardly a fair bargain. Kayla agreed. When Bran said he’d hear of nothing else, Kayla murmured to me that we would see about that.

BRAN KNEW HOW IMPORTANT it was to me that Lobb’s Tin & Pewter maintain its reputation for quality. After several weeks of training his son, he brought Goron to the cottage door early one morning and said that they were ready to show me the result.

Beach first, was what Bran declared. I want you to see him cope with the backhoe, was what he said.

We made a small parade of vehicles on the road. Goron drove the backhoe, following Bran’s pickup—with myself as passenger—and from the moment he’d climbed onto the vehicle, he’d been as silent as a cemetery monument. Bran headed in the direction of a fracture zone near Perran Sands. Tourists were scarce owing to the time of year, so getting to the fracture zone itself was not a problem.

It was a good challenge. Goron manoeuvred the backhoe with little trouble, although when we finally reached the strand, he had to wipe his face down to remove the sweat that the journey had drawn from him.

Bran asked him to show us what he would do and how he would do it, and without a word Goron moved the backhoe north along the strand in the direction of a fracture in the cliff’s stone face, which looked like a monumental cleaver had produced an opening the height of a skyscraper. It was wide at the beach end and narrow as it travelled into the cliff. In silence Goron used his hand to indicate boulders that had become dislodged at some point and now lay scattered at the base of the cliff at the furthest end of the fracture. They were good possibilities, but one would only know if there was light enough to have a decent look at them, and this was not the case in the fracture. Nor could they be removed by the backhoe, which wouldn’t have fitted into the fracture itself. But this was no matter to Goron. He picked up two boulders and easily carried them to the backhoe’s digging arm, where he loaded them into the bucket before returning to the pile for more.

He’s stronger’n your average ox, was what Bran said about his son. Wouldn’t know that to look at ’im, eh?

Thus, Goron Udy came on board to assist his father, becoming a silent figure in the background of the family business. He proved to be efficient. I found it possible to leave more and more of the labour to him. This freed me, and I needed that freedom, for the labour of tin-streaming was something of a burden at this point. I was older than I wished to be, and I was starting to feel it, which was something I believed I had to hide from Kayla.

I wanted her to be happy with her life in Cornwall, and she tried her hardest to embrace Cornwall as best she could. Many was the day I’d return to the cottage and find her with a group of women from round the area having a meeting of what they called their “culture club.” Kayla had established it as a gathering where books were discussed, or films, or stories, or recipes they’d tried, or items from the news. Or I’d arrive home to find my dinner keeping warm in the oven and on the stove a note telling me she’d gone to Redruth or to Truro “to explore.” She also went to visit my mum, and it did not take long for her to win Mum over, as I reckoned she would. They’d walk the dogs on Bodmin Moor, or they’d travel the distance to Dartmoor to track the wild ponies. Mum was one for haunting charity shops for bits and bobs—always with the hope that she would stumble across a real treasure—and Kayla also joined in this. On occasion she brought home something she fancied like an old souvenir jug with Brighton scrolled across it or a discarded Charles-and-Diana wedding mug in fair condition. Always she returned with stories about my mum: how they’d laughed at two dachshund puppies playing together on Blisland’s common; how they’d got themselves completely lost in Launceston or Camborne; how much they’d enjoyed the museum in Truro. Kayla said that she quite liked my mum. Mum said the same of Kayla.

Only with Merritt and Gloriana did Kayla make no progress. They refused to meet her. When I said to Kayla that it was their loss, not hers, she told me it was everyone’s loss, and she declared that only I could bring about the necessary change. I, after all, had abandoned them, so only I could end the abandonment.

Every child wants a father, Michael, was how she put it. I knew that she was speaking of her loss and how deeply she would always feel about her father’s death. My kids are fine, they’re smashing, I told her. You know that do you? was her quiet reply.

Kayla didn’t mention having our own kids at first; I reckoned that she didn’t want them, and that was fine with me. What I mean to say is that she was enough. Kayla in my life was enough. She was all I wanted and everything I needed and the addition of someone else into our tight little two-person unit would change things, which I didn’t want to consider. So, I did something about it, which is to say that I trotted off to Camborne on the sly to see my GP and got myself fixed so that there wouldn’t be any surprises somewhere along the line. It would be Kayla and me only with no distractions coming from changing the nappies of a squalling baby. And Kayla’s body—that temple I worshipped in—would remain the same, suffering through no changes brought about by pregnancy and childbirth, which would stretch her skin and alter her gorgeous breasts and tear her down there where she was tight and hot and every inch mine.

I know I should have talked this over with her. I admit that the more she spoke about Merritt and Gloriana, the more worried I became that she would begin to talk about feeling broody, which in turn would prompt her to declare it was time that we tried for a baby. No one knew I’d had the snip, so if Kayla wanted us to try, we could do just that: try and try, and when nothing happened, she’d decide it wasn’t meant to be or it was simply the luck of the draw or she’d hear me when I said, These things happen when you stop worrying about them happening, darling girl. And when I leered at her playfully and asked did she want another go to try again because I was up for it in more ways than one, she would laugh and slap me playfully on the chest, and I would roll over and then on top and I would do her in the way we both liked it.

She was everything to me, which was exactly what I wanted, along with me being everything to her. One would expect this all to wear off in time. But it didn’t, and I was foolish enough to believe that it never would.
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It was eight days after his conversation with Assistant Commissioner Sir David Hillier when Isabelle Ardery returned to New Scotland Yard. Lynley had removed himself from her office—if not from his role as Acting Detective Chief Superintendent—after speaking with Isabelle on the phone, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to step in again to replace her any time in the future. He wasn’t, he believed, cut out for the job. He’d been happy for years as a detective inspector, and he had no desire to climb the career ladder any higher.

He was in his own small office on the landline with a CPS barrister when his mobile buzzed with an incoming call. He glanced at it and saw it was Isabelle ringing him. He begged off with the silk on the other end of the line, saying he would have to ring him back as something had come up that he had to attend to.

“Returning to us at last?” he said as his greeting to Isabelle. “Tell me that’s why you’re ringing.”

“That’s why I’m ringing,” she said.

“You’ll be warmly greeted.”

She scoffed, saying, “You’re building me up, aren’t you?”

“I speak only the truth. When can we expect you?”

“As soon as you come down to the car park.”

“You’re already here?”

“As ever.”

“That’s very good news, and I’m happy to oblige. But, really, Isabelle, if I may ask: What d’you expect will happen if you come upstairs on your own?”

“I expect I’ll have to say something. Offer a greeting, make a statement, predict the future, comment on the weather. I don’t know.”

“And?”

“I prefer to work my way up to that, Tommy.”

“Work your way up to commenting on the weather?”

“Don’t take the mickey. You know what I mean. For now, I’d simply be more comfortable if you were with me. We can act as if we ran into each other in the corridor, in the lift, getting a coffee, whatever. We can put our heads together and be in some sort of deep conversation that precludes my being able to make a speech of gratitude for all that you lot have done to keep things cobbled together while I’ve been gone.”

“You’re going to have to speak to them eventually. Why prolong the inevitable?”

“I’d like to do this one step at a time. Will you meet me? Please don’t make me beg.”

“Of course. I’m on my way.”

He found her waiting at the boot end of a car he’d not seen before. She looked well. Dressed in a perfectly fitted navy business suit and a white jersey with a rolled neck, she appeared ready to resume her life as a police officer. Indeed, she looked quite like the Isabelle Ardery he’d met a few years previously at a house fire in Kent.

She said, “Thank you, Tommy. If I don’t sound fervent, believe me when I say that I am.”

He said, “You look every bit the new woman.”

“That’s what I’ve been told.” She adjusted one of her earrings, a hammered gold hoop. She adjusted the other. Nervous, he thought. “But honestly, I don’t feel a new woman,” she added. “I’m still something of a wreck. Leaving the halfway house was more unnerving than I expected. Returning to Wandsworth felt like a life crisis. I feel as if I’m being held together with plasters.”

“The plasters are doing a fine job of it, then,” he said. “Shall we go up?”

She looked from him to the lift and back to him. “I suppose,” she said.

Once in the lift, he asked her how her boys were faring in New Zealand with their father and stepmother. She told him they were completely in love with New Zealand, and she added that they were particularly fascinated by the direction water swirled when they flushed the loo. “We have FaceTime at the weekends. I’ve been entertained by loo flushing on multiple occasions.”

“And they’ve settled in?”

“More than. If all goes well—with me, not with them—I’ll be going down for a visit round Christmas.”

“But not moving house to join them? Have you contacted the Auckland police?”

She shot him a look. “Are you trying to be rid of me?”

“Christ, no. I’m delighted that you’ve returned. Hillier wants me to report to him on your comportment, by the way.”

“Does he. When did he tell you?”

“That same day you and I spoke. Your return today is rather unfortunate timing, actually. I haven’t yet been able to position the hidden cameras in your office.”

“That is unfortunate,” she said. With a head-to-toe look at him, she added, “I don’t actually see you as a copper’s narc, Tommy.”

“I’m relieved to know it. I did ask him to pass the cup to someone else, but he was firm, so there you have it.”

“He won’t be happy you told me.”

“I don’t intend to inform him. He might have a seizure, and I don’t want to be responsible for that. Ah. Here we are. Shall we begin our intense conversation?”

“Yes.”

So as the doors opened, they put their heads together and mimicked a deep conversation as they walked to Isabelle’s office. Dorothea was just coming out of it. She halted abruptly and her face flushed. She said, “Detective Chief Superintendent Ardery. How nice to see you. I’ve just . . .” She waved vaguely into the office where, they saw, she’d put flowers on Isabelle’s desk. “Welcome back. We’re so . . . so . . . happy . . . ?”

“Thank you, Dee,” Isabelle said. “The flowers are lovely.”

“I’m quite jealous you never brought flowers to me,” Lynley said. Then to Isabelle, “I’ll leave you to settle in. Do I tell the others you’ll be with them presently?”

She took a moment. After a long look she shared with Lynley, she said, “Yes. Do tell them that.”
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Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers bloody well wished that someone had put her in the picture regarding the return of the DCS before she’d left Chalk Farm. Had she known about it, she would have managed to be on time for work. She would also have altered her wardrobe choices for the day. As it was, though, she hadn’t known, and she’d driven through the usual god-awful traffic to New Scotland Yard in her decades-old Mini, celebrating the acquisition of a used but still serviceable DVD player that was allowing her to learn Italian on her hellacious drives from North London. So far her skills with the language had taught her how to ask for petrol (lah benzeena pear favoray), how to inform someone that she had a flat tyre (oh oona go mah a tear-a), and how to wish someone a happy birthday (bwohn com plee ahno) on the off-chance that she someday found “attendance at a birthday party in Italy” on her dance card. The fact that she was learning the language only phonetically didn’t bother her. She didn’t expect to be reading anything in Italian any time soon. Using it at all was largely an iffy proposition.

She received the word about DCS Ardery enroute, in a text message from Dorothea Harriman. Three words sufficed: she’s back today. There was no need for Dee to amplify the question of who she was. The conversations between Barbara and Dee Harriman that had occurred over time precluded the necessity of naming names.

Barbara had known, of course, that Isabelle Ardery would return eventually. But she’d got used to the idea that her return would not be soon. Indeed, she had told herself the DCS’ return was out there in the distant future, and she’d hoped that distant future would be when she—Barbara—was a pensioner. No such luck.

It wasn’t that she disliked the DCS. Rather, it was merely that they were chalk and cheese and had been so from the day Isabelle Ardery had permanently replaced Detective Superintendent Malcolm Webberly upon his early retirement. And now here she was. And now she was going to put her critical gaze upon Barbara and read the words printed on her T-shirt—Good Morning. I See the Assassins Have Failed—and not be amused. She would probably conclude the remarks were meant for her, and who could blame her for that? It was for this reason that, after reading Dee’s message, Barbara pulled to the side of Chalk Farm Road in a bicycle lane—left wheels on the pavement—and rang Dorothea in the hope that that sartorial wizard of wizards might have an extra jersey or cardigan stuffed into a desk drawer. She knew a hoodie was too much to hope for—although it was bloody amusing to picture Dee Harriman even owning such a garment—and there was no world in which Barbara could fit into a pair of Dee’s trousers. She reckoned she could pull the hoped-for jersey or cardigan down over her own drawstring trousers thus hiding the drawstring or, failing Dee’s possession of either a jersey or a cardigan, that she could simply wear said trousers backwards. She couldn’t do much else to look whatever she was supposed to look like, although she could hear DI Lynley saying, “Professional comes to mind, Sergeant,” in that dry way of his. But there was no way in hell, on earth, or among the clouds that she was going to get into a conversation about clothing with a bloke who kept the tailors of Savile Row gainfully employed.

Once Dee answered the call with “Detective Sergeant Havers? Did you not get my message” and then the added whisper, “Barbara, where are you? She’s here and she’s going to ask.”

“How did she seem?” Barbara asked.

“Fine. Normal. Whatever. Where are you?”

“What’s she doing?”

“She’s gone to see the assistant commissioner.”

“Good.” Barbara breathed out a sigh. If the DCS had gone to have a chinwag with Hillier, she’d probably be out of her office for a good long while, especially if the AC had wound himself up.

Dee said, “I don’t know how good that is. He’s probably giving her the welcome-back-and-you’ll-be-given-the-boot-if-you-begin-with-the-drink-again.”

“Hillier’s version of the warm fuzzies,” Barbara noted. “ ‘Good’ refers to how long it will take him to say that to her in addition to any preaching he also wants to do.” Barbara paused to fish her Players out of her shoulder bag. She lit up, saying, “Look, Dee,” and then made her request about clothing. Did Dee have anything that would hide her T-shirt from the DCS’ disapproving eyes? A cardigan perhaps?

“Oh dear, no,” Dee told her. “Are you wearing something . . . What are you wearing, Barbara?”

“Something I find amusing and the DCS will not find amusing.”

“I see . . . Let me think a moment . . . I can ask DS Nkata if you might borrow his jacket.”

Barbara blew a sound of derision, saying, “Now that would be a sight. It’s not Halloween, Dee.”

“What about a pinnie apron? Someone in Peeler’s might have a spare. Someone who works in the kitchen, you know.”

“And my excuse for coming into work wearing a Peeler’s apron would be . . . ?”

“Hmm. Yes. I see the problem.” Then after a pause, Dee said, “Can you not wear the T-shirt inside out and backwards? Or just inside out? I can meet you at the lift with scissors in case there are labels or tags needing to be removed.”

Barbara considered it. It would, she decided, make the best of a very bad situation. She said she’d let Dee know when she reached New Scotland Yard and was in the car park. If she could bring the scissors down to her . . . ? Of course she could, Dee told her.

Problem solved, Barbara thought. She ended the call and looked over her shoulder, changing down gears and waiting for a gap in the traffic. She was about to pull away from the kerb when her mobile chimed with an incoming call. Her first thought—a hopeful one, to be sure—was that Dee had come up with an idea better than the inside-out T-shirt. But when she looked at her mobile, she saw the call wasn’t from Dee at all. It was from a woman in Greenford called Florence Magentry, and if Mrs. Flo—as she was called by her residents and their families—was ringing her at such an odd time, what she had to say wasn’t going to be good.
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Barbara did not want her first encounter with the newly sober DCS Ardery to be a test of the woman’s sobriety. This was largely the reason she went straight to DI Lynley instead of the DCS to explain her need for a hasty removal of herself from New Scotland Yard. With Ardery, she would have had to produce a lengthy explanation that touched on far too many details of her personal life, and the very idea of that completely unnerved her. With DI Lynley, all she needed to say was the word Greenford, and he would know there was an emergency, and it had to do with Barbara’s mother.

Despite what she’d said to Dorothea, she did decide to stop off at Peeler’s to pinch one of the pinafore aprons before she made the rest of her trip up to her department. As she crossed over to Lynley’s office, she could see that he was on his mobile. He glanced up, saw her, and frowned. Barbara heard him say, “We’ll need to speak later, John,” before he ended the call and studied her, the tips of his fingers making a chapel over his phone, which he’d placed on his desk.

Barbara spoke at once. “Traffic was bloody murder in a teacup, sir,” she said. She wrapped her hands in the apron’s skirt. “I know she’s back, and I’m sod-all late. Another rip-roaring, brilliant start.” She glanced behind her, wondering if there was a chance that DCS Ardery might appear, possibly wielding a chain saw. “And then there’s this . . .” She indicated her wardrobe choices of the day. She’d also turned her T-shirt inside out, and she knew that Lynley would twig what this meant.

“I would love to say that Isabelle’s state of nerves on her first day will make it unlikely that she’ll even notice what anyone’s wearing, Sergeant. That, however, appears to be an iffy declaration, all things considered when it comes to you.”

“I know, I know.” Barbara gestured to the apron as well as her inside-out T-shirt. “You mean this, right?”

“Your mind-reading skills have vastly improved. Are you hoping I can produce something more suitable to wear?”

“No. No. That’s not why I’ve come. I’ve had a call from Greenford. I took it on the way in today.”

His expression changed. “Your mother?” he asked.

“I’ve got to get myself out there, sir. But I’ll need the DCS’ permission and . . .” She cast him a look that she hoped was pleading.

“You want me to tell her. You will have to speak with her eventually, Barbara,” Lynley noted.

“I know that, sir. Just not today . . . not like . . . well, like this.”

“Do I want to know what’s on the T-shirt?”

“Let’s just say that—everything put into the same mixing bowl—this isn’t the day.”

Lynley frowned. “Is there anything on earth that might make you less incorrigible, Sergeant?”

“It’s just my artistic flair, sir.” She raised one trouser leg to show her socks. They were pink, printed with disembodied cat heads.

He took this in. She saw him then shift his gaze to her red high-top trainers, her trousers that occasionally did double duty at night as her pyjamas, the inside-out T-shirt, and the Peeler’s apron.

He sighed and waved her off. “Go,” he told her. “I’ll run interference for you.”

“Sure?”

“As the sun rises and sets. Ring me as soon as you’ve got a clear picture that I can paint for her, though.”

“Ta,” Havers said fervently. “Cheers, Inspector.”

That said, she turned to leave, digging in her lumpy shoulder bag. She brought out a packet of Jaffa cakes. She tore it open with her teeth, proceeding to munch as she headed for the lift to set out for Greenford.

Mrs. Flo’s phone call had been brief. In her soft, kind voice she’d said, “Barbara, best to come at once, dear. Sad to say, but I’m afraid it’s Mum’s time.” She was talking, of course, not of her own mother, who had been dead for decades, but of Barbara’s mother, who lived in Florence Magentry’s house with three other elderly “guests,” as she liked to call them. All suffered from various forms and stages of dementia.

Two of the original guests who’d been there when Barbara’s mother joined them had since died, to be replaced quickly with two others whose families found themselves in the same position Barbara had been in when she’d tracked down the remarkable Florence Magentry in the first place. At that point, Barbara’s father—a lifelong smoker—had died, his death accelerating her mother’s decline. Rather quickly, she’d reached the point where she could no longer be left alone. When the recruitment of a neighbour had failed to be the assistance Barbara was looking for, she’d begun to seek the solution that became, ultimately, Aggie Havers’ move to Greenford. Barbara had never been close to her mother, but the thought of warehousing her in an institution for the elderly, where she’d spend the rest of her days gazing mindlessly out of a window or staring at a telly, was too bloody awful to contemplate.

Aggie Havers had done well with Mrs. Flo. For a good long while, she’d maintained the level of comprehension that she’d had when she joined that Greenford household. But the periods when she knew who Barbara was grew fewer and fewer over time. Sometimes she thought Barbara was her own sister, Doris—dead for decades—and other times she was completely baffled by the presence of a stout, ill-dressed, and badly coiffed woman who called her mum.

Barbara had taken the frequent bouts of bafflement as a sign that there was little purpose in her going to Greenford on a regular basis. At first, she made it a once-a-week visit if she wasn’t working a case. Then it became every other week. Then it seemed to her that if she made the trek to Greenford once a month, that was reasonable, considering her mum’s condition. Finally, once every two or three months seemed quite enough. At the point of Mrs. Flo’s phone call on this day, Barbara hadn’t been to Greenford in more than twelve weeks, and she hadn’t spoken to Mrs. Flo about her mum’s condition in six of those weeks. During that time, she’d fielded several phone calls from Mrs. Flo reporting that “Mum’s doing a bit poorly, dear. Not to worry, as I think she’ll rally. She always does, doesn’t she?” Until, of course, she was no longer rallying at all.

Greenford wasn’t part of the world of leafy suburbs, as they were generally called, and it took Barbara ninety-five minutes to reach Mrs. Flo’s house. There were trees scattered here and there along the street, but the place wasn’t going to become another Dulwich any time soon.

Mrs. Flo’s home was one of many semi-detached houses. The inhabitants of most of these had turned their front gardens into parking areas—a depressing necessity in so many neighbourhoods round the town—and the houses themselves were remarkably similar: with either large front windows or bays for the sitting room, several windows above indicating rooms upstairs, red-tiled roofs, and porches the size of rabbit hutches with a meagre overhang to spare one from the rain.

Mrs. Flo’s house had a pebble-dash exterior. Like many of the others, her front garden had been turned into a parking space. But unlike the others, at least part of the garden had not been touched, so even on this cloudy day it thrived with springtime colours offered by late daffodils and tulips, along with wallflowers, and it was edged by a path to the front door, which itself was overhung with climbing roses, not quite in bloom but covered in buds.

As there were no cars in the parking area, Barbara pulled her Mini into that space. When she got to the front door, it was opened at once, without her knocking. She found herself face-to-face with Mrs. Flo, and her expression told Barbara that she hadn’t arrived in time.

Mrs. Flo reached out for her and said, hand gently on Barbara’s shoulder, “She went very quickly at the end, dear. You’re not to feel badly. I know it’s difficult for you, getting here, I mean. Do come in.”

The house was eerily silent and bore the fragrance of lilacs. Generally, Mrs. Flo had her residents engaged in some kind of activity geared towards practising their eroding or altogether forgotten social skills. Or she had them lifting their spirits through a creative endeavour that was well within their abilities and understanding. Today, however, Barbara saw that the three remaining residents were in the house’s small back garden. Despite there being no sun to contend with, they were all wearing sunhats as they tended to the veg and the flowering plants in their small, individual allotments. Watering, weeding, feeding. Dropping seeds into holes in the earth. More watering, more feeding.

“They’re quite occupied,” Mrs. Flo said, following the direction of Barbara’s gaze. “They do become confused at times when it comes to what constitutes a weed, but most of the vegetables survive, despite that. I’m allowing only one of them to plant courgettes this year, however. Last year we were positively swimming in them. We supplied the entire neighbourhood, we did.”

Barbara made no reply to this. She’d never grown veg in her life. She’d never seen one on the tree. Or the bush. Or the . . . whatever they grew on. She intended to go to her grave in blissful ignorance.

Mrs. Flo said, her hand guiding Barbara by the elbow, “She’s just in her bedroom, Barbara. You know the way, of course. I haven’t rung anyone yet. You’re to take your time. As much as you wish, my dear.”

At first, Barbara thought that Mrs. Flo meant that she’d not yet rung other members of the family to let them know Aggie Havers had passed. Except there were no other members of Barbara’s family. She was suddenly afloat with no relations, with nothing save her job and her colleagues at the Yard. But then it came to her that Mrs. Flo had probably been speaking of the undertaker.

“I’ll be with the others,” Mrs. Flo said. “Do fetch me if you need me, dear.”

Barbara nodded and climbed. Inside the bedroom, she raised a clenched fist to her nose, a way of warding off the smell of old lady that pervaded the room. Instantly, though, she hated herself for having done it. This wasn’t a random old lady who’d passed away after a night in the cold near London Bridge, this was her mother, and if she’d not been all there in her head, she was still and always her mum. She—Barbara—should have been here in this room, comforting her mother on her final journey. She should have been here—in this room—when her mother passed. She should have been able—no, willing, because the truth was that she was perfectly unwilling—to sit with her in her final days, to visit her twice a week once she’d been told her mum was failing. But she hadn’t done it. Not because she was far too busy with work, but because she’d stopped thinking of Aggie Havers as her mother years ago, in a period of time far preceding the day she’d given her mother over to the care of Mrs. Flo.

The body hadn’t been covered. Barbara was grateful for that. Her mum looked merely asleep. Her hands were folded across her waist—above the sheets and blankets that covered the lower part of her body—and her thin grey hair had been brushed off her face. She was wearing a cotton nightgown that frilled with crinkly lace round the throat. It looked itch-producing, and it seemed brand new, and Barbara couldn’t stop herself from wondering if Mrs. Flo kept a store of them in hand for occasions such as this.

Barbara approached the bed. She found that the only disconcerting aspect of her mum in death was the fact that her jaw had loosened and now hung open as if she were about to struggle for breath.

She told herself that she ought to cry. She knew she ought to feel grief. This was, after all, the woman who had birthed her. But it seemed to Barbara that the ability to feel . . . anything? . . . had died inside her long ago, years and years in the past, with the death of her brother.

She felt utterly immobile. She asked herself what she was meant to do in this bedroom alone with her mother, standing at her deathbed. Was she supposed to kiss her forehead? Caress her dry hair, talk to her spiritless body? But she couldn’t do any of that, so she settled for smoothing the sheets and the blankets, ignoring the fact that they didn’t need smoothing at all.

Once she’d done that, she told herself there were actions to take, and she was the only person who could realistically take them. She turned from the bed and went in search of Mrs. Flo. Florence Magentry had guided many families through the final journey of a loved one. She would know what to do first. She would know how to do it.
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Just as Barbara had thought, the decisions to be made in the wake of her mother’s death began piling up immediately. The undertaker arrived so quickly that she hardly had time to become used to the idea of her mother being permanently gone before she was, in reality, permanently gone. Mrs. Flo had rung him. Barbara reckoned that the name Florence Magentry was so well known to his business—considering the ages and condition of her “guests”—that when anyone there took a phone call from her, they knew the reason and set off at once.

Three individuals showed up at Mrs. Flo’s house, all men, all dressed neatly but somberly in dark suits, dark ties, and spotless white shirts, with perfectly polished shoes on their feet. Two of them silently rolled a narrow trolley into the house. Barbara followed them as they carried it up the stairs and made it efficiently ready, next to her mum’s bed. At that, Barbara excused herself, because she knew what came next was going to involve a bag of some sort and her mother being zipped into it, and that was something she preferred not to see, although she couldn’t have said why, especially since—as a detective—she’d witnessed her share of bodies being put into bags and carted away.

The third dark-suited man had remained near the front door of the house, and as the trolley holding her mother’s body was carried down the stairs and then rolled outside, where it was wheeled soundlessly along the path from the house to the waiting hearse, Barbara heard the remaining man clear his throat. She looked at him. He had a pleasant face, and his expression was not at all lugubrious, as she’d expected. This was something of a relief.

“My deepest condolences,” the undertaker said. He had a quiet voice. It went well with his face. “The deceased is your mother, as I understand.” And when Barbara nodded, “What can you tell us about her wishes?”

“Her wishes?” Barbara asked stupidly.

“As to her body . . .” the man prompted.

Barbara shook her head. She didn’t know a single thing about her mother’s post-death wishes. She asked herself what kind of shameful excuse for a daughter wouldn’t know what her mother’s wishes were when it came to what happened to the ultimate disposal of her dead body?

“Did she put anything in writing?” came next, like a gentle prompt. “People often do, you know.”

Barbara looked to Mrs. Flo for guidance. “I’ll have a look in her room, shall I?” Mrs. Flo said. “You won’t need the information just yet, will you?” This to the undertaker.

“Of course not,” the man said. “But . . . sooner is . . . rather better in this kind of situation. I’m sure you understand.”

Barbara found to her horror that she wanted to laugh wildly at this: at the implication of her mum’s body decomposing as she—Barbara—twitted about trying to decide what to do with the corpse. She wanted to say, “You can put her on ice, can’t you?” Instead, she tried to clear her head. Upon his death, her dad had had a wake, a funeral, a burial, and a reception afterwards. Her mum hadn’t been well even then, doddering round the reception asking where Jimmy was, picking up finger sandwiches and then discarding them un-eaten on whatever surface was available. Did it thus stand to reason that her mum would want the same ceremonious send-off that had been given her husband, Barbara’s dad? And if she had that, how would she—Barbara herself—cope? How did one actually plan all that? Second, who would even come? Mrs. Flo, of course. DI Lynley if she told him her mother had passed. DS Winston Nkata and Dorothea Harriman, because Lynley would relay the news to them. But that was it: a grand total of five people.

When Mrs. Flo returned from looking here and there in Aggie Havers’ bedroom, she brought no ideas with her. Barbara asked her if her mother had ever given any hints . . . ? Mrs. Flo said regretfully that she had not. “With her mind going as it was . . . She wouldn’t have, really, would she, Barbara dear? And in the past few months, it has to be said, Mum wasn’t entirely conscious of what was going on.”

A resurgence of guilt and shame washed over Barbara at this. She considered all the things she might have done with and for her mother during all the time she’d lived with Mrs. Flo: taken her out for a day, enjoyed a curry with her, treated her to afternoon tea at some posh hotel, given her a trip to the hairdresser, a special lunch, a manicure, a pedicure . . . anything, really, to delight and entertain her. She’d spoken several times to Mrs. Flo about planning a special treat for her mother, but she’d never followed through.

And now . . . ? She found that she wanted to put her mother, her mother’s death, and her own failures out of her mind. She’d been doing that religiously for the last few years. What difference would a few more days make?

So she’d said she would let the undertaker know, and to this, the man handed her his card. This was imprinted with the silhouette of a funeral coach being pulled by horses wearing the headgear of feathers typical of the Victorian period. Cheery Brothers Funeral Services was printed at the top of the card. It was his family name, the undertaker murmured. Barbara said, Right, and put the card into her bag. Mr. Cheery then said that she could let the mortuary know when she’d made up her mind. But again, he reminded her, one mustn’t wait too long.

She wouldn’t, Barbara vowed.

When Mr. Cheery had taken his leave along with his colleagues and Aggie Havers’ body, Mrs. Flo said she would make Barbara a nice cup of tea. Barbara was to sit in the dining room and “enjoy it with freshly made garibaldis.” Later, Mrs. Flo would go more thoroughly through the bedroom in which Aggie Havers had died and would search for anything that might let them know what her wishes were regarding her body. She said to Barbara in that gentle way of hers, “You’ve far enough on your plate just now, dear. I’ll check everything in the room, and if I find something that will help with your decision, I’ll let you know. I’ll set aside her belongings for now. You’ll want to go through them.”

Quickly Barbara said, “I won’t.” Just as quickly, she realised how those two words sounded coming from the bereaved, so she added, “That’s best for now, Mrs. Flo. And thank you.”

“Whatever for?”

“For taking her on in the first place and for treating her like you did. You’ll never know—” And oddly enough, that was when the tears came. She didn’t want to cry, she hated to cry, she never cried. But now here were the tears, a flood of them that greeted not only her mother’s death but the aloneness attached to it: her mother’s aloneness and now her own aloneness. Christ, she was a mess. She had to get out of this house.




MICHAEL

It was three years before we had the wedding I’d promised Kayla. During this time, she developed a community of friends, not so large that I got ignored and not so small as to render her without enough female companionship. They became our wedding guests along with my mum and brother, her mum, her brother Willen, her sisters, Bran, his ailing wife Jen, and his children, Goron and Gwynder. We made, I thought, a very happy group.

I did a bit of robbing Peter to pay Paul, so we were able to do it up proper as I’d promised we would do. Kayla selected a church in a village not far from Newquay, and that was where we said our vows. We had a wedding breakfast afterwards, a quite nice affair in a hotel overlooking the sea. Then later that evening, the party began.

Only two occurrences marred the event for me, although I did try my best to slough them off since it was, after all, my wedding day. One came courtesy of Kayla’s brother, Willen, who passed her a thickish envelope that I was meant not to see. But I did see it and of course I asked her about it, and she said it was a selection of photos for her to frame and display to remind her of her South African childhood. But something about the way she said this didn’t ring quite right, so I pressed her and finally she told me that it was a letter from Samuel that she did not intend to read, and I was not to consider it anything but a minor wrinkle in our day because Samuel represented her past and had nothing to do with her future, with me.

The other occurrence that marred the event came courtesy of my brother, who’d had far too much drink in his system. He asked Kayla to dance—no problem there, as one of Kayla’s friends had come up with the idea of gents paying ten pounds each to dance with the bride—only Sebastian handed over four ten-pound notes to claim four dances and took her onto the floor and held her in a way that made my skin itch. At the end of the fourth dance, then, he kissed her, long and hard, bending her back like he would break her spine if only he could. I wanted to punch Sebastian for taking advantage of Kayla in this way, but in front of this crowd what could I do? I pretended to laugh it off as a Sebastian antic. I strode onto the dance floor, and I cried out jovially, Down, boy, like he was a dog, which, frankly, I thought he was at the moment. I added something like, Unhand my wife, Cowboy, which caused some nervous laughter in the room. At this, Sebastian released her, but then he took out a perfect linen handkerchief, wiped his mouth, and said he hadn’t known how nice it could be to have a sister. More nervous laughter followed.

Mum saved the day. She couldn’t bear that Sebastian might shine a light on himself that might be deemed unfavourable. She produced a twenty-pound note, saying that she, too, would dance with the bride, but she promised that her welcome-to-the-family kiss wouldn’t leave the bride wondering if her body was being invaded by an alien bent on removing her tonsils. Very big laughter all round now. The music started, and Mum and Kayla danced together whilst the rest of our guests joined them and the music played on.

I asked Sebastian what the hell he’d been doing. He said, Jesus, Mike, don’t soil your knickers. It was just a kiss. I wager she liked it well enough.

I saw red at that. I clenched my fist, and he saw me clench it. I told him he was to keep away from Kayla. He told me to let it go. If I was going to act like a wanker because of a kiss, he said, I was going to have a very rough road to travel with a wife like Kayla, young as she was. I would end up driving her off, he told me. He’d done me a favour by kissing her “like that,” he said. Now, he told me, I’d had a chance to experience my reaction to another man putting his mitts on Kayla. Lucky it was him and not someone else, Sebastian pointed out. Someone else might’ve taken things further.

My brother could turn me round like that. He was implying that I was intended to examine my reaction, like there was something wrong with my wanting to protect what was mine.

I told myself to let it go. I ended our conversation.

BUT THEN there was that letter from Samuel. It ate at me, another man writing to my wife and the letter being put into her hand on the very day of our wedding. Why had Willen brought the letter to Cornwall? Why had he given her the letter when he’d given her the letter? I couldn’t rest till I knew what it said.

I asked Kayla about it once our lives went back to normal, with her family returned to South Africa and all the excitement of our wedding tucked away. I’d taken a bad fall on the property and blackened an eye, and Kayla went into a state when she saw me. Truthfully, I was rather chuffed at her reaction. She fetched ice, which she wrapped in a tea towel. She beckoned me into the sitting room, where she sat on the sofa and gestured for me to lie with my head in her lap. She held the ice to my eye with one hand and with the other she massaged my head, and is there any bliss like that: a woman’s touch and the murmur of her voice? She told me to have a care because if anything happened to me, what would become of her?

That question was what brought it into my head. She’d had lovers before me, she would have lovers after me, and who had they been and who would they be and what, by the way, had her lover Samuel wanted to say to her on her wedding day? She told me she’d destroyed the letter without reading it because, like she’d told me at the time, he was in the past, and what could he possibly have to say that she would want to read now we were joined together? I felt her answer stab through my throat, because I knew that she was lying. She hadn’t destroyed the letter. One afternoon when she and a lady friend had gone to examine the ancient mermaid chair in the old Zennor church because they’d read a book in which it was somehow featured, I’d found the letter in a suitcase of hers that was in the attic.

I won’t pretend that I stumbled upon it. How could I have “stumbled upon it” inside her suitcase? No, I was looking for it because I couldn’t believe that any woman would destroy a letter from her former lover, especially without reading it, which, I can tell you, she had done. And she’d done it more than once if the wear on the folds of the letter said nothing else about it. When I found it in the suitcase after going through every drawer in the house and lifting the paper lining of each of them and examining the bottom side of each to see if something had been taped to it, I was dead careful to lift it out in such a way that I would be able to return it to its original position.

Even at the last moment, I paused and asked myself did I really want to know. Kayla was mine. She proved that to me again and again. What more did I really need from her? And why did I need it? Did I fear that she would leave me? I’d made her happy, hadn’t I, as happy as she’d made me? I wanted her as much as I had from the first and she felt likewise, didn’t she?

Still and all, here was a man writing to my wife. Still and all, she’d hidden the letter. I told myself it was important that I learned what he’d wanted to say.

I wiped my hands up and down the sides of my trousers and I eased the letter from the envelope. I took care unfolding it, and my gaze fell bang on you told me you feel nothing with him, Kay . . . and you said you’ve never once . . . and not like when we’re together.

What to make of what he was writing? First, I had to clear my head. I had to calm myself so that I could read the letter from beginning to end to understand that during those months when I was ridding myself of Maiden and my children in order to be with her, Kayla and this bloke, Samuel, had been lovers, resuming a relationship they’d had since before her father died when she was a mere fifteen years old. That much I worked out. Less did I understand about her feeling nothing, about my “not even knowing,” about “never once.” What did he mean when Kayla and I took such dizzying pleasure in each other? Obviously, she’d lied to him during that time we’d been apart, but why? Why not tell him the truth about us: that we were lovers and friends, destined from the first to become husband and wife?

The letter also told me that this bloke did not treasure Kayla as I did. His own words implied that she was not and had never been a temple to him, but merely a pleasure palace that he explored eagerly from head to toe with his fingers, his mouth, and his cock. His pride was not in his love for her, but rather in his ability to—as he crudely put it—“bring her off” two or three times in a session and didn’t she love it and wasn’t that what she wanted from a man? She’d said she did, he declared in his letter, over and over she’d said that she did. But she hadn’t meant it had she and why was that did she want to end up giving lessons to some old bloke with a limp one because she believed he would never leave her like her dad had left her and for God’s sake Kay have a brain for once . . .

My hands were sweating. She’d lied to him about me, about us, but had she also lied to me? And if she had done, what constituted that lying? Was I not enough for her when nearly every night I proved myself in our bed? Her body told no lies. Slick and wet, it arched with pleasure. When I was finished with her, there were times she even asked for more.

So when, as I lay with my head in her lap and her fingers gently massaging my scalp, she asked what would become of her if anything happened to me, I said to her, I expect you’d go back to Samuel. He’ll be waiting for you, I imagine.

Her fingers stopped. Her hand slid from the tea towel of ice she was holding to my eye. How could I say that, was what she wanted to know.

I found the letter, I told her.

I’VE HAD TO GIVE BRAN’S SON, Goron, a bit of a word about how he’s been approaching his work in the past few weeks, which is to say that he’s been bloody well distracted by something, so he’s not been giving the job his all. There’s an unpleasant quality to the looks he’s been giving me, and when I’ve asked him if he’s bothered by something he turns away. I’ve brought this up with Kayla and she’s laughed. She’s said I’m imagining it. He admires you, she’s told me. I think you’re the kind of man he wants to be. I’m not sure I believe her. He’s an odd one, Goron.

She’s recovering from a bad fall she took at her dancing class, is Kayla. More on the dancing class in a bit. For now I’ll say that she hit her head and bruised her cheek and somehow scratched up that side of her face. When I saw her in that state, I went into something of a panic as I thought she’d been mugged. There are addicts about: in Penzance, in St. Ives, and in other towns in the south of Cornwall. And Kayla will have her long walks alone on the coastal path as well. She could run into anyone there. I wish she’d stay closer to home.

She needs to be more careful. She’s always bouncing from here to there and back again. I lie a bit and tell her that we don’t need the money she makes teaching dance, whereupon she says, But it’s the dance money I’m using to fix the cottage for us, Michael, and it helps to pay Goron for the work he does for you. We can’t have Bran pay him a wage, can we. This strikes me. It makes me think I must increase my output from the streaming business in order to help with the bits and bobs she buys to make the cottage more of a home for us.

But I want to go back to Kayla’s lie about Samuel’s letter. When I told her that I’d found and read the letter from Samuel, for a few moments afterwards, the only sound was the tick-tocking of my great-grandfather’s mantelpiece clock, into which came the loud bong of the quarter hour.

Kayla then said in something of a shocked tone, You went through my things. Admittedly, this caught me by surprise. She didn’t seem embarrassed that I’d discovered her lie about Samuel’s letter. Instead she seemed shocked that I’d gone through her belongings in the first place. This meant that I hadn’t believed her and I didn’t trust her and, Why is that, Michael? she demanded. What have I done to make you doubt me?

I asked her was he writing the truth about him and her and about how she felt about me. She said she didn’t even remember what Samuel had written to her as she’d read the letter once only, after which she just put it away. But then: You don’t believe me, was where she went in the conversation. And I suppose why should you, she added. I did lie about the letter itself. The fact that I didn’t throw it away. I was trying to keep you from worrying, Michael, because I know you worry about me and younger men. And please don’t say you don’t worry about that because I know you do. I can see it in your face.

I want to believe you, I told her. I told her I didn’t want anything to come between us. Secrets have a way of destroying people’s love, I said. Do you not know that? I asked her.

She removed her hands from my head, ending the massage. She took the tea towel of ice and placed it on the faded carpet. I sat up, and I could see I’d hurt her with my question.

She said, How can you think that anyone or anything—let alone a letter—would come between us? Have I given you a single reason to doubt how I feel about you?

Well, truth was, she hadn’t.

She left me in the sitting room then, and I heard her go up the stairs. She was back in minutes, and in her hand she was carrying Samuel’s letter. In front of me, she ripped the letter into slim shreds. She handed the shreds to me and said that I was to burn them, please. She said she wanted nothing to do with them. She said she wanted nothing to do with Samuel.

Truly, it was a sacred moment between us. Her actions and words banished every thought of other men from my mind. I didn’t even lead her up to the bedroom. I had her twice, there on the sitting-room floor.

WE WENT ALONG HAPPILY for a good few years. It was during this period that Kayla became quite close to Jen Udy. Kayla liked to walk the surrounding footpaths that looped through the bracken, the brambles, and the gorse, and one of the routes she took passed by Bran’s narrow caravan. It became her habit to stop in, as over time she had developed a fondness for Bran’s wife and especially for the stories Jen told of her early life as a traveller. But she had other motives as well, had Kayla. She knew that Jen was poorly and that most of the time all of them subsisted on soup and cheese and water biscuits. So, if she had a mind to make two shepherd’s pies instead of just one for us, she’d take it over and present it as, Won’t you take this off our hands, Jen? I made far too much of it and it’ll only go bad. Jen, bless her, always kept up the pretence, saying that Michael would surely want it for his lunch tomorrow. To that, Kayla would say something like Michael has his heart set on chicken and leek pie for lunch, and, you know, he works so hard that I like to please him.

Over time Jen began to confide in Kayla. She rarely got out and about, did Jen, so having another woman nearby was a godsend for her, according to Kayla. She makes me feel needed, Kayla told me. I like doing things for her that she can’t do herself. Plus we chat, Michael. And it’s so lovely to have another woman quite nearby to chat with. Am I not enough for you, then? is what I asked her. Her answer was, Darling Michael, women do need other women in their lives.

Through Kayla I learned the whats and the whys about Bran and Jen’s children, Goron and Gwynder, and what had happened to them in Care. The very moment they could legally get away from their foster parents, that’s exactly what they had done, Kayla said. They were on their own for a year or so, but they had only the most basic of skills, and they discovered soon enough how far those skills would—and would not—take them. So, they made their way back to their birth parents.

I said how odd it was that, when I’d first brought him on to work for me, Bran had never said a word about having children at all, and Kayla replied by telling me that Bran had never wanted them in the first place and, according to Jen, had demanded she abort them. Of course she refused, Kayla told me. Naturally she refused. So Bran had declared Jen was on her own with the raising of kids, as she’d known from day one that he didn’t want any little brats underfoot.

Jen had done her best without funds or transport, Kayla told me, but it wasn’t enough and in stepped social workers brought to the situation by God knows who, but it would be no surprise to discover that Bran had reported Jen and himself so that they would be free of having to care for the children. They’d never had their jabs, Kayla told me, they’d never seen a dentist, they’d never set foot in a classroom, they were showing signs of malnutrition, and the eldest child—another daughter—was losing her hair.

I haven’t a clue why a person of age would want to return to that situation, but so the twins did. Kayla reckoned that where they’d ended up was worse than where they’d been, and after the eight years they’d spent in Care, they were bloody happy to get back home.

Gwyn seemed like a typical young woman, but Goron was odd. Still is. Bran wasn’t a man of many words, but Goron turned out to be a man of no words at all. He was a listener, though. When you had his attention, his attention was absolute. When you went through an explanation, you didn’t have to repeat a single part of it.

He looked nothing like Bran then, and he still looks nothing like Bran. He has his height, but that’s all he has of his dad. There’s a feminine look to his face, and he has a mouthful of crooked teeth. Kayla said when he came to work for us that he just needed to fix himself up and he’d have a woman within a week. I said I didn’t reckon he wanted a woman. She laughed and said, Every man wants a woman, Michael, unless the man wants a man. I asked was she saying Goron was bent? She said she was just telling me that wanting someone was part of life.

Kayla took both of them on as a bit of a project: Goron and his sister Gwyn. She wanted them to feel welcome, she told me, just like she’d been made to feel welcome when she’d first joined me those years ago.

I did like Kayla having projects, as long as her projects didn’t involve significant changes to our lives. So, if she wanted to help those two see that they possessed a future, I was happy enough to wish her success. It makes me feel like a mother hen, was how she described her experience with the twins, although they’re a mere few years younger than she is. She said it with a little chuckle, that mother-hen business, but she looked wistful, and I didn’t like that. The entire mother-hen idea could lead to a place I didn’t want to go.

We ended up there anyway. She began to talk the way women will eventually talk when they begin to see the years pile up that’ll put them on the wrong side of their reproductive decades. She asked what did I think about having children? I made a joke by saying, As little as possible. She persisted with, I could go off the pill, it would be easy, Michael. We could make it something we leave up to fate. I fended her off with, You’ll be too tired. I’ll be too tired. We’ll both be too tired. Everything will change. She said, Change isn’t bad, Michael. And anyway, we don’t know if I can even get pregnant.

Of course, I knew she couldn’t get pregnant. But if she was feeling like she said she was feeling, what would she do when I told her I’d been taken care of years ago? I could lie about it and say that I’d had the fix after Gloriana was born but wasn’t that just as bad as not telling her I’d had it once I’d made her mine? In either case, wouldn’t she think I’d owed it to her to lay it out in advance that if she took me as her lover and her husband, there wouldn’t be children off me because, believe me, I’d made certain the snip I’d had was permanent? She would be well within her rights to leave me then. Did I want to risk it?

I didn’t. I said not a word and instead let her stop taking her pills. I let her believe every time we made love that this could be when we made a baby. She said half a dozen times once I was finished, This is it, I can feel it, this is the time, Michael. She even wedged a pillow beneath her hips so the sperm—of which there were none, of course—could have an easier time finding their way. I went along and kissed her stomach and talked to the nonexistent sperm saying, You can do it, old fellows. Swim for it, mates!

Was this the right thing to do? ’Course it wasn’t. But at that time, I saw no alternative that didn’t lead to losing her. And since I’d told exactly no one that I’d had the procedure, Kayla’d be disappointed about not having a baby, but there would also be two consequences that were life-and-death important to me then. First, she would conclude that the fault was hers, since I’d already produced two kids with Maiden. And second, she would grow to accept her childless state and I would make sure she never had a single regret about it.

What I never considered in all of this was that she’d come up pregnant anyway.
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Barbara Havers knew she was avoiding what she was meant to do, which was to make a decision regarding her mother’s body. She was also dismissing every thought about her mother that popped unwanted into her head. On top of that, she was dodging all consideration of the fact that she was feeling neither sorrow nor grief at her mother’s passing. Indeed, she was feeling absolutely nothing.

Mrs. Flo had phoned her the previous evening. She’d gone through “all of Mum’ things, Barbara dear,” and there was nothing that indicated Mrs. Havers’s wishes regarding her body once she’d died. When Barbara asked Mrs. Flo what she ought to do, given that her mum had made no official or even unofficial declaration about her remains, Mrs. Flo’s response had been, “Oh, I mustn’t, Barbara. In this situation, I simply cannot tell you what to do.”

“What if it was your mum?” Barbara asked her.

“She died quite suddenly when I was twenty years old,” Mrs. Flo told her. “So, I was spared making any decision, as my father was still alive, and all the decisions fell to him. In the case of his own death, everything was spelled out. I think he learned from Mummy’s death when he had to make all the arrangements for what came next. Mr. Cheery rang, by the way. He wants to know do you wish to speak to . . . I think they have a social worker or counselor or some such person they call upon when decisions are proving difficult for the family.”

Barbara spurned the offer. The last thing she wanted to do was to talk to a stranger about any of this. So, she told Mrs. Flo that she would keep the social-worker-counselor-whoever in mind and would Mrs. Flo tell Mr. Cheery that she—Barbara—was working out “some of the details,” although she couldn’t have said what those details entailed.

Mrs. Flo said, “If money’s an issue, Barbara dear, Mr. Cheery has said—”

“It’s not,” Barbara cut in. The truth, however, was that she hadn’t begun to consider costs because she hadn’t considered anything. She did know that funerals were expensive. She also knew that there was no family money set aside for all the costs that accompanied funerals. The price of a coffin alone could require the layout of a mini fortune, which she didn’t have anyway.

She decided to put off decision-making for at least another day. So, she went to work, and she hoped she’d be assigned to something that promised to fill up her time and use up her brain power. There would then be no room in her life for any deliberations on outside topics.

She arrived in the early afternoon, having rung earlier to explain that there were matters concerning her mum’s living situation that had kept her at home longer than she’d expected. This wasn’t exactly a lie, and it wasn’t exactly the truth. But at least it kept the metaphorical wolves of curiosity from her door. She discovered in short order, though, that being present at her desk wasn’t going to be enough to discourage others from conversation.

Winston Nkata—her fellow detective sergeant—was the first to ask her about her mum. This made perfect sense since Winston was his own mum’s pride and joy—why else did she refer to him as Jewel?—and he would have gladly gone to the guillotine for her. Although he’d never met or even seen Aggie Havers, as far as he was concerned, Barbara and her mother shared a bond of my-mum’s-my-best-friend ilk. At least he kept it very brief, with “Mum’s okay, Barb?” as she dropped her shoulder bag onto her desk.

Her “Hmm. All handled,” seemed to suffice since his response was “Wager tha’s a relief, innit,” which told her he was satisfied.

Dorothea, however, was not so easy to please, although the fact that DCS Ardery was keeping her busy proved to be a gift from the gods. She popped by to say, “I’m so glad to see you, Barbara. When you didn’t ring at first this morning, I thought . . . well, I know your mum hasn’t been . . . you know . . . in the best of health . . . ?”

“Not a problem now,” Barbara told her. This was far more truth than it was falsehood.

But when it came to her immediate superior, things were different. DI Lynley took one long look at her, said, “When did you last eat properly?” and before she could reply, he went on with, “Come with me.”

They were far past the hour for lunch and not quite at the hour for an afternoon cuppa, but that didn’t seem to concern Lynley. He punched for the lift, said, “Barbara and I are going down to Peeler’s” to whoever was listening, and when the lift doors opened, he waited for Barbara to enter in front of him. When it came to manners, she thought, the bloke was on autopilot.

They’d begun descending when he said, “I phoned her, Barbara. It’s not like you to keep us in the dark when you take time off.”

She said, “Phoned who?”

“Florence Magentry,” he said.

“Oh,” she replied.

“If I might ask: Why aren’t you taking bereavement days?”

“Am I meant to be taking bereavement days?”

“Most people do.”

“Right. You did. But I’m not you.” As soon as she said it, she wanted to grab the words back and shove them down her throat. Lynley’s wife had been on life support. Lynley had been the one to make the decision to let her go. In the aftermath, he’d left policing altogether and gone to his family’s home in Cornwall. He’d never intended to return, but events proved to him that he wasn’t meant to spend the rest of his days as a grieving country gentleman. She said, “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said any of that.”

He said, “You’re only stating facts.”

“Facts I reckon you’d rather not think about.”

“Is that what you’re doing? If it is, I can tell you definitively that it doesn’t work.”

“My situation’s different to yours, sir.”

“Losing a loved one is losing a loved one, Barbara.”

She evaded more conversation for the moment by striding to the honesty station in Peeler’s to make them both tea. Over her shoulder, she said, “Look, sir, I’m thinking it over.”

“What are you thinking over, exactly?”

“What to do next about . . . everything.”

“About your mother.”

“Yes. Well. Okay. Right.”

“While pretending that your mother’s not died,” he pointed out.

“That’s not what I’m doing. I’m just not saying—”

“You’re not saying she died.”

“Okay. Yes.” She carried their cups to a table he’d chosen. She was having her usual: PG Tips. He couldn’t have his usual because it would be a cold day in Hades when Peeler’s began offering Lapsang Souchong. She chose a Darjeeling for him. She said, “Look. It’s easier that way. I don’t want to talk about it, and I bloody well don’t want people hanging about giving me sympathetic looks or, worse, avoiding speaking to me altogether because what does someone say when a parent snuffs it? ‘Sorry to hear about your mum’? And then I have to reply with a thank you when I’m not—” She stopped herself. It was a bridge too far. She realised that her mouth had gone quite dry. She grabbed her tea and knocked the cup over in her haste. PG Tips pooled out. She cried, “Bloody hell damn!” and went for a handful of paper napkins from a dispenser at the honesty station, next to the coffee carafe. She felt dangerously close to tears.

When she returned to the table, Lynley had moved his chair back to avoid the spillage onto his bespoke trousers. He was watching her in that way he had. He read people, damn him, he always had done. But he bloody well wasn’t going to read her. Especially since she couldn’t read herself.

She said to him, “So are we finished here, Inspector?”

“What would you like me to do?”

“About what? With what? For who?”

“About your mother’s death.”

“You only know because you rang Mrs. Flo. Let the others do the same if they’re desperate to know the details of my private life.” She gave him what she hoped was a meaningful look. He was intruding. She wanted him to stop.

He nodded, although he didn’t move his frank brown eyes to gaze at something other than her. He did say, “As you wish, then, Barbara,” but he added infuriatingly, “Still, if there’s any way I can be of help . . .”

“There isn’t,” she said. “I’m giving everything some thought and when I’m ready I’ll make the decision.”

“I’ll let you do that then,” he told her. “On your own and as you wish.”

“Do I have your word on that, sir? I want your word.”

“You have it,” he said.
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Lynley was pouring himself a Lagavulin—no water but, admittedly, one very small ice cube—with the intention of enjoying it as he looked over the day’s post in the study when his mobile alerted him to an incoming call. A glance told him it was John Penellin. He nearly let the mobile go to voicemail because whatever news John had to impart, it probably wasn’t good. But duty interposed.

“Tell me the BBC have rung with the request to film a ten-part costume drama at Howenstow,” he said. “Tell me they wish to pay whatever we ask.”

“Were that only the case,” Penellin said.

“Have you brought Mother into the picture, then?”

“About the need to replace the roof, yes. About the cost and the lack of sufficient funds to replace the roof, no.”

“I never saw you as a coward, John.”

“Have you spoken to her?”

“God, no.”

Penellin chuckled. Lynley heard the clink of glass against glass and reckoned John was in his own home at this hour, downing his own pre-prandial measure of whisky. He was a Jura man. Not as peaty as Lagavulin, but quite good, nonetheless. He heard a woman’s voice in the background, followed by the chattering of a small child. That would be John’s widowed daughter, Nancy, who lived with him, along with her little girl.

Penellin said to her, “I’ll be a few minutes,” and then to Lynley, “We’ve a wonky door that wants seeing to. I think it’s a loose hinge. Or better said: I hope it’s a loose hinge.”

As John spoke, Lynley headed towards the dining room, whose windows overlooked the back garden. Whisky in hand, he gazed out briefly, then away. He could never look at the lawn, the terrace, the pots and urns, or the flower beds without thinking of Helen: her mad puttering about in the garden and her decidedly black thumb that had always simultaneously exasperated and amused him. He would say, “Darling, we do have a gardener,” to which she would stoutly reply, “I absolutely refuse to be intimidated by a plant, Tommy. It’s not even animate!”

“In your hands, unfortunately.”

“Oh, pooh. You know very well what I mean.”

He smiled at the memory. He ached as well. He wondered if he always would.

“. . . . to Peregrine Tregowan this afternoon. Quite by chance, this was.”

“Sorry,” Lynley said, as he turned from the window. “I was in the clouds.”

“I was saying that I happened to see Peregrine Tregowan in Nanrunnel.”

“Rather off his patch, isn’t that?”

“Hmm. Yes. No idea what he was doing there, but as he was just leaving the Anchor and Rose in the company of an attractive young woman—”

“Ah. Up to his usual, then,” Lynley noted.

“She could have been his daughter, I suppose, although he parted from her in a way that didn’t seem paternal. At any rate, we chatted for a bit.”

“You and Peregrine? Or you and the attractive young woman?”

“Peregrine and I. The attractive young woman disappeared in the direction of the harbour.”

“His boat must be there.”

“Possibly. He asked me if I’d been approached by a group intent upon doing some mining in the Southwest. They’d been several times to Angarrack House, and he’s struck a deal with them for mineral rights.”

Lynley knew, of course, that Cornwall was rich in minerals of all kinds. Mining in one form or another had been a part of life in the county since the earliest days of man’s habitation in the place. But as far as he was aware, every vein of every substance had long ago been mined out. Hence the ruins of engine houses and smokestacks up and down the west coast. But Angarrack House was not on the west coast of Cornwall. Rather it was squarely in the middle of the peninsula and, as far as Lynley could recall, it had never been part of the heyday of mining.

“What are they after?” he asked.

“Lithium,” Penellin told him. “They’ve developed a way to extract it from brine without harming the environment.”

Lynley snorted. “I wager they have.” He didn’t bother to keep the derision from his voice. “How do they manage this miracle?”

“According to Tregowan, they drill for water. Thermal brine is what they’re after. They pump it out and test it. If it’s suitable for lithium to be extracted from it, they cart it away, extract the lithium, then return the water to its source and pump it back to wherever they found it. I assume that more lithium is produced over time, but I could be wrong as I’m no scientist. The point is the purchase of mineral rights. That could pay for the roof, Tommy.”

Lynley drew his eyebrows together. He became aware of noises rising from below, where the kitchen was. Denton was warbling “Anything Goes” as he banged about with pots and pans. The lyrics were coming from him quite briskly. He’d certainly been rehearsing. Things thespian were looking up for him.

He said to Penellin, “Have you contacted them? What are they called?”

“Cornwall EcoMining, and no, I haven’t. I wanted to speak with you first. To be honest, I’ve not got a clue how they go about their drilling. Peregrine claims it’s all supposed to be completely ecofriendly, harmless, virtually noiseless, and all the rest. He also claims one can negotiate for . . . I suppose you’d call it royalties of some kind. My thinking is that this could be a very good source of revenue for Howenstow, not only for the roof but looking towards the future as well. It could make downsizing unnecessary.”

Lynley weighed the alternatives. It seemed logical to go with the simpler one first.

He said, “Ring them and set up an appointment for me to speak with them, John. In the meantime, I’ll make arrangements to come down.”
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Barbara Havers decided that a round of mindless reading might be just the ticket. She realised that she should have picked up a tabloid on her way home from work, but she hadn’t done so. The Source was always best for what she told herself she needed at the moment: breathless revelations about the royal family (the squabbles among the younger royals made very good reading), a decent exposé of some film star’s human frailty (cottaging was always the ticket for that), a political scandal (revelation of spying tended to be diverting and good for a week of entertainment, although she wouldn’t say no to adultery and a resulting child), a horrifying murder (rather a busman’s holiday, that one), or an ongoing criminal trial (the same). Left to her own devices on this particular evening, however, she had to depend upon her small library of bodice-rippers, gothic romances, historical romances, fantasy romances—she bloody well would never think of them as “romantacies”—and the single Harry Potter that remained unread (she did try), which she’d purchased years ago to see what all the hoopla was about. Nothing appealed. She knew the reason for this, of course: her mum.

Her brain was relentless in its demands: Would it be religious ceremony, religious burial, followed by a reception? Cremation, disposal of the ashes in a place her mother might have enjoyed had she ever gone to it as there was nothing in the places she had gone to that prompted thoughts of a well-deserved and eternal rest, followed by a reception? A memorial service at which hymns were sung and praises of Aggie Havers’ character were made, followed by a reception? The only commonality to her ideas was a reception for the mourners, but Barbara couldn’t come up with where a reception would be held, let alone who the mourners might be besides herself, Mrs. Flo, and a few of her colleagues.

She sighed and settled on the Harry Potter. At least, she hoped, it might put her to sleep.

She’d opened the volume when her mobile blared the klaxon sound she used at night to indicate an incoming call. She thought that, considering the hour, the call had to mean she was being summoned back to work. But when she snatched the mobile from the small table in the kitchen area that served the purpose of eating-working-food-prep and everything else needing a level surface, she saw the call’s country of origin: Italy. There was only one person who would ring her from there.

She answered with, “Bone-ah sarah ah mico. You’re up late.”

“I’m Italian, Barbara. This is something you know,” Salvatore Lo Bianco said.

“Ah. So. You’re just sitting down to dinner.”

He laughed. “This is very close to truth, my friend. Mama cooks. Dinner is soon.”

“What time do you lot finally get to bed? I can’t work out how anyone gets anything done in Mediterranean countries.”

“We struggle, this is truth,” he said. “This is why we have the siesta. Tell me, come va, Barbara. To you I have not talked in weeks. All is well? You are well? Perchè non mi chiami?”

“You’ve not rung me either, Salvatore. The traffic in that street goes both directions.”

He was silent. She heard him draw in on a cigarette. Finally he said, “This is something I cannot signify.”

Barbara did her usual translating of his words into what he meant to say. She said, “I mean you can ring me as well as I can ring you.”

“Ah. Again, this is truth. It is us both at fault. Così. Have you dined? Tell me what you eat.”

“You won’t get that out of me, Salvatore. Unlike you, I don’t have a mum making . . .” She stopped, startled. Her throat had closed unexpectedly, and she could not finish the remark.

He said, “This is truth. Mia mamma fa questo. Tutte le madri italiane fanno questo. This is what you need: a mamma italiana.”

“Perfect. Is your mum willing to move house to London?”

He laughed. “Mai! Nemmemo nei tuoi sogni.”

“Bloody hell. What is that? Are you ringing me to see how my Italian is coming along? It isn’t, by the way.”

“No, no. I call only to say hello. Too much time passes since we talk before.”

“Well, it’s nice to talk to you.”

“We talk of mammas, yes? How is yours and when do you take me to meet her?”

Barbara narrowed her eyes at this. He’d never asked about her mother before, and she’d never spoken of her mother. For him to bring up mothers at all . . . Someone, she reckoned, had given him the word about her mother, and there was only one person who walked in those kinds of shoes. On the other hand, she was the one who’d brought up mothers, not Salvatore. He was merely being polite.

“She’s fine. Well, I suppose that’s not quite the ticket. She’s as fine as she can be, considering she’s gaga. What about yours? Aside from cooking all your meals, changing your sheets, doing your laundry, and ironing your shirts, how is she?”

“Well,” he replied. “Eccellente infatti. I believe it is all the stairs. They keep her young.”

“I wager they do.” Barbara had seen Salvatore’s home in Lucca. It was one of the few remaining towers inside the old city. It comprised six floors, and all of them remained in use. The woman could probably climb Mount Everest.

“Così, Barbara. Mi dica. When do you come to Lucca for a visit? I want that you meet Marco and Bianca. Their English is more good—”

“Better,” Barbara cut in. “Their English is better.”

“Sì. More better.”

Barbara laughed. “No. Just better, by itself.”

“Ah. Their English is better by itself.”

She laughed again. Salvatore could always make her laugh.

He said, “You must come.”

“How’re you with surprises?”

“You bring a surprise?”

“I’ll be the surprise. You’ll open your door some morning and I’ll be there.”

“Soon?”

“Mum’s the word on that.”

“Your mother is . . . I do not understand. Non capisco.”

“I’ll explain when I see you.”

“Ah. Will I let you depart, then? It is late for you English. You must work tomorrow. It is important that you arrive on time, no? You do not want to displease Detective Chief Superintendent Ardery so soon after she returns, eh?”

“This is truth,” Barbara said.

“I say good night, then.”

“I say enjoy your dinner.”

Both of them chuckled.

It was only after Barbara rang off that she realised she’d never told Salvatore that Isabelle Ardery had returned to work.
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Daidre Trahair accepted a dinner invitation extended to her by the veterinary tech in charge of tropical birds for two reasons. The first was that, since she was ten years older than Damien Pratt, he would not be interested in her in any way other than to provide him with a letter of recommendation when he embarked on a path to becoming a qualified wild animal veterinarian. She was, thus, safe in his company. The second and more pressing reason was that having dinner with the younger man would give her the opportunity to be out of her sister’s company for an evening.

Daidre wouldn’t allow Damien Pratt to pay for her dinner, though. That bore too much the appearance of a date. So, she made certain he understood that they would be splitting the bill at meal’s end, and he accepted this proviso with obvious reluctance. His father, he told her, would never approve. It’s good he’ll never know, then, was her reply. She asked could they go somewhere nearby as she had an early appointment set up for the next day. This was a lie as she had nothing of the kind, but it served as another signal to him that they were not now, nor would they ever be, special to each other.

She rang Gwyn’s mobile, then, to tell her not to wait for her return before tucking into whatever she’d managed to pack up from The Terrace for their evening meal. Gwyn sounded surprised at first—as well she would be, considering Daidre had not accepted an engagement with anyone for the length of time Gwyn had been with her—but she then seemed to welcome the news.

This had made Daidre immediately suspicious. Until this phone call, Gwyn had seemed more withdrawn with every passing hour. She had rung Kayla Lobb twice, both times reporting to Daidre the details of her conversation. The investigation, according to Gwyn, was still ongoing. Most recently, Kayla had been asked to identify a photo of herself that had been found in the Udy caravan. She didn’t know where in the caravan it had been found, but she did know it had once been among a group of photos that Michael had possessed, naughty ones that had been taken before Michael’s marriage to Maiden had ended. She’d assumed he’d destroyed them, but perhaps he hadn’t. In either case, if the police had found one in the Udy caravan, it had to have been pinched. There was no way on earth that Michael would have handed over a nude picture of his wife to anyone.

When Daidre heard this tale of the photo in the caravan, she didn’t see it as a reason to rush to Cornwall. But when she told her sister this, Gwyn argued that the police were going to see Goron as the culprit. He’d always been like a rescued puppy whenever Kayla was round him, Gwyn said. So, if he had come upon the photo by chance—or perhaps he’d come upon all the photos because Michael had never destroyed them in the first place—he would not have been able to resist having an image of Kayla nude, allowing him to enjoy a fantasy relationship with a woman clearly beyond his reach. It was odd, yes. It was wrong of him to nick it, yes. But it meant nothing, and in no way was it connected to the death of Michael Lobb.

“But the police will think it’s a clue or something,” Gwyn had said to Daidre. “And they’ll decide it leads to Goron. If they take him away and interrogate him, Edrek, you know he won’t understand what’s happening.”

Daidre knew where Gwyn was heading with this. She’d remained firm, however. They were not scurrying down to Cornwall. There was nothing they could do unless something happened that made their presence necessary.

Gwyn had accused her of being heartless. “What you’re doing is monstrous,” she’d said. “I should go on my own. I really should.”

“If you must,” Daidre told her. “There’ll be a carriage for bicycles on the train. It’s a bit tricky biking in Cornwall, though. The weather, the narrow roads, and all that.”

“Bran or Goron will come for me at the railway station,” Gwyn said. “Or both of them will come. I know they will.”

“Where will you stay? Polcare Cove is too far from Trevellas for any coming and going on a daily basis.”

“I’ll stay in the caravan. You can’t have forgotten that I lived there, Edrek. It doesn’t hold any surprises for me.”

“And your job here? What will you do about that?”

“It’s a nothing job. I want to go home.”

Daidre knew when she was defeated, but she had hopes that Gwyn would see sense. Indeed, she thought she’d won her sister over with logic when Gwyn left for work as usual that day. This allowed her to enjoy her dinner with Damien Pratt far more than she expected. He was an amusing companion and, as an Anglo-Indian, he experienced life differently than she did. They sparred with good humour, and at the end of the meal she realised that she felt more joy of companionship than she’d felt in months.

They’d kissed cheeks when they’d parted. She’d said, “I think I shall like being your friend.”

He beamed. “Maybe more at some point?”

“Goodness, no. I’m far too old for you, Damien.” There were issues more personal, issues that went far beyond age, but she didn’t want to embark upon explaining them, to him or to anyone. She’d smiled, mounted her bicycle, and with a wave, headed in the direction of her home.

Her spirits sank when she arrived in Howitt Road. Gwyn’s bicycle wasn’t in its accustomed place, locked to the wrought-iron fencing that defined the area in front of and beneath the large bay window. The window itself was completely without light. She knew exactly what this meant.

She locked her own bike in place, grabbed her bag from the basket that hung from the bike’s handlebars, and went up the front steps. She entered the flat to be welcomed by darkness and silence.

She found the note in the kitchen, leaning against a bottle of wine. What her sister had written struck her deeply: I’m not like you, Edrek. I know how to love.




MICHAEL

Life has a way of coming round to kick you straight in the bollocks. I came back to the cottage from an afternoon spent alongside Bran and Goron, trying to free the backhoe from a bloody damn fissure below Godevy Point where it shouldn’t have been in the first place as we’ve no licence with the duchy to do any stone gathering there. Goron was proving something to his dad—God knows what—and Bran was in a real state.

Getting the backhoe free without damaging it was quite the project in that the fissure had something of an angle to it that Goron hadn’t reckoned on. We were backing and forthing and raising and lowering and God knows what else. Finally, we got the blasted thing out of there, whereupon Bran did some slapping of Goron round the head and Goron just took it from his dad like he was made of straw. I had a few words with Bran, and he had a few words back whilst Goron just stood there with his head lowered: a poor dog waiting for more punishment from its master.

I got myself home in a sweat, looking just to have a wash and a bottle of stout. When I walked in, though, it was to a scene I wouldn’t have expected in a hundred years: balloons floating from the dining chairs and a big sign—hand-painted this was and I bloody well knew who had painted it—reading Congratulations, Papa! The sign was blue, and the letters were pink and just in case I was too thick to figure it out, there was also a stork with a nappied baby in its beak.

On the table was a bucket wrapped up in aluminium foil with a big gold bow encircling it. A bottle of champagne showed over the bucket’s rim, and there were four glasses waiting for someone to fill them.

My first thought was that Merritt’s wife, Bonnie, had brought their kids Apollonia and Texas—I won’t comment on their choice of names—round for a visit, and she and Kayla had dressed the place up as a surprise for Merritt, who she’d bring by later in the evening, as a way of telling him that he was about to become Dad for the third time and counting. Christ, that woman’s fertile. But just as I was entertaining that thought, here Kayla came down the stairs. She dashed into my arms, crying out that yes, it was true and yes, we had done it and I’m completely over the moon and let me open the champagne because you must drink!

How was I to react to this? I didn’t have a chance to work that out because into the cottage without a knock on the door came Sebastian with my mum on his arm, and wasn’t my mum nearly weeping with joy for me, for us, for the blessed event to come and, You must be bursting, Mike.

Sebastian slapped me on the back with a, Well done, brother, and a, You best take good care of this one, whereupon he walked over to Kayla, put his arm round her shoulders, side-hugged her, and said something about precious baggage or the like, because at that moment I couldn’t think straight and I sure as hell couldn’t hear straight. Sebastian added that Kayla best stop her dancing lessons for a bit, eh?, and she laughed and said she had no intention of doing that because dance was the best exercise there was, and anyway it was dance and teaching dance that had freed her of the worry and the anxiety she’d been feeling for ages as we tried and tried for a child.

The thought came to me in an instant, then: Kayla’s dancing would keep her going to Penzance and that, not exercise, was what was on her mind. Ceasing or even pausing in the lessons would mean ceasing or pausing her trips to Penzance. And who was living in Penzance? Why in God’s name had I not seen it?

What was I to do in that moment when I was meant to be celebrating? I poured the champagne, I drank the first one down, then I poured again for my mother and my brother, and I kissed my wife, who drank fizzy water and said I’m so happy, Michael. It’s our dream come true.

I was thinking something different: This is a right bloody nightmare, mate.

THANK GOD I HAD the good sense to speak to my GP. I gave him the story of the pregnancy. I told him that what I wanted to know was how the hell this had happened when I’d been snipped.

Of course he looked surprised. He didn’t offer congratulations. What he did offer was an explanation, along the lines of, It’s unusual. Indeed, it’s quite rare, Mike, but it does happen. Your wife must be as surprised as you are.

You see, I hadn’t told him that I wasn’t going to let on to Kayla that I’d taken matters into my own hands. When I talked to him about it, I made sure I said we. Like: We’ve made a decision about children. And: We’ve talked it over and we’ve agreed that . . . etc. So he believed Kayla was on the same page and had been all along.

He told me that we would adjust to the idea of having a little one, and when that little one showed its face for the first time, we’d both forget we ever had a thought about not having a baby running round the cottage. He added that life had a way of creating itself. It was a strong force—stronger than what we believe our decisions are, eh?—and it would be acknowledged one way or the other. He said I’d make a top-notch dad, and he was good enough not to mention I’d made a dog’s dinner of fatherhood first time round. He said I wasn’t to worry about being able to keep up with a toddler at my age because he’d never seen such a specimen of health as me, and anyway, being in my fifties today was like being in my thirties. He smiled and added, You’re a sly one, Mike. I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to take that.

So was it possible? Well, he said it was, and I had to believe him. It was that or gnaw off my arm while I imagined her with someone else. Having Kayla cooing over an infant day and night, me being desperate to do her but knowing that she no longer felt the same because she was exhausted, preoccupied, taken up with changing nappies and offering her gorgeous nipples to the sucking demands of a baby . . . I didn’t want this, but I couldn’t see how it could be avoided.

I settled into the idea because I had no choice in the matter. It was all she wanted to talk about. She began to pace round the cottage. She measured this room and that room, and she asked how we could possibly fit into the space with a baby in our lives, and really, wasn’t it time we thought about moving house? I pointed out that I’d grown up in the place and so had Sebastian, so that made four of us, and there were four of us as well when Maiden and I lived in the cottage with Merritt and Gloriana. She always said, Yes, but, darling, that was many years ago and now there are modern conveniences that make life with a newborn so much easier . . .

She could never name the modern conveniences. She did point out the dangers of the place, like she was expecting the child to crawl under the jaw-crusher or get caught up in the waterwheel. The tailings settling ponds were a safety issue and I could see that, but we did have a sturdy fence, so there would not be a problem. I told her, This is our home, love. She said, But it doesn’t have to be, Michael. We can buy a place nearby and Bran can live here. That caravan is no place for Jen. And if they come here, Goron and Gwynder can have the caravan’s space to themselves. Darling, Goron doesn’t even have a bed. Think of what it would mean to him . . . And then she walked her fingers to the buttons of my shirt, and she gave a little smile as she unbuttoned me, and the rest followed as it usually did. I was as mad for her as I always had been. And she bloody well knew it.

SHE LOST THE BABY four months along. I’d reconciled myself to the idea of the two of us becoming the three of us, but I can’t say I didn’t pray nightly that fate or God or what you will would put an end to what the future was holding. She’d had four months of joy and planning how she would decorate a nursery. I’d had four months of trying not to think about the changes coming into our lives. At least now, I told myself, we could get back to normal. Of course, I comforted her and I petted her. I said there would be others, and she was young and clearly we were both able, as had been proved. She was to rest now and heal completely and get her spirits back as well as her strength, and perhaps it was time she gave dancing a rest? Anything to keep her away from Penzance and, it must be said, from my brother, who’d shown up with flowers and an appropriate look of condolence when she lost the baby. The expression on his face made me think what I didn’t want to think. I knew if I allowed myself to dwell in any dark cave of speculation, I would lose my mind.

Kayla didn’t come up pregnant again, though. I breathed easier with the passing months and then the passing years. Jealous old fool, I called myself. She is as true to me as I am to her. Bonnie and Merritt went on to have their third—Joyful Noise, they called her, God help me—and Bonnie was just pregnant with their fourth when Geoffrey Henshaw made his first appearance in our lives.

HENSHAW PHONED FIRST, and he spoke to Kayla, who was in the midst of a bake. She was doing bread and scones and shortbread with the intention of packing a basket for Jen and a smaller one for Goron: she would be giving him the shortbread, she told me. He’d become something of a lapdog when it came to Kayla, and I couldn’t fault him for that. The poor bloke had nothing in his life aside from work and living in that dismal caravan where, according to Kayla, he had to sleep on the padded bench for the caravan’s table because there were only two cubbyhole bedrooms, and he’d never set a foot inside either one.

Anyway, when I got inside after work, there was no Kayla but just the fragrance of baking and a note that said she’d gone to St. Agnes and Geoffrey Something had rung and wished to have a meeting. Of course, I was all at once in a state because who was this bloke and why the hell was she meeting him in St. Agnes? I’d never once heard his name from anyone, and if that was the case, how did she know him and how had she met him and where?

What I knew was that St. Agnes had several very good spots for trysts. Kayla and I had made use of them when she stayed there as I tried to extricate myself from my marriage. She would know where the best places were for an undisturbed afternoon spent on her back with her legs spread, wouldn’t she? Clearly, my brother, Sebastian, wasn’t in the picture, but this bloke Geoffrey Something was.

Well, didn’t Kayla walk in thirty minutes later, after I’d had two hefty pours of Black Bush. She was pale in the face like she’d exhausted herself with whatever she and Geoffrey Something had been up to. I narrowed my eyes and asked her where the hell she’d been, and I sniffed the air round her as she came closer because I bloody well knew she was going to smell of sex.

What she said was, Oh, Michael, Jen has cancer! That’s what it’s been all this time she’s been unwell.

Turned out she’d been bleeding down there for a bit of time, had Jen, but she’d said nothing. She was nearing the change of life, and she’d told herself it was the menopause and it was all normal. Until it wasn’t. But by that time, it was too late, and what was left was praying and hoping for a miracle. According to Kayla, Gwynder and her mum were talking about holy places they could go where Jen could take the waters or have blessed hands laid upon her or whatever. Bran, she said, was silent about the whole thing, and Goron was sitting mute. Kayla started crying, and I asked her what St. Agnes had to do with all this. She looked taken aback, and she said St. Agnes in a questioning tone, and I showed her the note and asked her again what St. Agnes had to do with all this and who was Geoffrey Bloody Somebody?

She said she hadn’t a clue who Geoffrey Bloody Somebody was, and she’d gone to St. Agnes to an herbalist. It was done for Jen, she told me. Hadn’t I been listening? she demanded. And how much had I had to drink and why was I drinking anyway and she didn’t like the tone I’d just taken with her and what was I thinking and what was wrong with me?

What was wrong with me was what always was wrong with me when it came to Kayla. She mentioned a man and all I could see was the chasm of twenty-three years between us. I said, Sorry, darling. I told her I didn’t know what I was thinking. Of course that was one bloody hell of a lie.

So I was no clearer on who the hell Geoffrey Bloody Somebody was until he rang again. This was the following morning, and Geoffrey Bloody Somebody became Geoffrey Henshaw. It was me he wanted, and he found me having porridge and coffee when he rang. He said he was a geo-whatever, and he represented Cornwall EcoMining, and what I said was that I wasn’t interested in any mining if that’s why he was ringing me.

He asked would I at least hear him out, and I said if it was to do with mining, I wasn’t about to hear anyone out. The land’s mined out, I told him. Has been for more than one hundred years. He said that wasn’t exactly true—just think of china clay—and did I want to know about lithium, because Cornwall was teeming with it. Cornwall EcoMining was investing in lithium extraction, he told me, and soon would be expecting a handsome profit. Did I want a share of the wealth available to anyone who owned a proper bit of land? I said, What exactly is EcoMining? He said that was what he wanted to explain to me, but it was far easier for him to explain in person, and he promised he would take no more than ninety minutes of my time.

Kayla had been listening as he’d phoned my mobile and I’d put it on speaker so I could keep eating while the bloke talked. She was nodding, which I took to mean that whatever the bloke had to say was something we ought to listen to. I thought different. I told Geoffrey Henshaw I’d think it over, which I had no intention of doing. I’d put all my life into Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, and I didn’t care to learn about lithium or anything else that would ring its death knell.

In this, I didn’t take into account that Sebastian was part owner of the place under the terms of our father’s will. I also didn’t take into account that there were others out there who were going to bombard me with their opinions, like I was too thick to understand what it might mean if I played my cards right.

Geoffrey Henshaw rang the next morning to ask if I’d had a think about meeting him. I said I hadn’t as yet. So he gave me another twenty-four hours, and when he rang again, it was Kayla who answered my mobile, telling me that we both needed to hear what he had to say, because for all we knew it was for the greater good.

I gave in. I didn’t protest when she arranged a meeting with the bloke. Meantime, she must’ve rung both Sebastian and Merritt, because I ended up with an earful from both of them.

MERRITT HAD REENTERED MY LIFE shortly after he took up with Bonnie and they left London to return to Cornwall once he saw that the possibility of having a profitable career as a choreographer for West End musicals wasn’t going to happen any time soon and probably wasn’t going to happen at all. He went to work for Maiden then, in the shop she’d taken over when its original owner decided to sell up and head for Spain. He wasn’t thrilled with the work, but he had no particular skill. He’d believed in his future in West End musicals, so he hadn’t trained for anything else.

Once Bonnie got in the family way, she decided the baby might benefit from having relations on the paternal side other than Maiden and Gloriana. So Merritt showed up at Lobb’s Tin & Pewter one morning at the weekend.

He came straight into the workshop. I was pouring the liquid tin into a new jewellery mould, and this is tricky because you want the liquid to go into the mould smoothly and without spillage. The workshop’s door opened, and I said to whoever had entered that they were to hang on a moment, and then Merritt said, Hullo, Dad, which put me in something of a state as it had been years since he’d been on the property. I’d given up hope of his forgiveness, and he wasn’t there to forgive anyway. He was there to announce that Bonnie and him were going to be parents. Bonnie, he told me, was very big on family. Her mum and dad lived in Cambridgeshire so the baby-to-come wouldn’t be able to see them often. For this reason Bonnie wanted a Cornwall family, and for her, Maiden and Gloriana weren’t enough. Not when there was a granddad who wouldn’t know he was a granddad unless Merritt brought him into the picture.

It turned out that Merritt’s additional reason for mending fences was he needed a job. He had one with his mum, of course, but he needed another as there would be expenses galore now that he’d made his partner pregnant. I wanted to accommodate him, how I did! But it was difficult enough rustling up sufficient work to keep both Bran and Goron occupied.

He was disappointed, and I reckoned there was more than a good chance he would cut me off again. But he didn’t, and that was gratifying. He’d forgiven me my sins, and I can only hope that at some point Gloriana will do the same.

SO KAYLA WASN’T WRONG when she said that both Sebastian and Merritt would want to know what Cornwall EcoMining in the person of Geoffrey Henshaw had to say. She knew that Sebastian held a 40 percent interest in Lobb’s Tin & Pewter—I’d told her as much years in the past—and she probably assumed that the business would go to my children when I was gone. Fact is that I have no intention of dying soon, and I plan to leave my share of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter to her. But that’s all in the future.

Geoffrey Henshaw came to us within days, once I’d agreed to a ninety-minute meeting. It seems he had appointments with landowners in other areas of Cornwall as well as on this east coast, because apparently Cornwall EcoMining was interested in acquiring mineral rights to every inch of Cornwall that wasn’t part of the Royal Duchy.

He puttered onto my property in an ancient vehicle that looked like something from a distant war. He stepped out of it, dressed to the nines in a three-piece suit and a tie done up in a Windsor knot. From the other seat he took up a briefcase, and with this in hand, he strode over to our door, which Kayla had already opened since we’d been watching from a window for his arrival.

I saw at once that he wasn’t bad looking although to me he looked a bit like a nancy boy. He had an upright posture and a slender build, and a tumble of curls that spilled over his forehead. I learned soon enough that he was a geologist, a graduate of the mining school, and according to him, what he didn’t know about mining didn’t bear knowing at all.

He certainly knew just about everything concerning tin-streaming. And while he wasn’t a Cornishman, he explained that mining was part of his family history, just like mine. His great-granddad had mined ore in the Midlands, his grandfather had run administration for a mining concern in Wales, and his dad was managing director of a corporation with a slew of mines in various European and South American countries. Every Henshaw generation had brought the family a step higher from where they’d been, and perhaps Geoffrey Henshaw intended to reach the peak, whatever that was.

He opened his briefcase, brought out brochures and drawings and a slick magazine, and gave us the A to Z on lithium extraction and refinement: what it was and how it was done.

It was completely noninvasive, he concluded, though I failed to see how drilling boreholes round the county was a completely noninvasive procedure. The boreholes were a means of finding thermal water, he told us, and the thermal water was where the lithium was.

It sounds quite simple, was Kayla’s reaction to the news. And to me she asked, Does it sound like virtually nothing would be done to the land? And then to Henshaw, Am I correct in assuming that, Mr. Henshaw?

He said—growing red high on his cheeks—It’s Geoff, please. He straightened the knot on his tie and went on to say that generally it was true. But in the case of Lobb’s Tin and Pewter, Cornwall EcoMining had a different plan, a larger plan, if we would hear it.

Kayla looked at me, her expression saying, Shall we?

I told him to go on, but I know my tone informed him that there wasn’t much hope he’d convince me of anything.

Cornwall EcoMining, Henshaw told us, wanted rather more than the mineral rights in the case of Lobb’s Tin and Pewter. They saw in this place an ideal location for processing the lithium, not pumping thermal water from the land. Processing it would require a facility, although the construction, he claimed, would be entirely sympathetic. Indeed, when Cornwall EcoMining finished up in the area, its inhabitants would find it in far better condition than ever it had been whilst in the hands of the Lobb family. Also, jobs would be provided indefinitely for upwards of one hundred people, Henshaw told us. They would be working round the clock, he said, and—this to me—if I had any interest in joining the project in some capacity, he could make that happen. But in any case, I would be paid fully for the property. Indeed, it was possible to arrange for a share of the profits that would undoubtedly accrue once Cornwall EcoMining had made back the money they would invest drilling their boreholes and constructing their processing facility along with those various other structures that would be necessary for the use of the employees. Dry rooms, cafeterias, lavatories, and the like, he said.

He told us that Cornwall EcoMining weren’t making this particular offer to everyone, by the way, although they had feelers out here and there. They needed only two processing centres, the other being on the southeastern side of the peninsula. There were, he confessed, several sites on both sides of the peninsula that they were considering. It was a bit of first come, first served situation, if I understood his meaning.

I told him what any businessman of sense would have told him. I said I would read through the paperwork, have a good think, talk things over with my wife, bring my partner into the picture, and let him know what conclusion I reached. He said in turn that my response was understandable and admirable, but he advised me not to wait too long. Sometimes, he finished with a smile at both of us, one doesn’t recognise a gift horse quickly enough and onwards it gallops to someone else.

EVEN THOUGH HE WOULDN’T ever have the final word in plans I might develop for the business, I had to speak with Sebastian since he was part owner. I knew what he would say, however: sell the damn place while someone still wants it. Because, of course, he didn’t want it—he’d called it a millstone round my neck more than once—and most of the money it made had to be ploughed directly back into the place. We were getting by—were me and Kayla—but the place wasn’t making anyone rich.

The difficulty I had with the idea of selling had to do with more than how much money it did and did not make for us, though. I had to consider Bran and his family. He’d worked for me many a year, and now more than ever needed employment, with a wife ill and a son and daughter back at home. What were all of them to do if I sold up?

Sebastian said not to be a damn fool. He said there was work of the kind Bran could do anywhere Bran wanted to live, and as for his two kids, they were able-bodied, weren’t they? There was work aplenty for people willing to get their hands dirty and do it. Of course, he had no suggestions on the subject of what that work would be, but he had plenty of suggestions about how a sale to Cornwall EcoMining could be managed and what we could both of us do with the money.

You could get Kayla out of that place, he told me. She deserves to live in a pleasant environment, which that blasted cottage is not. Don’t be an idiot, Mike.

We’d been happy for ages where we were. We’d had that sadness with the baby—well, Kayla had had that sadness, and I’d tried to match her with a show of a sadness of my own—but we’d got past it. True, she wanted to move house to somewhere she could have a bit more of a community round her. But she was only having a touch of grief for now because of Jen, and once she got herself involved with helping Gwynder care for her mum—which I knew she would do—then her nature would draw Gwynder to her. As they were of an age—Kayla and Gwynder—the close friendship Kayla shared with Gwynder’s mum would transfer to Gwynder herself. It was only logical.

I didn’t tell Sebastian this. I just said that we were happy where we were—me and Kayla—and anyway what would I do with myself if I gave up working with tin and pewter. Tin-streaming’s my life, I told him. You’re a bloody fool, Mike, Sebastian told me. By the time you wake up and see things as they are, it’ll be too late.
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Barbara Havers was grateful for the single distraction that the phone call from Salvatore Lo Bianco had provided her. Her mind was no longer locked on the subject of her multitude of failures as a daughter. Instead, it was locked on the subject of how the phone call from Salvatore had come about, and the more her mind stayed locked on that subject, the more she fumed. Fuming led her through one scenario after another, all of them dealing with what she intended to say to DI Lynley the next time she saw him.

The idea that Barbara might want to keep her private affairs just that—private—clearly hadn’t occurred to the detective inspector. The idea that she might want to be the one who told others about her mum’s passing also had not entered his mind. There were times—and this was one of them—when Lynley’s social rank in his outside world overcame his understanding of people—like her—in his inside world. He resorted to being the ermine-collared earl, and, within reason, belted earls could do as they wished. Cops could not.

She’d slept very badly. Aside from the phone call from Salvatore, too much else was going on in her head. Her thoughts were like a small rodent on its exercise wheel, spinning and spinning through the various topics that touched upon her mother’s death. She’d made mental lists and then she’d altered those mental lists. And still she remained indecisive without understanding why.

Perhaps that was what was so infuriating in Lynley’s actions. She was frozen, and it was up to her to work out a way to defrost. Now, because of Lynley and sooner than she wished it to happen, people were going to be asking her questions about post-death rituals because they wished to be . . . whatever they wished to be. Supportive? Sympathetic? Who bloody knew?

She had answers to nothing when she arrived at New Scotland Yard. She’d driven the congested distance from Chalk Farm, which had done very little to lighten her mood, and when she arrived at her desk the first person she saw was Lynley himself, chatting away with someone on his mobile, not a care in the world, smiling, and looking every bit like a cat with the cream.

She dropped her bag on her desk and strode to his small office. As she entered, he clocked her—and her expression, no doubt—and said into his phone, “I must ring you later,” after which he listened for a moment and said, “Indeed. I agree completely.”

He rang off, lowered the phone, and said to her, “Barbara, why are you here? You need time. Why aren’t you taking it?”

She drew a steadying breath and said, “I want to know what it’s going to take, Inspector.”

He studied her for a moment before he said, “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Are you quite all right? Is there anything I can do?”

“Oh, you already have.”

“I have?”

His innocent expression was especially galling. “You know that you have.”

“Barbara, I actually don’t. It seems—”

“You and your lordshipness or your earlishness,” she hissed, “or your high and mighty whatever have shoehorned your way into my life again because you think that no matter what you do, it’ll all come right in the end. And if it doesn’t come right, you, at least, will be fully able to sweep the remains under the rug.”

“What in God’s name . . . ?”

“Don’t play dumb! Don’t you dare play dumb!” Her voice grew louder. His supercilious attitude drove her to the precipice of madness and would have done the same to anyone who’d had to put up with it as she had done . . . and for years now. For bloody years. “You’ve manipulated events in my life for the last bloody time. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

“I do indeed,” he said, utterly calm. “But what exactly are you talking about?”

There it was! Even worse! That wretched, upper-class, public-school voice that he brought out on demand, that I’m-on-a-pedestal tone he used whenever he wanted to establish who had the real power in life and who never would. It set her off even more. She felt like a rocket on the launching pad. “You told him to phone me! You told him about my mum! He knew all about the DCS’s return, and that gave you away because I sure as hell did not bloody tell him that she was back.”

Barbara was gratified when he looked away for a moment. He drew a breath. A steadying breath? A Lord-give-me-strength breath? Which was it?

He said, “Actually, it’s quite the opposite, Barbara. He rang me. About you, as it happens. We’re talking about Salvatore, are we not?”

“Bollocks!” she cried. “Absolutely bloody bleeding bollocks! And don’t take that infuriating tone with me. You knew she was failing! And you knew that she was . . . she was . . . she . . .”

“Barbara, everyone knew she was failing.”

“But only you and Dorothea knew about him.”

“Him,” he repeated.

“You damn well know what I’m talking about. And I might have fallen for it again—again, Inspector, and do you have any clue how that feels?—except when he mentioned DCS Ardery, I knew. He said ‘now she’s returned’ when I never told him she was gone in the first place because I never ever mentioned her name. Someone did, though. And we both know who that someone is.”

Lynley was silent. He was balancing a pencil between his fingers. He set it down. He looked so thoughtful that Barbara wanted to rip his brown eyes straight from his head.

“You can’t deny it!” she cried. “You told him. And you even . . . you even . . . Why the hell do you do this? How do you think it feels? Someone rings me because he feels sorry for me and I’m so bloody tired of people thinking how pathetic I am and—”

“Hang on,” Lynley said sharply. “No one thinks anything of the kind.”

“Oh please. I see the looks on people’s faces. Poor, pathetic Barbara. Couldn’t pull a man if his life depended on it, never mind her own. I am so sick and tired of this and why, why, why did you do it, you haven’t said why—”

“’Nspector?”

The voice came from the door, and Barbara swung round to it as Lynley said, “What is it, Winston?” to DS Nkata, who was glancing back over his shoulder, in the general direction of the superintendent’s office.

“Dee jus’ rang,” he said. “Guv’s coming in this direction.”

And then before any of them could react, Nkata stepped to one side and DCS Ardery was standing there with Dorothea directly behind her, wringing her hands and looking regretful. For her part, Isabelle looked less than pleased.

Barbara was suddenly all too aware of what she’d hastily thrown on as clothing once she’d made the decision to confront Lynley. She was also aware that DCS Ardery was taking in her ensemble from head to toe: her ancient, faded Chicken Little Was Right T-shirt, her circus-clown striped drawstring trousers, her red trainers, the sweatshirt wrapped round her waist and tied to her by means of its arms. Her hair wasn’t combed and her face wasn’t washed and her teeth weren’t brushed. Everything about her was wrong, while here was Lynley looking the way he always looked in his bloody, sodding three-piece suit and his pocket watch—a bloody pocket watch!—and his perfectly laundered white shirt and his neatly knotted tie. Without a single hair out of place on his head because no hair would dare to try it.

The DCS said, “Are you two aware that everyone can hear you? Do you consider this”—she gestured from Lynley to Havers to Lynley—“the least bit professional?” And as Barbara opened her mouth to reply, “Come to my office. Both of you. Now.”
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Put to the rack, Lynley would have readily admitted that he did want Barbara Havers to have someone or something in her life besides police work. He would also have admitted that he’d told Salvatore Lo Bianco about the death of Barbara’s mother. What he would never admit, however, was the fact that despite what he’d said to her about Lo Bianco phoning him, he had indeed phoned Lo Bianco. Burning bamboo slivers beneath his fingernails would not have forced him to give out that piece of information.

His belief was that they were a very good match, Barbara Havers and Salvatore Lo Bianco. All they needed was a gentle push in order to see that for themselves. There was a spark between them. There had been from the time they’d first met, and Lynley had recognised that. A bit of tinder beneath that spark would, he swore it, produce the requisite flame.

He knew what Helen would say to him about all this were she still alive: Tommy, darling, really? I’m not at all certain this is one of your better ideas. If Barbara should learn that you’re putting your hand into shaping her future . . . ? She would cock her head and smile at him in that way she had. She would then add, I hope you know that I do believe you’re generally quite brilliant. Yes. Well. Except in this case. Barbara had the advantage here.

He followed Barbara to Isabelle’s office. The DCS said, “Close the door” over her shoulder, and she faced them, arms crossed beneath her breasts. In addition to her expression, which was, admittedly, rather disheartening, Lynley noted that she’d made few changes in the office since returning to it. There were photos of her twin sons—James and Laurence—on the credenza, along with a heavy-looking glass carafe of water and six glasses. She’d placed a new leather blotter on the desk, and a mug with Best Mum Ever sat next to a desk calendar, which itself sat next to a set of in-and-out trays and the documents they were each holding.

Isabelle looked from Lynley to Barbara to Lynley again. She said, “Tell me.”

From Barbara came, “He’s barging into—” which Lynley cut into with, “This is merely a misunderstanding.”

“What? How can you bloody dare say—”

“Never mind,” Isabelle snapped. She pointed at Barbara. “You. Compassionate leave. It will begin the moment we finish this meeting. Do you understand?”

“Guv, I don’t need—”

“I don’t particularly care what you think you need or don’t need, Sergeant. You’re not in a fit state to be here. And if any copper knows what a fit state ought to look like, I think we can all agree I’m that copper.”

“Please, guv,” Barbara said. “Don’t make me . . . I swear on a stack of Bibles, it won’t happen again.”

“You’re right. It won’t,” Isabelle said, “because you won’t be here. You’ve lost your mother, you’re owed some time off to come to terms with that, and you’re taking that time. Are we clear?”

“But if you could listen for just a—”

“Sergeant, enough. Leave. Do not pass ‘go’ and all the rest. I don’t wish to see your face for at least one week.”

Barbara grew pale.

“And if that length of time seems too long for you to hang at loose ends, consider doing some shopping, because if you do not improve your wardrobe choices, you’re going to regret it.” Isabelle turned to Lynley and went on. “And you, Inspector. You have a way of setting people off, and I assume you’re aware of that after all your time as a copper. Now, I’ve a very good idea that at some pernicious level, you’re the cause of this row, so whatever you’ve been doing, stop doing it. Sergeant Havers—not to mention every single thing about Sergeant Havers—is not your responsibility. Full stop. Are we clear on that or do I have to take this further?”

Further meant Hillier, and no one wanted that, not even Isabelle. Havers shot a withering look at Lynley before she nodded once and said, “Yes, guv,” in a voice so low it could barely be heard.

At that inopportune moment, Lynley’s mobile rang. He saw that it was John Penellin. He said to Isabelle, “May I?”

“Please,” was her tart reply. “Anything to get both of you out of my office.”

Havers did the honours with the door. She preceded him on the way back to her desk. Over her shoulder, she sent him a threatening look. “This isn’t anywhere near over, Inspector,” she said.

The last Lynley saw of her, she was taking up her shoulder bag, which she’d dumped onto the top of her desk. He sighed and said into the mobile, “John. Hullo.”

John Penellin said, “I’ve made the call.”

For a mad moment, Lynley thought he was referring to another phone call to Salvatore Lo Bianco, which was impossible. He said, “The call?”

“The mining company we spoke of. They’re interested. They’re not promising anything, but they’d like to have a look round, and they’ll explain the entire process to us. If they like what they see and if we like what they have to say . . . This could be the answer. I’ve not set up an appointment yet. When can you get away from London?”

“I’ll speak to the DCS. She’s not pleased with me at the moment, but we’ll see how it goes.”
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Daidre had tried to contact Gwynder on her mobile phone directly she’d read the note her sister had written. She’d failed to reach her, though. She reckoned Gwyn had either switched the mobile off entirely—knowing that Daidre would probably be intent upon speaking with her—or she was in an area without decent service. Daidre wagered that it was the former. Gwyn would know the topic that Daidre wanted to address. She would believe they’d said all there was to say to each other about Goron and the murder of Michael Lobb. She was returning to Cornwall and that was that.

Upon her morning alarm ringing, Daidre had sat up in bed and rung Gwyn again. She had Bran Udy’s phone number as well as Gwyn’s, but she didn’t ring him. She couldn’t face a conversation with the man.

Once at the zoo, she went first to The Terrace. There, she explained to the food service manager that Gwyn Udy would not be in that day. She’s come down with a bug of some sort, Daidre told him. She reckons you wouldn’t want her round the rest of the staff, she added. Or the food, of course. The manager wanted to know when he could expect Gwyn’s return. Daidre said a few days’ rest would probably be just the ticket. She needed to buy time to prise her sister away from Cornwall, and declaring that Gwyn probably needed a few days to recover was the best she could do.

She rang her sister again as soon as she left The Terrace. Nothing had changed. Gwyn didn’t answer. Daidre knew that her sister was attempting to force her hand. If Daidre continued to ring her without success, surely Daidre would travel to Cornwall to fetch her back to London. Not that Gwyn would actually want to return to London. Far was that from the case. What she wanted was Daidre there, in Cornwall, probably with the hope that there was a magic wand that could be waved over the situation that Bran and Goron found themselves in, whatever that situation was . . . because Daidre did not know, nor did she want to know.

Normally, her days sped by with little opportunity for her even to catch her breath. But this day seemed to move like an elephant shepherding her newborn calf to safety: It lumbered along interminably.

When her mobile rang at half past three, she was on her way back to her office from a meeting with London Zoo’s Philanthropy Manager. She paused and saw that her secretary was ringing her. Since this only happened when Daidre was wanted for some kind of emergency either with the animals or in the administration offices, she took the call at once.

Her secretary said that someone in Cornwall was attempting to get in touch with her, a woman asking for Dr. Trahair’s mobile number. Well. It wouldn’t be Gwyn, Daidre thought. She asked was there a name? No, but there was a number. Did Dr. Trahair want it? She did.

When she rang the number, a woman’s voice came on at once, breathless as if she’d been running. “Is that Edrek?”

“Who is this, please?” Daidre knew her question sounded belligerent. She felt belligerent when anyone used her birth name, aside from Gwyn or Goron. Bran, of course, did not use it at all, for the simple reason that she had not spoken a word to him in more than twenty years.

“Sorry. I’m Kayla Lobb. This is Edrek Udy? Gwyn Udy’s sister?”

“I’m no longer Edrek Udy. I’m Daidre Trahair. Is Gwyn with you? Did she ask you to ring me?”

“No. It was my idea. I mean, I wanted to ring you. Gwyn told me there was no point, but I didn’t think that would be the case when you knew everything that’s happened.”

Daidre waited for more. She could hear a man’s voice in the background. She thought immediately of Bran, of this woman playing at intermediary between her—Daidre—and the man who’d never been a real father to any of his three children. Daidre said sharply, “Is Bran Udy with you?”

“No, no. My brother’s with me. Neither of us knows what we ought to do. I thought you might be able to help.”

“Perhaps you can tell me what’s going on.” Daidre realised she lacked the patience for this. It was like a game of twenty questions with no answers being given.

“Gwyn’s gone to Truro this morning. We advised her not to. We told her to wait till we had more news, so that we could work out what our next step ought to be. But she wouldn’t hear of anything but going as soon as she learned about Goron.”

“Has something happened to him?”

“He was questioned by the police. They did a search of the caravan, and they first questioned him then. This was a number of days ago. Then yesterday he was arrested, taken away, and questioned again. Now he’s been taken to Truro, to Magistrates’ Court.”

Daidre sought out the nearest bench and sat. She knew little enough about how the judicial system worked—mostly information gleaned from television crime dramas or from conversations with Tommy—so as far as she knew, being taken to Magistrates’ Court had always suggested something minor, like an infraction that could be resolved by paying a fine. But with everything else that had been going on in Goron’s world since Michael Lobb’s death, a trip to Magistrates’ Court could mean just about anything. She said, “Why is he going to Magistrates’ Court? What’s he . . . Do they think . . . ?”

There was a pause. It was long enough to suggest that Kayla Lobb was either gobsmacked that Daidre didn’t know what being taken to Magistrates’ Court actually meant in the present situation or she was attempting to work out a way to announce some very bad news. Kayla finally said, “He’s going to be charged with murder.”

Daidre’s vision went blurry. She blinked hard to clear it. She saw that, across from her, a little boy with an astonishing mound of curly ginger hair had taken a seat with his mother. He was eating an ice cream and making quite a dog’s dinner of the process, managing to get it down the front of his T-shirt, on his trousers, and covering his hands. Even his trainers bore blotches of it.

Daidre realised that Kayla Lobb was speaking. She tuned in again to hear “murder solicitor. The duty solicitor who was with him when he was being questioned can’t carry on if the Magistrate sends the case on to the Crown Court. She rang Gwyn and Gwyn rang me. She’s called . . . Willen, where did you write it?. . . . Ah. Here it is. She’s called Furat Rafiq, the duty solicitor is. We’re thinking she might be able to recommend someone. A murder solicitor, I mean. Willen and I . . . well, we thought it best for someone in Goron’s family to make those arrangements, but Gwyn’s in such a state, she’s not going to be able to do it, and Bran’s at a loss. He’s not even here and we haven’t seen him. So we . . . Well, it was really me . . . I thought of you.”

“Where is she now? Where’s Goron? Are they both in Truro still?”

“We’re not sure about Gwyn. Furat Rafiq told me that Goron’s been taken to remand at Exeter Prison. Gwyn may have followed him up there, but we’re hoping not as there’s nothing she can do just now. She hasn’t rung you?”

“She hasn’t.”

“I’m terribly sorry. We all know Goron wouldn’t have hurt Michael. We can’t work out how it’s even come to this. It’s been—” Her voice altered, with a crack.

It came to Daidre that she’d not once expressed sympathy to Kayla Lobb. The woman was a widow, for God’s sake, and the thought of her grief hadn’t come into Daidre’s mind. She said, “Oh God. The loss of your husband . . . forgive me. I should have said—”

“No, no. It’s . . . What can anyone say when someone is murdered?”

Again, the man’s voice in the background. Kayla responded to him with, “Yes. I know.” To Daidre, she said, “We know this is so much to ask of you, but we think . . . For Gwyn’s sake, at the very least . . .”

“Yes,” Daidre said. “I understand.”
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Isabelle’s immediate reply to Lynley’s request was, “God, yes,” to which she added, “You’re not on Rota, are you?”

He wasn’t, he told her. He also hadn’t taken any time off for months. This, however, he didn’t tell her.

“Does your request have anything at all to do with Sergeant Havers?” was the DCS’ next question.

Lynley’s reply was, “Good Lord, no. I like to think I’ve learned my lesson when it comes to Sergeant Havers. I need to go down to Cornwall. Some problems have cropped up at my family’s home. Our agent for the estate has been ringing—”

“Your what? Never mind. But really, what century do your family actually live in, Tommy?”

“I’ve often wished it were the century of housemaids, footmen, housekeepers, and groundskeepers. No doubt my mother wishes it as well. She makes do with a butler and daily help. But that’s becoming a bit scarce. The daily help, I mean. The butler’s a permanent fixture.”

“A butler,” Isabelle repeated. “You have a butler?”

“It’s only due to his being too old for other employment,” Lynley told her. “Well, that and his refusal to retire although he could do as he has his army pension and it’s considerable, in addition to his pension from my family. He came on board years ago when my father first became ill. I think he believes that my mother and sister can’t manage without him.”

Isabelle held up her hand to stop him from going further. She said, “No need to justify your situation with regard to . . . what are they called? Surely you don’t refer to them as servants, do you?”

“ ‘The help,’ ” he told her. “Such as they are, because I believe Mr. Hodge mostly naps these days.”

“Is that the butler?”

“He is.”

“Well, at this point, he’s probably owed his naps.”

“I daresay,” Lynley agreed.

Isabelle gave him a wave of dismissal, saying, “Go. Please.”

Lynley thanked her. She was reaching for her ringing desk phone as he left her office. He heard her say, “Yes, Judi?” and reckoned that a command performance with the assistant commissioner was being demanded.

When he rang for the lift, he admitted to himself that the information he’d given the DCS was only partially true. His request for time off did have very little to do with Barbara Havers. But he’d quickly seen that the circumstance he found himself in was merely a fortuitous amalgamation of needs, events, and issues that could easily be combined in a way that might go a good distance in helping his longtime partner through what was obviously a difficult time for her.

When he got into his car, he rang Barbara’s mobile. She answered with, “What? Or should I say What now?”

He wasn’t about to get into it with her, so he said, “The game’s afoot. Pack a bag, Sergeant. I need you.”

“What game?” she demanded. “And how the bloody hell is it afoot?”

“I’ll explain on the way,” he told her. “Meet me at Paddington rail station in the morning. Ten a.m. should do it.”

“Is this some kind of trick, sir?”

“As you’ve discovered, I’m completely incompetent when it comes to tricks. We’ll be taking the train to Exeter.”

“What’s in Exeter?”

“The train to Penzance.”

“We’re on our way to Cornwall? Why? And what the bloody hell are you up to?”

“I’m ‘up to’ nothing, aside from asking you to accompany me. We’ll be going to Howenstow.”

“Oh no, no, no,” she said. “You said the game’s afoot.”

“That was merely to catch your interest, Sergeant. Will you go?”

“To the family pile? I’d rather have my molars pulled out with pliers. I wouldn’t know which fork to use. And I might be tempted to steal the silver directly I pull on my forelock.”

“You don’t have a forelock that I’ve ever noticed,” he pointed out.

“I’ll grow one.”

“You haven’t the time.”

“Trust me. I’m growing one as we speak.”

“As to cutlery, it can easily be arranged that yours be reduced to three pieces only. I swear it.”

There was a pause. This was encouraging.

“C’n I eat in the kitchen, if I come?” she asked him. “Or in the governess’ bedroom? There was a governess, right? And she had a bedroom, yes?”

“I’m not about to answer any of that. Let me just say that it would be a disappointment to everyone if you ate anywhere save with the family. But all things are negotiable. We can discuss all the options on our way to Exeter. So . . . ? What do you say, as you’ve been told to make yourself scarce for the next seven days? Surely a jaunt to Cornwall has some appeal. Have you ever been there?”

“I swan down there at least twice a year to the priciest resort I can find.”

“Ah. I see. Well, it’s time for a proper visit, I daresay.”

She sighed heavily. “You’re not taking no, are you.”

“Astute as always, Sergeant.”

“Fine. But I’ll need a day to get ready.”

“Whatever for?”

“I need some proper clothes if I’m to flit round the family property.”

“Your clothing is fine as it is, Barbara.”

“Oh, too right. No matter what I put on, Inspector, I look like either a pumpkin or a stuffed turkey. Why’re you always dressed so well, by the way?”

“Because I generally wear my father’s clothes.”

“You bloody do not. You’ve got a tailor on call, and don’t deny it.”

“I thought Dorothea was helping you with your wardrobe choices.”

“She ran out of patience. One can only ask so much of someone who’s not a blood relation.”

He smiled. The old Barbara was working her way to the surface. He said, “I’ll ring ahead and warn everyone so they’ll have time to steel themselves for the sight of you. Will that work? Shall I see you at Paddington rail station tomorrow then?”

“Oh, whatever. As you wish.”

“Excellent, Barbara. And really, you won’t regret making the trip. You can trust me on that.”

“I hope I’m not that stupid, Inspector.”
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Then my darling Kayla was attacked one night. It was pitch and fog as she walked from her dancing class to her car, which she’d left some distance away in Western Promenade Road in Penzance. Off season, there were very few lights illuminating the houses across from the bay, and what light there was had been diminished by the fog. So what remained were milky streaks of illumination. The hotels were near empty as well, and there was no one outside in the damp and the cold. As she approached the junction of Morrab Road and Western Promenade Road, where one of the hotels had its car park, she was jumped. Someone’s arm went round her neck. She was dragged back into the darkness of the car park, and the bastard put a knife to her throat.

But she was a real fighter, was Kayla. She struggled with him, and she yelled bloody murder. She got her hands round the knife blade, jerking it away and hurling it onto the tarmac. At this, he punched her squarely in the face: three blows, and she could feel her nose break and taste the blood that streamed from it. He ripped her tights from waist to thigh, but bloodied as she was, she punched him, clawed at him, and went for his eyes, all the time screaming. Finally, he made off in the fog, leaving her there in the filth of the car park, beaten and bleeding.

No one came to her aid. Perhaps no one heard. No one walked by, and there my wife sprawled, terrified that whoever he’d been, he’d return with another weapon to finish what he’d started.

She managed to get to her knees. She was able to rise and stagger to the pavement. God only knows how she did it, but she made her way from the Promenade to Sebastian’s house, where his latest female companion answered the door, got the fright of her life, and began shouting that Sebastian was to come at once for a lady was bleeding badly on his doorstep.

Sebastian didn’t know who it was at first, so badly was Kayla hurt. But when she said his name, he knew her voice, and he swept her up and carried her inside and told his lady friend to ring the police. Kayla cried that she didn’t want police. She couldn’t even describe the bloke, and she couldn’t bear to be questioned. She only wanted Michael. Please, please ring Michael, she begged him.

I drove like a madman to Penzance. The night was black as tar, and the fog was so thick that all I could see was a screen of grey being reflected back at me because my headlamps couldn’t pierce it. All the way I swore that I would find the bastard who’d attacked my wife and I would kill him.

When I finally arrived, Sebastian’s lady friend had left, likely having come to see that whatever rendezvous she and Sebastian had planned was going to come to naught since Kayla was clearly in need of medical attention. Sebastian had wrapped gauze thickly round her hand, but she was bleeding through it. He had placed a blanket round her and was holding an ice bag to her face.

Sebastian said, Thank God, when I burst into his house. He told me she did not want the police and she did not want to go to A & E because she knew they would ring the police and talk to her, Mike. Tell her the cops must be involved, and they must be involved now.

At that, Kayla struggled up from the sofa. She was that unsteady on her feet, and I grabbed her. I held her to me and I heard her murmur: I didn’t let him rape me, Michael. He tried. I didn’t let him. I wanted to raise my head towards the ceiling and howl.

Sebastian said again that we needed to phone for the police straightaway, but again Kayla begged him not to, begged me not to as well. She just wanted to go home, she said.

Mike, be reasonable, was what Sebastian said.

What I replied was, She wants to go home, so I’m taking her home. No one’s asking her any questions tonight.

I DROVE HER TO an injury unit in Redruth on the following day, after I’d had a look at her nose, her bruising, her blackened eyes, and her hand where the knife had cut her. Her nose had to be seen to, and her palm was continuing to ooze blood. I wanted a professional to have a look at her because in addition to everything else, I reckoned she might have hit her head when she fell and she might have a brain injury she wasn’t aware of. She told me repeatedly that she hadn’t hit her head, that she just wanted to sleep—which I judged as very dangerous since we didn’t know what we were dealing with. I think at the end of the day, she allowed me to ferry her to Redruth because there was no point in not allowing me to do that. Redruth was the closest town to us, never mind St. Agnes, where there wasn’t an injury unit anyway.

So I helped her to the car. We saw Bran before I’d even opened the door for her. He stopped dead in his tracks, looking from Kayla to me. I said, Not now, rather more curtly than I intended. Kayla raised her hand as if in a wave to him and said she was all right, Bran, and she told him she’d had something of a fall in Penzance. Clumsy, she told him. I could tell by his expression that he didn’t believe her, and who could blame him?

I got her inside the car, belted her in, and fetched a blanket from the sitting room once I saw that she was shivering. When I headed back to the car, I could see Bran squatting down to speak to her. He’d opened the door to be heard, and Kayla was listening. He looked up when I said his name. He rose at once, and the way he looked at me suggested that he was assigning to me blame for what had happened.

Of course, I asked Kayla as I tucked the blanket round her. She told me Bran had urged her to stop the bloody dancing business. She said that his opinion was that women are intended to stay home and mind the children and do the cooking and the washing up. She chuckled wearily and then winced. My nose, she murmured, It feels like it was hit with a hammer.

When we reached Redruth, we went to the injury unit, where the only people in the waiting area were a young girl with a badly broken arm and her mum, who had managed to create a splint for it from a garden stake. The girl was sobbing, her mum was petting her hair and murmuring into her ear, and I reckoned we’d have a wait since she would have to be seen to first. We ended up ignored far too long for my liking, but eventually Kayla’s name was called. I helped her up, and we approached the sister who’d called for her. She said, What have we here, then? I told her my wife had been attacked in Penzance. The sister had no visible reaction when I called Kayla my wife. Instead, she said to Kayla, Attacked in Penzance, is it? Kayla nodded; her head lowered like she didn’t want anyone looking closely at the damage on her face.

The sister kept her gaze on Kayla as she said I would have to stay right there in the waiting area while one of the doctors saw to my wife. I said I wasn’t having that. Kayla’d already gone through enough at the hands of a stranger, and I wasn’t about to put her into the hands of yet another stranger to add to the trauma.

The sister said that no one meant my wife ill, and she added that the examination room was quite small. It wouldn’t hold a bed, necessary equipment, the patient, and three full-size adults. Sorry, but you must remain here, she told me. I would have insisted, but Kayla murmured, It’s all right, darling.

Eyebrow raised—I reckoned it was this young thing calling me darling—the sister said they would be as quick as they could. As the two of them walked off, the sister gave me the once-over two times more. Her eyes were steely. She didn’t like me, but I wasn’t bothered. I didn’t like her either.

It seemed ages before Kayla returned to me. While I waited, I paced, counted the tiles on the floor and the lights fixed into the ceiling, drank three cups of wretched coffee from one of those infernal machines, ate two flapjacks, and flipped through a celebrity magazine featuring stories about people who seemed to be famous for being famous. I’d moved onto brochures about sexually transmitted diseases—I had no idea there were so many—when Kayla and yet another sister came out the swinging door through which she’d entered the bowels of the hospital. She and the sister had something of a murmured conversation, at the end of which the sister handed her what looked to me like a brochure, which Kayla stuffed into her bag. That was that, and she was released, much to my relief. Her nose was bandaged down its bridge with side bandaging holding the primary bandage in place; fresh gauze wrapped round and round her hand, where, she told me, she’d been sewn up. They’d had a look at her head, and they’d made sure there were no broken bones anywhere in her body, she told me, and aside from her nose, she be completely back to normal in a week or two.

She said nothing else till we were in the car. There, she told me that she’d been quizzed thoroughly by an Asian doctor and a woman who came with the doctor. Kayla said, They thought you had broken my nose. They wanted to make sure I wasn’t being battered. I think that’s why they didn’t allow you to go back to the examination room with me. They must have assumed I’d be too frightened to speak if you were there. Then she rested her head against the headrest and closed her eyes.

Well, I wanted to know why the hell anyone would think I’d batter my own wife. It turned out the hospital personnel weren’t the only individuals who believed that, though.

Bran raised the alarm, as best as I could guess. I’d known the bloody bloke for years, but all of that went straight out the window once he’d laid his eyes on Kayla that morning. The word went out. We’d not been home two hours—with Kayla tucked into our bed with pillows propped against her and music playing softly from her mobile—when the Parade of the Concerned began.

It started with Kayla’s Culture Club mates, who’d got the word about her injuries. They began stopping by in ones and twos, bearing flowers, breads, a lemon drizzle cake, three casseroles, an enormous lasagna, and an equally enormous shepherd’s pie, as if they’d assumed that Kayla wouldn’t be getting out of bed for the next month. So many of them kept knocking on our door and trooping up the stairs that I finally helped Kayla to the sitting room, where I piled up pillows in a corner of the sofa and covered her with a blanket my mum had knitted when I was a boy.

To my surprise Merritt and Bonnie showed up along with their oldest, Apollonia. Merritt carried some kind of leafy plant in a decorative pot. I thought the plant was a quite nice gesture, even though I suspected it had come gratis straight from Maiden’s shop.

I asked how they’d got the word about Kayla. Merritt said Sebastian had rung him. Then he told Kayla that Sebastian was dead worried about her, that he wanted to ring the police on her behalf but would wait for her word to do so.

Kayla reassured both Merritt and Bonnie, who was at this point so enormously pregnant that I had my fears she would deliver right there in the sitting room. I’d turned on the electric fire, but Kayla was still shivering, and I wanted to suggest that my son and his wife be on their way so that she could rest. But soon enough they backed out of the room and in a moment they were gone altogether.

That was when Goron arrived. Kayla seemed quite pleased to see him, and she patted the sofa next to her, saying that he was to tell her at once how his dear mum was. I took the opportunity to put on the kettle as the afternoon was growing towards evening. While I was in the kitchen, I saw Kayla’s bag hanging from the fridge’s door handle, and once I had the water on, I went for the milk to put some in a jug that resided on the windowsill. The bag slid from the fridge’s door handle when I opened it. I observed it on the old stone floor, then I listened for what was going on in the sitting room. I heard the murmur of their voices—Kayla had quite the ability to get Goron to speak—so while I waited for the water to boil, I opened her bag.

I knew it was an invasion, but I wanted to see the brochure she’d been given at the injury unit. I saw it was of the sort one picks up in a doctor’s surgery or is given on the sly. It featured a line across its top that said “Are You the Victim of Domestic Violence? You Are Not Alone.” Turned out to be something of a how-to: first, how to recognise domestic violence even if someone wasn’t beating the bloody hell out of you and breaking your bones with a tyre iron, and second, how to do something about it. There were phone numbers listed along with counselors, safe houses, and legal services. It seemed that Kayla hadn’t managed to convince the hospital sisters that someone other than her husband had attacked her.

I was putting the brochure back into her bag when I saw something that brought a wave of sickness upon me. At the bottom of the bag and tucked into a compartment that was unzipped, something in bright gold foil caught my eye. I dug my fingers into the compartment to see what it was. Small and square, sealed and sterile, it was a condom.

DOUBT IS THE WORST. One can be floating along, believing that all is well because all seems well. Then in a moment, everything one thought to be securely held and completely real simply vanishes. Very few deadly moments come without warning, aside from those inspired by the mad thinking of a lone gunman or a terrorist. Lightning strikes? No. There is some kind of storm that plays the part of herald. Tsunami? There’d’ve been an earthquake somewhere and those in the path of danger are alerted. Plane crash? I would think those on the plane know what’s going to happen even if they pray otherwise as the plane descends on a trajectory promising only one conclusion. For me, it was nothing so dramatic. It was just that condom.

Why did she have it? How long had it been tucked away in her bag? What was she protecting herself from: pregnancy? disease? infection? What was I to make of this, and what was I to do about it?

I still could hear her speaking with Goron. With Goron who spoke to virtually no one. For the first time I thought how close in age they were, Kayla and Goron, and I tried to picture the two of them together, naked on . . . what? Our bed in this cottage? I couldn’t see Kayla in our bed with Goron who, for all I knew, had never had a naked woman anywhere near him. Bran, then? That didn’t seem likely. Bran was rough and unschooled and, as often as not, not even clean. Seducer of women? I didn’t think so. Sebastian? All women were fair game to him, and the bloke was a virtual seduction machine. When it came to sex, Sebastian merely set himself on autopilot and the rest was removing her clothes—or at least as many garments as he thought were necessary—and having at it. It made sense too. His meditation, chant, and whatever-else-he-offered all took place in Penzance, and Penzance was where Kayla had set up her studio to teach dance, even though Redruth was closer. So was St. Ives. Even St. Agnes offered possibilities. But Kayla had chosen Penzance upon my brother’s suggestion. He’d even found the location she could use: a quite large room in St. John’s Hall, which was conveniently close to Morrab Road, where he had sessions, not to mention his bedroom.

I didn’t want to believe Sebastian would take my wife, but who else was there? Someone I didn’t know perhaps? Someone in her dancing class? Someone from her past? Samuel came to mind. Had she seen him somewhere, unexpectedly? Had they talked and realised the spark was still there? Had they then planned a rendezvous? Had that rendezvous burgeoned into something more? And then, oh God, there was my own son. Kayla was less than four years his senior, and his wife was enormously pregnant and not very likely to appreciate calls upon her to do her wifely duty. The fact that she was pregnant so easily over and over did mean that Merritt was dizzyingly potent, so if he was bedding my wife—his own stepmother!—and if she didn’t wish to be pregnant by my son, she’d want a condom, wouldn’t she? She’d been made pregnant once, and even though she’d not had another pregnancy since then, that first pregnancy meant there could always be a second one.

I was my worst enemy. That condom planted itself into my brain like one of those tumours that send out tentacles impossible to remove. I wanted to ask her about it, to present it to her in the palm of my hand and say to her that I wanted an explanation. She wasn’t asking me to wear one when I had her, but obviously she was asking someone.

Goron was still there when yet another visitor arrived. This one turned out to be his mum, come to see with her own eyes whether she could be useful to Kayla.

I hadn’t seen Jen in months. There was no reason for me to see her. She and Bran lived on the other side of the slag hill from us, and although there was a rough path to their caravan through the gorse and the bracken, there had been no reason for me to use it. Helping to care for Jen was part of Kayla’s domain, not mine.

When I opened the door to her, I wouldn’t have known her had she not been clutching Bran’s arm. He said to me that she wasn’t having it, staying home until Kayla was well enough to see her. Jen had announced to Bran that he could take her to Kayla or she could go alone, but she would go. I opened the door wider and ushered them into the sitting room.

Kayla cried Jen’s name and told her she shouldn’t have come, that for heaven’s sake there was virtually nothing wrong with her. She asked me would I make fresh tea? Bring new cups and saucers? Put some chocolate digestives on a plate? Jen said I was not to trouble myself, but I told her it was no trouble at all. I returned to the kitchen with their voices in the background and soon enough Bran joined me.

He wanted to know did they have any idea who’d attacked my wife? I told him that the darkness and the fog and the lack of anyone on the street had not only provided the bastard the opportunity to creep up on Kayla, but it also made it impossible for her to describe him other than to give a vague idea of his height and weight. It could have been anyone, I told Bran. He asked what did the cops think, and I had to let him know that she’d refused to speak to anyone from the police. What would they do with her “description” of the man, such as it was? I asked Bran. Nothing. And really, what could we even expect them to do? A bloke with a knife in the night in the fog. Kayla couldn’t even say how big he was, just that he was bigger than her.

Jen returned to us, looking grave. From what I could hear, Goron was still with Kayla. Jen commented on how good Kayla was to him. She repeated a form of what she’d said already: Kayla was good with people and good to people.

I talked them into taking some of the food with them when they left. At first, they said no, they couldn’t, Gwynder was at the caravan preparing something for all of them. But I wasn’t having that, and when they left, they had two carrier bags of dinners with them. As I said already, they didn’t like charity—especially Bran—but I managed to convince him that they’d be helping us and not the reverse, as there was no way we could eat all of it before it went bad. So off they went, and Goron went with them. And there I was, alone with my wife, that condom tucked into the back pocket of my jeans.

Kayla was understandably exhausted after her visitors. I caught her drifting off to sleep. I should have allowed her to rest, but I couldn’t because my mind was still bouncing round like a miniature Hoppity Hop. I dug the foil-wrapped condom from my pocket. I knew that a more sensible man—perhaps a bloke less in love with his wife—would either have waited till she recovered from what she’d been through or would turn a blind eye to the condom’s presence and thus not do any boat rocking.

Problem was, I’ve never been like that. Once I want to know something, I want to know something. In this case I wanted to know something now, not after a two-hour nap, not after the whole bloody day was put to rest, and definitely not till she was back to 100 percent again.

She extended her hand to me. She said, Thank you, Michael.

I asked for what.

She said she was grateful I was there, the heart of her heart.

Right then, right there, I had my chance. I could have let it all go, and I would have moved past it eventually. But, Christ, I was nothing if not a fool. I took Kayla’s hand, held it open, and kissed her palm the way a lover would do. Then I placed the condom in that same palm, curled her fingers round it, and said to her, Who is it?

She opened her hand to see what she was holding. She said, What’s this? although there could be no doubt. She asked me why I had it and why I was giving it to her.

I told her a form of the truth. Her bag, I told her, had fallen from the fridge’s door handle when I opened it to get milk for her tea. In falling, it had opened—

Had she not zipped it? she wanted to know.

Well, of course she had, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. So I said, No, it had been left unzipped and some of its contents had spilled onto the floor. I was putting them away when I found the condom.

In her bag? she wanted to clarify. Was I saying that I’d found the condom inside her bag?

Yes, that was exactly what I was saying.

She looked puzzled. She said she had no idea what a condom was doing in her bag. She said, Why would I have a condom at all when you and I both want a baby?

You tell me, was what I told her. See, what I reckoned was that she’d worked it out. Pregnant once by me but never again? She’d had herself checked out and discovered there wasn’t a thing wrong with her. Everything was in perfect working order, so whatever was keeping her from the babies she wanted had to be coming from me.

This, then, was her revenge. Giving herself to another man—and using a condom to do it—was the perfect way for her not only to punish me but also to tell me that she’d worked everything out.

I said to her, You know, don’t you?

She asked what she was supposed to know.

I said again, Who is it? Sebastian? Samuel? Is he here in England? Have you met up?

She asked what was I talking about.

I said, What about Goron? Or Merritt? Or someone from your dancing class?

Well, Kayla isn’t a stupid woman. She twigged what I was going on about. If I’d found a condom in her bag and if I was asking Who is it? and naming names, there wouldn’t be a very long list of answers to the question of what I was talking about, would there.

She said, Are you asking me if I’m fucking your son, Michael? Or Goron? Or whoever else pops into your head?

Tears came into her eyes, and she told me she wanted to be alone, so could I leave her now. She said she wanted to fall asleep. She said she hurt in every inch of her body. Or, she added, do you think this—and here she pointed to her broken nose—was the result of me liking a bit of rough?

She asked me, then, to turn out the lights. We could, she said, talk in the morning. But, she added, just for the record I’ve no idea why a condom was in my bag. It could’ve been buried there since her cruise ship dancing days, she said, with some oily old bloke slipping it into her bag when she wasn’t aware. Or even a member of the crew for some kind of stupid joke. The point was, she told me, that she did not know. She groaned as she turned away from me, facing the back of the sofa now, saying once again that we could talk about it later if I was still worked up about it in the morning.

I APOLOGISED TO HER the next day. Things always look different in the light of a new dawn, and given the night to think about it, I couldn’t see a reason that Kayla would be having it off with another bloke, especially since I couldn’t work out when she even had time for it. So I took her a coffee press with newly made inside it, then I cooked her some eggs and three rashers of bacon. I toasted bread. I hoped she would see in the gesture that I wanted to forget what had passed between us.

I don’t know what sets me off like that, was what I told her.

You’re afraid I’ll leave you for someone younger, was her reply. You can’t see what you mean to me. I love you and only you, but if you can’t believe that, then every move I make that isn’t centred on you is going to look like a betrayal. I can’t live that way.

You’re right, I told her. I had the night to think about everything. I know you’ve been nothing but fully mine.

What about Samuel? she asked.

I understand how it happened with him, I said to her. Here I was in Cornwall, trying to cut my ties with Maiden, all the time reassuring you that I would end my marriage any day, very soon, next week, next month, after Christmas, after the New Year, during the summer . . . And there you were in South Africa. It was taking so bloody long because of me, because of how I was or wasn’t going about it, so how could you really depend on me to do what I said, and there was Samuel and you two already had a history together. It was my fault, I confessed to her. I kept looking for the easy way to cut Maiden out of my life, and there was no easy way until Gloriana found our messages and then I didn’t have to do a damn thing at all. You’ve married a bloody coward, I told her. Last night I finally saw that if you ever leave me, it will be because of me and not because of another bloke.

I won’t leave you, was how she reassured me. When she extended her hand to me, I closed my fingers over hers and I told her I’d thrown away the condom, which I had done indeed.

Is the subject closed between us then? she asked me.

The subject is forever closed, was my reply.
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Gloriana had finally decided. She had to draw an absolutely complete picture for Jesse McBride. She’d finished another Unburden—this one on the topic of women standing up for women in trying circumstances—and she understood even as she filmed herself that, if she didn’t tell Jesse the truth, she was not only a hypocrite, she was also a coward. There are things, she told herself, that are owed to a friendship, especially a friendship as long as hers had been with Jesse.

The only question was when she was going to do it, but that had been answered by Jesse herself when she rang Gloriana and asked to join her the next time she did an early morning fast walk. She needed to begin exercising, she’d told Gloriana. She reckoned she’d give walking a try as she was too far out of condition to consider anything else.

Jesse’s request, Gloriana determined, indicated that the moment had arrived. She said, “I generally begin at the fisherman sculpture round five a.m., so are you sure you want to meet? You’ve got the day’s baking to begin, don’t you?”

Jesse told her that all the preparations had been done in advance: everything measured and labelled and ready to go at Wedge o’ Cheese Café. All that was needed was to fire up the ovens. Besides, she said, she wanted to talk to Gloriana, and early morning seemed like the best time, when both of them were the least taken up by other concerns.

Jesse’s wanting to talk to Gloriana caused a spark of hope in her breast. Perhaps—just perhaps—Jesse had finally seen the light, Gloriana thought. Perhaps she was looking for courage to give Nate Jacobs the formal heave-ho, putting a full stop to their relationship. If that was the case, Gloriana wouldn’t have to say anything. This would allow her to avoid becoming the victim of shoot-the-messenger syndrome.

So she’d said, “Let’s do it,” and that was that.

It was not quite dawn when Gloriana finished her stretching at Fisherman’s Memorial. She was wondering if Jesse had decided against the walk after all when she saw her trudging in the direction of the bay. She’d just entered Newlyn Green, the large field that served as a pitch for football and cricket, but she didn’t look like someone ready for a heart-pumping walk from the sculpture. Gloriana’s regular route followed the harbour, climbed up the Bowjey, went into the woodland, and ultimately took her back to the sculpture again. But Jesse had described herself accurately when she’d claimed to be out of condition. She wasn’t moving like someone ready for the effort required for that excursion.

In case Gloriana had any doubts about this conclusion, when she arrived at the bronze statue, Jesse promptly vomited onto the box-like granite flower holder where three of the four vases sunken into the stone were occupied by daffodils along with various Asian hot-house lilies. These lent the air a faint and pleasant scent, but this was quickly overcome by the smell of Jesse’s sick.

She looked at Gloriana bleakly, saying, “Sorry. I didn’t think . . . Best go on yourself.”

“Are you ill, Jesse?”

Jesse hunkered on the edge of the granite plinth, nearly planting her backside on one of the paper wreaths of red poppies ubiquitous to virtually every memorial in the UK. She said, “Oysters last night. They did taste a bit off. I s’pose they weren’t everything they were meant to be, specifically fresh.”

“You didn’t eat them raw, did you?” Gloriana demanded. She sat next to her friend and put her arm round Jesse’s shoulders. “I’ve told you not to eat raw seafood.”

“They weren’t raw.”

“Where did they come from?”

“I don’t know.”

“How can you not know?”

“Nate cooked them.”

“Did he eat any?”

“I don’t think so. He was in a rush. He had a class.”

Gloriana rolled her eyes. “He always has a class, Jesse. How could he possibly have so many night classes to teach?”

Jesse slowly righted herself, one hand on her stomach and the other resting on the granite plinth. “It’s the show coming. Everyone’s getting ready for it. The school’s open at night for all the artists to work: teachers and students.”

What Gloriana thought was, I’ll bet it is. She knew what Nate was up to and where he’d been. While she hadn’t seen him on the previous night, she also hadn’t seen Cressida Mott-King. No doubt he’d concluded that it might be wiser to “help her with her work” in another location. That man was a player. He’d always been a player, probably straight from the cradle. All one had to do was to watch the slimy bloke when he was round women to see him at work. He did that thing with his gaze: fixing it on a woman as she spoke, deliberately giving her the impression he was all hers for the moment or forever. God, she hated men like Nate Jacobs.

“Is he still ‘helping students with their work’?” she asked Jesse. “I mean helping them privately, of course. On his own free time. When he could be spending that time with you.”

“The show’s important to him,” Jesse returned. “It’s important to the students. He wants them to do well.” She rose with a grunt. “I’m feeling up to it now. Let’s walk.” She set off through the small car park beyond the memorial, heading in the direction of the harbour.

Gloriana saw that she’d pushed too hard and too far. She hurried to catch up, saying, “I’m sorry. I just . . . You deserve so much—”

Jesse picked up speed, walking more briskly now, as if she wanted to avoid hearing what Gloriana wanted to say. “I love him,” she said with finality. “And love requires a degree of trust. I know that’s tough for you to accept. You think I’m a fool.”

Gloriana certainly couldn’t deny that. She said, “And you think I’m closed off.”

“So perhaps we’re both wrong, Glory. Let’s just walk.”

They’d not got far when Gloriana saw the first of the handbills. It was stapled to a telephone pole on the corner of Jack Lane and Creeping Lane. There were several other handbills also stapled there, including one of her own, advertising Vintage Britannia. Across the street from this, there was another telephone pole. It, too, displayed a number of handbills. It, too, held one of her own. But in both locations, someone had stapled another handbill partially on top of hers. It was garishly printed and hard to miss: pink letters on a lime green background. The letters spelled out DARREN DOES IT ALL with a QR code in the corner and a photo of a grinning bloke in a leather apron, arms crossed on his chest, long knives extending upwards from each fist. Darren himself, one would presume.

What an irritant, Gloriana thought. It wasn’t like there were no other surfaces that could be used: doors, notice boards, fences, shop windows. She marched up to the pole and ripped off Darren’s offending advert. She strode across the street and did the same to the other pole. She crumpled one of them and threw it on the ground. The other she would keep, she decided; Darren needed to be the recipient of a piece of her mind. She returned to Jesse.

“Really?” Jesse said, watching her. “It’s only an advert, Glory. You’ve got them everywhere.”

“And that’s how I want it to stay. What was he thinking, putting his on top of mine?” She waved the hand-out at Jesse before she folded it and stuck it into the pocket of the hoodie she was wearing. “Let’s go.”

Jesse had said that she wanted to talk to Gloriana, but it now seemed she’d changed her mind. From this, Gloriana knew she’d crossed a line with her friend, and while she wanted to apologise, she didn’t want to take back a single remark she’d made about Nate. So they continued to walk in silence, with Gloriana continuing to rip adverts from wherever she saw them on top of her own. Jesse watched her but said nothing more about what Gloriana was doing. She was, Gloriana thought, much more tolerant of others’ quirks than she—Gloriana—had ever been. And of course that was probably why—

No, she told herself. She would say nothing more on the subject of Nate, and she was very good at keeping him out of her thoughts until they reached Star Inn on the Strand.

Dawn was breaking, and the inn’s windows were open to the morning air. From one of the windows the scent of cooking bacon floated seductively. Gloriana’s stomach rumbled in response, and she turned to Jesse to say something about bacon rolls, only to see her friend rush to a red Biffa bin at the spot where the inn turned the corner into a narrow cul-de-sac. She threw open the bin and vomited into it, her whole body seeming to heave with the effort. Afterwards, she hung on to the sides of the bin, panting heavily, as if she’d run a quarter mile, not just been sick for the second time in less than an hour.

The fact that it was the second time caused Gloriana to approach Jesse. She was still facedown, clinging to the bin, and before Gloriana reached her, she was sick again. Gloriana said her name, and Jesse looked up. Her face was shiny with perspiration.

Gloriana said, “How many weeks?”

“Just seven.”

“Have you told him?”

She shook her head. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“What? That you’re pregnant?”

“That he’ll think I tricked him.”

“Did you?”

Jesse looked away. A carrier van rumbled past them, bearing the letters Crews’ Fish on its side. Jesse shuddered as if anticipating the dubious odours soon to come, not only from the nearby fish and chips shop but also from the various inns and eating establishments that lined the road. She lowered her head again. She murmured, “He doesn’t want children. But I do want them. And I know he’ll be a great dad.”

Gloriana wanted to shake her. She said, “Jesse, you know that’s wrong thinking. Nate’s showing you who he is just like he’s always done. If he’s said he doesn’t want children—”

“He’s never even been around children, so how can he possibly know he doesn’t want one of his own?”

“But you’ve got to know this isn’t the way for him to learn that he wants to be a dad.”

“What other way is there? I’ve tried to talk to him about it. He never lets the conversation happen.”

“Because he doesn’t want a conversation, at least not that conversation.”

Jesse turned abruptly and sicked up into the bin again. But nothing came out of her, just the heaving of her stomach trying to rid itself of something that wasn’t there.

Gloriana said, “People don’t change. They might act like they’ve changed for a week or a month, but in the end, they are who they are because no one can keep pretending to be a new person unless their minds’ve been scrambled up in some way, like someone struck by lightning, and a new person has been created because of that. And I don’t recall your ever telling me that Nate was struck by lightning.”

“I just can’t believe . . . He’s a wonderful person. He’s loving and kind and—”

“He chases women, Jesse. That’s who he is. That’s what he does. He calls it ‘helping students with their work,’ but you know what he’s really doing. You’ve seen him and you know it and you think that having a baby will somehow ground him, make him faithful to you. You think a baby would bring him up short when he feels the itch.”

“Please, stop. I need to get to work. So do you. This”—Jesse gestured round them as if to encompass everything they’d spoken about—“this isn’t helping. I know you mean well. I just can’t—” Jesse brought her hand to her mouth as if she was about to be sick again. But it seemed she was holding back her tears. Christ, Gloriana thought, women were so bloody stupid when it came to men.


PERRANPORTH

CORNWALL



Geoffrey Henshaw decided not to stop at the offices of Cornwall EcoMining on his way to Perranporth. Until he had solid proof that Lobb’s Tin & Pewter was soon to be delivered to the mining venture, he didn’t want another go-round with Curtis. He needed to make two more calls prior to triumphantly announcing his success, however. And when he made that blessed announcement, it would be a very nice change of pace from his previous encounters with Curtis. There would be no dagger-shooting eyeballs in response to what he had to say. And best of all, for the first time showing his face at the refurbished engine house would not be due to having received an expletive-loaded command to do so.

After securing Merritt Lobb’s address from his mother by way of Kayla Lobb, Geoffrey found him and his brood of what seemed like—but was not—two dozen screaming children at home on a housing estate above Perranporth. Geoffrey deduced quickly enough that they were in the process of moving house. An impressive number of Legos, doll clothes, and used paper plates occupied nearly every inch of the floor space in the sitting room, unpacked cardboard boxes stood on worktops in the kitchen, furniture appeared to be waiting for placement, and the house smelled like fish pie fighting with takeaway curry and winning the match.

It was a decidedly inauspicious time to call. A woman—presumably Merritt’s wife—was wrangling the children in the direction of the stairs when Merritt answered the door. He was, clearly, interrupted amidst assisting with the wrangling. Geoffrey saw that he bore no resemblance to his father, who had been stocky compared to Merritt’s slender physique.

He looked mildly irritated when he said, “Yes? C’n I help you?” as his wife said from the stairway, “C’n you catch Texas, darling?”

Merritt scooped up a toddler who was barreling his way to the open door. He hoisted the child onto his shoulder.

Geoffrey said the obvious. “I’ve come at a bad time.” He handed his business card over to the other man, saying, “I had your address off your mum. I wanted to bring you up to the minute on what I’d been discussing with your dad prior to his death.”

Merritt turned to the stairway, saying, “C’n you manage, Bonnie?”

Bonnie looked like a woman ready to say, “Do I have a choice?” But instead she said, “I’ll take Texas, then,” and Merritt handed over the toddler and led the way into the kitchen, where the smell of fish pie was dominant. He said to Geoffrey, “I c’n offer you tea or water, but that’s the extent of it, at the moment. We’ve not had time to go to the shops.”

Geoffrey said that he needed nothing.

Merritt said, “Right, then,” and put on the kettle. He went on to add, “I suppose you’re the bloke who wants to buy the land.”

“Not I,” Geoffrey corrected him. “But rather the company I work for, Cornwall EcoMining.”

Merritt snorted. “That’s an oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one. No one’s ever much cared about the ecology of these parts if they can make a quid or two by destroying the landscape.”

“Cornwall EcoMining is different to everyone else. Their process doesn’t disturb the landscape.”

“Oh, right,” Merritt scoffed. A loud bang followed by tears and hurled accusations floated to them from the upper floor. He went to the foot of the stairs and called out, “Everything all right up there, Bon? Anyone hurt?”

Another of the children began to cry. The crying was accompanied by “He did it!” and “She did it!” until Bonnie shouted, “I’ll show you who did it, if you don’t settle.”

Merritt returned to the kitchen. Geoffrey told him more about why the mining company he worked for called itself Cornwall EcoMining, which boiled down to sourcing thermal brine and processing it, all the relevant facts of which he could say by rote at this point.

The water had boiled in the kettle and Merritt poured it into a cup, saying to Geoffrey, “You’re sure about not having a cup?” And when Geoffrey indicated that he was quite sure, Merritt said without preamble, “You want to buy the land, right? That’s why you’ve come. Well, if the price is good, I’m happy to sell it. I want to sell it. My sister will also want to sell it. And sooner rather than later. You don’t need to worry about talking us into something.”

Geoffrey was filled with an unexpected surge of gratitude, although “if the price is good” did suggest he might not be able to get within breathing distance of what Merritt actually wanted for the land. He said, “I’m not authorised to make an offer. But I assure you that Cornwall EcoMining is prepared to pay market value.”

Merritt said, “I doubt that would be enough. I know what you’re after.”

“Lithium,” Geoffrey said, to demonstrate that there was nothing hidden inside the offer that Cornwall EcoMining was prepared to make.

“I also know that, whatever you do and how you do it, there’re buildings involved and you can’t throw them up just anywhere you please as quick as you please. Most of Cornwall belongs to the duchy, and what isn’t protected by the duchy is protected by private landowners, English Heritage, the National Trust, the Forestry Commission, and various eco-warriors wearing aluminium pyramids on their heads. No one’s about to let you build some hideous structure on just any piece of land, and even getting permission to build something that’s not an eyesore is going to take you one day short of forever . . . unless there’s something on the land already. My guess is that Cornwall EcoMining do not have eons to spare, sitting round waiting for permission. So, as I said, if the price is a good one, I’m prepared to sell.”

“The offer will be a very good one,” Geoffrey assured the other man. He told Merritt that the offer would come to him in writing, and it would be a price that Merritt would approve of immediately. All Merritt had to do that evening was to sign some paperwork that indicated his willingness to sell. Once that was in place, Curtis Robertson would be in touch.

They shook hands on the matter and, with the information that Merritt’s sister, Gloriana, would most likely be in her shop in Mousehole, Geoffrey set off for his second call of the day. The drive was a long one, but since most of it was on the A30, he made very good time. He was approaching the B3315 that would take him to Newlyn and from there along the coast to Mousehole when his mobile chimed the special chime he’d chosen to signal a call from Freddie.

It was not a good moment, but nonetheless he answered with, “Darling!”

She replied with, “Didn’t you see my texts?”

“Ah. I’ve made quite an early start. I’m on the road just now, as it happens. So I can’t exactly—”

“I sent photos, Geoff. You were meant to look at them and tell me what you thought.”

“Was I? I’m so terribly sorry. Might I ring you back when—”

“There isn’t time to waste. Find a place to pull over. I want you to see.”

“Of course. When I get to a lay-by—”

“Pull over. It’s crucial.”

Geoffrey couldn’t imagine what might be crucial to Freddie, but he obeyed. When he told her that he was safely off the road as long as a farmer didn’t come to the gate in front of which he had just parked, she said, “So look at my text. I’ve sent you some pictures? I went out and about yesterday with Sarah? There’s a sweet antiques shop on the quay? They have all kinds of bits and bobs, Geoff, and I found a ring. I found the ring! It’s from 1922 and, oh, please do look at the photos and tell me what you think.”

He saw the pictures attached to one of her texts. There was an entire line of photos. He thumbed through them until he found the ring in question, a masterpiece of art nouveau: sinuous golden vines and flowers holding in place a large solitaire diamond. He had to admit it was breathtaking. He also had to admit it probably cost more than he made in a year.

“What do you think?” she asked him breathlessly. She didn’t wait for his reply. Instead, she burbled on with, “Isn’t it just the statement we need?”

“It’s beautiful, Freddie, but I don’t quite understand. What statement do we need?”

“It’ll show my parents how successful you’re becoming. It’ll be absolute proof of how serious you are about us.”

“But you know how serious I am about us. And really, isn’t that all that matters? I know and you know and everyone else can go to the devil.”

She was silent at that. He put her onto speaker and sat back in his seat, rubbing his forehead. He asked her if she was still there. He wondered if the connection had been lost. But then he fancied he heard her breathing, so he said, “Freddie? Darling? Are you still there?”

She said stiffly, “I am. Yes. For now, I’m still here.”

He frowned. For now? What the bloody hell . . . ? He said, “You’re unhappy with what I’ve said about the ring.”

“I’m surprised, is all,” she replied. She’d been so buoyant a moment earlier, and he’d completely deflated her. He’d merely been trying to be sensible, though. He was in no position to buy anyone antique jewellery or, for that matter, any kind of jewellery. He’d thought she knew that. He was struggling to get back on his feet and putting a divot into his extremely meagre savings would not help with that struggle. He couldn’t work out why she didn’t understand this.

He said, “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Freddie. There will come a time when I’ll be able to shower you with all the rings you want. But I’m not there yet.”

“I see,” she said in a very low voice. “I understand.” And after a moment, “C’n I just ask . . . ?”

“Anything,” he said. “Anything, darling.”

“What sort of ring did you give to Pepper? Where did the money come from for that?”

He took a steadying breath. The questions were offensive enough. That she would ask them now was even more offensive. He said, “Pepper had only a gold band, Freddie.” And he added—meanly and he knew it, “She was quite happy with that.”

He heard her little gasp. Then came silence. Then came, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Geoff. You hate me now, don’t you? I would hate me if I were you. I’m a pathetic money-grubbing—”

“Not at all,” he cut in. It was, he knew, quite an automatic reply. “Darling, I’ve a meeting to get to. We’ll talk later, shall we?”

“Do you mean that? Do you truly mean it?”

“Of course,” he said. He rang off. Then he wondered: Had Pepper been quite happy with her simple gold band? Or had he somehow misread her or deluded himself about her? And if he’d deluded himself about Pepper . . . He couldn’t begin to finish the question that was on his mind.

He got the 2CV back on the road and continued on his way. A steady wind was blowing through the hedges and the trees, and the sky had become the colour of old pewter.

When he arrived in Mousehole, he parked above the village’s distinctive demilune harbour with its two long, protective quays reaching out towards each other from the harbour’s north and south sides. Below him, the strand was nearly empty, and the boats beyond it bobbed on the water. He could see that several people were casting fishing lines into Mount’s Bay from the southern quay, and on the northern quay a woman in a paint-splattered smock was setting up an easel despite the wind and the promise of coming rain.

He made his way to Vintage Britannia in its spot next to Wedge o’ Cheese Café. “You don’t really need to speak to Gloriana in person,” Merritt had said to him prior to his departure. “She’s going to be dead chuffed that someone wants to buy Dad’s ‘legacy.’ ” He made inverted commas in the air on the final word.

Geoffrey had told Merritt that he needed to get Gloriana’s signature on the intent-to-sell document so that his boss would see that everything had been taken care of before he put together an offer for the land. Merritt had replied with, “Make the right offer, and she’ll sign anything. In a heartbeat.”


EXETER

DEVON



Daidre had arrived in Exeter late on the previous evening, having spent more than four and a half hours on the motorway, including enduring a two-mile-long tailback at Junction 17, where, it appeared, the entire UK was determined to go to Chippenham for some reason. She hated being caught in traffic—who didn’t?—but she soldiered on, arriving in Exeter at a quarter past ten. She’d got a room in a converted Victorian and considered herself lucky. She’d not booked in advance and the No Vacancy signs in the B & Bs she passed prompted her to think she’d been spending the rest of the night in her car. But at last she managed to find a vacancy, and she’d taken a room the width of a coffin with a bathtub that was shaped like a coffin. It and the toilet were down the corridor from her room, but the corridor bore a central carpet that, while worn, seemed clean. As did everything else, including the plates, cups, and cutlery that she used in the morning for her breakfast.

She’d slept badly but could not blame the narrow bed, as it was both comfortable and warm. But the old Victorian had no sound-proofing between its rooms, and she’d been placed next to a man who snored at the approximate decibel of a motorcycle engine. She told herself that she probably wouldn’t have slept much anyway as there was far too much swimming round in her head.

That morning, she managed to track down Furat Rafiq, the solicitor who had represented Goron both while he was being questioned and when he appeared before the Magistrates’ Court. When Daidre spoke to her, the solicitor said that she was on her way to Exeter to see Goron and that she was more than willing to meet Daidre in advance of that, either at her lodging or at Caffè Nero in Queen Street. “There’s probably a closer place,” she confided to Daidre, “but I’m not sure where. I don’t know Exeter.”

Daidre assured the solicitor that she could find the café, and once they’d spoken and arranged a time, she rang Gwyn again. She had to leave another message, telling her sister that she—Daidre—was now in Exeter, that she’d spoken to Kayla, that she was meeting the duty solicitor, who, she hoped, would be able to guide them on what steps now needed to be taken. “We’ll be at Caffè Nero in Queen Street,” she said. “Please do come, Gwyn. You and I need to understand what will happen next and what we can do to help.”

When she entered Caffè Nero, she saw that the duty solicitor had already arrived and was in the process of ordering at a counter that also offered baked goods. At least she assumed the woman was Furat Rafiq, as she wore a black suit, a crisp white shirt, and a lavender hijab. Daidre joined her at the counter and introduced herself. The solicitor shot her an evaluating look, saying by way of greeting, “I wouldn’t have known you were a sibling. You look nothing like your brother. Are you having anything?”

Daidre ordered a caffè latte but had no stomach for food.

They chose a table off by itself. Without preamble, Furat Rafiq launched into an explanation: where things stood, what would happen next, what to expect during the judicial process. She added sweetener to her cappuccino, stirred it, and said, “May we talk a bit about your brother? From the start I could see he was completely out of his depth, so I must ask . . . Forgive me, I don’t mean to offend, but I’ve wondered if perhaps he’s rather simple?”

Daidre said that Goron was withdrawn, to be sure. He was very quiet and unsophisticated. But he wasn’t simple. “And he’s not a killer,” she told the solicitor.

The solicitor replied kindly with, “Yes. Well, of course. You would say that, wouldn’t you, and in the case of anyone else, I probably wouldn’t believe you. But in this case . . . ? I do agree with you. I can’t see it.”

“Where do we go from here?”

“We begin with locating a murder solicitor.”

“Can you not just carry on?”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. I can certainly demand all the evidence gathered by the police, but in a case like this, you’ll also need a specialist. A murder solicitor will be prepared to evaluate everything that’s been entered into evidence. He—or she, of course—will have access to the list of witnesses and to their statements. Relationships will already be established with forensic labs to retest everything if that’s needed. There’ll be photos of the crime scene, conclusions and reports issued by the forensic lab working for the police, forensic specialists who will have weighed in on everything from fingerprints to blood spatter patterns to DNA. A murder solicitor will gather and have all of this at his fingertips. Most important, the murder solicitor will have some kind of a relationship with a silk who can represent Goron at trial.”

Daidre had been taking notes, but she felt overwhelmed, not only by the information but also by the thought of what all of this was going to cost. She herself was hardly rich. She assumed that her father was as he usually was: living on the edge of poverty. Goron himself might have money put away somewhere, but it couldn’t possibly be much. And she certainly couldn’t ask Kayla Lobb to help with funding a defence for her husband’s alleged killer, no matter how upset she’d seemed at Goron’s arrest when Daidre had spoken to her on the phone.

“I know a very good murder solicitor here in Exeter,” Furat told her when Daidre stopped writing. “I’m happy to arrange a meeting. First, though, I’d like to talk to your brother with you. You might be able to get more information from him than I’ve been able to do.”

Daidre agreed to this. As Gwyn had not joined them at the café or even rung her to say she was not coming, there was no point to lingering with the hope that she might appear. So Furat led her to her Kia, which she’d managed to park not far from Queen Street, and together they drove to Exeter Prison.

Daidre had expected the prison to be at some distance from the town, tucked into the moors somewhere. But instead it sat in Blackall Road, looking like a cross between a mental hospital and a borstal institution. It was built of brick with ashlar stone quoins and many chimneys. Its barred windows stared blankly out upon two thoroughfares, along which pedestrians strode on neat pavements.

As his solicitor, Furat had complete access to Goron whenever she wanted to see him. So once they checked in at the visitors’ centre, they were issued a locker for their belongings. They then submitted to a search, after which they were led to a waiting area inside the prison itself. There they remained an inordinately long time before they were led off again, this time to a small room that was painted pink—hardly a colour one associated with a prison—with a horizontal turquoise stripe chasing itself at the midpoint of the room’s four walls. There was a table at the centre along with four metal chairs. There was no window and no other source of ventilation visible, and as a result the air was dead and the scent of disinfectant strong. There was no camera and no noticeable listening device. They’d been allowed to bring with them a yellow legal pad and one stubby pencil in need of sharpening. Once the door was closed upon them, Daidre was immediately claustrophobic. She’d never before considered how liberated a window made one feel, even if it was a window that did not open.

After yet another lengthy wait, Goron joined them. If he was surprised to see his elder sister with his solicitor, he didn’t show it. He reminded Daidre of a frightened dog. He looked from the solicitor to her to the solicitor to her, then down to his feet. Daidre rose and went to him. She hadn’t seen him in months, not since the time she’d gone to her cottage to fetch Gwyn to London, having failed in her attempt to coax Goron back to his employment on the cider farm where he and Gwyn had been working. Now she saw how thin he was. She wondered how anyone could possibly believe he had the strength to hurt—let alone kill—another person.

She said to him, “I’ve come to help, Goron. Ms. Rafiq has put me in the picture of what must happen next. How are you? You don’t look like you’ve been eating enough. And you must eat, Goron. You need to keep your health and your strength.”

He continued to look down, but he said nothing.

She said, “You know Gwyn’s in Exeter, don’t you? I’ve not seen her yet, but I’ve left her messages. Has she come to see you? Have you spoken to her?”

He nodded but still did not look at her.

She heard his solicitor stir at the table. She remembered suddenly that she was supposed to be attempting to get further information from Goron. But she had no idea where to begin in order to get that information. She felt as out of her depth as she’d ever been. She understood that Goron had no reason to trust her or even want to exchange an ordinary greeting with her. Long ago she’d chosen to do for him rather than to be with him, foolishly thinking that she could solve his problems by arranging his life without even the basic understanding of what his problems were.

She said, “We want to make sure that this process you’re caught up in is done properly. We want to make sure that, if they’ve arrested and charged you, they’ve handed over everything they have that led them to make each of their decisions along the way. If there’s anything out of sorts, we intend to find it. If they’re going to try you for murder, they must have—”

“No trial.”

For a moment, Daidre wasn’t sure it was Goron who had actually spoken. She said, “What?”

“I don’t want a trial.”

“You must have a trial, Goron.”

“Tell them I did what had to be done.”

She glanced at Furat and saw that the solicitor was watching them closely, as if she knew something that she was waiting for Daidre herself to conclude.

Daidre turned back to her brother. She said, “I don’t understand. What had to be done?”

“What I did. You can tell them.”

“D’you mean that killing Michael Lobb had to be done?” And when he nodded, a chill shuddered through her body. “Why?” she asked him. “Why did it have to be done?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he sucked into his mouth the tip of his upper lip as if preparing to chew upon it. He appeared to be unwilling to say anything more except to repeat what he’d already said: that he’d committed the crime and that the crime was necessary. Daidre wondered if he’d told Gwyn anything more than that.

She said, “Gwyn won’t return my phone messages or texts, Goron. Will you ask her to do that when you see her next? Please tell her that I’m here to help. Along with Furat and another solicitor—a special solicitor—we’re going to sort this out. All right?”

He looked up, directly at Daidre. He said, “Is she all right?”

“I haven’t seen her in several days,” Daidre replied. “You’d know better than I would.”

“But you will see her. Tell her . . . Edrek, I’m not sorry.”

There was nothing else Goron would offer either of them, so they took their leave of him. Outside the prison, they paused before getting into Furat’s car.

Daidre felt the dread creeping into her bones. She said to the solicitor, “I wasn’t much help. You should probably have taken Gwyn with you. I expect he’d talk more frankly with Gwyn there.”

Furat looked at the prison’s brick walls. She said, “I’ve begun to think he knows what happened and how it happened, but if he talks, he puts someone in jeopardy.”

“D’you mean he’s protecting someone? Who? The only person I can think of is Kayla, Michael Lobb’s wife.”

“What about his father? Your father?”

Daidre considered this. “As the killer whom Goron is protecting?” And when Furat nodded, “But why? Bran—Goron’s father—has no reason to kill Michael Lobb that I can see. Nor does Goron.”

“And yet it seems that all of the evidence amassed by the police points to Goron.”

“All of the evidence so far.”

“True. Which is where the murder solicitor comes in. Shall I make a call to the solicitor I know here?”

“It’s time. Yes. Please do.”


EXETER

DEVON



Furat Rafiq put in a call to the legal group to which the murder solicitor was attached. She’d been forced to leave a message—“Please do say that it’s urgent. My client is on remand in Exeter Prison.”—and she was hopeful that they would have an appointment soon to speak with him, preferably in person. Furat, Daidre had learned quickly, was very big on meeting in person, no matter whom she was meeting. She liked to be eyeball-to-eyeball with people, she told Daidre. Things moved along with greater rapidity that way. As they walked to Furat’s Kia, she emphasised to Daidre that the fact that Goron said he committed the crime did not mean he’d done so.

“Are you saying he could be like one of those people who ring the police to confess to a crime they didn’t commit?”

Furat shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. He was arrested and charged, and the police don’t do that without evidence.”

“Then . . . ?”

“There’s a chance that the police are misinterpreting the evidence. They may have missed evidence. There’s also a very good chance that the evidence resulting in his arrest was placed by someone else.”

“But wouldn’t Goron work that out on his own? Why would he tell us he committed the crime instead of claiming innocence?”

“It’s as I said: He could be protecting the real killer.”

“Who? Kayla? Kayla’s brother? Michael Lobb’s brother? Michael Lobb’s children? Why would Goron protect any of them, knowing he could well end up in prison for at least twenty years as a result?”

“Love? Duty? Fear? Misunderstanding? Misplaced loyalty? If he’s not attempting to protect someone by taking the blame, is there actually another reason he might have had for killing Michael Lobb?”

Daidre pressed her thumb and middle finger against her temples, closing her eyes as she did so. “I don’t know. I can’t say. If he’s protecting someone . . . or if someone placed evidence pointing to him . . . ? Who had the motive? Who hasn’t any motive at all?”

Furat nodded sympathetically. It was then that the solicitor’s mobile rang. She looked at the screen and said, “This could be it,” and walked a short distance away.

“Edrek?”

Daidre swung round to face the prison. Gwynder was standing on the pavement. Daidre felt a rush of relief, followed by a rush of anger. She said, “Haven’t you got my messages? I rang you. I texted you. Why haven’t you answered?”

Gwyn shoved her hair back from her face and fixed it in place with a slide she took from her pocket. “I didn’t see the point.”

“Ah. Right. So you left London without a word in order to do . . . what, exactly?”

“I want to be here for Goron. You knew I wouldn’t stay in London with Goron in trouble, Edrek. How could I? I mean, I know that you would, ’f course. You’ve made that clear enough. But like I’ve said over and over, I’m not like you and Goron is my brother.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I’ve a room in Hoopern Street. It’s walking distance, so I come to see him every time there’s a chance. I don’t want him thinking that he’s alone.”

“All right,” Daidre said. She took a steadying breath, trying to work past the anger she felt at her sister’s remarks. “I do see that.”

“And I’ve money saved to pay for my room. So I’m not going back to London with you.”

“I see that as well.” Daidre thought about Gwynder, on her own in Exeter, waiting for the hour when visitors could connect with their loved ones in the prison. She didn’t like the image of Gwynder’s solitude in the town, perhaps because she didn’t like the idea of her own solitude in the town should she remain. There was a solution, however, for both of them, and one that Gwynder might accept. Daidre said to her, “Gwyn, come with me. We can stay in the cottage. I know it’s a distance from here to Polcare Cove, but it’s nothing we can’t drive whenever there’s a chance to see Goron and talk to him.”

“And when you leave?” Gwynder asked. “Because you will leave. I know you, Edrek.”

“At some point, yes. I’ll have to return to London. But can we not face that hurdle when it’s in front of us?”

Gwynder swallowed. Daidre could see that her sister wanted to accept. It couldn’t have been pleasant spending the nights she’d already spent alone in a B & B.

Furat Rafiq rejoined Daidre then. She said to Gwynder, “You’re the other sister.” And then to Daidre, “He’ll see us tomorrow at half past ten. He’s called Rupert Somerton. He’s in Commercial Street, near to the wharf. I suggest we meet there at nine forty-five. There’s a coffee bar. I can’t swear to it, but if, for some reason, Rupert Somerton can see us earlier, at least we’ll already be present.”

“Will you come with us to speak with him?” Daidre asked Gwyn. “He’s a murder solicitor.”

“Goron didn’t—”

“Right,” Daidre cut in. “But he’s going to stand trial, so our first order of business is to make sure he has someone with the resources to evaluate what the police have got that’s convinced them he’s the murderer.”

“He’ll be looking for loopholes, gaps, and mistakes the police may have made,” Furat added. “It might be wise for you to come with us since you might well have questions that he—not I—can answer.”

“I don’t need to talk to a murder solicitor,” Gwyn declared. “Goron didn’t murder anyone. He wouldn’t have done. He couldn’t have done.”

“Nonetheless, as your sister pointed out, he’s going to stand trial,” the solicitor said. “I can’t force you to come with us, though. If you don’t wish to, then perhaps you can talk your brother into speaking with the murder solicitor when we’ve got one on board. He needs not to tie the solicitor’s hands.”

Gwyn shifted from foot to foot. She looked from them to the prison’s entrance, as if expecting her brother’s imminent jailbreak. She finally said that she would do her best to convince Goron that he needed to speak with the murder solicitor. If that was the best route to proving his innocence, then she would stress that he had to take it.
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Barbara Havers was quite proud of herself for conquering one of her countless demons. On the previous afternoon, she had gathered what she reckoned would be sufficient funds, she’d straightened her shoulders, she’d grabbed her shoulder bag, and she’d set out to do righteous battle in Camden High Street. As it wasn’t a weekend, she found that she could negotiate the pavement without having to use her elbows. She made her way to the open-air clothing market in Buck Street, knowing that she could browse among the racks and rails of dresses, trousers, tops, jackets, and shoes without a shop assistant popping up unexpectedly with an offer of help. Help of that sort did not happen among market stalls anywhere as far as she knew, and in one hundred years or for one hundred thousand pounds, she would not enter an actual boutique. Marks & Sparks, perhaps. But that was her limit.

She’d put off going out as long as she reasonably could do so. She knew she had nothing suitable for swanning round someone’s country estate in Cornwall, especially since she’d never set foot on someone’s country estate anywhere, but she pulled everything out of her tiny wardrobe for purposes of assessment anyway. She’d finally concluded what she’d known in her heart all along: She was not going to find in her clothes cupboard something that had been whipped up quickly by her fairy godmother and the singing rodents.

When she’d finally left to search for something suitable, it was late afternoon and the day had become quite cloudy. The skies were empty of birds—never a good sign—and rain was assuredly on its way. On Chalk Farm Road, she headed towards Camden Lock Market, where nearly all of the stalls were closed until the weekend. She made her way from Camden Lock to Buck Street, and, once in the open-air market, she was struck by the enticing scents of cooking. Her stomach rumbled at the smell of burgers, sausages, kebabs, chorizo sarnies, and cheese toasties. Sausages sounded just the ticket, and there were probably fresh baps into which the sausages could be nestled, awaiting suitable condiments. She promised herself that, if she didn’t immediately go in search of the origin of the tempting scents, once her shopping was completed, she would have one sausage or perhaps two, with chips on the side. At the moment, however, she had to find clothing that was suitable for . . . what, exactly? She had no answer.

Surely, she thought, DI Lynley’s family couldn’t possibly sit down to dinner in the style of the upper classes prior to World War II: dinner jackets for men and gowns for women. Did anyone in the present day really dress like that prior to tucking into whatever the upper classes tucked into? If so, wouldn’t one be worried about spillage onto one’s clothes? At that thought, Barbara could hear DI Lynley saying, “One would use a table napkin, Sergeant,” in that droll way of his. He liked to be dry and droll, did DI Lynley.

It had taken her ages to assemble a few pieces of clothing that she assumed would do. She knew nothing about colours or which colour suited her, and thus she ultimately decided upon black. She knew she needed some kind of accent, and she chose white. She felt moderately successful with regard to her purchases, and she found a roller suitcase into which she placed everything but the purchased sausages and their baps: two shapeless dresses that the stall owner called “shifts,” which were baggy enough to hide the worst sins of her torso; a short white jacket to cover the worst sins of her arms, not to mention the shifts’ armholes, which seemed big enough for a raccoon to crawl through; and two pairs of stretchy trousers, one black and one denim. She’d also purchased four T-shirts without slogans on them, as well as a pair of rubber-soled boots.

She’d staggered home, where she folded her purchases neatly. She added to them a pair of drawstring trousers and a sleeping shirt, and she’d decided she was ready.

Now, at Paddington Station, she was browsing for reading materials, as she couldn’t imagine Lynley wanting to make chit-chat with her on either leg of their two-leg journey. She was at the self-service till when she caught a glimpse of him coming across the concourse, suffering in the cacophony of rail announcements and the chatter of travellers heading in every direction. He paused to look at the digital train board and then at his watch. He looked round then, and she knew he was thinking that she might not show up. But as if he felt her gaze upon him, he turned to the WHSmith where she was making her purchases. He clocked her at the till and nodded in her direction. She could tell he was relieved to see her.

The last thing she wanted was Lynley casting a critical eye on any of her WHSmith purchases, so she picked up speed, gave over her credit card to the machine, and shoved everything she’d bought into a carrier bag. She was leaving the shop when he joined her.

“We’re going to want something to eat,” he said.

“No wicker basket packed by your man? Pork pies, salmon sandwiches, fruit, and a bottle of bubbly?”

“I’m afraid not, but you need to get into the proper frame of mind—”

“And what’s that like?”

“—and I believe there’s only one way to do it.” He nodded in the direction of a food stall, where she could see Cornish pasties made up the menu. “This will put you in the spirit of a Cornish adventure,” he declared.

She didn’t say that there was very little that would put her in the spirit of a Cornish adventure. Instead, she said that there was very little capable of getting her into the spirit of stumbling round the antiques and tapestries in the family castle.

He chuckled and said, “There’s very little of that, Sergeant, as you will see.” He ordered a beef-onion-potato pasty for her—“It’s traditional,” he said—and a chicken and leek pasty for himself.

She said, “Wouldn’t your dad be spinning in his grave if he knew you weren’t having the one with beef?”

“My father’s spinning because I’m having a pasty at all. I always had to eat them on the sly. He believed they were far too common for the likes of a Lynley.”

With their pasties in a carrier bag along with two bottles of fizzy water, they made their way to the train to find their carriage and their seats. Ever the gent, Lynley lifted Barbara’s roller bag to the rack above them. He himself had nothing save several newspapers. He placed these on the table between their seats, and she saw he’d brought copies of The Times, The Guardian, and the Financial Times.

As the train pulled out of the station, Barbara began to unpack her purchases from the carrier bag: an orange juice, a packet of Custard Creams, two packets of salt and vinegar crisps, a copy of Hello! magazine featuring a photo spread of the prime minister’s wife and children enjoying Chequers in the spring, and the latest edition of The Source. She opened the Custard Creams and offered one to Lynley. He demurred. She took one for herself and unfolded the tabloid. Lynley said, “A little light reading for the trip?”

“Thing’s’ve been too quiet,” she said in explanation. “Haven’t you noticed?”

“I’d think, in our line of work, you’d be grateful when things are quiet.”

“Right. But no laws need to be broken for a decent scandal to make page one, Inspector. What happened to MPs having affairs? Royals misbehaving outrageously? Footballers buying drugs from undercover cops? Pop stars writing tell-all memoirs? You ask me, the world’s gone straight to hell.”

Lynley looked thoughtful for a moment. He’d glanced out of the window as the last of the heavily tagged buildings gave way to car parks and industrial sites, which themselves gave way to suburbs. He said, “That’s an interesting way to look at things, Sergeant. Perhaps you’ll find something suitably ghastly within,” with a nod towards the tabloid.

“If it’s not on page one, it’s not someone’s hot mess brought out into the open for the entertainment of the reading public.”

“Perhaps a lukewarm mess, then?” he said.

“Very amusing, Inspector.” She opened the tabloid as he snapped his own paper open. The Guardian, she saw. She reckoned that the paterfamilias would have been as displeased with his son’s choice of newspaper as he was of his son’s jaws clamping down on a Cornish pasty.

She was on her third Custard Cream and had opened her orange juice when she saw “Arrest Made in Cornwall Killing” on page five of The Source, its editor having made the decision that the story was too obscure or too far afield for page one. It wasn’t, however, too obscure or far afield for Barbara Havers. Her previous conversations with Daidre Trahair had attuned her to the murder of the tin and pewter man.

Her gaze dropped to take in the story. At once she saw two names: Michael Lobb and Goron Udy, along with the words HM Prison Exeter. She immediately got to her feet in the swaying rail carriage. “Toilets,” she said to Lynley when he looked up from his paper. She didn’t wait for him to reply.

It wasn’t a toilet she wanted, however. It was the privacy to make a call.
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There was nothing more dismal than a holiday town in the rain. As the train from Exeter pulled into the railway station in Penzance, great sheets of water were blowing across Mount’s Bay, and the Mount itself was a small grey mass in the distance. During the height of summer, Penzance was probably swarming with sun lovers, Barbara thought, not to mention fans of Gilbert and Sullivan who wished to see where the Pirates had come from. Today, however, the seaside town might have been a deserted place of ghosts. The railway station was virtually empty.

Lynley stood and grabbed Barbara’s roller bag from the rack above their heads as the train slowed, then stopped. He said to her, “There’ll be someone to meet us,” and led the way to the carriage door. It slid open automatically, and he bounded down the steps. He turned back to her when he was on the platform, extending his hand. She said that she could manage well enough, sir, but he responded with, “The steps are slippery. I don’t want to lose your company to a broken leg. Come along.”

She grumbled but took his hand. She’d just made it to the platform when she heard a voice call out, “Tommy!”

Both of them turned. Barbara saw that a slender woman of some considerable height was coming towards them along the platform. She wore a yellow slicker and a matching sou’wester with its brim turned up. Beneath these, she had donned blue jeans, and her green Wellingtons were muddy up to the ankle. The slicker and the hat were dripping rainwater everywhere. One of the gardeners, Barbara thought. She was entirely disabused of that notion, however, when the woman said, “Hello, darling,” to Lynley who bent to kiss her cheek. “It’s beastly weather, isn’t it?” And then to Barbara, “You’re Barbara Havers. I’m Tommy’s mother. You’re to call me Daze.”

“And what are we to call him?” Lynley indicated a very large dog that was standing at Daze’s side. “Is that an Irish wolfhound, Mother? Where on earth did it come from?”

“Oh, here and there,” Daze said lightly. “He’s called Padraig. He’s quite friendly. He’d love you to pat him.” And to Barbara, “Do you like dogs, my dear?”

Barbara had exactly no experience with dogs save for seeing them on pavements and in parks with their owners. Daze appeared to see her hesitation because she quickly went on. “Well, you will see them when we get to the house. They’re all perfectly friendly albeit, admittedly, rather large. I shall give you treats to carry in your pockets. They’ll do nicely as introductions should you run into any of them.”

“Ta.” Barbara extended her closed hand to Padraig. He looked largely indifferent but cooperatively sniffed it.

Lynley said, “I was expecting John. Or Judith. Or Peter in a pinch.”

“Judith’s busy with our tea, darling. And Peter’s visiting friends in Oxford. I’m not sure when he’ll return.” Lynley and his mother exchanged the sort of look that communicated something neither wanted to mention. Daze said, “Wait here. I’ll just fetch the car.”

“Mother, let me—”

“Nonsense. I’m already soaked. No need for both of us to get wet. Come along, Padraig.”

Barbara watched her confident stride into the car park with the dog at her side. She found that she was still coming to terms with this woman being the Dowager Countess of Asherton. Boarding the train in Paddington, she hadn’t known what to expect of a dowager countess, but it certainly hadn’t been this.

Barbara said to Lynley, “Your mum likes animals, then.”

“Dogs,” Lynley clarified. “I’m afraid the others at home are mostly Padraig’s size. I think she was far too influenced by The Hound of the Baskervilles.”

“Does she hunt with them?”

“Lord, no. She went once with my father and never got over it. I had the same reaction. So did my siblings.”

A Land Rover pulled up to the station’s exit. The vehicle was covered by mud and dirt, so much of both that it was impossible to ascertain its colour. Its windscreen was particularly filthy, and even the rain hadn’t managed to clean it off entirely.

Lynley grabbed Barbara’s roller bag and put it in the back of the Land Rover, telling Barbara to ride in the front with his mother. He would, he said, ride in the back with the dog, and Barbara found herself smiling at the thought of Thomas Lynley in his finely tailored suit rubbing elbows—Did dogs have elbows?—with a canine the size of a Shetland pony.

They drove out of the railway station and onto a street that headed south. A few deft turns took them to a waterfront road that edged the bay and was lined with holiday cottages, hotels, pubs, and the occasional restaurant. The weather made most of them look down at heel. They reminded Barbara of the occasional holidays she took with her family before her brother became so ill: sun and the strand, 99s and Cornettos, candy floss and slush, dodgem cars and Ferris wheels, all four members of the family shoehorned into a tiny hotel room with two beds taking up nearly all of the space, an open window with salt air blowing to cool them on a hot summer’s evening. But thinking of this—her family, her father, her brother, her mother—brought Barbara onto the playing field of what she ought to be thinking of. She blinked it off and realised that Daze was chatting away to Lynley on the subject of Stephanie, school, and the alleged miseries attendant to being a boarding pupil.

Soon enough they were driving on a series of narrow roads, with hedgerows looming on either side. Beyond these, Barbara glimpsed farmland spreading out. Even in the rain, the scent that accompanied the growing green vegetables was quite distinct. Ultimately, they turned into a gravelled lane that ran through a thickly forested area. This deposited them at the open gates of what appeared to be a very large estate indeed. Just next to the gate stood a lodge of some sort, probably occupied by a forelock-pulling old geezer whose job it was to open and close the gates and keep the riffraff where riffraff belonged.

They cruised along more of the gravelled lane, beneath trees that created a tunnel from branches arching over the roadway. Barbara caught glimpses of paddocks where sheep were grazing. Then in several there were horses. She was just wondering where the bloody hell the house might be when Daze turned the Land Rover into what appeared to be a stable yard where two other vehicles were parked. Four more dogs came bounding out of the stables, all of them yelping and leaping. Daze sighed and said over her shoulder to Lynley, “I must say that Padraig’s not quite been the best influence on the others.” She shoved her door open, and the dogs greeted her ecstatically. She leaned back into the Land Rover and said, “Tommy will show you round, Barbara.” And to Lynley, “I’ve given her the Yellow Room, darling, if you can show her the way once you’ve given her an idea of where everything is round here . . . Just please don’t take her inside through the kitchen. I expect Judith’s left it a shambles.” She shoved back the arm of her slicker where she was wearing a man’s watch. She added as Lynley unfolded himself from the rear seat of the Land Rover, “Tea in forty-five minutes, then? I’ve asked John to join us. In the morning room.”

Once Daze and the dogs disappeared round the side of the stables, Barbara got out, aiming to look nonchalant, like a woman whose everyday experience included being hosted at a country home that seemed like a place where Mrs. Danvers would wander—beady-eyed—in the corridors.

She could see the great house itself just across from where Daze had parked the Land Rover, but she reckoned what she was looking at was only part of the place—a wing, perhaps?—as there was no main entrance, just a gate in a nearby wall that seemed to enclose a kitchen garden. It was hardly the place where the lords and ladies of Howenstow might have greeted their guests.

Lynley opened the back of the Land Rover and took her roller bag from it. He joined her and said, “Let me show you where your room is, Barbara. We’ll go round the front. And don’t be put off by Hodge when you meet him. If you meet him. I rather hope he might be napping.”

“Hodge?”

“Yes. The butler. He’s always done up in formal attire, but it’s something of an affectation. We go along with it to humour him. He’s far less stuffy than he seems.”

“Oh, that’s reassuring,” Barbara said.


HOWENSTOW NR LAMORNA

CORNWALL



Lynley’s hopes regarding the family’s ancient butler were dashed when the great oak door opened as if automatically when he and Havers stepped onto the covered stone porch, above which hung a bas-relief of the Lynley coat of arms. Hodge—who stubbornly refused to retire or to pass away in his sleep—stood within. He intoned, “Welcome home, my lord,” in a cringeworthy, lugubrious tone that suggested he fancied himself in a role suitable to the Victorian era. He stepped back two paces and indicated with a nod that they were to enter. Lynley made the necessary introduction, to which Hodge murmured, “A pleasure, Detective Sergeant,” after which he turned and extended his arm to gesture at the outer hall. He said, “Please,” and when Lynley thanked him and told the old man he would take things from there, Hodge lowered his head in an acknowledging bow and took himself in the direction of the inner hall and its two staircases.

Barbara, Lynley saw, was making a heroic attempt not to look round her. Having grown up in this house, Lynley was oblivious of what he experienced daily when he was in residence at Howenstow, but he knew that the great house was probably unlike anything that Barbara had encountered outside of a television costume drama.

Every inch of the outer hall was paneled in oak, save for the area taken up by an enormous granite fireplace with an overmantel holding a collection of Meissen porcelains. The walls displayed portraits throughout the ages, all of them within heavy gilt frames. The room itself was sparsely furnished, containing only two very large trunks and a central table of ebony holding a large arrangement of flowers on its mosaic top.

Barbara said quietly, as if in church, “Who are all these people, sir?” She gestured at the walls.

Lynley looked round. Truth was, he didn’t actually know. Some of them were distant members of the family, and he told her this although he could name only a few of them. He said, “I think the rest are politicians with the occasional architect and actress thrown in. The earliest one is above the fireplace. That’s Lord Foster. He built the first version of the house.”

“Where’d the surname Lynley come from, then?”

“Probably from an advantageous marriage. Judith will be able to tell you more. She’s the keeper of the family archives. You’ll meet her at tea.”

“As to that, sir . . . ?”

He’d been heading for the door to the inner hall, which would give them access to the oak staircase. He paused, turning to her, an eyebrow raised.

She looked uneasy. “It’s just that . . . Is it required? I mean, do I have to?”

“Are you asking me about having a cup of tea?”

She glanced left and right as if worried about listeners. “Bloody hell, sir. I know I’m going to spill.”

“Spill what?”

“Anything. Everything spillable.”

He gazed at her. She shifted her eyes to one of the portraits. He said, “Barbara. It’s not as bad as you think. You’ll be fine. Come with me.”

The inner hall featured another enormous fireplace and was mostly used to go from one area of the house to another. Like the outer hall, the walls here displayed more portraits of more relations, including several mistresses of several earls and, as far as Lynley knew, at least three children born on the wrong side of the blanket. Its only furnishings were window seats cushioned in red and gold that looked out upon the northeast gardens and their shade-loving plants. To the right of the fireplace stood the great oak staircase, and Lynley led Havers to this. The staircase held smaller portraits, most of them men in uniform, as well as a quite large depiction of a standing mare, both her tail and her mane clipped and brushed. On the landing, a demilune table inlaid with ivory held a bronze sculpture of a toga-clad young man attempting to subdue a rearing horse.

At the top of the stairs, Lynley led the way down a corridor and past another set of stairs. These, he told her, were the teak stairs. She could use them, of course, but it would be easier to find her way round from the oak staircase. These teak stairs would take her down to the kitchen and the various pantries, some in use and some not, as well as the estate offices and the billiard room.

She said, “I’m very big on billiards, sir. You didn’t know that about me, I wager. Snooker as well. But for God’s sake don’t tell Dorothea, or she’ll sign us up for a tournament somewhere so I c’n find my true love.”

He smiled. She was, he realised, slowly defrosting into the Havers he knew.

He turned at the corridor’s end and led Barbara down another. These were the family bedrooms, he told her. He pointed out his own as well as his mother’s. Barbara’s would be at the end of the corridor, facing east.

He opened the door for her and ushered her inside. His mother had chosen well. The Yellow Room was simple but comfortable and not overwhelmingly stuffed with antiques. He set roller bag on a crewel-covered bench at the end of a four-poster bed. The bed, thank God, was not draped in velvet or anything else. There was a bedroom-size fireplace in which coal had once burned for heat, a walnut chest of drawers, an overstuffed chair and matching ottoman, and a small dressing table that, at the moment, held a vase of white and purple hyacinth that were lending fragrance to the air.

He said to Havers, “I’ll let you get settled in and I’ll see you in the morning room for tea.”

“Which is where? Not the tea, but the morning room.”

“Retrace your steps, and it’s on this floor, just beyond the oak staircase.” He looked at his watch for the time and said, “I’ve a meeting with the estate manager first. I’ll see you at tea.” He started to leave and then remembered to say, “Feel free to explore, Barbara. If you get lost somewhere in the house, ring me on my mobile.”

Barbara said, “Well, that’s something that’s never been said to me before.”

He laughed and left her. She was, he decided, going to do perfectly well, even if she didn’t think so.

He retraced his route and ducked into the drawing room, which, admittedly, was more like a museum than a room where one might chat and relax. It was seldom used, holding the house’s largest collection of antiques, with a heavy reliance on gilt, marquetry, and cabriolet legs. More portraits decorated the walls, along with the kind of paintings wealthy young men on their travels used to purchase in centuries past.

At the end of the drawing room two doors opened opposite each other. One of these was the second entrance to the morning room. The other was the only entrance to the gallery. Lynley entered this room and saw at once where the roof had leaked. The large painting that had hidden the water stain—Charles II with the Crown of State on his head and Parliament robes on his seated body—had been removed and the damage was on full display. The stain began at the point of entry, of course, but instead of cooperatively marking a straightforward route downwards, it had fanned out like a vertical alluvial plain as it descended to the floor.

He would have to check the rooms below. They were, praise heaven, not in use, as one was the stone hall and the others were the old schoolroom and what had been the bedroom of a long-ago invalid earl.

He took out his mobile phone and rang John Penellin. He’d seen the damage in the gallery, he told him. They should meet as soon as possible to talk about what was to be done.
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They met in John Penellin’s estate office on the ground floor, near the billiard room. It featured two oak desks—one of which was a secretary desk and the other the expected office desk, along with two armchairs, oak wainscoting, and a fireplace surround and mantel made of the same wood. Several faded rugs covered the floor, and the walls held various maps of the property.

Penellin had just arrived, having been out to examine damage to one of the drystone walls. That repair was going to be simple, he reported. He added that he was only sorry the roof wasn’t going to be the same. He and Lynley sat in the two armchairs. Lynley saw that the top of John’s desk held what looked like several rolled-up architectural drawings.

He said to John, “Where are we on the roof situation?”

John shook his head as he rubbed his chin, which was unshaven on this day. “Slate from the period is prohibitively expensive and nearly impossible to find. I’m hoping we can use either modern slate or at least slate from a period more modern than when the house was built. The planning commission has the information at this point. They’ll come out to evaluate both the roof and the proposals for the roof.”

“And what do you think?”

“What I think is that they can hardly believe covering the roof with tarpaulins is a sensible route to take, which is what we’d have to do if we can’t source tiles from the period. That being the case, I hope they’ll see reason.”

Lynley nodded. “What can I do to help?”

John gestured towards the rolled-up documents on his desk and said, “Looking at these might be a good start. I’ve drawn up a few rough plans in the event that everyone climbs aboard the idea of downsizing and opening the estate to the public.”

“But where are we with the eco-mining company? Are we not first speaking to them about selling mineral rights?”

“We are. This—these rough plans, I mean—comprise a back-up plan at the moment. Nothing more. We may not have to consider downsizing at all. But in the event we must, I want to show you how it could work.” Penellin rose and went to his desk.

Lynley put on his spectacles and joined him, as John picked up one of the rolled documents. He cleared off the desktop to make space for their perusal of his drawings.

Lynley steeled himself as Penellin unrolled the first one, saying, “Let’s begin with the upper southwest wing. Then we’ll move to the lower.” He weighted the paper at either end. Lynley studied the drawing. The wing in question held all of the rooms related to the great house’s nursery, and these rooms would require the most transformation because out of their remodeling would have to come a family kitchen, a dining room, a sitting room, and an additional family bath. The family bedrooms, which were in this wing of the house but on the opposite side of a division created by what once had been the servants’ stairs, would remain as they were. There were also additional bedrooms in this wing and on this floor of the house. They could be put to various uses as well, either through the removal of walls to create one large space suitable for a modest drawing room or—kept as they were—for use as bedrooms should other family members or guests come to stay.

Lynley saw how this would work. It would limit the family’s use of most of the great house, but only for the months of the year when the property would be open to visitors. The coming and going of family members could be achieved using the servants’ stairs and the door that led from the bakehouse into the kitchen garden. If any of them were seen, visitors would assume they were simply other visitors on their way out of the place.

He said to John, “And if we used the ground floor of this same wing . . . ?”

That, John told him, would require a larger outlay of monies in that the transformation costs would be considerably higher. He rolled up the first set of plans and unrolled a second set, saying that everything from the kitchen to the various pantries and the specially designed food rooms would have to be altered. The billiard room could be turned into a drawing room easily enough, and the old servants’ hall could be transformed into a dining room with little trouble. But everything else would be a major undertaking.

“You’re suggesting the upper wing, then.”

“If it comes to downsizing, that’s what I’m suggesting, Tommy. It requires less alteration, which means less time under construction. And that means opening the house to the public sooner rather than later. The stables could be transformed as well, by the way.”

Lynley looked at him over the top of his spectacles. “Dare I ask?” he said.

“I’d suggest a café and a gift shop,” John told him. He went on hastily before Lynley could protest. “If we want the venture to be successful, we’ll need both. We can’t expect people to bring their own food and drink—although an area for picnicking is also something we ought to consider—and once they’ve been through the house, they’ll want tea, scones, cakes, sandwiches, coffees. After that, they’ll be interested in souvenirs. Booklets, postcards, mementoes, tea towels, mugs, and the like.”

Lynley stared down at the plan and sighed. He said, “Are you absolutely certain we’ve no previously unknown Vermeer hanging somewhere? All Vermeers are rather small, John.”

“Admittedly, I’ve not checked the box room. Someone might have picked up a Vermeer, stowed it in his luggage, and forgotten about it for a few centuries.”

“It’s been known to happen. Not necessarily with a Vermeer, but with . . . I don’t know. A smallish Constable? A Leonardo sketch that has never been identified as a Leonardo sketch?”

“I’ll have a look. One never knows.”

“Some of those suitcases haven’t been used since . . . probably the Napoleonic Wars. Should I be hopeful?”

“I sincerely doubt it,” John Penellin said.
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Barbara dragged things out as long as she could. She’d brought very little with her in her roller bag, which made unpacking the arduous work of less than five minutes. After that, she washed her face in the bathroom basin, brushed her teeth, gargled with mouthwash, and combed her hair.

She wondered if she was meant to change her clothes. She’d never actually attended an afternoon tea—indeed, she didn’t even know if attended was the correct verb—and she very much doubted that anyone in this family had ever poured PG Tips from a teapot—silver or otherwise—for a member of the hoi polloi, not that she expected PG Tips from this lot. She couldn’t imagine that brew passing down the gullet of any member of the Lynley clan.

She wandered round the bedroom to use up a few more minutes, taking her time to inspect every inch of it closely. She decided not to try out the bed for fear of putting a wrinkle into its perfect counterpane, but she did test the armchair and its ottoman. She adjusted the lampshade on the light next to the chair and wondered about the chalk drawing above the fireplace. It depicted a kid with a head of ginger curls and a completely androgynous outfit. She wondered if this was a member of the family, one of Lynley’s great-grandparents, perhaps?

She got herself out of the armchair with very little grace and told herself she’d practice the manoeuvre later. To use up a few more minutes, she strolled across the rug and went to one of the room’s two windows. There she gazed down at the entry courtyard with its perfect oval of perfect lawn. In the centre of this was a perfect fountain that sprayed into a shallow pool around which the base grew primroses and dwarf grasses. From this window, she could also see the top of a chapel rising behind the north corner of the house. This, she knew, was the place where Lynley’s wife and unborn son had been buried. But chapels and burying were topics she didn’t wish to consider. She threw back her shoulders and left the room.

She went the way she’d come with Lynley, noticing that here, above the wainscoting, were hung various nautical pictures and maritime paintings. She paused outside the door to Lynley’s bedroom and listened. She wasn’t sure what she expected to hear, and she heard nothing. He was either with his estate manager or already in the morning room, waiting for her and his cup of tea.

She was very careful to take no detours. She reckoned that a detour could well end up with her lost in some seventeenth-century bedchamber where she could easily become tangled in a mass of draperies. She passed two more sets of stairs before she came to the great oak staircase. Just beyond it, as promised, was the morning room.

It was laid out for tea. A central table bore the requisite cups, saucers, and et ceteras on a pristinely crisp white cloth. A sideboard held a tea service, on either side of which stood silver-framed black-and-white photos—nearly all of them formal poses of couples dressed to the nines—and two silver candlesticks that looked like something pillaged from an abbey during the dissolution of the monasteries. The oddest feature of the room, Barbara decided, was that it was hung with tapestries on every wall. As a result, it was quite gloomy, so the stories being told on the woven pieces were difficult to see and even more difficult to interpret. To Barbara, they looked like a mishmash of time periods since there were chariots in one and wheeled carriages in another and women wearing what looked like crinolines in both, although, Barbara reckoned, they could be elaborate togas being blown by the wind.

At that moment, a tallish blond woman entered the room, carrying a large tray that held sandwiches and scones, with pots of clotted cream and jam. She was wearing a white pinafore apron covered in bright red lips. One of these featured a rather large stain of what appeared to be some kind of berry jam, as if the lips had been caught in the act of having a spoonful.

From the woman’s colouring, Barbara assumed she was looking at Lynley’s older sister. The woman said, “Here you are. Wonderful. You’ve found us. You’re Barbara Havers and I’m Judith, Tommy’s sister.” She nodded at the tray, her expression rueful. “I’ve managed the sandwiches and scones, but I’ve made a complete disaster of the Bakewell tarts, so I’ve left them in the kitchen. Really, I shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near a pastry recipe. And yet . . . I can’t resist, despite my failures. Ah. Well.” She placed the tray next to the tea service and airily waved off the rest of her remarks. She was, Barbara thought, a great deal like her mother. Upon the thought, Daze entered, accompanied by Padraig the Irish wolfhound.

“Must you, Mummy?” Judith pointedly asked.

“Must I what, darling?”

“The dog? Obviously, he will want something, and you’ll oblige him and what will Barbara think of us?”

“Hmm, yes,” Daze said as she looked over the edible offerings. “Whatever happened to your Bakewell tarts, Judith? I thought they were to be the highlight.”

“So they were meant to be, but they thought otherwise.”

“Well, that is a disappointment, isn’t it. Your scones look very good, though. And the sandwiches . . . lovely.”

“And the dog?” Judith asked pointedly.

“Padraig is above begging,” Daze said. And then to Barbara, “Do you have everything you need in your bedroom, dear?”

“All I need and more,” Barbara replied. She didn’t add that it was the most elegant bedroom she’d ever occupied, although, having occupied very few bedrooms, she wasn’t exactly an expert in the matter.

“I’m glad to hear that. Please, do sit. We won’t wait for Tommy. I expected you’re parched. Now . . .” She indicated the sideboard with its silver teapots. “We have Darjeeling and Lapsang Souchong. I recommend the Darjeeling. The other is what Tommy drinks, and it’s quite an acquired taste. Helen—you knew Helen, of course—used to say it tasted like dirty socks, but she would never reveal what dirty socks actually taste like and I didn’t want to know how she’d arrived at the knowledge. What can I pour for you, Barbara?”

“Darjeeling,” Barbara said.

“The same for me.” Judith offered the tray of sandwiches to Barbara. Tucked among them—which Judith described as “the usual”—was a strange-looking pair of silver tongs. Barbara assumed they were intended for the removal of sandwiches, and she imagined herself attempting to use them and inadvertently launching the chosen sandwich into one of the tapestries. Judith seemed to understand what was on Barbara’s mind because she added, “Shall I do the honours for you?”

Barbara said gratefully, “Cheers.” She said she’d have one of each and was relieved when Judith said, “Only one? There are so many. And more in the kitchen.”

“Two, then,” Barbara said. She didn’t complain when Judith gave her three instead.

Daze joined Barbara at the table, as did Judith when all three of them had their chosen sandwiches. Daze put nothing into her tea. Judith used only a slice of lemon. Having never had Darjeeling, Barbara wasn’t sure what was correct. In any other circumstance she would have doused her tea with milk and added sugar, but she reckoned that was too common for this lot, so she followed Judith’s lead and used lemon.

Daze took a soundless sip of her tea and said, “Tommy tells us you’ve only recently lost your mother. I’m very sorry. It’s difficult, isn’t it, to lose a parent, no matter what age one is when a parent passes. My own mother lived into her nineties, and it was still distressing to lose her.”

Barbara nodded. She was saved from the necessity of making a response because in that moment Lynley entered the room. He was accompanied by another man, whom he introduced to Barbara as John Penellin. He was quite nice-looking in a countryman sort of way, somewhere in his fifties, she reckoned, with sun-darkened skin, craggy features, and iron-grey hair that touched the collar of his shirt.

Daze said, “Ah. Here you two are. Judith’s made Lapsang for you, Tommy. Sandwiches and scones but no sweets, I’m afraid. Evidently there were Bakewell tarts—”

“Were? Did you eat them all, Judy?” Lynley cut in.

“How I wish. But alas, they were ruined. The oven, the temperature, that sort of thing.”

“Shall I pour for you?” Daze asked. “What about you, John?”

“I think I can handle the pouring,” Lynley said. He smelled the tea within each pot. He poured from each of them and handed a cup to John.

Daze said, “I assume you’ve spoken about the roof?”

“We have,” Lynley told her.

“And?” she asked.

Lynley and Penellin shared a glance, after which Penellin said, “We’re looking at our options just now.”

“Options?” Daze said. “Oh dear. I’m not sure I like that sound of that.”

“Early days yet,” Lynley told his mother.

“I’m not sure I like the sound of that either.”




MICHAEL

The affair with the condom passed, and things went back to normal. Kayla had to cancel her dancing classes during the month she took to recover from the assault, and she used some of this time to look for a venue closer to home. I helped her in her search when I could get away from my own work, but there was nothing suitable. I suggested she give over the entire enterprise of teaching the Cornish citizenry how to waltz, samba, cha-cha, or what-have-you. After all, I told her, none of her students were the Strictly Come Dancing types, were they? She said, Well, of course they weren’t, but the money she earned helped to support her efforts to beautify the cottage, and she liked teaching dance. She was good at it, and it was a form of exercise most people didn’t consider. Besides, she explained, she’d trained as a dancer, so she wanted to keep her hand in. And, she added, it made her happy to dance. She needed that, she told me. That final declaration demanded that I look squarely at the fact that she’d given up an entire way of life for me. I owed it to her to do everything I could to make certain she had no reason to regret it.

If teaching others to dance made her happy, then she would bloody well dance, I decided. So, when she was up to it, she continued her search for the proper venue. But aside from St. John’s Hall in Penzance, there wasn’t anything that suited her. Her students, she said, were all in the area round Penzance anyway. And really, it wasn’t that much of a distance.

After what had happened, I didn’t like the idea of her travelling alone anywhere, especially after dark, so I told her that I would drive her to St. John’s Hall and wait outside—or in Sebastian’s sitting room nearby while he had his night sessions with clients—until her classes were finished for an evening. But she knew that would take me away from my work, and with spring on its way, soon enough there would be calls from souvenir shops and gift shops as far away as Plymouth, my regular customers asking to see the latest designs for the jewellery and the other items I fashioned from tin and from pewter. At that point, there would be little enough time for anything but long hours at work. Kayla graciously didn’t add the rest: that we did need whatever money we could both make. We weren’t poor, mind you. But we were never going to be rich.

It was Sebastian who hit on the sensible idea of asking Goron to do what I myself had offered: to drive Kayla to Penzance, to wait there for her, and to fetch her home at the end of her classes. I wager he’ll be pleased to help, Sebastian said.

Once she made sure that Goron wasn’t needed at the caravan to help take care of his mother, Kayla agreed to the idea. I impressed upon him the importance of the job, considering the assault on her. He indicated in his Goron way—which was mostly nodding, glancing at Kayla nervously, glancing at me nervously, and glancing at his work boots nervously—that he would be both her driver and her bodyguard. Things were set, then, and when Kayla was feeling ready, she returned to her teaching.

SQUIRING KAYLA to and from Penzance turned out to be a benefit to Goron as well. Early in their journeys, Kayla learned that Goron did not know how to read. She told me she’d suspected as much, although he was very good at hiding his illiteracy from people outside of his immediate family. And when she’d wormed it out of him—I’ve no idea how she did that except to say that, Kayla being Kayla, it’s not a surprise—she took up the challenge of teaching him to read. She spent more and more time with the Udys, which was how she learned that Jen’s dearest wish was to be dipped in the miraculous waters in Lourdes, France, to be cured of the cancer that was eating her body.

Jen herself didn’t tell Kayla this. It was Gwyn who mentioned it, Kayla told me. Jen was failing. She was at the point where the doctors generally advise “making the patient comfortable,” which means giving the patient heavier and heavier doses of morphine till she sleeps long enough to fade away. It was terrible to see her agony, Kayla told me.

Gwyn had appealed to her older sister for help, Kayla said, for travel money to go to Lourdes. The older sister turned her down, so—

An older sister? I interrupted Kayla in the middle of what I reckoned was going to be a request that I would find very difficult to deny. There’s a sister older to Goron and Gwyn?

There was, Kayla confirmed. She’d been taken from Bran and Jen at the same time as Goron and Gwyn had been taken. Edrek, she was called. Unlike them, she’d been adopted. Unlike them, she never returned to the caravan. Instead, she’d cut all of the Udys from her life, seeing herself as the child of the man and woman who’d adopted her. Edrek wants nothing to do with any of us, was how Gwyn put it to Kayla.

That was rough, I told Kayla. That was very rough indeed. But could it be that this Edrek was just being practical?

Kayla thought she was just being cruel, but then Kayla came from a family that was so tight they were in and out of one another’s business every day. Not all families are like yours, I told her.

It was then that she said impulsively, Michael, can we send them to Lourdes? You and I?

Although I’d anticipated the request, I thought it was a bloody mad idea on two accounts. First, I didn’t believe in miraculous cures. And second, we didn’t have the funds it would take to send two people to France. Or three people, as it became clear, because Kayla wasn’t intending that Gwyn cart her mum over to France by herself. Should Jen make a journey to France—ill as she was—one person would have to contend with her wheelchair and the luggage, whilst someone else saw to every other thing related to her needs.

Kayla was nothing if not determined, though. So I wasn’t surprised when she told me several days after I’d had to disappoint her by denying her request, that she’d appealed to her brother, Willen. She’d been quite persuasive, she said, and Willen had wired her the necessary funds from South Africa.

That stung a bit: that she’d ask her brother for the money I’d denied her. She was my wife. I was meant to take care of her, which included meeting her needs and granting her wishes. It wasn’t her brother’s job.

I told her that. She immediately saw how her words had wounded me, had undermined my belief that I was her chief provider. She said, Michael! I didn’t think that you were denying me a thing. Neither did Willen. I understand how little room we have to move round. Financially, I mean. I’m only glad that I can do something to help the Udys.

They hate charity, was what I reminded her. If you’re going to do this, you best move cautiously when you tell them about going to Lourdes. But Kayla had thought of that as well. She’d spent enough time with Jen, Bran, Gwyn, and Goron to know that not even one of the Udys would ever accept being handed a trip to France paid for by someone outside their family. So she’d done some research, digging up information about Lourdes. Time was when one got dipped into the water, she told me, but now—in these days of rampant diseases passed along by fair means and foul—one performed something called a water gesture instead. This was, she proclaimed, every bit as good as being submerged in one of the various miracle-producing pools. One drinks the water, she told me. Or one splashes one’s face with it. Jen can do either, and she doesn’t even need to leave the caravan.

How does she get herself splashed with miracle water without going there? I wanted to know.

It’s simple, Kayla told me. Since all that was actually needed was the water itself, she—Kayla—intended to go to Lourdes to fetch some of it for her. She could easily manage the cost of the trip now that Willen had loaned her money. She would journey to the place, bring the miraculous water back to England, and Jen would engage in the water gesture. If there was to be a miracle, that was enough to make it happen.

So that was her plan, and she came home from her next tutoring session with Goron all aglow, because at the end of the session she’d explained to all of them exactly how the water gesture worked. She’d brought her Lourdes research with her. It included photos of the faithful making the water gesture at the numerous spigots lined along an extended trough. Some of them were filling bottles and jugs with the blessed water, some were drinking it, some were splashing it on their faces, while a few of the heartier were taking it by the handful or the pot or the pail and dousing their clothed bodies with it.

So, as Kayla explained it, Jen would not have to go to France to experience the miracle of Lourdes. Kayla would bring the miracle to Jen.

SHE WAS GONE LONGER than I expected, although why I thought she could get herself to Lourdes and back in less than seventy-two hours I do not know. She ended up being gone for a week, for it turned out that there were more difficulties than she expected, not only with getting there and attempting to find a place to stay but then navigating everything that one had to navigate. As she discovered, it turned out that one could not simply stroll up to a spigot of miracle water and hold an empty water bottle beneath it.

Hundreds upon hundreds of people, she told me when we spoke the first night upon her arrival in Lourdes. Getting to the water had eaten up two full days. She’d never seen so many people in wheelchairs, on crutches, bent nearly double over Zimmer frames, being hauled about on stretchers and rolled round on trolleys. There were masses of pilgrims everywhere, she said.

She’d managed to get a cell-like room in a convent not far from the Sanctuaires, she told me, although she didn’t exactly know what the Sanctuaires were. She would not be able to phone me whilst inside the convent walls unless she was very stealthy about it, she said, because of their rules about silence and contemplation. She added in a low voice and with a laugh that she was not meant for a quiet, contemplative, and celibate life. Particularly the celibate part, she said. I miss you, Michael.

And I was missing her. It came to me that other than her months in South Africa as she awaited my breakup with Maiden, we’d not been parted once. She was so much part of the fabric of my life that I couldn’t begin to think of a life without her.

I told her that I wished she was with me in our cramped little Cornish cottage at that very moment. It was raining and the wind was wild, and the blasted generator was down for repairs again, but none of that mattered because she and I were speaking. I began telling her what I would do to her was she here with me and she began telling me what she would do in response. We went on like that for a good ten minutes, two randy teenagers talking dirty to each other, both of us breathing heavy and heavier till I heard her peak and cry out, Oh God! Stop!

I had to chuckle. I reckon mobile phone sex is better than the real thing, I told her. It must be the location, I said. There she was in a convent with the good nuns who could doubtless hear her and were now praying for her immortal soul.

She said, God, if you were only here . . .

I said, Well, I think He is, love. He’s everywhere, right?

She laughed then, low and throaty this was. And then she murmured, You’re magic, like I was still doing her.

I love you, I whispered. I want to use my tongue to—

The connection broke. It was owing to the storm outside. I didn’t attempt to reconnect with her. My heart was slamming, my bollocks ached, and my cock was a rod. I needed relief, and so I took it as the rain pounded against the cottage and the wind rattled the windows till they sounded like dice.

I DRANK MORE WHISKYS than I needed in order to get to sleep, and when I awoke, I was in the sitting room, dressed as I’d been the previous night, a mouth tasting like nothing I want to write about, and the rest of me oozing the stench of drink, sweat, and semen. My head was pounding, and my stomach was on a ship out to sea. I was so thirsty I would have drunk horse piss. I had no idea of the time.

I staggered to my feet. I needed a shower and a change of clothes and a pot of coffee as strong as I could stand it. I wasn’t sure how I could manage all of it, and I was leaning against the sitting-room doorjamb contemplating the stairs that I needed to climb, when three sharp blows hit the cottage front door, delivered by someone’s fist, I assumed.

I moved slowly in the necessary direction. It was dim in the cottage, but even so, the limited light still hurt my eyes. My ears felt stuffed with cotton wool, so when I called out asking who was there, I couldn’t hear the answer.

The knock came again, like a blow to my eyeballs. Then I heard an unfamiliar voice say my name. To avoid another assault on my senses, I reached for the knob and jerked the door open. I squinted when the sunlight hit my eyes. The sun was behind my intruder. He was thus more form than substance, and his face was cast entirely in shadow. I held up my arm as a shield and asked who he was and what did he want. He moved then, and I saw it was the bloke from that eco-mining company again. Christ, I thought. The wanker wasn’t about to take no for an answer.

I couldn’t come up with his name—was it Fanshaw? Sanshaw?—but he quickly accommodated me by saying affably, Geoffrey Henshaw, Mr. Lobb. I do hope you’ve had a chance to look over the paperwork I left with you.

I stared at him stupidly. I was too hung over to associate him with anything more than the “ecological” mining company that wanted my land. Paperwork? I wondered. Had there been paperwork? Hadn’t I made it clear that Lobb’s Tin & Pewter was going to remain Lobb’s Tin & Pewter?

He asked could he come into the cottage so that we could chat, which was the very last in a long list of things that I wanted to do. I said I was under the weather and this chat would have to happen at another time, but he said he’d been digging into property tax records and had seen that I wasn’t the sole owner of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. That, he said, was what he wished to discuss. He went on to tell me that he was happy to wait if I wanted to get myself together. It’s important, he told me. He said he expected that I’d quite like what he had to say.

I was far too hung over to argue with the bloke. I asked him could he make coffee. He chuckled and said he didn’t think it was beyond his capabilities. He said he’d brew up a decent pot for me while I did whatever I needed to do to ready myself to listen to him.

I let him have his fun in the kitchen and I pulled myself upstairs by the banister. I shed my clothes on the bedroom floor, had a cold shower, followed by a steaming hot one, followed by another cold one. I had no idea what time it was, so I checked my watch. It was nearly two in the afternoon.

I’d hoped the bloke would be gone when I finally clomped down the stairs. But Henshaw was still hanging about, and I could smell the coffee he’d made. He’d also found the bread and made toast. A plate of it sat on the table along with butter and jam. He was reading something on his mobile.

When he apparently realised I was there, he shoved the mobile into his pocket. He said that I looked better and he hoped I felt better and could he pour me a cup of coffee?

I told him I could do it myself, and I proceeded to do so.

He asked where my wife happened to be, because he reckoned she would like to hear what he’d come to propose.

I told him she was helping a friend. He asked could I fetch her home, then? It was important, he said, that we both listened to the compromise as, at the end of his explanation, we would have much to discuss. Cornwall EcoMining have agreed to new terms, he said. I do think both of you are going to want to hear what they are.

She’s gone to France, I told him.

Her friend is in France? he clarified.

None of this was his bloody business, but I didn’t say that. I told him she’d gone to France and that was that and if he needed her to be here to listen to him, he was straight out of luck and would have to return when she did, and I had no idea when that would be. He was quick to say that, that being the case, he was more than willing to lay out the details for me, and I could share them with my wife upon her return. There were few enough of them.

Thank God for that, was what I thought. Anything to have him gone.

Cornwall EcoMining were approaching the end of their work in this part of the county, he told me. Various landowners had embraced the sale of their mineral rights, eager to profit from the extraction of lithium. Indeed, Cornwall EcoMining was also in conversation with the duchy about the royal mineral rights as well. Like they needed the money, was what I thought. The buggers were rolling in it.

I knew all this chat was heading to the destination he’d headed the first time we’d spoken. Cornwall EcoMining wanted my land to build their processing facility. Now, we could go at this several ways, he told me, and his tone was affable. Indeed, he poured me a second cup of coffee—I’d swilled down the first like it was water—and helped himself to a second one as well. It all depended, he said, upon our reaching an agreement.

I told him—just as affably, I thought—that my mind remained what it had been. Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been a legacy handed down to me from my father, grandfather, and great-grandfather, and I intended it to remain that way, as a legacy.

Henshaw nodded and told me that, Ah yes, he understood. But how recently had I spoken to my descendants, such as they were? Do they truly want the property? he asked.

Well, I knew that Merritt probably wanted me to sell up and pass along a sizable chunk of funds to him so that he could afford a decent home for his continually expanding family. (Christ, why couldn’t he keep it in his trousers? was what I wanted to know.) Here was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to make a considerable profit in a business that most years did little more than break even. To Merritt and—let’s face it—to my brother as well—Lobb’s Tin & Pewter was an albatross and would remain an albatross passed along from father to son to grandson to great-grandson in the hope that a way of life could be preserved and would become what it had never been before: suitably profitable.

So I answered his question with three words: They’re young still. My implication, I hoped, was obvious. Given time—and I had plenty of that as I am only just fifty-six years old and have no intention of dropping dead any time soon—my son if not my daughter would come to see the importance of honouring the memory of his forebears by carrying on with the work. This, I wagered, would bring the conversation with Henshaw to an end.

I see, was Henshaw’s answer, and he gave it thoughtfully, as his fingers—the man had manicured nails, I swear to it—tapped against the rim of his coffee mug. But have you spoken to them? Have you spoken to your brother?

I asked him what he meant by speaking to my brother. He needlessly pointed out to me that, as Sebastian was 40 percent owner of the property and the business, he might well be extremely interested in what Cornwall EcoMining were offering.

I told Henshaw that Sebastian wasn’t in a position to be interested in handing over his land to anyone. Henshaw told me that he very much was in that position. There was no stipulation in any document related to the land that prevented him from doing what he wished with it, and the legal team that was dealing with all the paperwork from the many owners of property in Cornwall had made certain of that before proceeding.

Proceeding. I didn’t like the sound of that. I asked him what the bloody hell was going on and what the bloody hell he was talking about. That was when he brought forth the argument that, as far as ownership was concerned, 40 percent ownership meant 40 percent of the land and 40 percent of everything that was on the land. Sebastian thus was within his rights to do what he wished to do with his 40 percent, and what he wished to do was to sell it outright to Cornwall EcoMining.

My first reaction was, He can’t do that. He isn’t the majority owner, and that’s how our dad intended it. Only the majority owner can make critical decisions about the property, and selling it off is one bloody hell of a critical decision.

Hmm, yes. Henshaw looked thoughtful as he rubbed the back of his neck. He said to me that a dig through the paperwork registered with the county had shown him that the majority owner of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter could indeed make decisions affecting the business and the property itself, but those decisions were applicable only to the majority owner’s share of the business and the property. And the same applied to the minority owner and the minority’s share, he told me.

It’s unusual, I know, Geoffrey Henshaw said, but I believe your father assumed this division wouldn’t present any future problem. He took a sip of his coffee before he went on. I knew he was using the moment to allow the information to sink into my brain. When he gauged it had done so, he went on, saying that he did mention a compromise at the start of our conversation, yes?

He didn’t wait for me to reply.

Instead, he went on with, We’re offering estate owners a one-hundred-year lease, he explained. We’ve no interest in purchasing their family piles, whatever they are. A lease gives estate owners at least some of the funds they need to maintain their—sorry, no other way to put it—monstrous homes. We’re willing to do the same for you, with the proviso that we can construct as we like on the footprint of your present buildings. A one-hundred-year lease, he repeated. Of course, we wouldn’t be paying you what we would pay for an outright purchase. But it would be a tidy sum nonetheless.

I was trying to sort through the mountain of facts that Henshaw had piled upon me, the largest being his claims about what Sebastian’s 40 percent ownership entitled him to do, at least according to Henshaw. Clearly, I was going to have to speak to the family solicitor. He was the one who’d drawn up Dad’s will, so if anyone knew the ins and outs of what could be done with my 60 percent and Sebastian’s 40 percent, he would.

That was what I told Geoffrey Henshaw: I would speak to my solicitor, show him all of the paperwork, listen to his legal opinion on the matter, and then put myself in contact with Cornwall EcoMining once again. Henshaw advised me not to wait too long on the matter. I assured him that I wouldn’t, and there was no lie in this. My answer was never going to change. I merely wanted to learn what I could do to block Sebastian.

I RANG MY BROTHER the moment Henshaw had left me. I punched his landline number, but I was forced to leave a message on his machine. It was terse enough: Call me at once you get this. I did the same with his mobile number once I rang it and ended up with his voicemail. Then I rang our mum. I needed to get her onside. Sebastian was her darling blue-eyed boy, but I couldn’t think Mum would be on board with selling the land—or even leasing it—to a mining company.

Oh, I don’t know about that, was as far as Mum would commit herself once I laid the details out for her. I can’t see our Sebastian undermining a position you’ve taken, Michael. You must speak with him. And how’s our Kayla, dear? I’m longing for a visit from her. Please do tell her. How are . . . things?

I knew what she was hoping to learn: that Kayla was finally pregnant again. I told her that Kayla had taken herself to France, to bring back miracle water from Lourdes, I said.

Oh, I see, was Mum’s response. Well, I suppose it’s worth a try, isn’t it?

It took me a moment before I understood that she was referring to Kayla’s supposed inability to become pregnant after that miscarriage she’d had. I said, It’s not for that. A neighbour has cancer. It’s terminal. She wanted to go to Lourdes herself, but she’d become too weak, so Kayla’s gone for her.

I see, Mum said. Then she was silent, and in the silence, I heard her sigh. What a shame for you two, Michael, she finally said. Then again, at least you have Merritt and Gloriana. Has she come round?

Gloriana? I clarified. Mum made a noise of assent, and I told her, No, Gloriana had not come round either personally or metaphorically. From the first, she’d seen Kayla as a home-wrecker. If there was a way to alter my daughter’s perception of things, I hadn’t yet discovered it.

I wanted to get Mum back to the subject of Sebastian, but I knew she wasn’t going to go there willingly. I reckoned a frontal attack was the only way, so I asked her straight out what she thought of Sebastian’s desire to sell 40 percent of our family’s property outright to a supposed “eco-mining” company? She said that there was, obviously, a misunderstanding of some kind. Why would he make such a decision? she wanted to know. Especially why would he make it without first talking it over with the majority owner? It could well be that he was—in his typical Sebastian way—just tossing round ideas, Michael.

Be that as it may, nothing gave him the right to venture anywhere near selling off family property.

Mum went back to her original point: I myself needed to speak to Sebastian.

The next day I decided that I would take the afternoon off in order to drive to Penzance. I left the place in Bran’s and Goron’s hands, and I made my way across Cornwall to my brother’s house.

When I arrived at Mount’s Bay, the wind was whipping up whitecaps in the distance. The rain had begun, and the wind was driving it off the sea at an angle of forty-five degrees.

Penzance wasn’t far once I reached the bay. I made the turn at Chyandour and coursed along past a few down-at-heel hotels. Parking was simple, owing to the weather. There were ample spaces along Morrab Road, including one directly in front of Sebastian’s home.

Once parked, I pulled up the collar of my jacket and strode to my brother’s door. The outer door of the porch was unlocked; the inner door was not. I gave it a few good bangs with the knocker, and when that didn’t rouse him, I leaned on the buzzer. I could hear it going but nothing happened. This was unusual, as Sebastian had clients at all hours of the day and, generally, into the night. So unless he was holding a seminar at a larger location than he had in this house, it seemed to me that he should have been at home.

Damn, I was tired of being thwarted. I gave the door a few more bangs, and I shoved my hand through the letterbox in the door to add a few yells to rouse him. That was when I heard a woman somewhere behind me say, Best to save your breath, dear.

I raised myself from the crouched position I’d been in to shout through the letterbox. I turned to see a bedraggled woman in a yellow rain jacket. She stood at the bottom of the path to Sebastian’s door, and she was pulling a two-wheeled shopping trolley along in her wake, its contents covered with a colourful array of mismatched plastic carrier bags.

Sebastian was not at home, she told me.

Where was he? I wanted to know.

She had no idea, she admitted, but then she added that he hadn’t told his clients, as they’d been banging on his door, and he wasn’t answering it as far as she could tell.

That, I told myself, was completely unlike Sebastian. He might’ve been irresponsible in his private life, but not when it came to his clients. If they were banging on his door without an answer, something was badly wrong.

I lifted the metal flap of the letterbox and was able to angle my vision to take in a sliver of the floor. I could see the post lying about. It looked to be several days’ worth. No answer to the message I’d left on landline, no return phone call from his mobile, no word given to his clients . . . ? A chill shot down the length of my spine. I would have to break in or phone the police. I took out my mobile to ring triple nine.

Behind me I heard the woman ask what I was doing, then. I swung round and saw she hadn’t moved an inch, despite the soaking she was enduring. I told her I was phoning the police. If he wasn’t answering the door to his clients and he wasn’t answering the phone—

That was as far as I got. She repeated what she’d said earlier: He wasn’t at home. But now she added something that she might have told me at first. She’d seen him leave.

I asked her when, and she blew out a breath. Two days? she said. P’rhaps three? He’d left with a rucksack over his shoulder, climbed into his car, and departed. She wouldn’t have known this had she not been pulling dead geraniums out of her window box. Two doors along the way, she said, pointing in the relevant direction. His car was parked in front of her bay window as big as life, and so was he when he got into it. Even waved, she told me. So she knew it was definitely Sebastian. She hadn’t seen him since, but she reckoned he was off, she said, with one of those ladies as he likes to have hanging on his arm.

That made little sense to me, not the one-of-those-ladies part but the being gone part. Except . . . Sebastian is and has always been, at heart, a coward when it comes to confrontation. If Henshaw had managed to talk to him about his 40 percent ownership as well as the compromise I’d been offered, it well could be that they’d reached some kind of understanding. If that was the case, he knew I’d be after him for a full accounting of what he’d done and why. Knowing that he stood to face some unpleasant consequences, he’d disappeared to postpone the inevitable for as long as possible. That was 100 percent Sebastian in a nutshell.
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Barbara was chuffed. She’d got through tea, pre-dinner cocktails at which she’d only imbibed fizzy water, and then dinner itself without spilling or breaking anything. With some trepidation she’d donned one of the two shifts she’d purchased, and she was relieved to see that, despite their surroundings and their various aristo titles, when it came to the evening meal, they did not do themselves up like time travellers expecting Edward VIII to stroll into the house. They dressed differently, yes. They looked smart. But that was the limit, and she could cope with smartness despite the fact that she’d forgotten to pack a decent pair of shoes and had been forced to wear either her rubber-soled boots or her red trainers. She went with the trainers, but the Lynleys were refined enough not to mention them.

She was additionally chuffed that she’d managed not to gawk when they entered the vast dining room. She’d reckoned by then that they didn’t sit down at a kitchen table, but she was still momentarily awestruck by the panelled walls with their array of portraits, the ceiling with its decorative plasterwork, and the long table covered by crisp white linen and topped with dinnerware that no one rightly minded would ever refer to as crockery. In the centre of each dinner plate was a table napkin so thoroughly starched that it stood at attention.

She worried at first that a phalanx of servants would appear bearing silver trays and porcelain bowls from which the meal would be ceremoniously served. But it turned out, much to Barbara’s relief, that while John Penellin’s daughter Nancy had prepared the meal, the diners would serve themselves from a sideboard.

The conversation had been relaxed among them, and from it Barbara could tell that they intended to put her at her ease. They chatted about Judith’s daughter, Stephanie, and her “imprisonment at boarding school,” and they speculated on when Peter Lynley would return from his visit to friends in Oxford. Daze shared amusing stories about her children’s childhood at Howenstow, Judith related the details of her failed attempt to make Bakewell tarts, and Lynley revealed his own attempts to create anything-edible-will-do in his London kitchen. All in all, the meal reassured Barbara that she might well survive the visit without humiliation.

She descended the stairs to breakfast, which she discovered was more casually served by means of cereal boxes, jugs of milk, glass carafes of juice, a rack of toast, and two covered chafing dishes on the sideboard. There were no Pop-Tarts, but she reckoned that particular pastry had never been offered at Howenstow. More’s the pity, she thought.

Since no one was about, she concluded that breakfast was a meal eaten independently. She was about to start off with cornflakes—indeed, she had the box in her hand—when Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue” announced that someone was ringing her mobile phone. She’d left it where she’d intended to sit, so she fetched it and saw that the caller was Daidre Trahair. She glanced round the room automatically, although no one was there. Still, she answered the call with “Hang on a minute.” She spied a panelled door at the southwest corner of the room. She went for it and found herself in a small chamber no bigger than a closet where she was surrounded by serving platters and glass-fronted cupboards of glassware.

“I just wanted to thank you for your message,” Daidre said when Barbara answered with “Sorry. I wanted some privacy.”

“You’re at work, I expect.”

“Not exactly. How’re things developing?”

“I’ve come down to Exeter to see what’s actually going on.”

“I saw in the newspaper that he’s been charged, your brother. How’s he coping? You’ve seen him, I reckon.”

“He’s saying it had to be done, Barbara.”

“The murder? Good Christ, is he confessing?”

“I don’t know. I’ve spoken to him, but it’s difficult to get anything sensible out of him. I met with his solicitor yesterday, and she told me that she’s had the same experience with him. He says he doesn’t want a trial—”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“—and that Michael Lobb’s death ‘had to happen’ or words to that effect. And—honestly?—I don’t see how that can be anything but damning in the eyes of . . . well . . . anyone.”

“I can’t disagree with that,” Barbara said, for the reality was that if the Cornwall police had believed that Goron was offering a false confession, they would have shown him directly to the door. They must have crucial evidence, she thought, evidence that could not be easily dismissed.

“I’ve an appointment later this morning with a murder solicitor. He’s here in Exeter, and the duty solicitor—she’s called Furat Rafiq—will be going with me. I expect he’ll explain where we go from here.”

“What can I do to help?” Barbara asked.

“That’s very kind of you, Barbara,” Daidre responded. “But, really, from London what could you do? Phone calls, I suppose, to—”

“Hang on. I’m in Cornwall,” Barbara told her. “I was on the train when I rang you yesterday.”

“Cornwall? Whatever are you doing—” She stopped as if considering the possibilities and then went on with, “Has something happened to Tommy? Or to his family?”

“Aside from having a roof that’s getting ready to cave in on the family pile, everything seems fine here. I was ordered to take a week away from work—don’t ask—so I decided to take the week in Cornwall. Or, rather, the inspector decided for me. I’m here because he gave me the word. So did DCS Ardery.”

“Are you here on your own then?”

Barbara hooted. “Believe me, I’m not brave enough for that. No, he’s here as well, at the family pile. Because of the roof. I’m at loose ends, and not working officially on any cases, so I can help if you need me to do something. Or if you need a source of moral support. Or anything, actually.”

“No, Barbara, really. This is your holiday. You can’t possibly want the interruption.”

“I’d be bloody delighted if there was an interruption. I’m not a holiday sort of girl. Ask anyone who knows me. Ask Dee Harriman. She could give you chapter and verse on that. She was after me without pause last year, hoping to talk me into going to a holiday camp for singles.”

Daidre was silent for a moment before she said, “Let me think about it, Barbara.”

“Think away. Meantime, do you have the murder solicitor’s name and his details?”

“Just that he’s called Rupert Somerton. He’s in Exeter.”

“I might be able to help at that end of things if he takes on the case. There’ll be a mass of documents, reports, evidence, and the like to go through. If he doesn’t have adequate help already, he’s going to need it, and it’s going to cost a mountain of cash. When you meet with him, tell him I’m available. Gratis.”

“Oh, Barbara, I don’t . . . Perhaps you should take a day or two to think about it.”

“Don’t need to think about it. It’s either that or digging up the identities of what looks like three hundred portrait sitters. They’re hanging all over the ancestral home, the portraits, this is, not the sitters. So will you tell this Rupert bloke that I’m willing to help?”

There was something of a silence. Barbara let it hang. Ultimately, Daidre said, “I will. But please don’t tell Tommy about any of this. Not about the murder or about Goron’s arrest or—certainly—about my being here, in Cornwall.”

She said, “I won’t. But then she said, “He’d want to help. You know he’d want to help.”

“Yes,” Daidre replied after a pause. “I do know that.”
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Bea Hannaford had long ago learned to trust what her body was telling her. She had also learned not to second-guess her body’s message, despite what her mind might be claiming. The mind, she knew, was the domain of the Trickster, and the Trickster was only too happy to lead one down the primrose path to folly.

In her line of work, there were countless details handed over by the many individuals on the MIT. Because of this, her mind was constantly sorting and evaluating, and it was the very devil attempting to gauge whether the mind was actually doing what it was supposed to do or the Trickster was pulling the mind’s strings, creating out of her a marionette and leaving chaos in her wake.

The best time to sort out this difficulty had always been the early morning. No one was around, nothing had yet intruded upon her ability to assess rationally, and she could thus drink a coffee in solitude while she simply sat and considered what was going on. But that had proved impossible lately with her repeated comings and goings from Ray’s Grade II Listed to Leedstown back to Ray’s Grade II Listed. She felt she was held in thrall by everything going on in her head: Pete, Ray, Leedstown or Launceston, her job, her relationship with Ray, the case.

Point Number One: For several days her stomach had been feeling watery, her throat had been rather sore, and she had virtually no appetite. She understood that these symptoms—if symptoms they were—could be put down to springtime allergies, a developing head cold, or an unseasonable visitation of flu. All were reasonable possibilities. But there was also:

Point Number Two: She was in an utter mire of personal indecision, which was keeping her from settling permanently either in Leedstown or in Grade II Listed. She was also experiencing an unexpected load of anxiety about where Pete would choose to live. When she’d given him the option of choosing between the two parental homes, she had idiotically assumed that he would choose at once to be with her. After all, the Leedstown cottage provided him with far more freedom than he had while staying with Ray. Plus there was very little distance between the cottage and Pete’s secondary comprehensive in Redruth. And clearly, the dogs preferred Leedstown and its proximity to Binner Down. But Pete had not jumped upon the idea of returning to the cottage, and Ray had been only too happy to cart him to and from Redruth, although he couldn’t possibly want to keep that up. Thus, she was put into a position of waiting, wondering, and asking herself when she was going to say and do what had to be said and done. Perhaps, she thought, what was stopping her was:

Point Number Three: With Goron Udy, she firmly believed that the MIT had got their man. The CPS had agreed with this, appointing a Crown Prosecutor to the case. All the evidence plus every additional scrap of information had confirmed this. The accused himself had virtually confessed to the commission of the crime, and even if his confession was doubtful, everything pointed to Goron Udy as the killer. She knew this because of:

Point Number Four: Forensic tests were declaring the man’s guilt. His spectacles had been damaged and taped back together, which of course could have happened at any time and in any place. But they’d also borne minute speckles of blood upon them, and that blood had proven to be Michael Lobb’s. The clothing that Lobb had been wearing when attacked had been gone over millimetre by millimetre, and this close inspection had produced human hairs and numerous fibres. When tested, among the hairs were those belonging to their main suspect, and among the fibres were those identical to the bloody clothing that had been found squirrelled away in the rocks at Trevaunance Cove and found there by—of all creatures—an exploring dog. What was left was the DNA analysis of the scrapings taken from beneath Michael Lobb’s fingernails. It was difficult to doubt that those scrapings would turn out to hold the DNA of Goron Udy. So it was open-and-shut, cut-and-dried, and whatever else one wanted to call it save for:

Point Number Five: Bea had never seen so much evidence pointing to a killer. Aside from the potential offerings from the fingernail scrapings, the truth was that everything else could have been planted. What DCI Lang had seen as dogged police work could, in reality, have been a case of an MIT being led by its collective nose. Goron Udy looked guilty from the first, so he was guilty. Confirmation bias. And she—Detective Inspector Beatrice Hannaford—had been directing most of the investigation. While DCI Lang might have been the officer giving general instructions, Bea had been the officer charged with carrying them out. And that was the reason for:

Point Number Six: On this day, she’d arranged an early—and private—meeting with DCI Lang, away from the Bodmin headquarters, in a Costa Coffee in Fore Street, where they’d both managed to find spaces for their cars since they’d arrived prior to the opening hours for shops, banks, and estate agents’ offices. They both ordered the simplest coffees available and sat at a table looking out at the street.

“Something seems off,” was how Bea began.

“It’s just an Americano,” was Phoebe’s reply. “What could possibly be off?”

“I’m not talking about the coffee,” Bea said. “But I think you know that.”

“Go on.” Phoebe emptied two packets of sweetener into her coffee. She stirred it meditatively.

“It just seems like too much,” Bea said. “And the lack of a weapon bothers me. The crime scene suggests a disorganised killing and a disorganised killer, perhaps someone having a psychotic episode or flying into a sudden rage. But the lack of a weapon and the location of the clothing suggest planning, and both suggest more than one person is involved. But we’ve not headed in that direction at all.”

“I don’t see how you arrive at that conclusion,” Phoebe said. “And as to the weapon, you and I both know it could be anywhere. There are hundreds upon hundreds of places to hide it, and if it appears superficially to have no blood on it, it’s likely that even if someone picked it up somewhere, it wouldn’t be recognised as a murder weapon at all.”

“But it must have been sharpened into a weapon, according to Mylo. If it’s a spike, like Mylo thinks, it wouldn’t be sharp enough on its own. So wouldn’t a local knife sharpener have a memory of that?”

“Not if it was sharpened well in advance.” Phoebe took a sip of her coffee, frowned, and added another sugar. Bea had not tasted hers. “Let’s look at the facts,” Phoebe went on. “And let’s look at the rest of the possible killers.” She ticked them off with her fingers as she said, “Kayla Lobb’s brother? The constables doing the Southwest Coast Path were on loan from the Newquay station. They were highly motivated to find the weapon if it was there since they have their futures to consider and they both want to be detectives. They found nothing at all between Newquay and St. Agnes save memorial bouquets of flowers, one teddy bear with a deflated balloon attached to it, and two impressive bags of rubbish, which they kindly picked up along the way.”

“That’s hardly definitive,” Bea countered. “The path follows the sea and we both know what that means.”

“Certainly. If Kayla Lobb’s brother hurled it over the cliff-side into the sea after killing his brother-in-law, the weapon will never be found. But what do we have that ties him to the killing aside from being in the location of the murder? There’s not one thing. Especially there’s not a motive.”

“It’s no secret that he disliked Michael Lobb. He’s been open about it.”

“But to kill him? Why? Millions of people dislike their in-laws without killing them.” Phoebe glanced in the direction of the street, where a gaggle of uniformed schoolchildren were trooping into a cancer charity shop, all of them with shopping bags in hand.

“Insurance money provides a motive, doesn’t it?” And hadn’t that been a monumental slog, similar to attempting a walk through quickly hardening concrete. By locating and speaking to every life insurance provider in the UK, the team had finally managed to find a policy that had been purchased by Michael Lobb shortly after his marriage to Kayla. She was the beneficiary.

“It’s a policy for only twenty thousand pounds, Bea. You must agree that’s hardly enough for Kayla to live on into her old age, but it’s enough to get herself established again if she wishes to return to South Africa. You could argue that perhaps she killed her husband because she was running up debts and needed to put her hands on the cash, but has anything come to light suggesting that?”

Bea thought about it, considering the idea of debt but applying it elsewhere. “Embezzlement? Michael realises the books have been cooked, there’s money missing, and he accuses—”

“Who? You do see that even that points to Goron Udy, don’t you? Or to his father. And what have we heard so far from the forensic accountant? He still has the books, hasn’t he?”

“He does.” Bea sighed. The DCI was right. There were dozens of account books relating to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter that had been unearthed in the smelting barn, all of them in the hands of the forensic accountant. But so far, nothing in his study of them had turned up to suggest embezzlement, any difficulty faced by the business, or even one pernicious activity relating to it. Bea took a gulp of her Americano as a bedraggled-looking mother came along the pavement with three children in a pushchair: twins seated side by side, which brought to her mind the subject of siblings. She said, “The brother, then. Sebastian Lobb.”

“What about him?” Phoebe asked patiently.

“He has—or at least he could have—more than one motive. First, Michael’s death allows the business to be sold, and the beneficiaries of Michael Lobb’s will—Merritt and Gloriana Lobb—can’t possibly want to keep it for themselves. With them on board, Sebastian can finally sell his portion as well, for forty percent of the total profit.”

“All right. Accepted. Does he have other motives?”

“Debts needing to be paid off? Credit cards run up to the maximum? Foreclosures threatened on his house?”

“What do we know about any of that?”

“Nothing. Because once Goron confessed, that was it.”

“But he didn’t confess into a void, Bea. His confession is supported by the evidence.”

“So far.”

The DCI drained the rest of her coffee. She cocked her head and offered Bea a sympathetic look. “Had everything not been correctly seen to during the investigation the CPS would have told us that there wasn’t enough evidence to prosecute. You know that, Bea.”

“Still,” Bea muttered, “the absence of a weapon—”

“Isn’t the problem you seem to think it is,” Phoebe finished. “Yes, having the weapon would put the final nail in the coffin of the guilty man, but we have enough evidence not to require it. We would not have got out of Magistrates’ Court if having the weapon in hand was necessary for a conviction.”

Reluctantly, Bea nodded.

When she and the DCI parted ways, though, she still felt the uneasiness in her body. Something definitely wasn’t right. If the source of her ill feeling was not the investigation, that meant the source was within her own life. And she did not want that to be the answer.
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Rupert Somerton was one of five solicitors whose establishment was just west of King’s Wharf in Commercial Road, within quite easy walking distance of a pub and the river. The group occupied the upper floor of a redbrick building, above a coffee bar with an ancient rain hopper in its doorway. This was painted bright red, and it acted the part of planter, containing violas in various colours.

Just inside the building, stairs led upwards to a landing and a heavy glass door on which had been etched Somerton & Smythe, Solicitors. Below this was the additional information that the solicitors created wills, did the paperwork for residential conveying, handled estate planning and probate, and provided services for litigation, personal injury, and family matters. Murder wasn’t listed as one of their areas of expertise. But, Daidre thought, perhaps it wouldn’t be, as murders weren’t common in this part of the country.

Furat Rafiq entered first, holding the door open for Daidre to follow. She gave their names along with her card to a bespectacled receptionist and said Mr. Somerton was expecting them. He rose, displaying stovepipe jeans, a pink shirt with the cuffs turned up, the waistcoat of a three-piece suit, and highly polished dress shoes. No socks. With Furat’s card in hand he murmured that if they would make themselves comfortable . . .

The reception area was very modern in design, relying heavily on chrome and black faux leather. They sat and waited. The minutes ticked by. After an excruciatingly long period—although when Daidre looked at her watch, she saw that it had been less than five minutes—the receptionist returned, telling them that Mr. Somerton would see them now.

Rupert Somerton was one of those men whose age was always open to debate. His hair—and there was a lot of it—was a rather dusty grey. But his skin was completely unlined and his hands looked like a teenager’s. He was in the act of sliding paperwork into several manila folders. He tapped their sides on his desk, stacked them neatly, and folded his hands on top of them. Daidre attempted to get some kind of reading off the man. He was, however, perfectly inscrutable, which she supposed was a valued characteristic in a murder solicitor.

Furat explained why they were there. He responded with, “I’m familiar with the case. Not the specific details. But the murder itself, the victim, and the arrest.” To Daidre he said, “You’re the sister, then.”

She said, “One of them. Goron’s twin is staying near the prison.”

“And her name and details?” He uncapped a fountain pen. Daidre tried to remember when she’d last seen one.

“Gwynder Udy,” she said and gave him the rest of the information he wanted as well as her own details. He wrote all of this on the cover of a fresh manila envelope, which he took from a desk drawer.

He said, “You’ve brought paperwork?” to Furat, who nodded and handed it over.

She said, “He’s said he committed the crime. Directly the police took him to the closest interview room.”

“You were there?”

“I was. He gave them no more information. Nor has he done to me or his sister.”

Somerton was gazing at the paperwork, slowly turning the pages as he read. Furat and Daidre waited. He finally looked up at them and nodded. He would, he told them, begin at once. He would arrange to get copies of everything from the police investigation and the CPS, and once he made certain that he had everything, he would begin with a study of all depositions as well as the transcriptions of witness statements. He would move on to hard evidence and forensic reports and decide about retesting. He would employ a forensic specialist if such retesting was needed. He would see to it that every witness was interviewed once again—this time by his team and not by someone representing the police. When the time came for it, he would recommend a criminal barrister to take the case to court.

“There’s a great deal of work to be done in advance, then,” Daidre said, after which she brought up the offer that Barbara Havers had made and finished with, “She’s a detective with the Metropolitan Police.”

“And she’s interested in working on the other side of the street? That’s unusual.”

“She’s a friend,” Daidre told him. “She’s here in Cornwall, wanting to help.”

He nodded. He was looking at them gravely. He said, “Leave me her details, then. But I must tell you that this is not going to be an inexpensive venture. And there is no guarantee that what we do and what we find will provide you the result you’re hoping for once the case goes to Crown Court.”

“We understand,” Furat said, casting a look at Daidre.

“Yes, I understand,” Daidre said. “Where do we begin?”

“We begin,” Somerton told her, “with putting our hands on everything now in the possession of the Cornwall Constabulary. And then we go from there.”
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It took no advanced degree in anything at all for Geoffrey Henshaw to know that an individual or a family in possession of an enormous estate and the great house that went with it was going to be laying out reams—buckets, bushels—of cash to pay for its upkeep. So, when he first laid eyes on Howenstow, he believed he was on the right track with this assessment. It wasn’t because the great house was in any way decrepit. It definitely wasn’t. But any family who resided there had to be well heeled in order to maintain the place, and the scaffolding being constructed along the north wing indicated some kind of maintenance was set to begin.

Geoffrey had done his homework once he’d received a phone call from Curtis telling him to get his bum over to the vicinity of Mount’s Bay, where, not far inland from Lamorna Cove, he would find a bloody whopping estate called Howenstow. He—Geoffrey—was to go there, meet with the estate manager and the aristo who owned the place. He was called Lynley—Curtis couldn’t remember the first name, but the bloke was an earl or a baron or a duke or a who-bloody-knew-what. The important bit was that he wanted to talk about mineral rights. Having spent a good bit of time on the internet in advance of his call upon the place, Geoffrey learned that while the family had money, they weren’t exactly eating off Meissen plates. He knew the Lynley history and how they’d ended up owning such a significant property contained within the Duchy of Cornwall. During their nearly three-hundred-year possession of the place, they’d been earls and countesses, viscounts and honourables, knights and dames. The current lord of the manor was the eighth earl—Earl of Asherton to be precise. He was also, oddly enough, a cop, which wasn’t a profession one expected an earl to take up. He was a widower without children although he had two siblings—the honourable Peter and the Lady Judith—along with his mother the dowager countess living in the grand house. There was, it seemed, a niece as well, but Geoffrey had learned very little about her aside from her name, Stephanie Davenport.

The estate was of a size that called for the employment of a manager who lived on the grounds. He was called John Penellin, and it was evidently he who’d rung Cornwall EcoMining to make the appointment. From Penellin—as reported by Curtis—Geoffrey had learned that, although the estate manager had every one of his fingers and doubtless his toes on the pulse of the Lynley finances, when it came to decisions such as the one which would need to be made vis-à-vis mineral rights, the estate manager wasn’t in a position to give a nod and a go-ahead, no matter how much money Cornwall EcoMining was willing to pay the Lynley family should there be minerals that Cornwall EcoMining wished to exploit. This sort of decision rested with the earl.

Geoffrey made the turn into the place from a country lane, entering onto the property through immense wrought-iron gates next to which sat a lodge. To one side of this, a woman was hanging up laundry, a wicker basket at her ankles and a toddler in a pushchair a few feet away in the shade beneath a newly leafed ash tree. At the sound of Geoffrey’s labouring 2CV, the woman turned. She lifted a hand in greeting. He lifted his hand in return and continued up the drive beneath the arc created by the branches of ancient beeches on either side. Beyond the trees, he could see grassy paddocks. These gave way ultimately to an enormous country house of the type one generally purchased tickets to see.

Geoffrey didn’t fancy parking his heap of a vehicle in front of an impressive, covered porch—good God, there was even a coat of arms above it!—so he veered to the left and stopped in a stable yard not terribly far from a much humbler entrance to the house. For a moment he searched his mind for what such an entrance would have been called in the heyday of extreme social barriers. He came up with tradesman’s entrance. Yes, that would have to be it.

A man strode out of this humbler door. He was tall, lanky, salt-and-pepper-haired, and in possession of the sort of piercing gaze under which Geoffrey immediately felt both judged and wanting. He shook the feeling off, grabbed his briefcase from the passenger seat, and got out of the car.

“Mr. Penellin?” Geoffrey said. He offered his hand and said his name.

The man nodded, gave an extremely firm handshake, and said, “If you don’t mind coming in through the kitchen . . . ? It’s a shorter route to my office.” He paused, tapped the screen of his mobile, and said to whoever answered, “Cornwall EcoMining have arrived.” He listened briefly, then said to Geoffrey, “Tea? Coffee?” to which Geoffrey answered that he would love a cup of tea.

Penellin said into his mobile, “Tea. Assam for me,” and to Geoffrey, “You?”

Geoffrey told him that Assam was fine with him. Tea arrangements made, Penellin led Geoffrey to the door from which he himself had exited. This took them into a scullery with enormous zinc sinks in which, Geoffrey assumed, cows and small ponies were regularly washed, and from there into a kitchen in which sat a coal stove the size of a small locomotive. Above it hung an array of copper pots and pans in need of polishing. A deer-roasting fireplace held the modern convenience of an AGA, and a central well-used table displayed a cooking scale, thick ceramic bowls, a basket of eggs, and a trug containing courgettes and broccoli crowns.

Geoffrey couldn’t imagine exactly what went on in this kitchen in the heyday of the house, but he assumed meals were prepared by servants in crisp white uniforms under the direction of a head cook or a chef. He could see a series of smaller rooms lining a corridor to the left of the kitchen and straight ahead a half-open door indicated a route to the more formal part of the house.

It was along this route that John Penellin had his office, not far from a billiard room where a set of six red-shaded lights comprised a single fixture that hung from the ceiling and illuminated the table. From the estate office, Geoffrey could see most of the formal entrance area for the great house, where a central fountain was creating rainbows in the sunny day and several doves were darting back and forth beneath its spray.

He turned from the window just as a tall man in blue jeans and a white dress shirt—cuffs turned up—entered the room. His feet were bare. He paused, looked round, nodded, then said, “Damn. The tea. I’ll just be a moment.”

Geoffrey assumed he was someone else who worked on the estate, perhaps a bloke training to replace Penellin? He was disabused of this notion, however, when the man returned. On a tin tray he was bearing ordinary kitchen mugs, sugar, and a pint container of milk. He deposited this on the central desk and said to Penellin, “For God’s sake, don’t tell my mother.” Then he said to Geoffrey, “Presenting tea in mugs. No jug for the milk. And for a visitor, no less. She’d shoot me if she knew.”

This, then, was no trainee. Geoffrey assumed that he was looking at the earl, the Lord of the Manor, or whatever he called himself. He was proved correct when Penellin said to him, “Your secrets are safe with me, as always.” And then, “This is Mr. Henshaw from the mining company, Tommy. Mr. Henshaw, this is Thomas Lynley, current owner of the estate. Your mother has just taken the dogs out,” to Thomas Lynley.

Lynley replied, “Ah. Good. Best to keep all of this to ourselves.”

“Indeed,” Penellin said. He turned to Geoffrey and told him that he had spoken to the owner of Angarrack House and had learned from him about Cornwall EcoMining. “We’re interested in becoming part of the venture, if that’s possible,” Penellin said.

“Which part?” Geoffrey asked him.

“The sale of mineral rights,” Thomas Lynley said.

Geoffrey nodded. He said, “Our interest is lithium: We’ve developed a new way to acquire it.”

“That’s largely why we wanted to speak with you,” Penellin told him. “We’re interested, as I said, but we’re not sure what’s involved.”

Geoffrey explained. It was simple enough. In the search for lithium, it would be necessary that Howenstow existed above a substratum of granite. Cornwall EcoMining sought fractures in that granite substratum, which would be the area where they would drill boreholes to seek reservoirs of thermal brine water. If that existed, the water would be pumped out in quantity, taken to a site where lithium could be extracted from it, then returned to the ground.

“How deep would the drilling go?” Penellin asked.

It was difficult to say, Geoffrey told him. In the past, they’d had to drill down as far as two kilometres. There was no way to be certain about the depth.

Penellin and Lynley exchanged glances. After a moment, Lynley said, “I presume the rig used would be large.”

“It would be,” Geoffrey told him.

“Noisy as well?”

“Not as noisy as one might think. But obviously, drilling isn’t done soundlessly. However”—as the two men looked at each other doubtfully—“the first step is a study of the most recent geological surveys that have been done on the area. There’s no point to our discussing drilling if we don’t start there.”

“To determine if there’s a substratum of granite, I take it?” Penellin said.

“Right. And if there is a granite substratum, we’ll then use GPR—sorry, ground-penetrating radar—to find fractures in it.”

“So, if there’s not a substratum of granite under us, we’re finished,” Lynley said.

“You are. But if there is a substratum of granite but there are no fractures in it, we’re also finished.”

“It’s unlikely to be successful, then?” Penellin asked.

“I wouldn’t say that at all. There’re granite fractures in substrata all over Cornwall, as we’ve discovered. We never know until we make a start.”

Lynley nodded, then said to Penellin, “John, if we might speak privately . . . ?” and made a gesture at the doorway. Penellin followed him out of the room, shutting the door behind him, and leaving Geoffrey to contemplate what a big score this property would be. It could, he knew, prove to be the jackpot he needed, the cement that would fix him in his position with Cornwall EcoMining into the future.

Lynley and Penellin returned, and Lynley said, “Let’s take the next step.”

Geoffrey said, “I think you’ll find that’s a wise decision. There’s just the small matter of paperwork . . .” He opened his briefcase for the appropriate document. What came along with it—embarrassingly attached to it—was an envelope covered in lipstick kisses. He couldn’t imagine how it got there, but he had a very good idea who had created the kisses. He shoved it to one side and hoped the other two men hadn’t seen it.

Lynley took the document in hand and said he would need to read it, and could he let Mr. Henshaw know tomorrow if everything in the document seemed on the up-and-up?

Geoffrey said of course. In the meantime, he would get onto the geological surveys in order to see what they were dealing with.

He left the house feeling quite uplifted. All he needed at this point was to find granite beneath the grounds of Howenstow and to discover fractures in it.


BLISLAND

CORNWALL



It was her continued uneasiness that sent Bea Hannaford north to Blisland, a village that hovered on the edge of Bodmin Moor. She found it easily enough, and surveying it from her car, she decided that it was one of the few places she’d come across that lived up to its descriptive name, at least as far as appearances went. She parked across from the village green and got out into a chill breeze and the rat-tat-tat of a woodpecker high in one of the trees. To one side of her car, the landscape rolled out in an unbroken emerald patchwork, divided by hedgerows. To the other lay the green itself, where a youngish woman seemed to be braving the chill in order to enjoy the sunny day alongside her toddler, who was bundled up practically to the eyeballs and lounging in a double pushchair’s rear-facing seat. The front of the pushchair was disgorging mounds of bright pink blanket, presumably keeping an infant warm. As Bea crossed the green towards what looked like a pub, she heard the mother reading aloud to the toddler, but her choice of material didn’t seem to be from the children’s section of the local library. Bea distinctly heard the words and then he had to come into her at once, to enter the peace on earth of her quiescent body, from a novel that couldn’t possibly have been brought out in a children’s edition.

Cathy Lobb, mother of Michael and Sebastian, lived not far from the village centre, which itself seemed defined by the Blisland Inn. Her cottage was a snug-looking building of unpainted granite and gleaming white woodwork with climbing roses that were just beginning to bloom pink. Its front garden showed two perfect patches of lawn and two equally perfect beds of yellow violas on either side of the stone path to the door. A white picket fence topped a granite wall, along the base of which bluebells grew among their own greenery. Yes, yes, Bea thought, the place was twee. But on the other hand, there was something to living in a twee cottage in a perfect village that appealed to her. It was a far cry from her digs in Horsedowns Road.

The front door looked like something that was dusted daily. Bea knocked, and after a few moments she found a buzzer mounted on the wall and pressed that as well. When no one answered, she admitted that perhaps she’d gone wrong in choosing the element of surprise. She had not wanted Cathy Lobb to know that she was coming as she didn’t like the idea of Michael Lobb’s mother ringing up her remaining son or her widowed daughter-in-law to share the news of her visit. She sighed, cursed herself for wasting time, and set off on the path back towards the green. She was just going through the gate when she heard someone cheerfully call out, “Woohoo! Woohoo!” This came from the direction of the village church, the tower of which rose above the cottage rooftops and the scattered trees to the south of the green. Bea saw an elderly woman coming her way. She wore a headscarf tied beneath her chin in the fashion of Queen Elizabeth II, a purple windcheater, baggy orange corduroy trousers, and lime green wellies. She carried a bright red bucket. When Bea gazed at her, she called out, “Are you looking for me?”

Bea raised a hand in acknowledgement and waited till the woman had crossed the lane, saying, “I do the flowers at St. Protus and St. Hyacinth. The vicar says we don’t really need them at evensong, but I don’t know about that. I like the church to have some colour. Plus, doing the flowers makes me part of the community, doesn’t it. That’s important as one gets older. Social connections and the like. Don’t you agree?”

She didn’t wait for Bea to answer, merely coming through the gate, passing her, and going to the front door, which, Bea saw, wasn’t locked. That was no surprise in the countryside, where a suspicious stranger would doubtless be clocked by half a dozen curtain twitchers within three minutes of arrival.

Bea followed Cathy Lobb into the house. Walls were painted bright white, but everywhere else there was colour: from the curtains to the furniture to the cushions to the rugs. It was like being surrounded by a cheerful rainbow.

Cathy pulled off her wellies, slipped into house shoes, and left her bucket by the door. She said, “You’re not an estate agent, are you?” And when Bea said that she was not, “Thank goodness for that. They do come round at least once each month, asking do I want to sell. More and more city people are looking for getaways in the country, aren’t they, but most of us in the village don’t want to be surrounded by cottages that sit empty except on bank holidays, Christmas, Easter, and summer. Would you like tea, by the way? I put the kettle on before I went to the church, but it won’t take a tick to boil it again. I’ve fig bars as well. Oh, and I do suppose I should ask who you are.”

Bea introduced herself and pulled her warrant card out so that Cathy Lobb could verify her identity. Bea said, “I’m from Cornwall Police Headquarters.”

Cathy Lobb said in an altered tone, “Then you’re here about our Michael, aren’t you? Kayla rang me about the arrest of that young man. She thinks you’ve got it wrong, but I expect she’s already told you that. Would you like to come through to the kitchen?”

Bea followed her. The kitchen was as bright as the sitting room, and two canaries sat in a cage by the window, chittering brightly. “Hello, darlings,” Michael Lobb’s mother said to them fondly. “Has that nasty cat been staring at you from the fence? Have you frightened him off? This is a police lady, my dears. She and I will be having tea.” She turned to Bea and added, “They’re a new addition to my life, the birds. Michael . . . It was a terrible shock, you see.”

“I expect it was,” Bea said. “I can’t imagine losing a child.”

Cathy nodded slowly. She looked rather thoughtful as she said, “It’s horrible, beyond horrible. But the birds do rather cheer me up. I once had two dogs for that, but I’m a bit old to exercise dogs properly now. Let me get our tea.” She set about it, personifying the words bustling round the room. Her movements were quick and efficient as she opened and closed cupboards, drawers, and the fridge. In a matter of minutes, the tea was ready, and a plate of homemade fig bars accompanied it, along with a jug of milk and a bowl of sugar.

Cathy Lobb broke off two tiny pieces of fig bar and offered it to the birds. She said to Bea, “Do have a fig bar, Inspector. Take two, please. If you don’t, the birds and I may well end up eating all of them, which is probably not good for any of us.” When Bea helped herself, Cathy took one fig bar and set it on her saucer, saying, “I like to stay busy. It’s to avoid the worst of having lost Michael, I suppose. So I clean, I cook, I tend the garden, I take care of my birds, I replace the church flowers, I have a book group. I tutor children who find reading difficult. I walk every day. Not so much when it’s raining, though. Then I just go round the village three times, and I concentrate on counting my steps, which I suppose is a bit mad when you think I could be listening to a talking book, couldn’t I. Heavens, I could have finished War and Peace by now.” She sighed. “Those Russian names, though. They utterly defeat me.” She stirred the tea in the pot, after which she poured a bit into her cup and examined it. She declared it perfect and poured it through a stainless-steel strainer, a cup for Bea and a cup for herself. She used milk, no sugar.

She said frankly, “One wouldn’t think it would be devastating losing a child when the child is Michael’s age. After all, he lived, he married, he had children and grandchildren, he was successful at his work. He quite built up the business my husband had left him. All of that suggests a full life, I expect. But the thing is”—she broke her fig bar in half—“I’ve not even got close to developing a soothing philosophy when it comes to his dying. I keep it to myself—the grief, you know—because it’s tedious for other people, isn’t it, to have to listen to someone’s sorrows time and time again. But it’s not as if he died after a long illness, is it. It’s not as if his passing can be said to be something that gave him relief from pain. People say of the dead, ‘He’s at peace now,’ but that can’t be applied to murder, can it?”

Bea took a bite of her fig bar. It was very good. She suspected that everything Cathy Lobb baked was good. She said, “I’ve found that no one is at peace after a murder, even when the proven killer is convicted, even if the proven killer dies in prison. Do you know the man who killed Michael? Goron Udy?”

Cathy shook her head. “I probably did meet him at one time or another on a visit to Michael and Kayla, but I can’t recall. It would only have been in passing. If I’d spent any time at all with him—having a conversation or the like—I do want to think I would remember. It’s the ageing, you see. As one gets older, every year the memories become that much more difficult to access. I know he and his father worked for Michael in the business, though.”

“But not for your husband?”

“Oh no. Only Michael worked for him, save for jobs he took for extra money. No one else was needed.”

“Can we talk about that? I mean, about the business?”

Cathy sipped some tea and nodded. She explained that Michael had worked for his father until his father retired. Having seen that his son could easily run Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, his father signed it over to Michael with a provision that made his younger brother co-owner. “We had our doubts about how well Sebastian would do on his own in life, you see, without having something to fall back upon should he need it. He had a difficult start in life, did our Sebastian. A very rough birth and quite some time in hospital afterwards. He required a lot of watching over as a baby, and all of us got used to watching out for him. I suppose we made allowances for him. I look back now and realise we hadn’t actually needed to do all we did, but when a child is born fragile, it’s difficult to alter that image of fragility one has of him, even when he’s an adult. It’s silly, I know. And at any rate, as an adult he hasn’t needed us at all.”

“I understand he’s not married?” Bea said.

“He was once, long ago. He was quite young, and it wasn’t a good match. I’m afraid that soured him on the entire idea of marriage. He likes women. He’s never without a partner. But they don’t last. They never last. I’ve met very few of them along the way.”

Bea wondered about this. Did he think he’d be judged by his mum for his choice of partners?

Cathy seemed to know what Bea was thinking for she next said, “I think he prefers older women and is a bit embarrassed about bringing them round to meet me.”

“Would that bother you?”

“An older woman? Hardly. And I must say that an older woman past her childbearing years would probably appeal to him greatly.”

“Because she’s past her childbearing years?”

“Exactly. His most recent ladylove fits into the role of partner quite well. She’s been rather long term, this one. Fabienne she’s called.”

Bea noted the name on her pad and said, “Her surname?”

“I don’t know, actually. I believe she lives in Falmouth, but again, I’m not sure. It could be elsewhere. He might have told me she’s a language instructor but, to be honest, that might be a different woman altogether.”

Bea finished writing Fabienne, Falmouth, and language? whereupon she said, “What about their relationship? Michael and Sebastian’s, I mean.”

“I’d call it cordial but not close. Michael’s ten years older than Sebastian. It’s almost like being from another generation, isn’t it. And then there’s Sebastian’s career. He works with voices and chanting and . . . I don’t know. What do they call it? Getting in touch with one’s inner self or whatever? Michael has always found it . . . It’s just that he couldn’t see why people would spend their money to make noises while being directed by Sebastian. They frustrated each other, Michael and Sebastian. But that was the extent of it. Sebastian sees—saw—Michael as old-fashioned. Michael saw Sebastian as rather . . . I don’t know what to call it.”

“New Age?”

“Yes, that sounds right.”

“What about enemies? People with grudges against him?”

Cathy offered another bit of fig bar to the birds, telling them sternly not to expect any more. She said, “Well, Maiden bore a grudge against him for years, certainly. And Gloriana to this day will have nothing to do with him. Former wife and daughter, they are, but I expect you already know that. Merritt—Michael’s son—was the same at first, but he came round and grew into quite a nice relationship with Michael.”

“What about someone with an agenda that could only be fulfilled if Michael died?” Bea asked her.

Cathy shook her head but looked thoughtful. Bea saw this and remained silent. Cathy finally said, “His death could be about money, I suppose.”

“These things often are.”

“I don’t know how much Michael paid those two men who worked for him—the Udys—but if Michael was gone and the business were to continue . . . could it be they wanted a pay rise and he wouldn’t give it to them? But that seems ridiculous, doesn’t it.”

“Wouldn’t Merritt and Gloriana be more likely to sell the business and put Bran and Goron Udy’s employment in jeopardy?”

Cathy cocked her head like one of the canaries and said, “But Merritt and Gloriana don’t inherit the business. Kayla does.”

“She’s not in the will,” Bea told her. “Everything is left to Merritt and Gloriana.”

“Really?” Cathy didn’t wait for an answer before she went on with, “Michael told me he changed his will. This would have been . . . let me think . . . not long after Kayla miscarried.”

“Perhaps he told you he was thinking of changing it, or planning to change it.”

“No, no. This is something I do remember. I was there for a visit; three or four days this was. This would be just after the miscarriage. I wanted to help and Kayla was in very low spirits. Michael was quite worried about her, and one night after she’d gone to bed, he told me she needed taking care of should anything happen to him. The will was meant to do that.”

“Did you see the will?”

“I didn’t need to see it. I know—I knew my son. Once Michael made up his mind to do something, it was as good as done.”


CARN EUTHYK ANCIENT VILLAGE

NR SCORRIER

CORNWALL



There was only one thing about school excursions that Emily Withers liked and that was the rare opportunity to be with Sid Cronk without her parents banging on about him. They loathed Sid and wanted Emily to rid her life of him. They used terms like inappropriate companion for you when they were attempting to sound rational and terms like common hooligan and ill-bred yob when they were not. The reality, though, was simple. Her parents were snobs. To them, asking “But who are his people, Emily?” was the most logical question in the world. The hilarious bit was, if one went back three generations, one would discover that their people were shopkeepers, cobblers, and blacksmiths.

Emily and her parents had row after row about Sid, and it wasn’t fair on him at all. They made no attempt to get to know him, thinking that if they refused to speak more than a single sentence to him when he came round, he would somehow get the message and disappear. Well, that was not about to happen. Emily loved Sid, and while, admittedly, she did not love him enough to be willing to spend the rest of her life with him—love did have its limits, after all—the frisson she felt when she was around him was, at the moment, more than sufficient to keep them together.

Sid was a “bad boy.” As such, he was about fifteen times more exciting than the gormless, floppy-haired nincompoop wankers that her parents wished she would date. While it was true that he wasn’t very clever, it was also true that he was breathtaking to look at with chiseled features, to-die-for cheekbones, piercing icy-blue eyes, and a smile that gave her the shivers. And that smile had told her volumes about what was going to happen between them when they arrived at Carn Euthyk.

Their instructor—Miss (“not Ms., please”) Valerie Fawkes (“no relation”)—had gone on for ages and ages and years and decades about the place: an Iron Age village that was “one of the best preserved” of the ancient villages that still existed here and there in the UK. It had been occupied from 800 BC straight through to AD 400. There had even been a cottage among the ruins at one time where, beginning round 1750, inhabitants had lived for another hundred years. “Imagine that!” Miss Fawkes intoned. “Man’s touch upon a single area of the land for a period exceeding one thousand years.”

From the way Miss Fawkes had talked about it in advance of their planned visit, Emily had imagined ducking into half-ruined cottages, climbing over stones to examine the remains of barns and firepits and animal pens. What she hadn’t imagined was what looked like undulating stone walls that didn’t rise even to the height of her knees. Miss Fawkes rhapsodized about “what it all meant,” and when Sid said in a low voice “not bloody much,” Emily couldn’t help giggling. She definitely agreed. To her, if this place was an ancient village, it was one where people wearing animal skins in the fashion of John the Baptist spent their lives, which obviously must have been very brief considering they had no central heating let alone toilets.

“And now, the very best, the most exceptional part . . .” Miss Fawkes led them to one side of the village, where two steps descended to a squared-off opening. “This is the fougu,” she announced happily. “No one has determined why it’s here or how it was used. Please follow me and watch your heads. The ceiling is stone and it’s quite low.” She disappeared into what looked like a tunnel, calling back to her students, “Discuss amongst yourselves how it might have been used and see what you can come up with, please.”

“Christ, I need a fag,” Sid muttered. They were, quite deliberately, at the end of the queue that was making ready to follow Miss Fawkes like ducklings. “Wha’ you say, Em? We c’n slip this lot and go over there.”

Over there was a hump of grass-covered earth that Miss Fawkes had earlier identified as a barrier to keep domestic animals on the premises. Sid clocked Emily looking in that direction because he said, “We c’n ’ave a snog ’s well.”

Emily looked at him to see he was grinning and waggling his eyebrows in that way he had. She tried to ignore him. She’d been taking notes as best she could because she was certain there was going to be a quiz within the next few days. She said no. She needed the notes because her marks were falling. Plus she didn’t want to smoke. She never smoked, and she didn’t like anyone else smoking, not because she was a prig but because she had no intention of becoming a victim of cancer. Smoking caused it, and that was something that had been drummed into her head from the cradle. Indeed, it was the only thing that she didn’t like about Sid: his smoking. She was always on him to give it up and he was always promising that he would. But then five minutes after he’d made the promise, he’d forget it and light up a fag again.

She said, “We need to listen. We need to take notes. I swear there’s going to be a quiz.”

He did that thing with his upper lip and his tongue that always got to her, saying “Come on, Em,” and halted her just as she was about to follow the others in the wake of Miss Fawkes, whose voice was now echoing through . . . was it a tunnel?

Emily said to Sid, “After, okay? After,” and then moved forward to tap Martha Windsor (definitely no relation) on the shoulder. Martha glanced back at Emily, her thick specs making her eyes look like gigantic green marbles. Emily said, “What’s this thing called? I couldn’t hear her.”

Martha rolled those enormous eyeballs. “Fougu,” she said, “which you would know, Emily, if you paid attention to something besides the future football hooligan on your tail.”

Emily knew that Martha would give most of her teeth to have Sid Cronk as a boyfriend—who wouldn’t?—but she said nothing other than “Thanks. Can you spell it?”

Martha sighed. She spelled the word, turned on her heel, and hurried to catch up with the rest of the group.

“Cow,” Emily muttered.

“Cunt, you mean.” Sid scowled. But it seemed as if Martha’s declaration had prompted him to allow Emily to take whatever notes she needed to take.

They discovered that the fougu was indeed a tunnel, completely underground with floor, walls, and ceiling held together with roughly hewn stones. It would have been quite a project for Iron Age man, Miss Fawkes informed them. And this next feature, she went on, made the place even more intriguing.

This next feature was an inner chamber opening off the tunnel and accessed through an opening in its wall. It was curved, made of the same stones as the rest of the fougu, with a grated opening at the top providing illumination and allowing the escape of smoke. It also had an embrasure of sorts that created in the wall what looked like an ancient fireplace.

“This should give you many ideas about the use of the fougu,” Miss Fawkes said. “Look around, you lot, and I’ll meet you at the other end, outside.”

There was very little to see so “looking around” was the work of, perhaps, fifteen seconds. The rest of the group drifted out of the chamber, and Emily was about to follow them when Sid grabbed her hand.

He said, “Hang on. This is perfect, doll,” and before Emily knew what he was up to, he’d adroitly positioned her against the chamber wall out of sight of the opening to the tunnel. He began to kiss her, and she was, as always, instantly in heaven albeit a rather cold heaven, as she could feel the icy stones of the chamber right through her skirt. Her bum was so cold it felt as if she wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath her waist and this thought made her giggle, whereupon Sid removed his delicious tongue from her mouth and said, “Wha’? Wha’ is it?”

She told him in a whisper. He said, “I’m for tha’, girl,” and he slid his hand under her skirt and up her thigh.

She said, “Sid! No! Not here!” but he kept straight on, looping his fingers through the crotch of her knickers and pulling them down to her knees, then her ankles, then off altogether. He tossed them aside and Oh my God oh God!

“They were with us a second ago.” It was Martha Windsor’s voice, and it was growing louder as she approached the chamber.

Sid grabbed Emily and ducked with her into the fireplace cum embrasure, which was out of sight of the chamber opening. If Martha stepped inside, she would see Emily’s knickers. If she stepped inside far enough, she would also see them. In either case, it would turn into a public humiliation, since Martha wouldn’t even think to pretend that she’d seen nothing, as any other kid would do.

Emily scooted as far back in the fireplace cum embrasure as was possible. She pulled Sid to her to keep him as out of sight as she could. Sid, of course, took this to mean she was ready and willing and all the rest, so he lifted her skirt and grabbed her round the arse to do the deed against the wall.

Someone called Martha’s name, saying, “They’re not your responsibility,” and someone else said, “Just let it go,” and while this apparently convinced Martha to return to the others, the only thing it apparently convinced Sid Cronk of was that they had enough time for a quick one.

It was awkward, though. He had to lift her. She said, “Sid, no! We’ll get caught,” and then a moment later, “Ow! No! It hurts! My head! Put me down!”

Which brought Martha straight back to them, saying, “I knew it!” and “Everyone knows what you’re doing, by the way.”

Sid, unabashed and unembarrassed said, “Tha’s good, innit? No one need to think we got ate by one of those woolly elephants, eh?”

There was enough light to see Martha roll her eyes. She said, “It’s called a mammoth, peanut brain.” She spied Emily’s knickers then, and quickly retrieved them from the floor. Emily winced. They were day-of-the-week knickers, with the day embroidered across the front and the back merely a string. Martha spread them out and read the front. She said, “It’s not even Sunday, Emily,” and turned on her heel to leave them.

“You give those back!” Emily cried. She jumped forward but this was enough to dislodge whatever it was that had poked her in the head.

It fell to the floor.

Martha Windsor (still no relation) and her intentions towards them were quickly forgotten when Emily and Sid saw what it was. Clearly, it was as ancient as the place they were in, hidden for centuries in the fireplace chimney. Clearly it was a tool of the Iron Age, perhaps something for skinning an animal that had been caught for food. Neither of them had ever seen anything like it, but both of them reached the same conclusion instantaneously.

Whatever it was, they intended to hand it over to Miss Fawkes. It was definitely going to keep them out of trouble once Martha Windsor presented their instructor with Emily’s knickers.




MICHAEL

Kayla arrived home two days later, coming by train from London to Redruth, after flying in from France. The journey was a tiring one for her as there was no direct route into Cornwall from anywhere, least of all from London. She didn’t ring me until she was on the final leg of the trip, which departed from Bristol Temple Meads in the late afternoon. I asked her why the devil she hadn’t rung me earlier, because I would gladly have driven to Bristol Temple Meads to fetch her. She told me not to be silly as that would have taken forever.

When I saw her at the railway station in Redruth, I was struck by surprise. She looked worn to the bone, and there were dark circles under her eyes. I hugged her and told her I’d missed her more than I’d thought possible. I brought her up to the moment about Cornwall EcoMining and Sebastian’s machinations as we made our way from Redruth home. I was gratified by her responses of How is that even possible? and, Have you spoken to him? and, Have you spoken to your solicitor? I told her I had an appointment with my solicitor to go over the actual terms under which Sebastian owned his 40 percent of the property. My hope was that our father’s will contained explicit details about our mutual ownership, not to mention specifics about what could be done with the land.

And if the will doesn’t have explicit details? she asked me.

I told her it was one thing at a time, love.

Truth to tell, I still couldn’t get my mind to grip what Sebastian intended. I hadn’t yet spoken to him, I told her. I detailed how I’d gone to Penzance directly. I’d learned from Geoff Henshaw that he’d spoken to Sebastian. But, I concluded, he wasn’t at home and a neighbour saw him leave in a hurry.

In a hurry? she said. Has something happened to your mum?

No, I told her. Mum was fine. I said, Likely Sebastian had left because he knew Henshaw had blown the gaff. It was a typical Sebastian move, I said. I ended with, But he can’t be gone forever. His livelihood is in Penzance.

I went on to ask her about Lourdes, then. She rooted round in her rucksack and brought out a large plastic bottle, which presumably contained the miracle water. It was an ordinary litre bottle of the sort in which spring water is generally contained. I don’t know what I had expected, but that’s what it looked like as well: spring water.

She explained that the water had come out of a spring. The Virgin Mary had pointed to a place on the earth, the girl who had seen her and heard her had begun to dig, and it was at that exact spot that a spring was discovered. That spring had been providing its healing waters ever since.

Do they sell it, then? I asked her. She clarified with no, no! There are dozens upon dozens of souvenirs that one could buy and that she—now she thought of it—might have bought for Jen in addition to fetching the miracle water for her: rosary beads blessed by the pope, holy cards with various saints and martyrs depicted upon them, prayer books, postcards, photos of people allegedly cured by getting themselves doused in the water. But when it came to acquiring that water or even getting near to it, one stood in a vast long queue and either performed the water gesture at the trough into which the water flowed or filled a container with the water to take away as Kayla had done.

There were hundreds of people at the shrine, she told me, and at all hours. It had taken her a bit of doing to work out when and how she was going to get close enough to a spigot to hold the bottle beneath it.

I’d think someone would be selling it on the side, I told her. Or filling up bottle at the kitchen sink and calling it miracle water, eh?

She told me I oughtn’t be so cynical. Perhaps she was right. I could have countered with, And you oughtn’t have so many stars in your eyes, but instead I chuckled and told her that I’d missed her like the dickens and that mobile phone sex was no replacement for the real thing.

She laughed at that. For me, too, was what she said.

You can imagine how gratifying that was to hear. So I said, Just you wait, girl.

I took her directly to the bedroom when we arrived home. I didn’t even remove her belongings from the car. Nor did I remove her clothes, truth be told. I pulled off the only articles of clothing that mattered and spread her legs. All I did was lower my trousers. I went off like a firehose even as I plunged inside her. I couldn’t have done any different.

WE WERE READY THE next day for life to get back to what it had been before she’d gone to Lourdes. For me, this meant overseeing the production of tin and of pewter to assess how much more I would need to begin filling the jewellery orders that I’d been amassing. For her this meant delivering the miracle water to Jen and Gwynder so that she could demonstrate the water gesture. She wanted especially to reassure them that bringing the water back to Cornwall had been the best way to accomplish what they’d all set out to do, since no one was descending into the various miraculous pools for the time being and—for all they knew—well into the future. But thousands of people were using the water in the water gesture, both there in Lourdes and afar. So Jen wouldn’t be alone in making this demonstration of her belief.

I did wonder about this. Jen was no more RC than we were, so I reckoned it was going to be an act of futility for her to do anything with that water: be it drinking it, splashing it on her face, or pouring it over her naked body. Was she a believer of any kind at all? was what I wanted to know. And if she wasn’t and if this water gesture didn’t produce the miracle that she was after, what then?

IT WAS A FEW days later when I kept the appointment in Redruth that I’d made with my solicitor. I parked in Station Road and came down through the pedestrian precinct where a supersize bronze miner—fully kitted out—served as herald.

It was cold that day, the sort of cold that gets into one’s bones. As I crossed over at the end of the pedestrian precinct, I zipped my anorak up to my chin and wished I’d thought to bring a cap. Very few people were out and about.

Cassius Salisbury III was established in a nondescript building with a pebbledash exterior, conveniently located in West End between a Chinese-Thai restaurant and a small eatery puffing out the scent of food frying in hot oil and offering burgers, nuggets, pizza, and fries. His was part of a partnership among five solicitors—four of them with the surname Salisbury—who had served our family for three generations at least. Cassius was one of the great-grandsons of the initial Salisbury. He favoured houndstooth hunting jackets and olive trousers, but I did my best not to hold that against him. He was always prepared for his clients, so when I arrived, I was unsurprised to see several folders in the middle of his desk.

We chatted about his kids and my own. He followed Gloriana on social media, he confessed, and he added that she was building up quite a following with her Unburden, wasn’t she. I hadn’t the first clue what he was talking about, but I made a murmur of agreement. How’s her shop doing? he asked me. I saw she’s got a shop in Mousehole now. He added that she’d inherited her dad’s creative hand, hadn’t she, although it can’t have been easy becoming established. Niche markets do well, though, he noted. You’re a niche market yourself, so you know what I mean. And that’s worked out well for you.

I was dead glad he’d moved on from Gloriana and her Unburden and her shop, because I had no idea that my daughter had a social media following or a shop. Nor did I know what her “niche market” was. I told him that the market for tin jewellery and other objects wasn’t what it once had been owing to the expense of production, but pewter was a different matter. It was far easier to work with owing to the melting point of the minerals, so pieces could be made more quickly. We’re keeping the wolves from the door, I told him, although we’ll never be rolling in it.

In this way we eased our way towards the Main Subject. Which was the 40 percent/ 60 percent split in the property as laid out in my father’s will. Turned out that this was a straightforward business. The cottage had been left entirely to me, while Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been divided in such a way that Sebastian owned 40 percent of it and I owned 60 percent of it. I was about to say that this wasn’t exactly gobsmacking news, when Cassius continued.

The interesting bit, he told me, was that there was no designation as to what comprised his 40 percent and my 60 percent. This was owing to the fact that our dad hadn’t considered the possibility that either one of us might want to sell what amounted to his life’s work, not to mention his father’s life’s work, not to mention the fulfilment of his grandfather’s dream to get the Lobb family out of the mines and into the sunlight. Less did he pause to gauge the additional possibility that someone outside of the family might come along and want to buy or to lease the property. It wasn’t in a particularly appealing area as it didn’t sit on, above, or even close to the sea. It wasn’t near to a picturesque Cornish village. Practically buried in a combe, it wasn’t close to anything. It was good for what the Lobb family had done with it, but it wasn’t good for very much else. It wasn’t grazing land or farming land, parkland or hunting land. It was far too filled with stones, soil that wasn’t particularly arable, waste rock from the jaw-crusher, tons of tailings removed from the settling ponds and mixed with rocks and distributed across acre after acre, each seeded with gorse, heather, and bracken. That someone besides a Lobb might want it wouldn’t have entered his mind. Four generations of Lobb men had worked in the family’s tin-streaming business. Merritt made a fifth generation and in time when Sebastian had a son. . . . That had been our father’s thinking. In his wildest dreams, he never considered that lithium would become a prized substance wanted by everyone in the world.

So, the difficulty we faced was the entire 40/ 60 split and what comprised each part. Someone would have to work that out if part of the land was going to be leased or sold to anyone. It was far less complicated to sell or lease the entire property, Cassius III advised. Anything else could turn into a costly business. Conveyance solicitors and property surveyors would be just the beginning, he told me. Someone would have to arbitrate the 40/ 60 division of the property, which would have to be divided in a manner that didn’t prevent or preclude a sale or a lease to a third party. The entire matter could constitute an expensive legal process involving mountains of paperwork and hours upon hours of a solicitor’s time and even then the situation might well involve arguments in and decisions made by a civil court. It was not as if we had a King Solomon capable of slicing the land in two portions.

What then, I asked, was Cassius Salisbury III recommending? He took off his specs and polished them on the back of his necktie, frowning as he inspected the lenses and found them as smudged as when he’d begun. He told me that the wisest solution would be to work out “an accommodation” with my brother. Having the property’s value determined by a professional—agreed upon by both of us—would tell me how much I would need to pay him to make the land completely my own. He would thus receive his 40 percent, and whatever happened to the land moving forward would be up to me.

Of course, I wanted to know what might happen if Sebastian wished to lease out his 40 percent of the land to the mining company and not sell it at all, betting that over time more funds would roll his way because of the lithium and Cornwall EcoMining’s plan to extract it. If that was what he wanted, he wasn’t going to sell the land to me for love or money. Cassius III pointed out that should Sebastian go that route, we were back to dividing the property legally and all the headaches that would come with that. It was, he told me, completely up to me which course I wanted to take. I was the one who knew my brother best.

On my way back to my car, I began to think of the possibilities as Cassius III had described them. None were good. I didn’t have the funds for any of them. I’d been depending upon my dad’s will to be specific about the land, but I understood what his thinking had been and why. Doubtless Mum had put in her two pence. It would have been along the lines of, We can’t leave our Sebastian high and dry, can we? Never mind that he’d not shown five minutes’ interest in Lobb’s Tin & Pewter in his life. Never mind that even a cold day in hell wouldn’t see him at work in any part of the business. He had his own interests, his fancy education, his career in whatever-the-hell-it-was that people got out of their sessions with him. There was always the chance that he would falter and the family business would be his safety net.

I could see my dad’s mind at work. With the will termed as it was, he protected the business from any predation on Sebastian’s part. By not detailing exactly what constituted my brother’s 40 percent, he tied Sebastian’s hands. How could he sell or lease any part of what we owned when he hadn’t the first idea what part was his?

This, at least, needed to be explained to him. I determined I would do that explaining. When it came to what he wanted to do regarding the business and Cornwall EcoMining, he was out of luck.
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In the incident room, Bea Hannaford was going through everything, line by line and document by document. She’d been doing so since 4:40 that morning, when she’d arrived at headquarters after three hours’ sleep in her Leedstown cottage. She was hoping that someone had spoken to one Fabienne Surname Unknown to confirm Sebastian Lobb’s alibi. To her relief, someone had done it. But other than unearthing her full name—Fabienne Porter—there was nothing else in the case’s documents about her, including whether she really existed in the first place since—face it, Beatrice—anyone could have been at the other end of the phone call that had been made to her. That absence of corroborating information about the woman was down to her—DI Beatrice Hannaford—who assigned the actions meant to be taken by members of the team, as was the mind-boggling realisation that, in their search for the weapon that had killed Michael Lobb, the actual area of the works that removed tin from boulders containing cassiterite had been given the most cursory of examinations, carried out by a single PC once the rest of the available police officers were engaged in a fingertip search outside and beyond that area. It was, she knew, incomplete police work.

Incomplete. Bea hated the thought. But what she understood was that the incompletion was down to her. Not a stone, not a pebble, not a grain of sand should have been left unturned. Instead, what they now had on their hands was something that may well have put an innocent man on remand in Exeter Prison. She could, of course, put that down to the CPS agreeing that they had enough to charge him, but the truth was she’d been in too much of a hurry to put nails in the coffin of the investigation. Three weeks had seemed more than enough time to do it.

Bea understood how this had happened. While it was true that Detective Superintendent Phoebe Lang was in overall charge of the investigation, she relied on her team to supply her with facts that were verifiable, irrefutable, iron-clad, and all the rest. Nothing was supposed to be overlooked, and Bea was intended to see to that.

She’d revealed the gaps she’d discovered in the investigation to Phoebe late on the previous afternoon, when both were alone in the incident room. She couldn’t not confess to Phoebe since, if things continued to go this way, the first head on the block was going to be the head on the shoulders of the DS. Phoebe had looked incredulous. She’d cursed soundly and asked, And what the bloody hell was going on, and did she—Bea—need to step back altogether and allow another DI to take over? “I don’t want to remove you,” Phoebe had said to her. “That would be a permanent stain. But this—whatever ‘this’ is—must be sorted and it must be sorted now.”

“I’ve been a bit off my game,” Bea said. “Things at home . . .”

“Then get back on your game. And if this is about Ray, deal with him, deal with the situation, deal with whatever.”

Bea did know that it was time for her to have a conversation with Ray, which was going to be painful for both of them. She loved Ray. He loved her. Generally, they were very good together. It really was no one’s fault that the together part of being together was something she no longer wanted.

After her conversation with Phoebe, she’d gone at once to Ray’s Grade II Listed. Neither he nor Pete had expected her, so they’d been gorging themselves on takeaway pizza straight from the box. They’d been happy enough to see her, guiltless about the nutritional value—or lack thereof—of what they were eating. Pete’s face was greasy, Ray’s chest was covered by an ancient, faded tea towel featuring the old post office in Tintagel, and sitting on the kitchen worktop was a stack of Pete’s schoolbooks looking as if they’d not been cracked open for days, which was probably not the case, since Ray was a taskmaster when it came to Pete’s school prep. Ray was drinking a lager straight from the bottle. Pete was drinking a Coke. The Coke was an absolute violation of the agreed-upon rules that she and Ray had devised, which was undoubtedly the reason that Pete tried to hide it behind the top of the pizza box.

“Mum!” he had said. “You’re here!”

“Your powers of observation amaze me,” Bea had returned sardonically. “Dump that Coke down the sink please.”

“But Mum . . .” Pete managed to turn mum into three syllables.

“Do as she says,” Ray told their son. He mouthed sorry at Bea as Pete trudged to the sink, took several large gulps of the drink, and dumped the rest. “Have you eaten, darling?”

“I’ll scramble an egg.”

Ray said, “No. You sit. I’ll do the scrambling. A glass of wine while you wait? Toast? Bacon? Pete, fetch the bacon.”

“No, no,” she’d said. “Finish eating. I can do it.”

“Nonsense.” He got up from the table anyway, removing the pizza box and clearing a place for her. He declared that she needed to eat but he would not have her standing over the cooktop when he was fully capable of whipping up an omelet. “I’ll feed you myself if I have to,” he told her.

She sighed but cooperated. Pete fetched the bacon, Ray poured the wine, and she watched the two of them with the sting of unexpected tears in her eyes. Pete finally scooped his schoolbooks from the worktop. He came to the table and kissed her cheek. He left them, then. He tossed “I’m that glad you’re here, Mum” over his shoulder.

“As am I,” Ray said once they heard Pete’s bedroom door closing. “I’m drawing you a bath once you’ve eaten, by the way. Then I’m tucking you into bed from which you’re not straying until half past six tomorrow.”

“I can’t stay the night, unfortunately,” she told him.

He turned from the cooker, where he’d set a pan upon one of the burners and had been adjusting the flame beneath it. Butter, eggs, and cheese waited nearby, along with the bacon. He said, frowning, “That makes no sense. Why’ve you come then?” He studied her face for a moment, adding, “Is something wrong, Beatrice?”

“Problems with the case.”

“With the case or with Phoebe Lang? She goes for the cobblers when necessary, but I expect you know that.”

“No. Phoebe’s fine, Ray. We work well together.”

“Can I help you in some way?”

“No. Not really.”

He eyed her for a moment before he turned back to the cooker, laying three rashers of bacon into the pan. He whipped the eggs, he grated cheese, he chose herbs from a cupboard, he popped bread into the toaster. He was silent, so was she, and the tension between them caused her palms to tingle and then to sweat.

Finally, she said, “You do know I love you, Ray. You’ve always been the only man for me, from the day we met. Or at least from the weekend we tried fishing from Chesil Beach.”

“What a disaster that was. Rain on top of rain,” he said to the pan of bacon, which had begun to sizzle.

“And we fished anyway because not to fish meant ending the day prematurely and neither of us wanted that.”

He nodded. Again, the silence fell between them until he said, “D’you want to tell me why you’re here, Bea?”

“I don’t want to be with you,” she said quietly. “Not like this. Not together the way we were. I can’t be the person I was when we were a family, Ray.”

“What have I done wrong?”

“Not a thing. It’s not your fault, darling. There is no fault.”

“ ‘Darling,’ ” he said. “Am I?”

“What?”

“Your darling. How can I be?”

“Because you are. Because you’ll always be. Ray, this isn’t about you. I’ve found that I feel better, more myself, if my life—”

“If your life doesn’t have me in it.”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“What about Pete?” he asked.

“Ray . . .”

“What about Pete, Beatrice? Have you thought of what it will mean to him or do to him if you and I separate again?”

“Pete will have to decide where he wants to be. I won’t force his hand. I’ve asked him to choose.”

“Between his parents. How do you expect he’s going to feel about that?”

“I’m only asking him to choose where he wants to live, full stop. Ray, you can’t keep carting him to school in Redruth. It’s too far. It’s unsustainable. Pete needs to have a permanent location, and if the location he chooses is here with you, then he’ll need to be in a different school.”

“His mates are in Redruth. So his choice will be made for him. Clever of you, Bea.”

Bea wanted to tell him that neither of them could possibly know what Pete would decide. But she could see that the conversation was going to circle round and round, hitting upon the same points endlessly. So she ate the meal he’d prepared for her, and she’d returned to Leedstown, arriving well after midnight. She’d slept fitfully for three hours before rising, showering, and heading back to Bodmin to see what else she’d done to cock up the investigation beyond overlooking a one-on-one with Fabienne Porter and failing to make certain that the works area of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter was thoroughly searched by an experienced DC or two.

The rest of the MIT were beginning to arrive when a phone call came in for the DS from the CID in Camborne. Bea watched Phoebe take the call in her office, listening for a few moments before replying and then looking in Bea’s direction. She raised her hand to beckon Bea to her office. She’d ended the call before Bea got there.

She said, “We may have finally got a bit of luck,” as Bea entered.

“What’s that?” Bea asked.

“Camborne’s had a strange-looking gizmo—thick with rust—turned in by two kids who discovered it on a school trip to Carn Euthyk.”

“Carn what?” Phoebe asked.

It was an ancient village in the middle of nowhere, beyond Scorrier, Camborne CID had said. No one knew what the object was, but since the MIT hadn’t turned up the murder weapon in their investigation of the killing near Trevellas, they might want someone to have a look at this thing. Should someone from Camborne bring it over? It’s not an Iron Age artifact, by the way. That had already been established.

Phoebe told them that someone would come for it. It could be what they were looking for, she told Bea. It could also be nothing at all.

Her parting words were “Keep your fingers crossed, DI Hannaford.”


EXETER

DEVON



The phone call she had received on the previous evening during cocktails had come to Barbara’s mobile from a number she didn’t recognise. She decided to take it in large part because of her earlier offer of help to Daidre Trahair. So she’d made her apologies and ducked out of the immense and antiques-laden drawing room. She descended the oak staircase to the landing. The caller, she discovered, was Rupert Somerton, whose plummy accent put her on the back foot momentarily. Their conversation was brief. Her name had been given the solicitor by Daidre Trahair, etc., etc. After Barbara assured the man that she did indeed wish to be of assistance, and yes, it was true that she was perfectly willing to do it gratis, she was in. There would be a meeting the next afternoon. She was invited to attend.

Barbara knew one thing as a certainty: If she intended to keep DI Lynley in the dark about what she was up to, the first tricky bit for her was finding a mode of transport. The second tricky bit was somehow getting to the railway station in Exeter, where Daidre Trahair and—possibly—her sister were going to meet her. After giving these conundrums some thought during a toss-and-turn night, she came up with the solution. At breakfast she expressed the desire to head to Penzance for a look at the sights since, as she put it, “When will I ever get back to Cornwall, eh?” Was there a bus she could take? she wanted to know.

“You can’t mean to go to Penzance,” Lynley said. “There’s nothing to see there.”

“Morrab Gardens,” his mother noted.

Lynley scoffed. “Barbara would do as well to stay here for the day if she wishes to see gardens.”

Daze waved him off, saying to Barbara, “Don’t listen to him. If you wish to go to Penzance, then to Penzance you shall go.” And to her two children, “Which one of you will drive Barbara to Penzance?” She poured herself another cup of coffee from a large silver pot that sat in the centre of the table. This morning, they were back in the dining room. Evidently, Nancy Penellin was at work in the kitchen.

Barbara said, “I c’n take a bus. If you tell me where—”

“Utterly ridiculous,” Daze said. “Judith? Tommy? Which of you—”

“I’ve a meeting with John about the roof,” Lynley said. “So I’m afraid—”

“Have you indeed?” his mother said. “Wonderful! Have you found a builder, then?”

“Not exactly,” Lynley said, and Barbara could tell he was taking care with his words.

“How can it be ‘not exactly’?” his mother asked. “Isn’t it either yes you have or no you haven’t?”

“These things take time,” he said.

“May I at least hold out hope that the gallery and its roof will be repaired?”

“I quite like that word,” he replied.

“What word? Repaired?”

“No. Hope.”

Daze studied him for a few moments. Barbara reckoned mother knew son quite well. But rather than comment further, she said to Barbara, “Judith shall take you, then. You’ve nothing on, have you, darling?”

Barbara began to protest. But Judith interrupted by saying she would be pleased to drive Barbara to Penzance as she’d intended to go to Mousehole anyway, and Penzance was not far beyond it.

“Shall we see you at lunch?” Lynley asked Barbara.

Barbara told him it was unlikely. “I’ll be looking for something fried and served with mounds of chips.”

“Of course,” Lynley said. “How could I have thought otherwise?”

Once everyone had downed their final cups of coffee, Barbara set off for Penzance with Lynley’s sister. Judith chatted away quite happily: about her daughter’s trials, tribulations, and complaints at her boarding school, about her brother Peter’s visit to friends in Oxford, about her mother’s wishes regarding Peter—“settled down, married, and producing children, all of which seem rather unlikely”—about John Penellin and his responsibilities at Howenstow. Then she said, “How does Tommy seem to you, Barbara? We do worry about him.”

Barbara glanced in her direction but could see nothing on Judith’s face as she had her gaze fixed on the single-lane road along which they were coursing. She wasn’t sure what to say, especially since she was clueless about what they knew of the inspector’s personal life and his involvement with Daidre Trahair. She settled on, “Same as always. You know. Focused. He’s dead focused, he is.”

Judith gave her a quick look. “You’re quite loyal to him, aren’t you? I like that.”

When they reached Penzance, Judith pulled to a stop across the street from Jubilee Pool. She said, “Shall I return for you at a given time?”

Barbara managed to convince her that, truly and honestly and with all the trimmings, she would make her way back to Howenstow on her own. Once assured and reassured that Barbara did indeed mean what she said, Judith drove off. Barbara waited till Lynley’s sister made a turn left and was out of sight. Then, after a quick glance at the Art Deco splendour of Jubilee Pool, she strode in the direction of the railway station, enjoying the sunny day and a pleasant breeze, seeing St. Michael’s Mount in the distance rising out of the shimmering water of the bay.

Across from where she walked, two modern apartment blocks and the Wharfside Shopping Centre struck discordant notes in what had once been a Georgian holiday town. Strung along the way, however, and closer to the railway station, more traditional seaside shops of the type she was used to offered sweets and ice cream, chicken and kebabs. On the air, a delectable fragrance floated. Donuts? she wondered. Her stomach rumbled despite the fact that she’d enjoyed a hearty breakfast, very unlike her usual fare of a Pop-Tart and a cup of tea.

The trip to Exeter was uneventful. As promised, Daidre Trahair met Barbara at the station, in the company of a woman wearing tortoiseshell specs, whom Daidre introduced as her sister, Gwyn, twin to Goron. Daidre said with a smile, post introductions, “How nice you look, Barbara!” which reminded Barbara that the veterinarian had never before seen her in clothing that was remotely businesslike.

For her part, Barbara noted that, in the months since she’d last seen Lynley’s erstwhile lover, Daidre had grown thinner and her sandy hair was longer, but other than that, she seemed unchanged. She too wore specs—hers were gold-rimmed—and her earrings were conservative studs. She was dressed in a businesslike fashion. Her sister—in sweatshirt, trainers, and jeans—was not. She also did not seem over the moon to see Barbara. Something was going on there, Barbara thought.

“I’ve had a phone call from Rupert Somerton this morning,” Daidre told her as they walked to her car. “He’s received mountains of material from the police and the CPS. I’m not exactly sure what you’ll be doing with all of it.”

“She’ll be proving what we already know,” Gwyn said. “Goron’s innocence. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it, Edrek?”

“Yes. Well,” Daidre said. Her tone was pleasant but guarded.

The murder solicitor had his office, Barbara discovered, inside a pristine brick building in Commercial Street at Exeter Quayside. They stopped at a café on the ground floor for, as Daidre put it, fortification. They found a small table in a corner to imbibe a cappuccino (Daidre), to enjoy a bagel and black coffee (Gwyn), and to refuse to feel guilty about a caffè latte and chocolate croissant (Barbara).

Daidre said to Barbara, “This is so good of you, to be willing to help us in the middle of your holiday.”

“Enforced holiday,” Barbara reminded her. “You’re doing me the favour.”

“I’m grateful anyway,” Daidre said. “If there’s been some sort of rush to judgement, I know you’ll work out where the police have gone wrong.”

“I’ll do my best,” Barbara said, “but I’ve got to say that if the CPS have taken on the case, the coppers have given them something compelling to use in a prosecution.”

“There’s nothing compelling, because he didn’t do it,” Gwyn said. “You probably think I’m saying he’s innocent because we’re twins, but either he’s being framed by someone or he’s taking the blame to protect someone from being found out.”

Barbara knew that her face betrayed the doubt she felt, because Gwyn added, “I think he knows very well who did it and he doesn’t want to say.”

“Out of fear?” Barbara said. “Out of . . . what, exactly?”

“I don’t know. But I do know him, better than anyone.”

Before Barbara could ask more questions, Daidre said quickly, “Let’s finish up here and meet with Mr. Somerton.”

Barbara said to them both, “One way or the other, there’s going to be a trial. You know that, right? If they’ve got evidence, the CPS won’t drop charges unless someone is able to produce a smoking gun in the hands of a different killer.”

Upstairs, they were ushered at once into the office of Rupert Somerton. He was standing behind his desk, putting a page from a legal pad into a manila envelope. He nodded at the introduction Daidre made of Gwyn and of Barbara, after which he handed the envelope to Daidre and said, “I’ve put together a selection of barristers for the trial. They’re all very good when it comes to criminal defence. Read through the background on each and decide in what order you—and your sister and the defendant—would like me to approach them. It’ll be a question of availability. Please, sit.” He gestured to an area of his office with a sofa, chairs, and a coffee table. In the middle of the table were five cardboard filing boxes, their tops off and inside each a large number of manila folders.

As they sat, Barbara said that, as she’d never worked with a murder solicitor before, what would she be doing? Somerton said it was simple enough: they all would be going over every document and every detail related to the case with an intellectual fine-tooth comb. This would include all the statements given to the police from the moment of their arrival at the scene; transcripts of every interview the police had done; every detail about the body offered from the medical examiner and others, to include the post-mortem report, the toxicology report, and the forensic reports; all legal documents related to the dead man, from property deeds down to shoe repair invoices; all photographs and videos from the crime scene. In short, they’d be poring over everything, seeking out what could have been missed during the investigation, what was overlooked, or what was obviously ignored.

“It will be an enormous undertaking,” Somerton said. And to Barbara, “Are you certain you want to take on the work involved? As I said about payment—”

“I’m glad to help out,” Barbara told him. “I don’t expect to be paid.”

“Then let’s look at what we have and make a start,” he said.


HOWENSTOW NR LAMORNA

CORNWALL



He was on his way to John Penellin’s office when he met his mother, Padraig the Irish wolfhound, and the other members of the canine pack coming along the corridor. They been out for a “decent romp” in the old arboretum, his mother told him. It had, unfortunately, turned out to be more of a frolic through the mud. Padraig was “something of a troublemaker, I’m afraid,” she confessed. She too was splodged with mud. This came, she said, from a tussle involving Padraig and his lead. He could have been “Rather a mistake on my part, Tommy. I do hope he settles. Are you on your way to meet with John?”

“I am,” he told her, sidestepping Padraig in the hope of remaining relatively unmuddied.

“Are things looking up?”

“Potentially,” he said.

“Why does that sound like a dodge, my dear?” Daze asked him. “Is the issue money?”

“The issue is generally money,” he said.

“But surely there’s enough to repair the roof leak.”

“There may be one or two unexpected problems along the way,” he told her. “We’re waiting on a fuller report than what we’ve had so far.”

She looked doubtful but she didn’t carry her doubts further. She merely said, “Let’s hope there’s very little rain, then. Rooftop tarpaulins are decidedly unattractive.” She went on her way. The dogs followed.

Lynley joined John Penellin in the estate office. John was standing at the wall, studying one of the maps of the property. He turned, said, “Here you are, then,” and went on to tell him that he’d spoken to Geoffrey Henshaw, who’d rung him with the geological news about Howenstow’s substratum.

Lynley could see on Penellin’s face that the geological news was not going to be what they had hoped. He wasn’t wrong.

“Henshaw went on a bit about the geology of this particular area as compared to other areas, such as Porthcuro or St. Ives,” Penellin said. “He’s sending a written report so I won’t go into all the details he gave me about other locations in the county that have the necessary granite. All we need to know is that this estate is sitting on something called”—he removed an index card from his jacket pocket—“Gramscatho Basin. The substance of the basin is sandstone and slate, which, unfortunately, applies to nearly all of the land that sits along Mount’s Bay.”

“He’s sure of that.”

“Every geological survey he studied apparently said the same thing. And there have been, he said, dozens of surveys because geologists have been tramping round the county for over one hundred years.”

“That makes the decision for us, I daresay.” Lynley sighed. “I was hoping to give Mother better news. She’s begun to wonder what the delay is all about.”

“You do still have the various options we spoke of earlier,” Penellin reminded him.

“Yes, well,” Lynley said. “But I doubt any financial institution worth its salt is going to lend us the money we need to replace the entire roof, John. Not if we’re relying on my wages from the Met as evidence that a loan can be repaid. I suppose we can raise the money by selling off some of the antiques, but do we really think anyone today might be wildly excited to purchase a lorry full of gilt-edged furniture? And putting Howenstow on the block is something beyond consideration.”

“Of course. I don’t disagree. But I do think that showing the bank an entire plan for the property might put us in a good position.”

“And that plan will be what exactly?”

“Roof replacement followed by a renovation of the nursery wing of the house.” And as Lynley started to speak, “Hear me out, Tommy. The bank needs to see how a loan would be repaid. We can easily position ourselves to show them the process we would follow to renovate the nursery wing for the family to live in, followed by opening the property to the public and, thus, to make it profitable.”

“With my mother behind the till, my sister baking tarts, Peter giving tours, and Hodge propped up against a wall for authenticity?”

Penellin smiled. “I do like the idea of Hodge propped up against a wall.”

Lynley chuckled despite himself. “Christ, it does sound ghastly.”

“It doesn’t have to be. We’ll be taking things slowly if we decide on a renovation.”

“We’ll have to take things at tortoise speed,” Lynley told him.

“Do I have your agreement, then, if not your blessing? I’ve located a very good architect who’s willing to see us. Shall I make an appointment with him?”

“It’s either that or hoping for rainbows and pots of gold.”

“I’ll get on it, then.”


REDRUTH

CORNWALL



Cassius Salisbury III began with a question. He looked up from his examination of Barbara’s warrant card, and he said, “May I ask what the Metropolitan Police have to do with Michael Lobb’s death?” He gave Barbara a head-to-toe, his expression and his tone so formal that she thanked her stars she’d worn something that made her look Professional with an uppercase P. For her part, Daidre always seemed to look professional.

After their meeting with Rupert Somerton in Exeter, they’d decided that a visit to Michael Lobb’s solicitor was in order. Prior to making the drive to Redruth, they’d shifted through document after document dealing with interviews but had found nothing to suggest the police had spoken to the man about wills and Michael Lobb’s death. Gwyn had announced that she would remain in Exeter to be near Goron. She would see him as often as she could, she said. He wasn’t intended to think—ever—that he was alone in this wretched situation, as she called it. Barbara and Daidre had left her then, and had taken themselves to Redruth.

Now Barbara told Cassius Salisbury III that she was working for the murder solicitor who was putting together the defence of Michael Lobb’s ostensible killer. She and her companion—Dr. Trahair—were going through all of the material handed over to the solicitor by the police, and they’d come to have a look at Michael Lobb’s will.

“That’s rather irregular,” Salisbury said.

“I wager it is,” Barbara agreed. “But there’s been some confusion in the family over who inherits what, and we’d like to sort that out.”

“But Mr. Lobb will have had his own copy of the will,” Mr. Salisbury said. “When I draw one up for a client, after it’s signed I retain the original, keep it under lock and key, and give the client a copy. I always advise the client to put the copy into a bank vault, a fireproof box, or a private safe. I advise them to do that with all of their official papers: property deeds, tax documents, bills of sale, insurance papers, and the like. As far as Mr. Lobb’s will goes, I’ve applied for a grant of probate upon receiving instructions from the executor. No one generally sees the will until the probate grant is issued. At that point, the will itself goes to the executor.”

“Who would this be, the executor?” Barbara asked.

“Mr. Lobb’s brother, Sebastian Lobb. He’ll be the one settling Michael’s affairs.”

“Not Michael’s wife?” Daidre asked.

“No, not his wife. Beneficiaries cannot also be executors. Conflict of interest, you understand.”

“Are you saying that the wife is a beneficiary?” Barbara asked.

“She’s the chief beneficiary. There might be smaller bequests that slip my mind at the moment, but his wife inherits the bulk of the estate.”

Barbara exchanged a look with Daidre. She seemed as thoughtful as Barbara was at this point. For his part, Cassius Salisbury III appeared to see where the conversation was leading him. He frowned and tapped the pencil he was holding on the top of his desk. He said to Barbara, “May I assume you’re here about Mr. Lobb’s will because you’re looking for motives?”

“The police investigation is taking an odd angle. The bloke who’s been charged with the murder has no motive as far as we can see. He has even less of a motive if Mrs. Lobb inherits everything.”

The solicitor observed her closely. “I don’t quite understand what you mean.”

“He’d’ve been biting the hand and all that,” Barbara told him. “He worked for Michael Lobb. So did his dad. With Michael Lobb dead, this bloke—he’s called Goron Udy—as well as his dad stand to lose their jobs in an area of the county where I reckon there aren’t enough jobs to go round in the first place. This’s presuming the wife decides to sell the business.”

Daidre said to Barbara, “Kayla hasn’t said a word about inheriting anything. Could it be that she doesn’t know about the will? I mean, presumably there was an earlier will that ended up being changed once she and Michael married.” To the solicitor she said, “Could he have preferred to keep her in the dark?”

Salisbury raised his hands in a “Who knows?” gesture.

Barbara said, “Could the executor know the contents of the will?”

“Everyone could know,” Salisbury told her. “From the rubbish collectors to the Royal Family, but only if Mr. Lobb chose to tell them. That decision would have been completely up to him.”

Barbara frowned, looking up at the ceiling, where there was nothing to see save a row of fluorescent lights, of the type that made everyone look like they’d just been released from hospital while still profoundly ill. She tapped her fingers against her chin. She said, “Do the police—I mean the murder team investigating the death—do they know about the inheritances and the wills?”

The solicitor put his pencil into a holder on his desk and said, “You’ll have to ask them. Aside from this conversation among us, I’ve not spoken to anyone from the police about wills and inheritances. This”—he gestured among them—“is the first time anyone has actually asked me about Michael Lobb’s will, beyond the executor’s request to begin probate.”

Barbara found this rather tough to get her mind round. She said, “The local coppers haven’t interviewed you, haven’t dropped by for a chinwag, haven’t rung you?”

“I’m not saying that,” he explained. “I was rung by the police, but it was about a life insurance policy that Mr. Lobb might have purchased through me, in addition to my drawing up his will. He hadn’t done, which is what I told her.”

“Her?” Barbara asked.

“It was a woman. She gave me her name in case I uncovered anything.” He shuffled through some of the papers on his desk, then through the documents in his in and out boxes. He finally found what he was looking for in the desk’s central drawer. He brought it out and read the name. “Beatrice Hannaford,” he said. “She’s the one who rang me. About life insurance, as I’ve said.”


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



It was late afternoon by the time they reached Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, at the end of a lane that was little more than a donkey-cart track. Barbara decided that her spine would never be the same once they reached their destination.

There was certainly nothing glorious about the place, she thought when she looked round. Piles of discarded stones formed a grim landscape, and where there was level space, several sombre-looking buildings stood. Part of the area was fenced off, with some of its wooden stakes in need of replacement or repair. Behind this fence was, presumably, where the major work of tin-streaming went on, but nothing seemed to be happening at the moment.

Daidre pulled to a stop directly behind a pristine excavator and stared ahead at a motorcycle that was parked at the edge of the open space that defined an area for vehicles. She chewed on her lip. She was silent for so long that Barbara said to her, “You all right?”

At that, Daidre flashed Barbara a smile that didn’t do a thing to illuminate her face. “I’m fine,” she said. “Ready to . . . ?”

Barbara nodded. They both got out into the cool and windless air. Across from them was the cottage, and Barbara took a moment to observe it. While cottages in the country were often described as snug—especially when they were for sale or to let—she quickly decided that the word could not be applied to this one. Snug implied coziness, warmth, the potential for familial intimacy, and even romance. This place seemed to squat on the land as an afterthought, with great gaps in its old lime rendering and its white woodwork having flaked off so much paint that what was left was mostly grey, lichen-covered wood. This was true of the front door as well, and although there were flowerbeds on each side of this, whoever had been meant to tend them either had no interest in cheerful floral touches or a very black thumb.

As they approached the front door, it opened. A man came out, closing the door behind him. Barbara knew from reading the police material that Kayla had a brother who’d been there when Michael Lobb was killed, but this bloke looked far too old for a brother to Kayla, who was purportedly in her early thirties. She switched to identifying him as Michael Lobb’s brother and remained there until the man stopped with his gaze fixed on Daidre. She stopped as well.

The man narrowed his dark eyes and said, “You. Why the bloody hell—”

“I’ve come because of Goron,” Daidre said.

“Here to gloat, are you?”

She didn’t reply. She also didn’t move towards the door.

He said, “Want to see him get his comeuppance, Edrek? ’S that it?”

“You know that’s not the case.”

“Do I now? He prefers this—this life here—to wha’ you offer, an’ you can’t think it, can you? You an’ your cottage on the sea an’ your posh ed-you-cay-shun an’ your poncy London care-ear. You come here hopin’ to see him pay for wanting to be with his dad.”

Barbara realised that this was Daidre’s father. She knew nothing of him, aside from the fact that his name was Udy and Daidre had been estranged from him for ages.

“Well,” Udy said. “C’n you answer me? Or did you lose the bottle? Better, did y’ever have the bottle?”

Daidre said, “We’re here to do what we can to help Goron. Gwyn’s in Exeter so that she can see him when it’s possible. What about you? What’re you doing for Goron?”

“You think that’s your bloody business? You, who wouldn’t lif’ a finger to help your own mother when she was on her deathbed? You, who jus’ let her die? You, who couldn’ be bothered to send a daisy to her funeral?”

Barbara felt a stirring at this. She cut in with, “I’m DS Barbara Havers from the Met, Mr. Udy. I’m working for the murder solicitor who’s taken Goron’s case. Daidre is—”

“She’s called Edrek, you. The other’s not who she bloody is or ever was. An’ let me tell you: the coppers got it wrong. From the start they had their minds made up, and once they decided Goron was the one killed Mike, they never looked at anyone else or any-thing else. Bloody fools, the lot.”

“That’s why we’ve come,” Barbara said. “We’ll be going through the evidence, the witness statements, the post-mortem report, the forensic reports . . . everything. If we find something—”

“You’ll bloody well find it. An’ when you do, we’ll see about wha’s next, cause if you lot think I’m letting things lie after wha’s been done to my son, you best think again.”

With that, he marched round them and over to the motorcycle. He started it up with a deafening roar, turned its front wheel, and shot past them in the direction of the lane.

At this, the front door opened. A lithe-looking woman had her hand on the knob. This would be Kayla Lobb, Barbara thought, the victim’s much younger wife. She wasn’t conventionally pretty, but she looked like a woman who made the very best of what she had through her choice of clothing and her use of makeup. Her shirt and scarf complemented her skin and her hair, and her slim trousers demonstrated that she had nothing to hide when it came to her figure.

She said, “I thought I heard Bran talking to someone. You must be Daidre.”

Daidre said, “Yes. And this is Barbara Havers.”

“Thank you so much for coming,” Kayla said. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am. Have you seen Goron? How is he? Oh, please, come in.”

She beckoned them towards her. Inside, the cottage was warm and smelled faintly of mothballs. She took them into a sitting room where a large pile of men’s clothing lay on the floor with a smaller pile on the sofa. This was part of a suite of matching pieces upholstered in a pattern that must have been promoted at one time as “cottage style.” It had great looming orange roses and dizzying swirls of ivy. There were pillows to match. A man was just coming down the stairs, saying, “This is the lot, Kay.”

Kayla introduced him as her brother, Willen Steyn. “We were just going through Michael’s clothes,” she explained. “I thought Bran could do with a few of the nicer pieces—I’ve already given him Michael’s jackets—but he said he had no use for anything else. I think Goron might, but Bran didn’t want to speak about him. He’s very . . . well, he’s very upset.”

She took the clothing from her brother and set it in front of the fireplace. The pile on the sofa and the pile on the floor she moved to join the rest. This gave Barbara a chance to give the brother a look-over. Interestingly, there was a patch of yellowing skin round his eye, which suggested a healing bruise. She made a mental note to check the material from Rupert Somerton to see if Willen Steyn had been interviewed, and if he had, to learn what he’d said about his bruised face.

He appeared to twig that he was being observed. Openly, he observed her in return.

“Please do sit,” Kayla said quickly. “I’m forgetting my manners. Can I get you something? Tea? A coffee? I have biscuits as well, but I’m afraid they’re only from the shop.”

When Daidre demurred, Barbara did likewise although, generally, she never said no to a biscuit whether homemade, from a shop, or recently run over by a lorry. Daidre explained to Kayla and her brother that Barbara was working with the murder solicitor on Goron’s behalf, and with Daidre as a second set of eyes, they were going to be examining everything the MIT had turned over to the Crown Prosecutors.

Barbara glanced at Willen. He gave no reaction.

“We paid a call on your husband’s solicitor in Redruth,” Barbara told Kayla. “Your husband’s will has gone to probate as requested by the will’s executor.”

Kayla looked from Barbara to Daidre. She said, “Is that not right?”

“It’s fine,” Barbara said. “It’s what’s generally done. His brother’s the executor, so he made the request.”

“That’s not surprising,” Kayla said. “I mean, it’s not surprising that Sebastian is the will’s executor. He already owns part of the property and as he’s the uncle of Gloriana and Merritt, it’s reasonable for him to see that each of them gets a just proportion.”

“They’re not beneficiaries,” Barbara said.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re the beneficiary,” Daidre told her.

“I can’t be.” Kayla looked flustered.

“According to your husband’s solicitor, you are.”

“But I told Michael I didn’t want to inherit anything. We discussed it more than once. I know he understood me.”

“I don’t doubt you discussed it,” Barbara said. “But could be he forgot the discussion or ignored it altogether.”

“He can’t have. I told him if anything ever happened to him, I would want to return to South Africa, to my family.”

“I know that to be true,” Willen said. “We’ve always wanted her home. The whole family.”

“Yourself included?” Barbara asked him.

As if neither of them had spoken, Kayla went on quickly with, “What on earth would I ever do with a tin and pewter business? I wanted him to have life insurance, that’s all. Life insurance. He told me he had, and that was that.”

“He never showed you a different will? A newer will? You’ve not come across a newer one?”

“Of course not. I would’ve told him to change it straightaway. The only will I ever saw was the will leaving the property to Gloriana and Merritt. Did you see a newer will?”

“Mr. Salisbury assured us that there was a newer one. If your brother-in-law is the executor, he might have seen it.”

“Well, no matter who saw it, I don’t want to inherit. I want to go home. I’ll sign the property over to Gloriana and Merritt. It’s been in their family for God-only-knows how long, and it’s absolutely not my place to make decisions about it. Nor do I want to.” She thought for a moment, her fingers to her lips. She said, “They must think they’ve inherited. If I didn’t know about a newer will, they won’t have known about it.”

“Unless Mike told them,” her brother said.

“I can’t imagine . . . He wouldn’t have because . . . Oh, this is too terrible. They’ll be crushed. I’ll ring them at once and—”

“Will you not do that?” Barbara asked her.

“Why?” Willen’s tone was suspicious, as if he thought Barbara was laying some sort of trap for his sister.

“I’d like to tell them myself.”

Kayla was silent for a moment. Then a thought seemed to strike her because she said quickly, “You can’t possibly be thinking either of them . . . They’re his children.”

“People do all sorts of things for all sorts of reasons,” Barbara said.


NEWLYN

CORNWALL



Custom had been glacially slow all day, so Gloriana decided to close Vintage Britannia early. She seriously doubted that a stampede of vintage enthusiasts were going to descend upon Mousehole at that point, and she needed to begin a new edition of Unburden for her vlog. This piece was going to be about grief. More specifically, it was going to be about what it meant and what it did not mean that she wasn’t feeling it. The father she had loathed for his betrayal of wife and children had been murdered. It so happened that, owing to his death, she had inherited a sizable property that might—or face it, might not—be worth a bundle. She was glad about inheriting the property, yes. Presuming there would be enough money from the putative sale of the property to do so, she would be able to purchase the leasehold on the building that held her shop. She would also be able to move out of her bed-sit and into a real flat. However, she did not mourn her father’s death, brutal though it had been. So . . . where was the guilt that was meant to descend upon her? And why did she not feel it? Would guilt prompt grief? Would grief prompt guilt?

It would not be an easy piece to record. If she was going to Unburden herself with even a modicum of honesty, she was going to have to do some delving, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to do it. Of course, she could try. If the vlog came out badly, there was no one hammering away at her, demanding that she post it, was there? If she wasn’t ready to say what she needed or wanted to say, there was no pressure on her to produce. So, she decided, she would give it a go.

After she locked the door on Vintage Britannia, she set off to fetch her car from the harbour quay. She passed Wedge o’ Cheese, where Jesse was serving up tea and fresh scones to a middle-aged couple who were sharing a tabloid. Gloriana gave a wave and her friend returned it. Jesse was looking tired, Gloriana thought. She wondered if she was getting enough sleep. She doubted it. Despite Jesse’s words to the contrary, trusting Nate Jacobs completely had to be piling up sleepless nights on her pillow.

It took very few minutes to reach Gwavas Quay, but there was no space for her to park, so she had to leave her car in the Strand, just across from the powder blue façade of leaping dolphins and swimming fish schools that was Trelawney Fish & Deli (Not Just Another Fish Shop!). There the day’s specials appeared to be everything from mussels to mackerel, and a profitable queue of shoppers waited to make their purchases prefatory to cooking them up for dinner. From there, Gloriana walked back to Gwavas Quay, no great distance.

She saw that Cressida’s bicycle was chained to the black down-spout that ran from the gutter to the ground. The front door was a double, and one half of it stood open, offering a glimpse of dull grey carpet at the foot of a stairway. Gloriana heard the sound of a male voice as she climbed the stairs. Of course, she thought. And really, had there been any true doubt? She wondered how either of them was managing to get any work done.

As she was nearing the top, however, the door to Cressida’s bedsit opened, and Cressida came onto the landing. She wore only a long white T-shirt spattered with various colours of paint, her bare legs and bare feet bore speckles of it, as did her hair, which she wore in French braids. As she said, “Oh, hullo, Gloriana,” behind her the male voice continued unabated. Gloriana realised it belonged to a podcast when she heard “. . . no one expected a seventeen-year-old girl to disappear from Myrtle Beach on that holiday weekend . . .” as Cressida went on to point out the obvious with, “You’re home early, aren’t you?”

“I was hoping to make a start on my vlog,” Gloriana told her. “You look like you’re working.”

Cressida glanced beyond her, leaning to one side to see whom else the stairway might hold. Gloriana wanted to say, “He’s not with me. Sorry,” but in Cressida’s disappointed face, she abruptly saw what she hadn’t considered before: an opportunity. She’d not thought that the art student might actually be interested in Nate Jacobs. In her own mind, she reckoned that Cressida saw him as nothing more than a diversion during her time at Stanhope Forbes School of Art. But now she saw that dear Nate could have worked his tedious magic upon Cressida Mott-King, the same tedious magic he’d worked upon Jesse McBride and countless other females. Equally, Gloriana saw that there was every chance she could put Cressida’s interest in Nate to good use, saving her friend from future heartache into the bargain.

She said to the young woman, “Want to come in for a glass of wine?”

“You were right. I’m working. And I thought you mean to make a start on your vlog.”

“I do. But how long can a glass of wine take? Besides, I find that it loosens me up, makes the thoughts come easier and connect better.”

Cressida looked at the stairway again. Gloria couldn’t resist saying, “Or are you waiting for Nate? Is he still . . . giving you private instruction?” She put mental inverted commas round the last two words.

Cressida said, “Nate?” as if she hadn’t the first clue who the bloke was.

Gloriana helped her with, “You know, Cressida. The bloke from the art school? The one you’ve been fucking?”

Cressida took a step back, looking offended.

Gloriana said, “The walls are thin. He is the bloke you’ve been—”

“Does that matter to you?” Cressida’s tone was arch, but her face had taken on considerable colour.

“Good Lord, no,” Gloriana said. “Although I have to say it might matter to Jesse. You know about her, I wager. Nate’s partner? She lives with him in Rock Road. Has done for . . . something like three years, I think.”

“He told me that,” Cressida said. “I know all about her. She knows all about me as well. Nate told her directly we began to—”

“Fuck.” Gloriana completed the sentence for her. “I expect you think Nate told Jesse about you because that’s what he said he’d done. And you believed him.”

Cressida walked through the doorway. Gloriana followed her, uninvited and undeterred by the fact that the young art student clearly wanted no more conversation with her. She saw that Cressida was at work on a modern piece, which was sitting on an overlarge easel. When she looked round, she saw that all of Cressida’s pieces were modern: bright primary colours in geometrical shapes that took up the entire canvases on which they were painted. She said, “Ah. So you’re not exactly Nate’s student, are you? He’s not exactly giving you private instruction.” This time the inverted commas in the air were not mental. “Unless, of course, these represent a turn in landscape painting that I’m not aware of. Are you hoping he’ll leave Jesse?”

Cressida strode to the easel. She paused before it, as if studying the effect she’d produced with her application of the colours. Picking up one of the many paintbrushes on the table next to her, she ran it carefully along the edge of a red triangle. “I’m not hoping anything,” she shot over her shoulder at Gloriana.

“Really?” Gloriana said. “From what I’ve been able to hear through the walls—along with your howling—you’d love to see him leave Jesse. You want him to leave her. But why should he when both of you have been willing to play by his rules—whatever the hell they are—and eat the crumbs he tosses your way?”

Cressida set her brush back on the table. She picked up another and dipped it into blue paint. “That,” she said, “is not how it is. He’s not tossing crumbs.”

“And you know this because . . . ?”

“He intends to break it off with Jesse. He’s waiting for—”

“Really? That’s what he’s made you think? Stop being an idiot.” Gloriana knew her tone was impatient, but she couldn’t help it. Why were women such bloody fools? Were all of them intentionally blind? “He’s sitting in the catbird seat, and you’ve got to know that. The real question is: Do you want to keep sharing him with Jesse or whoever else comes along or do you want to keep him for yourself? Like I said, the walls are tissue, and I can tell you rather enjoy his company.”

“All right!” Cressida tossed her paintbrush onto the table among the splodges of paint. “You’ve made your point. Did Jesse send you to warn me off? I know you’re friends. He told me you’re friends. He even said I should be careful round you because you don’t like him and you’ll probably say just the sort of foul things you’ve been saying.”

“Well, he certainly wouldn’t want that, would he? He wouldn’t want you to know who he really is because then you might play by a different set of rules, a set that he hasn’t written.”

Gloriana left her, then. She shook her head as she inserted the key in her bed-sit’s door. It seemed to her that Jesse McBride and Cressida Mott-King were two of a kind, cut from the same bolt of cloth. And Nate Jacobs was the tailor wielding the scissors.




MICHAEL

Mum let me know when my brother turned up. It was typical Sebastian. He’s got himself in love again, was the way Mum put it with a resigned sigh. And whoever she is, Mum went on, you can wager money that she’s married or engaged or otherwise not available to him.

An available woman might expect an eventual commitment, was how I responded.

When I had a chance, then, I took the opportunity to drive to Penzance for a conversation with my brother. It was in the evening, after a day of work during which the jaw-crusher stopped doing its bit and Bran and I muddied and bruised ourselves trying to work out what was wrong with the damn thing, aside from age. Goron hung about to help, but when Kayla came out of the cottage and said she was walking to the caravan to check on Jen and to deliver her some special herbal tea and did Goron want a reading session, he was instantly on board to accompany her. If she’d had schoolbooks, he would have carried them.

Bran and I exchanged a glance. His expression said there was something here that bore looking at. Frankly, I couldn’t see why. I said that he wasn’t to worry. Goron well knew that Kayla’s only just fond of him, I said. Bran’s eyes narrowed as he watched his son and Kayla disappear around the waterwheel where they would access the trail to the caravan. I don’t know what he knows, do I, was how Bran responded. He talks to Gwyn and he talks to Kayla. Not to his mum and not to me.

We finished our work, and I needed a shower and a change of clothes. It was nearly dark when I left for Penzance.

I found Sebastian’s house brightly lit, the large bay window without any covering so that the nature of the interior was on display. The Indian influence showed in the colours of the walls and the chosen fabrics as well as—when I entered—the strong scent of incense and the pulsation of foreign-sounding music. A drum began to beat rhythmically, and a moment later chanting started. It could have been any language or no language. Who bloody knew, eh? I sighed and sat on a mushroom-shaped ottoman. Like the rest of the furniture, it was upholstered in a brightly striped material, and it featured gold coins along its seams and a brilliant and intricate golden medallion in the centre, upon which one was meant to place one’s bum.

The chanting came to an end although the music played on for another minute or so. Then what followed was the sound of my brother’s voice in some kind of call that was returned by several men. Together, they sounded like monks, and I wondered if on top of his other interests, Sebastian had taken up Buddhism or something like. They were still going at it six ways to a dozen when I heard the front door open, and a woman came into the sitting room. She was simply dressed in a way that said piles of money were spent from head to toe to make her look both youthful and casual. She stopped abruptly when she saw me. She looked back towards the stairway and then at me. I rose and she said, oddly, that it—whatever it was—wasn’t that. I said, Sorry? She said I was to never mind. She went on and said I was to tell him that she knew what he’d been up to, she knew very well that her name was Fabienne, and that they—she and Sebastian—were finished. Then she turned on her heel and left without giving me any more information. But she’d been there long enough for me to see the very large diamond she wore on her marriage finger and the gold band that went with it.

If Mum hadn’t told me that Sebastian had made a brand-new conquest and if this woman who’d just spoken to me had not said a single word, I still would have concluded that, at some point, she had been one of my brother’s romantic acquisitions. It wasn’t so much that she was Sebastian’s type. Sebastian has no type at all. If it can be said that any bloke takes ’em as he finds ’em, Sebastian does. This is because he’s long been interested in the chase itself rather than the capture, although he likes the capture well enough so long as the captured one has no expectations that accompany her submission. And as far as my brother is concerned, nothing prevents expectations like a woman’s commitment elsewhere.

I walked to the bay window when she left. I looked out to see where she’d headed, but she’d vanished. Her words to me indicated that she was breaking things off with Sebastian permanently, but I guessed he wouldn’t be bothered by that. The fact that he’d been somewhere with this Fabienne seemed to indicate he was forcing the other woman’s hand. Just like, in a way, he’d been forcing mine.

I left the bay window and began pacing. He’d always manipulated people, my brother. So I had to look closely at the matter of the property we co-owned. Was he, I wondered, in the process of manipulating me?

Above me in the house, Sebastian’s calls and the responses given by the men ceased. They engaged in a low humming in unison, and that sound slowly faded. Following this, I heard a group coming down the stairs. They trooped out, and as they passed the doorway to the sitting room, I saw they were dressed identically in hip length white shirts and black trousers that made me think my brother—on top of everything else—was making himself the guru of some kind of cult. He was always into something, was Sebastian.

He came down the stairs at the end of the group. He wore a white linen shirt elaborately embroidered also in white. He wore blue jeans. His feet were bare.

He looked dead surprised to see me. He said he wasn’t expecting me, and he looked round as if anticipating that someone would appear from behind the sofa or dash out of the dining room. I asked him did he have time for a conversation, and by the way, I told him, I have a message for you. He frowned. He looked round again. I said, She’s not here but it sounds to me like she’s worked things out. He said, Who? I said, She didn’t say her name, but she wants me to tell you that she’s worked out what you’ve been up to, and she knows the woman’s name is Fabienne. She says she’s finished with you.

He sighed and shook his head. He went to the front door, locked it, and asked me to come with him, shutting out the lights as he led me through the dining room. Into the kitchen we went, where from high in a cupboard he brought out a bottle of single malt and two glasses. He took these to a table that was holding a stack of unopened post and another smaller stack of magazines. On the top of this last was a folded copy of Big Issue. London, I reckoned, a few days there with Fabienne.

He poured each of us two fingers. He drank his down in a couple of gulps and then poured two more. I didn’t touch mine. I wanted to be as clear-headed as I could. If we were going to talk about the business and the property, I didn’t want him to outsmart me.

He said that he didn’t much like the ending of things, and for a moment I didn’t know what he meant. Then he said that he’d thought what he always thought: it would just be a bit of fun with no harm in it. I can’t work out why they stop understanding that, he said. I tell them straightaway. I never lie to them. But swear to God, Mike, they always end up wanting more than I have to give them.

I pointed out that settling on one woman didn’t have to be akin to a prison term. As long as she’s the right woman, I added.

To that he said that settling on one woman had been easy when it came to me. He said that, obviously, I was thinking of Kayla when I talked of settling.

True enough, I told him. I’d wanted no one else from the moment I set eyes on her. I’ve not looked at another woman since.

Well then, he said, and he gave a shrug.

Who’s this new one, then? was what I asked him next. I added, This Fabienne. Who is she?

He asked me what did it matter.

I told him I was only interested.

Someone’s wife, someone’s daughter, someone’s sister, someone’s niece, was what he told me. He didn’t generally ask, he confessed. That wasn’t what it was all about. Sometimes I don’t actually know the surname, he said.

I hope to God you remember their given names, I said, only half joking.

I manage, was how he replied, before he added the fact that darling had been doing the trick for years.

He drank down the rest of his single malt and added, I can’t help it, Mike, he told me. It’s just how I’m built.

Were you in London, then? I asked him.

London? he repeated blankly.

I nodded at the copy of Big Issue on the kitchen’s table next to the rest of his post.

Ah. I was, he said. We were, he added.

Fancy hotel? Champagne on ice in the room?

She has a flat in Holland Park, he told me.

Where did you meet her? I asked him.

He looked irritated at that point. He said, It’s important, is it? Where I met her? Why? Are you looking for a little bit on the side? he wanted to know.

His mobile chimed then. Someone was texting him. He fished the mobile from the back pocket of his jeans and gave a glance at the message. He said, Christ, they always have to have the last word, before he shoved the mobile back into his pocket.

He eyed me. He eyed my glass, which I hadn’t touched. He said that he’d had a conversation with Geoff Henshaw. He said he reckoned Henshaw had told me that he—Sebastian—wanted to sell his 40 percent of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter.

I said yes, I knew that. Henshaw had come to see me and had broken the news.

Sebastian said that what he—Sebastian—really wanted was to sell the whole place, because every bloody inch of it was what the ecomining company wanted. But reckoning that he’d never be able to talk me into it in ten years of Sundays, he intended to sell his part of the property. That was, he said, the only option available to him since I didn’t want to let my own 60 percent go.

So, we were at it. I asked him what part of the property, in his opinion, constituted his 40 percent. He said he reckoned that identifying the 40 percent was going to be straightforward business. I explained to him that the terms of our father’s will had been deliberately vague, to avoid the situation we were now in with each other. He asked to know exactly what “the situation we were now in” was, and I told him what Cassius Salisbury III had told me. It was true that he owned 40 percent, I informed Sebastian. But no one knew what comprised it. The cottage had been willed to me outright, but that was the extent of it. Everything else was designated “the property.” The cost of determining which of the acres might be Sebastian’s 40 percent and which of it might be my 60 percent would be more than I could pay and probably more than he wanted to pay.

I then offered to buy him out. He asked how that would work, exactly. I told him that the value of the property was determined by the taxes paid on it. I would buy his share at 40 percent of the taxable value of the entire acreage, I explained. He said I was bloody well mad if I thought he would accept that deal.

I replied that I couldn’t see why he wouldn’t. He wanted to be rid of it, didn’t he?

He pointed out, not unreasonably, that what made the property valuable wasn’t tin-streaming, as I well knew. He said that its value came from what Cornwall EcoMining was willing to pay to create its lithium refinery on the footprint of the buildings that already existed. They’re willing to pay serious money to be able to do that, he said, which means they’re willing to pay serious money for the land in its entirety.

I said that I understood all that. I told him that what I was proposing was the easiest solution to the impasse we found ourselves facing. Let me buy your 40 percent and we can put an end to this, I told him. He said if he sold me his 40 percent at the price I was proposing, he’d be as much a bloody fool as I was for not taking up Cornwall EcoMining’s generous offer. He asked why I wouldn’t just fucking sell to the blighters. Did I want to die like our father, broken down from more than forty years of hauling stones and boulders from alluvial deposits and smashing them to bits in the hope of turning the sandy remains into tin? Sell the damn place and we’re both free to live our lives the way we want to live them, he told me. Hang on and we both lose out.

I told him that we didn’t see things the same way. I was living my life exactly as I wanted to live it.

What about Kayla? he wanted to know. D’you think a girl her age—

I cut in to point out that Kayla was hardly a girl any longer.

Girl, woman, whatever, he said tersely. Did I truly believe she wanted to spend her life in a cramped little hole of a place?

Kayla, I told him—stretching the truth a bit—had never said word one about leaving the property. She understood that, with her at my side, I was trying to preserve a way of life. Where we see something important that speaks of Cornwall’s history, I said to him, you see money to be made.

He did indeed, Sebastian declared. And it was a good deal of money. It was money far more than the land would be worth if we didn’t sell it. He told me that he was doing me a favour, because as long as he refused to sell his 40 percent to me, the land at least retained the value that Cornwall EcoMining had been willing to pay for it. If, on the other hand, he sold to me—which, by the way, he had no intention of doing—making me the sole owner, he knew I would refuse to consider Cornwall EcoMining’s offer for the entire property. Ultimately, they would take their offer elsewhere and that would make the land, in effect, next to worthless. Why don’t you understand this, Mike? he demanded.

I told him that I did understand, but what was important to me, as I’d said from the first, was to preserve a way of life. Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been created out of nothing by our great-great-grandfather, I said. It’s been good enough to support successive generations of the Lobb family, and it would continue to do so. It was not really ours to sell, I explained. It was ours to pass on to another generation, which was what I intended to do.

He asked what the bloody hell other generation I was talking about. He said he knew that Merritt was desperate for me to sell, in the hope that I would pass some of the proceeds along to him so that he could get his family into a proper house instead of where they were currently living: crushed in with Maiden in Carbis Bay. I was barking, he said, if I thought either of my kids was or would ever be interested in tin-streaming or the manufacturing of pewter.

And that was where we left it.
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Geoffrey Henshaw was in the clouds. The moment his brief phone conversation with Kayla Lobb had ended, he’d flung himself into the 2CV and had driven at speed from Bodmin to Trevellas. At Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, she was waiting for him in the cottage, and she opened the door at once to his knock, at her side a man she introduced as her brother Willen, from South Africa. She said to Geoffrey, “It’s an unexpected turn of events. I had no idea.”

“How did you learn about it?” he asked her.

“Oddly enough, from a London police detective and Goron Udy’s older sister.”

Willen added, “They’d gone to Michael’s solicitor. He was the one who told them.”

Kayla led both of them into the sitting room, where an electric fire was overheating the immediate vicinity and music was playing one of those uplifting dance tunes from round 1940. Geoffrey could almost picture wartime soldiers dancing with attractive donut girls.

Kayla said to him, “I’ve had a think about everything, which is why I rang you.”

“And I’m very glad you did.”

“Yes. Well. I want to sell my sixty percent of the property in such a way that Merritt and Gloriana each get one-third. Sebastian’s wanted to sell since he first heard about the project you’re involved in, so I expect he’ll be on board. He’s had many conversations with Michael about the property over the years.”

“I’ve spoken to him,” Geoffrey told her. “I agree with you. He’ll want to sell.”

She clasped her hands between her breasts and said, “Excellent. When can we set things in motion?”

“Are you certain about the split with Michael’s children?” he asked.

Her brother added, “Have you thought it all through, Kayla? Because if Michael wanted you to have it—”

“All I want is enough money to return to South Africa and have a small place of my own. I can start teaching dance, and I’ll be near family again.” She turned from her brother to Geoffrey, saying, “So can this be done?”

“Anything can be done with the proper paperwork,” Geoffrey assured her. He told her that he would have the offer put into writing as soon as he could. It would name Kayla Lobb as the sole seller, though. She herself would have to divide the money accrued from the sale.

“But there’s no issue, is there?” Kayla asked him. “I mean if I want to give each of them a third of the money once the property is sold, that’s fine, isn’t it?”

It most assuredly was, Geoffrey told her. And she was generous to share in the hefty sum that Cornwall EcoMining was going to pay her for the land and the buildings upon it.

After that, he drove south with the intensity of a man attempting to reach his wife labouring over the birth of their first child. At the marketing office of Cornwall EcoMining, he slammed the 2CV to a stop next to a vehicle he didn’t recognise. He saw that Curtis’ car was in the car park, though, and that was enough. He made a dash for the old engine house, found the door was off the latch, and entered. He began to run up the stairs.

The creation of the necessary paperwork would probably take an hour. The only matter that needed to be resolved and okayed by the higher-ups was the price Cornwall EcoMining was willing to pay to acquire the land upon which Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been operating for several hundred years.

At the first landing of the stairway, Geoffrey’s mobile rang. He took it from his trouser pocket. It was Freddie. He answered and said, “I’ll ring you back straightaway.” He heard her say, “But, Geoff,” just before he ended the call.

At the second landing, she rang again. He put his mobile phone onto silent mode. He continued up the stairs to the top floor, where he burst into Curtis’ office, only to find the man so red in the face that Geoffrey thought he might be having a stroke. He was facing off with another man. To Geoffrey’s horror, he saw that the other man was Freddie’s father. He was equally red in the face. When he saw Geoffrey, he raised a shaking hand and pointed at him, like Macbeth greeting Banquo’s ghost.

“Here!” he shouted. “He’s ruined her! He’s a paedophile! I want him sacked! I demand it! If you don’t sack this crawling piece of excrement—”

“Oh, I say,” said Geoffrey in protest.

“—I’ll have your job. I’ll have both of your jobs. Do you understand me?”

Now Geoffrey feared it was Mr. von Lohmann who would have a stroke. He blurted out the only thing he could, “We have the land! All the parties are on board, Curtis. We only need a new set of paperwork for Mrs. Lobb. She’s inherited, not the children.”

“Are you going to sack him or not?” Mr. von Lohmann demanded.

“We don’t sack members of our team because of their love lives,” Curtis said to Freddie’s father, who sputtered and began to renew both his demands and his threats. Curtis turned from him and said to Geoffrey, “I knew the moment I set eyes on you that you could do it, my boy. Let’s get a final offer from the bigwigs and see to the paperwork. Getting this settled today will put your name in lights.”

As they set about doing this, Mr. von Lohmann cursed, threatened, and stormed down the stairs, shouting imprecations as he went. They heard the noise of his explosive exit from the engine house, and Curtis was speaking about the terms of purchase to his superiors when, several minutes later, the roar of an engine indicated that Freddie’s father was at last departing.

“Christ,” Curtis muttered once he finished his call and had the financial data in hand. He jerked his head in the direction of the stairs. “I bloody well hope she’s worth it, Henshaw.”

When the paperwork was finally ready, Geoffrey started down the stairs, anxious to return to Trevellas for Kayla Lobb’s signature before she changed her mind. He paused at the landing, however, and looked at his phone. It held twelve new messages, all from Freddie. He didn’t listen to them until he was out of the building and in the air, which he gulped deeply as he got himself together to speak to his ladylove. He walked to the side of the engine house, where he looked out at the sea. He put the mobile on speaker and listened.

Unsurprisingly, all of Freddie’s messages were a variation of the same theme: You hung up on me! Why did you hang up on me? Ring me back. I want to talk to you. The only difference among them was the tone. It went from confused to fearful to insistent to angry to outright hostile.

Geoffrey sighed. It was time. He rang her back. She answered instantly. She said, “Why—” and he cut her off. “I had a meeting, Freddie. I was heading into a meeting. I did say I would ring you. Your father—”

“That’s why I was ringing!” She was speaking rapidly, as if she thought he would cut her off again before she got everything out. Her voice grew higher. “Geoff, he’s worked it out. I don’t know how. No one knows we’ve been speaking, you and I. Well, that’s not quite true. My friends know, but none of them would ever tell my dad. They know what he’d do and—”

“He was here at the office, Freddie.” Geoffrey felt wrung out from all the drama. “When I arrived for my meeting, he was already here.”

“Oh my God! And he’s done it, hasn’t he? I can absolutely hear it in your voice. He’s made you not love me, hasn’t he.”

“Of course not,” Geoffrey said, because it was true. Mr. von Lohmann had not done that. Freddie herself had. Indeed, Geoffrey suddenly realised that there was every possibility that Freddie had dropped a heavy-handed hint that she and Geoffrey were in touch, so as to push matters forwards in the direction she wished them to head.

She said, “Oh, Geoff, I love you so much. And I . . . I wanted you to know.”

“I do know—”

“Not that. I know you know that. It’s this: I’ve bought the ring. I put it on Dad’s credit card. When he gets the bill . . . But I can’t think of that, can I. I was just so worried that it would be sold to someone else before you had a chance to see it. And I wanted to show the whole world that no matter what, I belong to you and you belong to me and that’s how it is and will be forever.”

Geoffrey had a moment: the future in an instant. He stammered, “I . . . Freddie, you shouldn’t have done that.”

“Whyever not? It’s the ring I wanted and we’re engaged and we’ll marry and then—”

He did what he should bloody well have done months ago, saying, “Freddie, no. We won’t. I can’t.”

“You can’t? Can’t what?”

“Marry you. I can’t marry you.”

“He’s got to you! He’s threatened you! I knew he would ruin things.”

“That’s not it,” Geoffrey said. “I’ve made a mistake. I’m very sorry about it, but I’ve made a terrible mistake.”

“What’re you saying? That I’m your mistake?”

“Of course not. I’m—”

“That my very existence is a mistake? That everything you’ve said to me and everything we’ve done together was . . . What was all that, Geoff?”

“I’m so sorry, Freddie. I was just—”

“You told me!” Her voice was shrill. “You promised! I was ready to give myself to you! I saved myself for you. On our wedding night you would know that no one had robbed you of the pleasure, the joy, the honour, the . . . the . . . the . . .” She was sobbing and he felt like a wretch.

He said again, “Freddie, what I thought was . . . I’m sorry. Truly. I feel awful about this, and I apologise to you with all my heart.”

“Oh, you apologise, do you? You’ve ruined my life and you apologise? But that’s what you do, isn’t it, Geoff Henshaw? You go about ruining people’s lives and . . . who’s next? Who’ve you found? I know you’ve found someone to take my place! Oh, I knew something was going on in Cornwall. I knew it, I knew it, I knew it. You’re a snake, you are. You’re a louse. You’re mud on my shoes.”

“I didn’t intend to hurt you,” Geoffrey told her. “It’s just that . . . Sometimes these things happen.”

“They don’t happen to me,” she cried. “They don’t ever. I hate you, Geoff.”

“I understand. I hate myself.”

“Oh. that’s rich, isn’t it. You’re a whingeing coward, you are. You couldn’t even tell me to my face. Well, I don’t want to see you again, ever. I don’t want to talk to you. I’ll ring the police if you so much as—”

“I understand completely,” Geoffrey told her.

“Oh, such fucking nobility.” She ended the call.

Geoffrey found that his heart was pounding and he was breathing like a runner. It took him a moment to come to terms with the fact that he was free, truly free. He was making a success of his job in Cornwall. He’d shed the last of his chains. He was on his way. Only . . . he didn’t know what the destination was or how exactly he was going to get there.

More, he told himself, would be revealed.

He strode back to the car park, back to the old 2CV, where what was revealed was the destruction of his windscreen, smashed to bits by Freddie’s father prior to leaving the premises of Cornwall EcoMining.
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Barbara met Daidre in a small car park on Mousehole’s north quay that, along with the south quay, stretched out to protect all of the town’s demilune harbour from whatever storms hurled across Mount’s Bay. The tide was out, so the fishing boats and the pleasure craft rested on the sand. Gulls soared above, making a ruckus, and a brisk breeze fluttered a windsock hanging from a flagpole that rose nearby. It was still too early in the year for anyone but the hardiest of souls to be lounging in the sun, although she spied several people doing that activity peculiar to the English: reading newspapers in their cars whilst parked on the seaside.

Daidre was already there when she arrived. Kayla, on the previous afternoon, had insisted that Daidre not only stay with her in the cottage—“There’s another bedroom and Willen and I would love the company, Daidre. It’s ridiculous for you to come and go from Exeter or from Polcare Cove”—but also to use her car so that Barbara might then take Daidre’s. Having seen to the destruction of Lynley’s motor a few years previous, Barbara nearly declined. But ultimately the offer made sense.

So Barbara had driven back to Howenstow, where she announced that she’d hired a vehicle. As Daidre’s car was an ordinary Vauxhall with nothing distinguishing it from every other Vauxhall on the road, Barbara reckoned Lynley wouldn’t work out who the actual owner was. Besides, for all he knew, Daidre was in London, so Barbara decided she was in the clear.

Long into the night, Barbara had taken the time to study the statements Gloriana Lobb had given to the police. She discovered that Gloriana had no real alibi that anyone could confirm. She did occupy a bed-sit in Newlyn, where she had a neighbour in a second bed-sit, and that neighbour—an artist called Cressida Mott-King—could perhaps confirm that Gloriana was at home when her father was murdered. However, according to the MIT’s report of a conversation with Gloriana, Cressida had evidently been entertaining “a two-timing lout-slash-lover called Nate Jacobs,” so there was every possibility that Cressida couldn’t confirm a thing aside from the colour of Nate’s underwear. As for Gloriana, she had been working on her vlog.

Barbara had checked this out and found an entire collection of Gloriana Lobb holding forth on a score of subjects: from climate change to starvation in South Sudan. She watched several, but nothing illuminating came from this aside from the fact that men were scoundrels—particularly white men—and the world was going to hell in a handbasket, opinions with which Barbara largely did not disagree.

She and Daidre knew that Gloriana had a vintage shop in Mousehole, and it didn’t prove difficult to find. It stood in one of the exceedingly narrow streets, which were lined with unpainted granite cottages that gave the little town a uniform appearance and an antique charm. More cottages climbed a hillside, tucked higgledy-piggledy along crooked and flowery stone stairways that appeared to lead to newer neighbourhoods.

Vintage Britannia comprised the ground floor of a building that was for sale. This stood next door to Wedge o’ Cheese Café, from whose door a queue of people appeared to be waiting to make purchases of freshly baked goods, the heady smell of which was emanating from the café’s peacock-painted and open door. Conversation was muted, but Barbara did hear someone mention the words almond croissant. Her stomach fairly leapt in the direction of a purchase. She restrained herself.

When they passed the front window of Vintage Britannia, they saw a woman arranging a display of what appeared to be vintage biscuit tins shaped like everything from period toasters to picnic baskets. Tin trays bearing advertisements from the same period as the biscuit tins were already in position on plate stands, and chrome-covered vintage crockery teapots formed a shiny triangle in the middle. The woman herself was a curiosity from the days when Carnaby Street was a hotbed of designers and not a mecca for visitors wishing to buy souvenir T-shirts. She was a vision in yellow and lime: a sleeveless shift with a scalloped hem, chunky shoes, and a pillbox hat. Her dark hair was bobbed and, when she looked up from her work in the window, her face was framed by large orange specs. Behind them, her eyes were kohl lined and her lashes were spiky. This, presumably, was Gloriana Lobb, time travelling from Swinging London.

Inside the shop, music was playing, with someone crooning about trying to catch the wind. Barbara was more a ’50s fan so, put to the rack, she couldn’t have named the singer.

No one else appeared to be in the shop just then, and the ’60s wannabe offered them a “good morning” and a “please have a look round and let me know if you’re after something special.” She climbed down from the window display and folded the top of a cardboard box that was sitting next to a stepstool. She took this into a back room, returning moments later.

Barbara and Daidre did some browsing, with Daidre heading to a rack of dresses and Barbara examining a collection of quirky figurines and Coronation mugs from Edward VII onwards. They were told that the biggest draw in the shop—“aside from the vintage frocks”—was the Bakelite jewellery, all of it “definitely authentic,” none of it “cheap tat from China.” Barbara approached the shop counter. There, a large display of Bakelite objects spread out in the glass case beneath the till (chunky, colourful necklaces, brooches, and earrings) and hung from a jewellery tree (scores of bracelets). Daidre joined her. Gloriana studied them, as if attempting to work out whether she’d ever seen either of them.

Barbara said, “Gloriana Lobb, right?” as she fished her warrant card from her bag. “DS Barbara Havers,” and with a nod at Daidre, “Dr. Trahair.”

Gloriana said at once, “I’ve spoken to the police already. I don’t see that I have anything to add to what I’ve already said.”

“Right,” Barbara agreed. “We’re working for the other team, though.”

“Meaning?” Gloriana looked from Barbara to Daidre to Barbara once again.

Barbara explained: the murder solicitor; going through everything the MIT had gathered and presented to the CPS; checking for what might have been missed or misinterpreted or perhaps deliberately shaded to bolster their case against the accused man, Goron Udy. Then she added, “That’s not exactly why we’re here, though. We’ve come to speak to you about your dad’s will.”

“What about it?”

“There’s one more recent than the will naming you and your brother as beneficiaries.”

Gloriana gave a short and unamused laugh. “Oh dear. Why am I not surprised? He’s left her everything, hasn’t he?” Before Barbara could reply, Gloriana added, “I thought from the first that the grieving widow had something up her sleeve. Well, Mum will be wildly disappointed, and my brother will probably string himself up. Speak of counting one’s chickens . . .” She reached under the counter and brought out a spray bottle of cleaner, which she applied to the glass.

“Your mum and your brother? What d’you mean exactly?” Barbara asked her.

“I expect you c’n work it out on your own.”

“We’d appreciate your help,” Daidre said.

Gloriana stopped mid-wipe. She produced a facial expression that telegraphed how little she liked cooperating with them. Still, she said, “Mum has her own man now. She’s had poor Anthony on a string forever, in fact. One would expect her to be well over anything having to do with my dad. But he’d kept that little slut on the side for ages before it all came to light, so Mum’s not exactly a fan, if you know what I mean. She doesn’t want anything from my father, but to know that home-wrecker’s getting it all . . .” She went back to her wiping, energetically applying cloth to glass. “She hates that cunt, so she was chuffed to the moon and back when she learned Merritt and I inherited the lot and the bitch got nothing. Serves her right to end up with zero, is what Mum thought. And Anthony would’ve been over the moon as well since with Kayla losing out on everything, Mum would finally have no reason to keep banging on about her and about Dad’s betrayal of the family and blah blah blah. Now, though, she’ll be back to square one when it comes to Dad, Kayla, betrayal, and all the rest. Poor Anthony. One feels for him. Really, I can’t work out why he’s put up with Mum and her obsession all these years.”

Hearing this, Barbara wondered that there had been no mention of an Anthony within the paperwork the MIT had put together. She said, “What’s this bloke’s surname?”

“Anthony’s?” Gloriana said. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly, if that’s where you’re heading. He doesn’t have the bottle for it.”

Barbara shrugged. “Nonetheless,” she said.

“Grange, then, G-r-a-n-g-e.”

“His details?”

“Really?” Gloriana heaved a put-upon sigh. She reached for a printed handbill from a stack that lay next to the till. Flipping it over, she scribbled down the name, a phone number, and an address, and slid the handbill over to Barbara. She said, “He’ll have an alibi. It’ll be my mum. And anyway, he’s not the type to be murdering people.”

“Why would that be?” Daidre asked.

“He’s a vicar,” Gloriana told her.


MOUSEHOLE

CORNWALL



The architect with whom John Penellin had arranged to meet had an office in Fore Street, not far from the centre of the village. From it, one could see the harbour as well as the obelisk monument to the thirty-six souls who made the ultimate sacrifice in the Great War. Against its base a wreath of red poppies leaned while in front of it three schoolgirls who should have been elsewhere stood vaping, their uniform skirts hiked up to their thighs.

Lynley had been quiet through most of John’s presentation to the architect, Oswald Quigley. John had brought along his roughly hewn plans, which he’d handed over to Quigley as he explained what their intentions were vis-à-vis the modification of the great house. Quigley pulled on his lower lip and nodded solemnly as he listened and examined the drawings. He spoke of structural engineering, walls that were load bearing or otherwise, alterations in plumbing and the replacement of electrical wiring, and he concluded with what was becoming patently obvious to Lynley, which was that, while a remodelling of the great house could indeed be done, it was going to be a costly and time-consuming project. Should he, Quigley asked them at the end of everything, contact the builder with whom he often worked? He would be able to provide a rough estimate of costs and a timeline for the actual work. Quigley added that it might be wise to obtain those details prior to his beginning any serious architectural drawings.

Lynley said yes to this, although he felt he was facing insurmountable odds and contacting anyone was fanciful at best and futile at worst. When they left Oswald Quigley, his spirits were low. He could do little more than stare at the harbour and at the bay beyond it without seeing much of anything. He said to Penellin, “His face said it all, John. The outlay of money for alterations is going to be astronomical. It would take decades to repay any loan, and that’s if opening the house and grounds to visitors is a wild success. It seems to me that our only choice is to replace the roof and go on as before. Either that or remove all the art from the gallery, shut down the entire room, board it up, and hope the rest of the house’s roof doesn’t come down round our ears.”

“Hardly the best solution, that,” Penellin said. He went on with, “But even if we were to acquire a loan to replace the roof, Tommy, ultimately that doesn’t address the main problem, does it. The real issue is the amount spent on upkeep and repairs. Every year it grows costlier. What comes into the estate in the way of rents from the farmers is a good source of revenue for the place. Generally, it maintains Howenstow, but it doesn’t allow for any major emergency of the sort we’re facing now.”

They began walking towards the harbour, to the quay where they’d left the estate Land Rover. They paused at the war memorial. There, a tour coach had foolishly begun an attempt to manoeuvre its way into South Cliff Road, which was barely six feet wide. One of the passengers had apparently disembarked the coach to aid the driver. He stood in front of the vehicle waving his arms wildly and yelling “Colpirai il muro!” as pedestrians who’d been in the street flattened themselves against the Ship Inn on one side or the railing above the harbour on the other.

Lynley and Penellin watched for a moment before continuing their walk, whereupon John said, “To state the glaringly obvious, great houses and enormous estates all over the country have gone through many different forms of downsizing. Your family have merely been able to hold on for ages longer than the rest. You could consider selling part of the property or some of the art, but the fact remains: It’s a faded way of life, Tommy. There’s no way to get round that.”

Lynley certainly couldn’t disagree with this final point. After all, his own life had long been in London. He’d never played Lord of the Manor after his father died nor had he wanted to do so. He’d been happy leaving his mother as Lady of the Manor, with John Penellin otherwise taking care of the entire property. He himself had enjoyed many years of escape from the duties of running Howenstow, especially the kind of duty he faced now. John was right: He could raise the money to replace the roof by selling off whatever he wished to sell off. But that was merely putting a plaster over a much larger problem that had to be faced. Howenstow had to be made profitable. Like it or not, John had come up with the only feasible way to do it.

He sighed as they began the descent to the south quay. He said, “Will you ring my bank, then? Let’s look at what it will take to secure a loan.”

“For the roof, the alterations to the house, or both?”

“Let’s start with the roof,” Lynley said. “But I’d like to keep the business with the bank to ourselves until Mother and Judith absolutely have to be told.”

“I’ll hold my tongue,” Penellin said. “But I think you’ll find they’re not surprised by what we must do.”

“So you say,” Lynley said.

They’d reached the Land Rover and Lynley took out his keys. He reversed the vehicle. They rolled up the incline to the street. At the top, he braked as two women turned to walk down the slope to the car park: Barbara Havers and, with her, Daidre Trahair.


TRURO

CORNWALL



Fabienne Porter, as things turned out, did not live in Falmouth as Cathy Lobb had thought. A quick investigation revealed that the woman who had supplied an alibi for Sebastian Lobb occupied a good-size Georgian terrace house in St. George’s Road in Truro. It was a short walk from there to Victoria Gardens and, upon Bea’s arrival, she found that a slender woman who was briskly walking a small curly-haired white dog along the pavement from the direction of the park turned out to be Fabienne Porter herself.

“Sacha would have driven us mad for attention if I hadn’t given her a walk before you arrived,” she said to Bea as she unlocked the front door and shooed the little dog inside. “Do come in. I must give her a small snack if you don’t mind waiting. I won’t be long.” She directed Bea to a sitting room that looked out through sheer curtains into St. George’s Road. Before she left her, she offered tea, which Bea declined. Coffee then? Espresso? Bea thanked her but declined again. She didn’t need hospitality, she thought. What she needed was information upon which she could rely. And she needed to have her eyes fixed on the person when that information was given.

She looked round the sitting room. Fabienne Porter, she saw, was a collector of antiques. Bea knew virtually nothing about antiques, but she could tell these were all of the same period and she reckoned they matched the Georgian house. Each one was in perfect condition, created from gleaming wood that looked to be largely mahogany, with delicate legs and polished brass hardware. Nowhere could Bea see even a speck of dust.

She crossed the fitted carpet to the fireplace upon whose mantel stood three photographs. One depicted an airline pilot in uniform, one depicted two schoolboys also in uniforms, and the third featured the boys again with their arms slung round a smiling golden retriever. The boys bore a marked resemblance to the airline pilot, and he was quite a handsome bloke of middle age, with a beauty spot on his left cheekbone.

“My husband, Templer,” Fabienne said as she came into the sitting room. She added with a smile, “Please don’t ask me what his parents were thinking when they named him. He’s just happy it wasn’t worse, as his mother quite liked that series of novels about cavemen. Or is it cavepeople? At any rate, she was apparently leaning in the direction of the hero for a name, I believe, but she was talked out of it by . . . well . . . I suppose by virtually everyone. Are you sure you wouldn’t like tea? I’ve made myself some.” She indicated this last with a cup and saucer that she was holding.

Bea shook her head and then indicated the boys. “Your sons?”

“Templer’s, with his first wife. I’m his third. Shall we sit?” She indicated the sofa and one of two armchairs angled across a coffee table from it. They sat.

“No children with his second wife?” Bea asked her.

“No. That marriage was quite brief.”

“He’s an airline pilot.”

“He is. He flies out of Bristol.”

“Bit of a drive, that. Does he stay nights there when he’s got an early flight?”

“There and frequently in Italy. It depends on his schedule and his route.”

“The boys don’t live with you two?”

“No, no. They’re with their mother, near Winchester. We get them half terms, part of the summer, and every other Christmas.”

“You’re free a lot, then,” Bea noted.

“I am. Templer knows about Sebastian, by the way. We decided early on to have an open marriage. He’s often tempted by his colleagues. I was once one of them.”

“He was tempted by you?”

“He was. And I wasn’t so foolish as to think he wouldn’t be tempted again if we married, so from the beginning we vowed to love mutually but not exclusively. We renegotiate every year.”

How adult, Bea thought. “Is that how it is with Sebastian Lobb?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” She raised her cup to her lips, soundlessly taking a sip of tea. She had perfectly manicured fingernails, Bea noted. She was a woman who took good care of herself.

“Love,” Bea told her. “ ‘Mutually but not exclusively.’ ”

“Ah.” Another silent sip of tea. “Sebastian’s a dear, but our relationship was only sexual.”

“Are you no longer seeing him?”

“Why do you ask?”

“You said it was.”

“Ah. Yes. I see. It’s not a regular thing between us. It never has been. Really, how could it be? I have a husband, and Sebastian has a busy career. So he rings me or I ring him and we set a date, a time, and a place. Sometimes it’s just an afternoon. Sometimes it’s a night. Sometimes we can manage several days, but that’s rare because of his schedule. And, of course, Templer’s.”

“But not yours?”

She raised a perfectly formed eyebrow. “My schedule?” And when Bea nodded, “I don’t have one, really. I gave up my work with the airlines some two years into my marriage. Working as a flight attendant looks glamorous to some people, but it isn’t. It became more like managing a railway carriage filled with unpleasant, unruly schoolchildren.”

“And now?”

“Now?” She cocked her head. She was very well coiffed, her hair obviously seen to by a highly skilled professional in a place that probably wasn’t Truro. Its colour was blond that streaked through a colour not unlike bronze. Its style was made to look tossed and casual. “Are you asking what I do with my time now?”

“More or less,” Bea said.

“Generally, I volunteer. Helping young mothers cope with their infants, doing hospital work. There are countless opportunities when one seeks them out.”

“Is that how you met Sebastian Lobb?”

“Mutual volunteering?” She laughed lightly. “Hardly his . . . his ‘thing’ as they say. No, I met him at a chant circle. He was directing it. We spoke afterwards, and I went to several private appointments for voice work.”

“With him working more than your voice,” Bea noted.

“Well, yes. That’s a good way to put it.”

Bea had to admire Fabienne’s unshakeable nature. But then, she had nothing to hide when it came to her relationship with Sebastian Lobb. Or so it seemed. Bea said, “You know his older brother was murdered.”

“Someone from the police phoned me about it directly it happened, since Sebastian had told them he was with me the night his brother was killed.”

“And was he?”

“Indeed he was. I did tell the police when they phoned. He arrived round six thirty in the evening, and we had dinner. It was one of the nights Templer was remaining in Bristol for an early flight, so Sebastian stayed.”

“Who made the arrangement?”

“For him to come to Truro? I suppose I did. He rang me a day or so earlier and suggested we see each other. I can tell from Templer’s schedule when he’ll be staying the night in Bristol, so I checked it and then gave Sebastian the date I’d be available.”

“He didn’t suggest the date?”

“He couldn’t since it would depend on where Templer would be and when he would be there.”

“Was he here all night, then?”

“He was. We made love, we fell asleep, he woke me to make love again, we went back to sleep, and he left in the morning.”

“He didn’t leave during the night?”

“I would have known. I’m a very light sleeper. He left, as I said, in the morning.”

“What time was that?”

“Perhaps seven thirty? Seven forty-five? I’m not entirely sure. We had coffee together and he was off directly.”

“Everything was as normal?”

Fabienne placed her cup and saucer on the coffee table. Somewhere nearby a phone rang and an answer machine picked up the call. A man’s disembodied voice said, “Just checking in, darling. I’ve been offered a route to Prague. It’s a one-off but I’d like to take it. Let me know what you think when you have a moment.”

It was the husband, of course. Bea couldn’t remember the last time she’d left a message on an answer machine and not on a mobile phone.

Fabienne said to Bea, “He loves Prague. So do I. Have you been?”

“Never.”

“You must go if you have the chance. It’s charming.” She clasped her hands in her lap and went on to say, “You asked if everything was normal with Sebastian. I can only say that it seemed normal. Sebastian’s sometimes difficult to read. I think he’s inclined to juggle his experiences with various women at once, so he probably knows he must be careful with what he says and how he acts.”

“Afraid he might call a lover by the wrong name?”

“That could well be the case.”

“You seem easy with it, with him, juggling his experiences and all that.”

“How could I be otherwise? It’s not as if we have a future together. I would never leave Templer for anyone. Sebastian knows that. Frankly, it’s probably a great part of my appeal. Having said that, though . . .” She looked as if for a moment she’d gone far away for some reason.

“Yes?” Bea prompted her.

“I’m not quite sure how to put this, but I do have the feeling that Sebastian’s ready to end this arrangement we have.”

“Why?”

“He’s been a wonderful lover. He knows exactly how to please. But this last time, I could sense that his mind was elsewhere.”

“On another woman?”

“I’m not certain, of course. But it did seem his mind was on something.”

“How do you feel about that?”

“That his mind was elsewhere?” She looked thoughtful for a moment before she said, “Actually? I don’t feel anything about it. Nothing lasts forever, does it?”


HALSETOWN NR CARBIS BAY

CORNWALL



Barbara had experienced a moment of heart-pounding horror when she and Daidre stumbled across DI Lynley. He was supposed to be tied up, occupied, and in a dither about the disintegrating roof of his family home, so what in God’s name was he doing in Mousehole? He’d looked at her, at Daidre, at her, at Daidre, and her only thought was to find the nearest wheelie bin in which to hide. She wanted to shout, “It’s not what you think,” but the truth was it was indeed what he thought: Daidre was in Cornwall and Barbara Havers—his colleague, his partner, his supposed friend—had not said word one to him about it.

Greetings or words or whatevers were exchanged, but Barbara heard none of them. Her ears were sounding the drums from her heart, her palms were sweating, and her armpits were triumphing over her antiperspirant.

Soon enough, they all went their separate ways. She said to Daidre, “I had no bloody idea—”

“I know that, Barbara,” she replied graciously.

That was that. Daidre said nothing more, and Barbara followed her lead. With the subject of Thomas Lynley a closed book, she suggested that they repair to the local library to have a look through more of the police files. The closest library requiring them to trek to Penzance, they instead chose a pleasant-looking restaurant in Fore Street where they ordered food that neither of them wanted and occupied a table large enough to accommodate them and some of the documents that Rupert Somerton had given Barbara.

As she read, it appeared to Barbara that a great deal about the case had been given short shrift. To her, it looked as if the MIT had followed an unswerving path to Goron Udy’s door, turning more than one blind eye to anything suggesting that culpability might lie in another direction: Kayla Lobb’s brother had been interviewed only once despite being present on the property when his brother-in-law was murdered; Merritt Lobb had been interviewed only once despite being one of the putative beneficiaries of what was believed to be the victim’s only will; the victim’s brother had offered an alibi that had remained unconfirmed other than by a phone conversation with a woman who might or might not be his lover and might or might not have a reason to lie. The MIT didn’t appear to be understaffed, if the paperwork was anything to go by, but they’d either not been well directed or they’d been directed by someone under pressure or otherwise in a hurry to deliver a killer to the CPS.

Barbara pointed all of this out to Daidre, who said in return, “But why did Goron seem to confess?”

She responded by telling her that people confessed to crimes they hadn’t committed for all sorts of crazy-arse reasons. “Believe me, this happens in virtually every investigation. Always has done, always will.”

“But I imagine there’s not a mountain of evidence to support those confessions, is there?”

Barbara had to admit that there generally was little to no evidence at all, but she went on to add that Daidre was to remember that coppers missed things all the time. Coppers overlooked details that didn’t fit into their picture of the crime. Coppers wanted to put a full stop to an investigation as soon as possible because they were under pressure to do so. A case in point was the vicar, Anthony Grange. No one had asked him a single question. No one had even spoken to him. There could be others in the same position, and they—she and Daidre—were going to find them. And they would begin with the vicar.

They found him at home in Halsetown, which was not far from Carbis Bay. There, he lived not in a vicarage as Barbara expected but rather in one of the old miners’ cottages that formed a short terrace in Laity Lane. He was soon to move house. Or so it seemed when he answered the door. Behind him, a number of cardboard boxes were packed and labelled, and several more gaped open, ready to be filled with the dozen or so small piles of books and linens scattered here and there in the sitting room.

“We’ve caught you in the middle of moving house,” Barbara said once he’d ushered them inside.

“Yes,” he said. “I was. I mean, I am.”

“Going far?”

“No, no. Just to Carbis Bay. My . . . companion? It seems ridiculous at my age to say ‘my girlfriend.’ I suppose I could say my partner, though. Yes, that’s it. My partner and I are going to share her house.”

“Would that be Maiden Lobb?”

He looked flustered as he said, “It would. It’s Maiden Kittow, however.”

“Has she been your partner long?” Barbara asked.

“Eight years is it, Anthony?”

They turned to see that a woman had come from one of the rooms above. She was carrying a stack of magazines that Anthony Grange quickly took from her. She wore her graying hair in an odd Edwardian poof style, and her manner of dress was casual, in keeping with what she was doing, which was helping Anthony Grange with the job of packing up his house: a tracksuit and trainers.

“Living together has been a long time coming,” she went on. “Anthony has been more than patient.”

“You’re Maiden Lobb . . . Maiden Kittow,” Barbara said. She looked decades older than the woman who’d supplanted her in Michael Lobb’s life. But then, she was decades older.

“I am,” she said. “Can we help you? You are . . . ?”

Barbara produced her warrant card. She introduced Daidre to the vicar and Michael Lobb’s first wife. The vicar looked at Barbara’s card and said, “The Metropolitan Police?”

Maiden looked at the card and said, “This is about Michael’s murder. Why are the Metropolitan Police involved? I’ve spoken to the local investigators already.”

Barbara chose the final sentence to respond to rather than to Maiden Kittow’s questions. “Right. But the vicar hasn’t. We’d like a word with him.”

Maiden looked at Anthony Grange, then at Barbara. She said sharply, “You can’t possibly think that Anthony had anything to do with Michael’s death. Anthony, don’t answer any of their questions. You’re not required to do so.”

“She’s right,” Barbara said. “Spot on the money and all of that. But we’re in the process of eliminating people and we’d be that chuffed to eliminate you. C’n you tell us where you were the night he died? And into the early morning as well?”

“Anthony . . .” again, the sharp tone.

The vicar looked as mild as milquetoast, but he wasn’t anyone’s pushover. He said to Maiden, “It’s quite all right, my dear.” And to Barbara, “I was here. I’m usually here nights.”

“Not with Mrs. . . . Ms. Kittow?”

“I’m afraid not. We agreed it wasn’t a good idea for me to spend the night as long as Merritt, Bonnie, and the children were living with her. I didn’t—we didn’t—care to set a bad example.”

“Your son, his wife, and their children?” Barbara said to Maiden.

“Yes. I stayed the night here occasionally, but Anthony never stayed the night with me.”

“Old-fashioned, I know,” Anthony said with a wry smile. “But there you have it. And as I’m a vicar, it would have been unseemly, especially prior to my retirement.”

“When’s that coming?” Barbara asked.

“My retirement? Next year.”

“Moving a bit prematurely then,” Daidre said.

“I’m happy to say we shall marry at last.”

“Took a while, did it?” Barbara asked.

“We couldn’t marry while Michael was alive.”

“Why’s that?” Barbara asked.

“Church of England,” he said. “We want to marry in the church, obviously, which we couldn’t do.”

“Until Michael Lobb died.”

“Well, yes. At that point, all the doors finally began to open. Then Merritt and his family moved house. I was quite ready to move forward, but Maiden insisted—”

“Anthony, we should be about our business if you want to get most of the packing finished up today.”

Barbara ignored Maiden’s intrusion. “Insisted?” she prompted the vicar.

Once again, he looked from Maiden to Barbara, this time in some confusion. He said nothing more, and into the awkward silence, Maiden spoke.

“Anthony wanted to marry at once when we heard about Michael. I insisted we wait until a decent time passed. Marrying on the heels of my former husband’s murder . . . ? It seemed like dancing on his grave.” She moved to the cardboard boxes, knelt by one, and began stacking books neatly inside it. If the burst of dust was anything to go by, the books and the shelves they’d been sitting on hadn’t been cleaned in years. She said to her partner, “We won’t have room for all of these, Anthony. Are you sure you’ve removed the ones you don’t want to keep?”

“That’s just the trouble, isn’t it?” he said to her. “I’ve tried, but I’m finding it impossible to part with any of them.”

She read the spine of one and said, “The epistles of St. Paul?”

“Useful when writing sermons, my dear.”

“Just my point,” Maiden said, tossing the book to one side. “Soon enough you won’t be writing sermons, will you?”

Barbara saw that Maiden was determined to end the conversation. She was also determined to see them leave. Barbara said to the vicar, “This is just procedure, Mr. Grange, but can you tell us what you were doing on the night Michael Lobb died? This would have been the third of the month. So that night and into the early hours of the following morning.”

“I’m sure I was here,” Anthony said. “I would have had dinner, watched a bit of telly, and gone to bed.” And to Maiden, “Did we speak on the phone? Say our goodnights? I can’t quite remember.”

“Of course we did,” Maiden said. “We always do. I would certainly remember had we not.”

“Can anyone confirm you were here?” Barbara asked him.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Maiden said.

“Probably not,” Anthony answered, with regret. “I did play some music. I usually do when I’m alone. I prefer Schumann, Chopin piano concertos, symphonies. Someone might have heard it, but I don’t ever play it loud. I hate to disturb—”

“I think we’ve spoken to you long enough,” Maiden said. “If you’ve no other questions . . . ?”

The fact was that she did have other questions, Barbara decided. And now was a very good time to ask them. She said, “Can you confirm there was a safe in your husband’s workshop?”

“Why? Was it stolen? You can hardly be asking Anthony if—”

“It wasn’t stolen. When you and he were married, was it there?”

“It was.”

“And did you have access to that safe?”

“Yes, of course. Should something have happened to Michael, I would need to get into it, wouldn’t I?”

“So you knew the combination.”

“I could hardly have got into it if I didn’t know the combination. Why on earth do you need to know this?”

“What was kept in it?”

“All our papers: passports, birth certificates, insurance policies, tax documents, property documents.”

“His will?”

“Yes. Anything that needed to be kept secure. Sometimes there was cash as well.”

“And after you divorced? What would he have kept inside the safe then?”

“I’ve no idea. Probably much the same as when we were married.”

“Such as a more recent will than the one leaving everything to your two children?”

Maiden took a moment to digest this before saying, “That’s hardly a surprise. It didn’t make sense to me when I was told he’d left everything to Merritt and Gloriana. I assume the new will leaves everything to . . . her?”

“It does. But it’s been our understanding that no one knew of its existence save his solicitor.”

“You can’t be thinking the South African knew nothing about it.”

“She seems not to have known a thing.”

“That’s nonsense. Michael would have given her the combination to the safe, the same as he did for me.”

“Can you think of any reason he might not have done that?”

She considered the question before she said, “Absolutely not. He was besotted with her. As far I know he wanted to live permanently inside her knickers. So he’d’ve wanted to show her she had nothing to worry about if she gave up her entire way of life for him.”

“Had she a compelling reason to do that? To give up an entire way of life for a man so much older?”

“Oh, she had intentions about Michael from the first moment they met, did the South African. She had all sorts of intentions, and he embraced every one of them.”
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Lynley had known very well that Barbara Havers would avoid any conversation that came close to touching upon what she’d been doing with Daidre in Mousehole, which meant that she would dodge the possibility of being alone with him until it was impossible for her to escape. Thus nothing about how the evening unfolded had been a surprise.

She had skipped cocktails, although his mother assured him that—according to Barbara herself, who’d confessed to having had “quite a day of it”—she would definitely be with them for dinner. Then during dinner she’d kept up her end of conversations as if she’d been born to sparkling, social chit-chat. She conversed in the give-and-take about being the mother of an adolescent girl (Judith), about the history of Howenstow (his mother), about the advantages and disadvantages attendant to the historic choice of location for the estate near to Lamorna Cove and between the village of Nanrunnel and the fishing town of Mousehole (John Penellin, who’d been asked by Judith to stay to dinner). She’d been happy to chat about what it was like to have Tommy for a superior officer (back to Judith), and all along she’d managed to keep her gaze from meeting Lynley’s other than in the most casual fashion. It had been, he admitted to himself, a bravura performance. But she’d been his partner long enough to understand that he intended to question her. When the house fell into the complete silence of late night, he set off from his bedroom to do just that.

The last person he had expected to see in Mousehole was Daidre Trahair. And Daidre Trahair in the company of Barbara Havers was a stunning development in his relationships with both women. The how and why of it left him stammering. All he’d known to do was to reverse the Land Rover back to the car park, where he’d turned off the ignition, climbed out, and confronted them.

He’d introduced Daidre to John Penellin, who was completely in the dark about what was happening. Havers at once became very chatty, claiming that she’d known how awfully busy Lynley was going to be, so she’d contacted Daidre for hints what to do (when did Barbara Havers ever ask for hints what to do?) while he was occupied with business on the estate. To her surprise, Barbara announced, it turned out that Daidre was herself in Cornwall! She offered to show Barbara some enticing places (when did Havers ever use the word enticing to describe anything save a new flavour of Pop-Tart?), and, in her words, Bob was your uncle.

It did not take a genius in the affairs of mankind to know that something was very off. Daidre was as grave as Lynley had ever seen her, and it was crystal clear that she wanted to be gone as soon as Havers could make it happen. But he was not ready for her to go.

An unexpected frisson had washed over him the moment he saw her. She’d smiled briefly and politely in acknowledgement of the introduction to John Penellin. Other than that, he could see that she was not going to enter the conversation unless her hand was forced, so he forced it.

How was she? How was Gwyn? How were the Electric Magic doing on the flat-track roller derby circuit? How were things at the zoo?

To this, she’d replied that she was fine, that Gwyn was doing well, and that the Electric Magic were a bit off their game. Otherwise, things were busy but as normal, especially at the zoo. And what about you, Tommy?

He told her of the new development at the Met. DCS Ardery had returned.

She’s well, I hope?

She appears to be. It’s a day-by-day thing.

He asked her if there was a chance he might see her again while they both were in Cornwall? She said that she didn’t know, as there were several things that she was obliged to do. He said of course, of course, and if she was ever free, she must let Barbara know as his family would quite like to meet her.

That ended the conversation. It hadn’t been at all satisfactory. But at least it had been.

Now, he strode down the corridor and knocked on the door to Barbara’s room. It was a moment only before she answered.

She held the door open, saying, “I reckoned you’d be coming along. I’m assuming this isn’t one of those secret midnight rendezvous that I read about. You know what I mean: nighttime, everyone’s tucked up in bed, the Lord of the Manor creeps along the corridor with a lit candle in his hand, his heart pounding, his determination building, his nightshirt billowing behind him. She waits, her heart in her throat—I’ve never been able to work out how that’s meant to happen, anatomically speaking, I mean—but to continue: her nightdress not billowing but instead falling about her slim figure like a . . . What would it be, sir? An angel’s whatever? A bride’s gown? What d’you reckon?”

He said, “I’ve no idea, but you’ve definitely missed your calling. What are you up to, Barbara? And please let me into your room before we awaken my mother and she misinterprets this—as you call it—nighttime rendezvous and sends out wedding invitations.”

She stepped back. He stepped inside. She closed the door.

She was fully dressed, as he expected she would be. She was no fool, and once he’d encountered her with Daidre in Mousehole, she’d known that he would have questions and would insist upon answers.

He gestured to the ottoman. He said, “May I?”

She said, “Always the gent, sir. Have at it.”

He walked to it, moved it to one side, pointed at its accompanying armchair, and said, “If you will.”

She sat in the chair. He used the ottoman. He said, “And?” and waited.

She said, “And what, sir?”

“And what exactly is going on, Barbara, because something is.”

Barbara cocked her head, attempting to look puzzled by his declaration but missing the mark, as far as he was concerned. She said, “I rang her, like I said. She told me she was in Cornwall. We met up and—”

“Sergeant, I’m not a fool. I believe you know that. What’s going on? And before you think about repeating your previous answer, please know that I intend to remain here—in your bedroom—until you explain yourself.”

“Even if your mum—”

“Sergeant . . . ?”

Barbara sighed. “Murder, sir. That’s what’s going on.”

Lynley listened, his brow furrowed as she told a tale of death at a tin-streamer’s place of business, the employment of both Goron Udy and his father at the place, the murder of the business’s proprietor, and Goron’s purported involvement in it: from his arrest to his interrogation to his admission of guilt to his appearance at the Magistrates’ Court.

Lynley heard it all with growing astonishment. At the end, he said, “Why in God’s name have you not told me about any of this?”

“She . . . Dr. Trahair . . . Daidre didn’t want you to know.”

“And how long have you known?”

She quirked her mouth before saying, “From just after it happened, more or less.” She saw his expression. She was nothing if not fully capable of reading him, and she went on hastily with, “Sir, she rang me with some general questions, as soon as she heard about the murder. That’s all it was at first. She wanted to understand the procedure. You know. What the coppers do when someone’s given the chop, what everyone else does, what to expect and when to expect it.” Barbara paused and Lynley knew she was attempting to measure the level of his displeasure. She went on with, “She begged me not to tell you, and like I said, all she wanted to know was what she could expect since Goron’s employer had been killed. That’s it. He hadn’t been questioned or anything. So I told her what to expect.”

“I see.” It was understandable enough. Daidre hadn’t rung him, but they’d not been in contact for months, and Lynley assumed that Havers had seemed to Daidre like a safer bet. “But things went further?”

“Mostly, she didn’t want Gwyn to suss out that there’d been a murder in the first place because she knew Gwyn would set off for Cornwall straightaway ’cause Goron works—worked—for the bloke who got killed. Only Gwyn found out eventually ’cause it’s been in the . . . well, in the tabloids. I mean The Source mostly. It’s been in The Source. And you know—”

“Yes, yes,” Lynley said. “I know you favour The Source for what goes for news in their eyes, Sergeant.”

She said weakly, “Diverting reading is all it is, sir.”

“I’m not here to debate the value of your journalistic choices.”

“Ta, sir.” She lowered her head in what he very well knew was a performance of humility, not the real thing. “So, like I said, Gwyn sussed out everything and set off for Cornwall. Goron got arrested, and then he was charged and then he more or less confessed and there you have it. He’s on remand in Exeter.”

He studied the old Persian carpet at his feet as he evaluated everything Havers had told him. He said to her, “Your belief is that the brother—Goron—couldn’t have done this?”

Barbara scratched her scalp. She said, “I don’t know, sir. All I can say is that just now, Dr. Trahair—Daidre—doesn’t believe it and Gwyn doesn’t believe it.”

“But there’s evidence?”

“There seems to be, but the murder scene was a nightmare—from what I’ve seen in the pictures—so it’s been easy to say evidence was planted.” She described what she’d seen in the photos and so far read in the documents.

He responded with, “But he was stabbed, wasn’t he? You’ve said there was a struggle, and the crime scene was a bloodbath. The body alone must be a treasure trove of DNA. If they’ve charged him, the DNA must be his.”

“I see that, sir. But he has no motive. He gains nothing from this.”

“And yet he’s said he committed the crime. Why? Coercion? Was a solicitor present when he confessed?” And when Havers nodded, “Is he protecting the actual killer? Who would that be? The wife? The brother? Who else is there?”

“The son, the daughter, the ex-wife, her lover. It’s got to be a bloke, though. Some kind of spike was used—according to the postmortem report—but it was taken from the scene, and it could be anywhere. If a woman did it, she’d have needed the size and strength of an Amazon.”

“Goron’s father, then? With Goron attempting to protect him by declaring guilt?”

“Possibly, except we’re back to motive. Neither of the blokes has one.”

“What about one of the others?”

Barbara explained what seemed to be a complicated situation about the wills: who’d been told they inherited, who actually inherited, and what an inheritance might mean for anyone who came into ownership of the property. She concluded by saying, “That’s why we were in Mousehole, sir. The daughter has no alibi, and the leasehold for the building her shop is in is for sale. The son’s just moved house and he would’ve needed money to do that. The police documents say that the daughter was clueless about inheriting anything, but we’re thinking that she and her brother could’ve believed or been told they had an inheritance coming to them if Dad dropped dead. So did they plan the killing together and did the son alone then carry it out to keep her out of the picture?”

“That takes sibling love to an extreme,” Lynley pointed out.

“Only if he has no reason to want his dad dead.”

“Who’s heading the investigation?” Lynley asked.

She looked momentarily taken aback. “Why . . . Sir, why d’you want to know?”

He said, “Tell me, please. It will have been in the paperwork.” He nodded at a significant mound of manila folders that lay between the cabriole legs of one of the two bedside tables.

She said, “Sir, I don’t see why—”

“Don’t try me, Barbara.”

She said, sounding miserable in the admission, “Bea Hannaford, sir.”

“Ah. I’ll ring her in the morning, then.”

“No! Sir, you can’t! You can’t. I promised. You’re not even supposed to know about any of this. I told Dr. Trahair . . . Daidre . . . I said I’d keep everything to myself. I promised her.”

“Daidre isn’t going to know I’ve spoken to Bea Hannaford, Sergeant.”

“Bloody why not?” she demanded.

“Because you’re not going to tell her. And may I ask: How is it that you’ve managed to gather so much information so quickly?”

She hemmed. She hawed. He said her name in a way that told her the question was in actuality an order. “I’m working for the murder solicitor, sir.”

“Are you indeed.” He could hear the wryness in his tone.

“Sir, it just . . . It just happened. He can’t do everything on his own. There’s too much paperwork. It’s too expensive for Daidre and Gwyn to pay for him to bring in someone else. I offered—”

“Enough.” Lynley raised his hand. “I see how it happened. And . . . ?”

“And he had the information that DI Hannaford had provided the CPS and the duty solicitor who represented Goron at Magistrates’ Court.”

Lynley got to his feet, saying, “Very well, then. We’ll begin by making certain he has everything.” He headed towards the door.

Havers said, “Oh, please, sir. Please.”

He turned. He said, “Daidre is going to know about my involvement only if you tell her. And from what I’ve seen so far, you’re quite adept at keeping things to yourself.”




MICHAEL

I wasn’t 100 percent confident about Kayla, no matter my words to Sebastian. Still, at that point we’d been together for twelve years and aside from that one failed pregnancy and the bloody awful assault she’d suffered that one night in Penzance, our lives had moved along smoothly. I had my work with the tin and the pewter, and she had hers with the lessons in dance. Most important, we were more deeply in love than on the day we’d married.

We weren’t exactly isolated either. Daily I supervised Bran and Goron in addition to creating the designs for my jewellery and other items as well as seeing to their manufacturing. Kayla met her Culture Club friends regularly; she loved Jen, and she helped Gwyn care for her; she had her project teaching Goron to read, which, as it happened, was no easy task as the poor bloke turned out to have learning issues. She seemed altogether content, and God knows I was the happiest I’d been since adolescence. There was the gap in our ages, of course. She could have gone out nights with people in her age group, clubbing in Truro, Redruth, and Camborne—yes, yes, limited venues, I know—but instead she stayed at home with me. When I brought up the fact that she’d tied herself to a bloke whose better days were definitely behind him, she would ask me what bloke I was speaking of, because the only person she saw herself tied to was her husband, and she certainly wanted to be tied to him.

Still and all, I would say.

To which she would reply, Still and all what?

I expect you never thought your life would turn out the way it’s done. Here, in this stodgy old cottage, with me, nearly fifty-six years old and showing every day of it, love.

Well, I did think we’d go dancing more often, she told me with a wink.

Would you like that? I asked her. Dancing?

She laughed and said she was joking, but I reckoned she wasn’t. Dancing had been her life. It was still part of her life. That’s why, when Perranporth’s Football Rugby Club created a fundraising dance—Live music! Prizes!—I bought two tickets as a surprise. and I told her she needed to find herself a quite special dressing-up dress because we were going to show everyone there what real dancing was all about.

I pictured us cutting up on the dance floor like a scene from a film where everyone stops dancing to encircle some couple who fly through the steps like the stars of a West End musical. The band plays. People clap to the beat. The man swings the woman off her feet and up in the air and around his shoulders to the cheers of the crowd. Yes, I could see us like that.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t to be. What it was to be was myself in an armchair in the sitting room, watching telly while I iced and heated and iced my knee. I’d got it caught between the backhoe and its wheel when, for some blasted reason, the damn thing refused to negotiate a hill it had easily negotiated two hundred times. The result was simple: I wasn’t going to be dancing anywhere. According to my GP, I was bloody lucky I hadn’t demolished the knee altogether. I was ordered to keep my weight off it entirely for a week or so, doing the heating and icing like I said.

She did her very best to hide her disappointment, did Kayla. But I couldn’t stand her not being able to go. She’d bought the dress, and she’d had her hair newly styled and her fingernails and toenails done, I couldn’t let her be disappointed because of me and my bloody knee.

I knew of only three blokes to call upon to act as her partner for the evening: Goron, Bran, or my brother. I couldn’t see Goron or Bran being light on their feet, so I reckoned I had to ask my brother.

I could see no reason why he wouldn’t help me out in the matter. He was fond of Kayla. I expected him to be willing to step in so that she could dress to the nines and have her dance. He said he would move round a few of his “other obligations”—by which I bloody well knew he meant his latest woman—and he showed up precisely on the minute to sweep Kayla into his new Polestar, saying that she looked “bloody gorgeous, girl,” and laughing when she said he looked like a model. For exactly what? he wanted to know.

I had the same question in my head, because he was wearing what I assumed he believed or, more likely, knew would slay the ladies: sleek dark trousers, a blindingly white collarless shirt open at the neck, a jacket looking like something sewn to fit him perfectly. I told him to have my wife home by midnight. He responded by asking me if she would turn into a pumpkin if he kept her out past the stroke of twelve. It’s your car does that, silly man, I heard Kayla say.

I heard them laugh as he shut the door.

Truth to tell, I passed an uneasy few hours when they’d departed. I should have gone, I told myself. I wouldn’t have been able to dance, but I could have watched. Kayla with this bloke, Kayla with that bloke. But now it would be Kayla with my brother as they danced the night away.

I was asleep in the sitting room when they returned. The car was silent, so I heard nothing at all till the cottage door opened. After, it was the sound of their voices on the front step that I heard. I couldn’t catch what they were saying, just that they were talking quietly.

The door closed, and I looked at my watch. It was 2:15. The dance, as I knew, had ended at 11:00. I said her name. She came to the sitting-room door. She asked why on earth I was still up. I said I’d been waiting for her, and I’d fallen asleep, and did she know what time it was?

She said it was late and, yes, she was aware of that. She said she would have rung me, but it was already late when everything happened. When I asked what she meant by everything, she said that a woman known to Sebastian turned up at the dance at half past ten. There had been a scene.

A scene? I asked her. What happened?

Kayla said that the woman was from Sebastian’s past. She was blind drunk, and she accused Kayla of being someone called Fabienne. She shouted at Sebastian about her not being a bloody fool, and how dare he think he could toss her aside like rubbish? She got herself removed from the premises, but Sebastian wouldn’t let her drive back to where she’d come from. When I asked where that happened to be, Kayla said the woman had come from Bodmin. She said that Sebastian had managed to get her into her car—Gayle, Kayla told me, her name was Gayle Something—and he drove while Kayla followed in the Polestar. When they finally reached Bodmin—Sebastian had actually pulled to the verge once so that Gayle could be sick down the side of her car—together they got her out of her car and they handed her over to her husband, who, it turned out, was as drunk as she was. It was vintage Sebastian that there was a husband, of course.

Then the two of them—Gayle and the husband—began to argue, and Gayle threw the bronze bust of a young girl at him. She missed but she hit a mirror, which broke all over the floor. She went for a lamp next, but Sebastian managed to wrest it from her.

From there, Kayla reported, Gayle alternated between screaming at her husband, screaming at Sebastian, screaming at Kayla, whom she kept calling Fabienne, weeping, and threatening to set the house afire, so Kayla looked for a phone and rang the police. They came, took statements, and that was how things ended.

I told her I was dead relieved she’d escaped from the situation unharmed, whereupon she showed me three deep scratches on her arms where Gayle had left her mark. Several of them had seeped blood. She attacked you and not Sebastian? was what I wanted to know. Kayla said that she’d attacked everyone. In her own case, she’d merely been trying to explain to the woman who she was: Sebastian’s sister-in-law, full stop. But Gayle didn’t want to listen to explanations, because it seemed she was the mistress who’d replaced Sebastian’s previous mistress or perhaps the mistress before that—really, who knew?—and she started shouting about how she knew what game Sebastian was playing. She’d then recounted for Kayla—and, it seemed, for her own husband—exactly how Sebastian operated when it came to women and sex. Because, she’d told Kayla, that’s what it all boiled down to so if she—Kayla—wanted more from the bastard, she wasn’t going to get it. You’re young so you think that’s the appeal, was how she put it. To him, you’re just fresh meat.

And where the bloody hell was my brother while this was going on? I asked her.

He was trying to reason with her as well, Kayla explained. The woman tried to punch him and kick him, Kayla said, but he managed to keep her at bay.

I said I wanted a word with my brother. I picked up my mobile. Kayla asked could it wait till tomorrow, Michael. It really wasn’t his fault, and anyway Sebastian would be driving home to Penzance and unable to answer the call.

I said that my brother shouldn’t have let her carry on like that, this woman Gayle.

Kayla said she wasn’t sure what else he could have done. He did try to reason with her. And it was to his credit, wasn’t it, that he didn’t allow her to drive herself home.

I said that what had happened at the dance was typical Sebastian. He even has a new woman he’s meeting in a flat in Holland Park, I told her.

How does he keep them all in order? she wanted to know. He leads a very strange life, she added.

He always has done, was what I said in reply.
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Barbara Havers had spent most of the night alternating between staring at the ceiling and getting out of bed to gaze through the window at the quiet darkness of Howenstow, where the overcast sky showed no stars. She was, she knew, a wretched liar. The previous night’s conversation with DI Lynley—not to mention her entire life—had taught her that much. Thus she was very much aware that she was going to have to tell Daidre Trahair that Lynley intended to involve himself with the Major Incident Team out of Cornwall Constabulary Headquarters. She wasn’t looking forward to having that conversation.

She wished like bloody hell that the detective inspector and the veterinarian would patch things up between them. She was clueless about why they were estranged, and she wanted to remain clueless. What she did know, however, was that Lynley was still in love with her. Even Barbara—never a fool for love herself—could see that.

When morning at last arrived, the day’s sky was heaped with clouds, their undersides grey and heavy with rain. It was oddly windless outside, with the trees and shrubbery looking expectant of what was coming. Barbara made herself ready for the day—T-shirt, trousers, trainers, and windcheater—and was just about to leave the room when her mobile rang, and she saw that it was Mrs. Flo who wished to speak with her. She was sorely tempted not to answer. She knew Mrs. Flo was probably ringing to offer her support on the matter of her mother, the disposition of her mother’s body, and all the rest, and avoiding that conversation would be quite easy. But in the cause of setting at least some things right in her life, Barbara answered, taking herself to the dressing table and plopping onto its chair.

“Barbara, dear, is that you?” Mrs. Flo’s voice was kind and gentle, as always.

“Is,” Barbara said.

“Ah. Good.” Mrs. Flo used a landline, so Barbara could picture her in her pleasant Greenford kitchen, sitting at the ancient Formica-topped table, winding the receiver’s spiral cord round her fingers. “How are you, my dear? Is there anything I can help you with?”

Barbara knew what she meant: She was speaking code for could she give the Cheery Brothers a message? Barbara was, she knew, putting the kindly woman in a bad position regarding the undertaker.

“You see,” Mrs. Flo continued, “I’ve heard from Mr. Cheery again. Not to worry, Barbara dear, but he did ask me if you’ve reached a decision regarding Mum. He did tell me that . . . well . . . you see, dear, he cannot hold her body at the funeral home much longer.”

“I know, I know,” Barbara said. “Bugger. I’m so sorry.”

“Is there . . . Can I . . . I would so much like to be of help, Barbara.”

It would be cremation. Barbara knew that as well as she knew her shoe size. She just hadn’t been able to verbalize it. Yes, yes, she knew the reality. More people than not were cremated upon death, their ashes given to the family for placement in an urn or scattering in a meaningful location. And there would have been a meaningful location at one time—not to mention no need for cremation in the first place—which was, perhaps, why she’d been so slow about her decision to consign her mother’s body to the flames, sending her—it—on a final journey into the jaws of real perdition, the fiery kind . . . And yet, it was more than that, wasn’t it, she thought. She and her mother had never been close, either during her clear-headed lifetime or during her final mind-deteriorating years. It was something else entirely. She’d not been able to admit it to herself or to anyone else. But now it came to her that this single fact was what she’d been avoiding.

She said, “I’ll ring Mr. Cheery this morning. I’ve not got his card with me, though. C’n you give me the number, Mrs. Flo?”

“Oh, my dear, yes,” Mrs. Flo said. “Have you something to write it . . . ?”

Barbara looked round. She spied on the bedside table the sheet upon which Gloriana Lobb had scrawled the number and address of Anthony Grange. She went for it, found a biro in the bedside table’s drawer, and took this up as well. Beneath the scrawl of Anthony Grange’s details, she added her own scrawl of the details of Cheery Brothers Funeral Services as recited by Mrs. Flo. She then rang off, blew out a heavy breath, stared at the phone number, and told herself it really was too early to ring the undertaker. She flipped the paper over so that she would no longer have to look at it.

Darren Does It All stared up at her, along with a photo of a grinning bloke in a leather-looking bib apron, his arms across his chest, in both hands butcher knives at the ready like a samurai’s weapons. Beneath these were the block letters I come to you. In the bottom corner of the paper was a QR code. Curious, Barbara aimed her mobile’s camera at this. She tapped on the resulting website. It quickly appeared. Since Darren declared that he did it all, there was no surprise when Barbara saw that he seemed to be multi-talented, willing and able to do anything. The surprise was that, among his many gifts, he was a mobile knife sharpener.

She whispered, “Bloody bleeding hell,” and went to the files she and Daidre had acquired from Rupert Somerton. She began to flip through them. She opened each. She scanned the contents. She attempted not to get excited because she knew that her discovery could mean everything or nothing at all.

No one, however, had spoken to this bloke.
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Bea had arrived in advance of the MIT’s morning meeting. She wanted to put her notes regarding her conversation with Fabienne Porter into the system. She’d reckoned two things at the end of her conversation with Sebastian Lobb’s sometime lover. The first was that she was telling the truth, since she had absolutely no reason to lie. The second was that Sebastian Lobb couldn’t have killed his brother unless he’d somehow managed to be in two places at once. In Bea’s opinion, that ticked off another box in the mental column she’d assigned to eliminating suspects. Sebastian Lobb might have wanted to put his hands on his brother’s property, but he hadn’t killed him in order to do so.

She’d felt a surge of relief at the end of her time with Fabienne Porter. The fact that she’d not been questioned personally could no longer be a stain on how the investigation had proceeded.

When Phoebe called the meeting to order, the various verbal reports began to filter in. The first had to do with the bizarre object which had been delivered to the Camborne police, having been discovered by the two adolescents up to no good at the Iron Age village near Scorrier. No one who’d seen the thing knew what it was, but as it did look like there was blood on part of it, it had gone to forensics. A rush job had been requested but not promised. They would do what they could.

Finally, they had information from the locksmith who’d been tasked with opening the safe in Michael Lobb’s smelting barn. As he’d been directed to do it in the presence of a detective constable, and as the two detective constables on the premises had been in the process of taking apart the area at Lobb’s Tin & Pewter where the cassiterite was hewn from large stones and from boulders, this had allowed the lapse of several days.

“About that area,” one of the constables in question began. “There’re two ponds inside and—”

“Hang on,” Phoebe said. “Let’s deal with the safe. What do we know?”

The job had finally been done as it was meant to be done—with one of the two constables as witness—and the safe’s contents had been collected and logged into evidence. As to the question of what Michael Lobb had kept within it, the report listed a copy of what appeared to be Michael Lobb’s most recent will, leaving his business and the property upon which it stood to his wife, Kayla, should she still be alive and should they still be married. In the event of her death or their divorce, the property was intended to go to Michael Lobb’s children. The safe had also contained birth certificates; insurance papers for the property, the buildings, the contents of the buildings, and the machinery; a life insurance policy leaving Kayla Lobb twenty thousand pounds; passports for both Michael Lobb and his wife; two hundred sixty-five pounds in cash; and a collection of photographs in a large manila envelope.

“Photos of what?” Phoebe asked the question.

“Naughty pictures,” one of the constables said. She’d gone red in the face as she’d replied. A less sensitive detective constable picked up the slack, saying, “They were nude photos of the wife, guv. Some of them were . . . suggestive? Is that the word?”

“What are we talking about here?” Phoebe asked. “Are they pornographic?”

“C’n they be pornographic if the husband has them?” someone asked. “I mean, he could’ve been the one who took them.”

“Good point, that,” came from the back of the room.

“She looked pretty young, though,” was pointed out to the DS. “Like sixteen or seventeen? Eighteen at a stretch.”

“Selfies?” someone asked.

“Could be, that,” was the reply.

Bea spoke, then, reminding them, “There was that picture of her found inside the Cluedo game. She looks like a teenager in it. It’s not so much suggestive as it’s risqué, the kind of teasing photo you’d find in a phone booth—”

“When there actually were phone booths,” someone remarked.

“—in a city. Along the lines of ‘ring this number for a hot time,’ ” Bea finished. “I wager it came from that envelope.”

“Do we know if Michael Lobb kept the safe locked all the time?” Phoebe asked. Then she said, “The wife might know.”

“Could she have planted it inside the game box?”

“She’s claimed not to know the combination to the safe,” Bea said.

“Could Lobb himself have planted it?”

“Does it matter?” someone asked.

Phoebe snapped, “Everything matters.” And to the nearest constable, “See to it we learn where the photos came from and whether Mrs. Lobb knew they were there. Now, what do we know about the works area of the business?” Phoebe asked.

“The tailings settling ponds.” The original constable offered this information a second time.

“What is a tailings settling pond?” Phoebe asked.

“It’s where the remains get pumped after the tin’s been removed from the ore. It’s like sediment, guv. The sediment piles up beneath the pond’s water and is shoveled out once a year.”

“And we want to know about these ponds for what reason?”

“Because that’s where a pair of boots were buried. In the sediment, guv.”

This got an electrified reaction, and the detective constable who made the announcement couldn’t have looked more pleased. After being cut off by Phoebe at the start of the meeting, she was justifiably satisfied with the bombshell she’d dropped. “They’ve been logged, and they’ve gone to forensics.”

“Do we know who they belong to?” Phoebe asked.

“Goron Udy had on trainers when I got to the scene,” Bea said. Inwardly she was slapping herself silly. She’d seen the damn trainers on his feet—how clean they were—despite his father wearing filthy work boots.

Phoebe did not look pleased at this admission. She shot Bea a look, telling her that she’d be hearing about this lapse later from the DS. Bea couldn’t blame her.

As Phoebe was directing what she expected to happen next in the investigation, Bea’s phone rang. It was reception, and reception informed her that there was someone in the lobby who had asked to see her. It was, she was told, an officer from London’s Metropolitan Police.

What the hell? was what she thought. What she said was, “Who is it?”

“DI Thomas Lynley. What shall I tell him?”

“Tell him I’m on my way.”


ST. JUST

CORNWALL



According to the recording he’d left on the phone number that Barbara had rung, Darren of Darren Does It All was going to be in St. Just, situated in the market square between half past eight and noon. When Barbara rang Daidre and told her what she’d discovered about the bloke—he was called Darren Lewis, she learned from his message—they agreed to meet in front of the Wellington Hotel, which was at one side of that same market square.

St. Just turned out to be an historic mining town of numerous narrow lanes, many of which were lined with plain cottages, their doorsteps practically on the street. It was easy enough to find the market square in the oldest part of town. It was defined by a triangular island in its centre, with a two-tiered hexagonal bench upon it from which a directional pole rose to show the route to Penzance and the route to St. Ives. At its base sat a woman in rain gear, at her feet two dachshunds, also in rain gear and looking particularly un-enthusiastic about being out-of-doors, despite the fact that it wasn’t yet raining, although clearly that was coming at any moment. All sides of the square featured various businesses, and this morning Darren Does It All was one of them, his transit van parked nose in, in front of the local butcher’s shop.

Barbara waited, as agreed, in front of the hotel, where several tables sat on the pavement, their umbrellas open in what was either rain protection or a fruitless hope of sun. From where she was sitting, she could observe the transit van. It was painted with a cartoon Darren posed like the Darren pictured on the handbill Gloriana Lobb had written upon.

The side of the van was open, and within it, Barbara saw that Darren Lewis was standing at a spinning grindstone. She also saw that he was nothing like the photo on the flyer that advertised his business. He looked about two decades older than depicted in the picture. The leather apron was the same, but everything else was different. He was a stout bloke in denim bib overalls and a black T-shirt, wearing a headscarf pirate-style and sporting a moustache in a drooping fashion that had been popular fifty or sixty years in the past. He also wore safety specs, and some kind of large headphones covered his ears. He was working on something that she couldn’t see. But she could well hear the noise of it. The latter wasn’t unbearable, but she reckoned that listening to it close at hand all day would set one’s teeth to grating.

When Daidre arrived, she joined Barbara at an early elevens, where she was happily downing coffee as she devoured a hot cross bun in acknowledgement of the season. Barbara nodded at the transit van as she offered Daidre a section of the bun, which the veterinarian politely turned down. Barbara said to her, “I reckoned we’d wait till he was finished with whatever he’s doing over there. Dealing with knives . . . ? He has to concentrate, I wager. Are you sure about the bun?”

Daidre smiled. “I’m sure.” She sat across from Barbara and folded her hands in her lap.

“Everything okay with Kayla Lobb? No trouble there with her or the brother?”

“None at all. They’ve both been very good to me.” Daidre hesitated and looked thoughtful before she went on with, “I should be the one being good to them, all things considered. Especially to Kayla.”

“Meaning?”

“She knows you and I are looking into something that she believes has already been decided. She’s not happy with that outcome, but if we manage to upend what the police have found, she’s back to the start.”

“Like a wound reopened?” Barbara asked. And when Daidre nodded, “ ’Cept it’s not like the wound is actually closed, is it. When something like this happens, that can take years.” Barbara took a gulp of her coffee as caffeinated Dutch courage. She couldn’t keep Daidre in the dark. So, she said, “I had to tell him.”

Daidre knew at once whom Barbara meant. She said, “I thought you might, after Mousehole. What happened?”

“He showed up in my room in the dead of night. It was either tell him what was going on and why you and I were together in Mousehole or start screaming about my virtue.”

“I expect he gave you very little choice,” Daidre said.

“Right. Yes. But . . .” Again she paused. She bloody hated to say what she had to say next, “Look, it’s worse than that. He’s determined to get involved.”

Daidre pushed her specs up her nose with her index finger and looked solemnly at the remains of Barbara’s hot cross bun. A line deepened between her eyebrows. She finally said, “Could you do nothing to stop him?” And when Barbara cocked her head in a what-do-you-think movement, Daidre went on with, “Of course you couldn’t. What am I thinking? I’ve put you in a very bad position from the first, haven’t I.”

“You haven’t. Not really. And anyway, he won’t be working with us. He said he’s going to ring the DI—Bea Hannaford?—in charge of assigning actions in the investigation. He says he’ll work that end of things, if she’ll allow it. They’ve got some history, him and Hannaford, but you know that, right? From before?” Barbara didn’t wait for an answer. She tried to sound hopeful as she added, “I wager DI Hannaford won’t want him, though. She’ll say everything is signed, sealed, and delivered, but thank you very much for the offer. And that’ll be an end of it.”

Daidre said, “She might do at first. But you know how Tommy is, Barbara. He’ll talk about the value of a new set of eyes, and she’ll end up accepting his offer. It costs her nothing and it might help her.”

“She could accept,” Barbara admitted. “But when you think about it, what’s he going to do? Duplicate the efforts of everyone on the MIT? Even if he wanted to do that, he doesn’t have time. The roof on the family pile and all that? He’s got to find a way to get it repaired, like I told you, and he’s got to do it before the rafters come down and destroy the gilded furniture . . . if the family pile even has rafters.”

“Gilded . . . What d’you mean?” Daidre had been watching Darren Lewis in the van but now she turned to Barbara.

Barbara realised what the words gilded furniture implied and she said quickly, “Nothing, nothing. I mean, it’s just an issue going on with the building. It’s not important.”

“I can see by your face that it is,” Daidre said. “What’s happening?”

Barbara broke the remaining half of the hot cross bun into quarters and shoved one to Daidre, who first shook her head and then took the offering anyway. Barbara said, “The place is ancient, that’s all. It’s one of those listed buildings. Way I understand it, if you’re working on a listed building, the materials need to be from the same period, give or take.”

“What period is the house?”

“I’m not the one to ask. What I know about architecture wouldn’t fill a teaspoon. All I can tell you is that it was built donkey’s years ago and it seems like they’re facing an architectural crisis. Like I said, that’s why he’s here. He asked me to come with.” Barbara didn’t add why the DI had asked her—really, it had been more of an order—and Daidre didn’t enquire.

Instead she remarked quietly, “Quite old, then.”

“Centuries,” Barbara said. “Anyway, there’s a bloke runs the property for him—John Penellin from Mousehole, yesterday?—but the inspector’s the one has to make the big decisions, and what to do about the roof is one of them. So,” Barbara attempted to sound definite in what she said next, “there’s no real way he has the time to dip his toes into this situation. He’ll have a natter with Hannaford and that’s it.”

She got to her feet before Daidre could say more. She’d noted the fact that Darren Lewis had completed his work on whatever he was honing—removing the headphones and the safety specs—and she wanted to speak to him before he began working on something else. She said to Daidre, “D’you have a picture of Goron on your phone?”

Daidre told her that she thought she did have a photo, and she began to scroll. By the time they’d walked to the knife sharpener’s van, she’d found a photo of Gwynder and Goron standing in the open doorway of their sister’s cottage in Polcare Cove.

Barbara fished out her warrant card, but she slipped it into her pocket. No need, she reckoned, to have the bloke lower the portcullis prematurely. Who knew what his attitude towards coppers was. She wished she’d thought to bring something for him to sharpen.

He was carefully bagging an entire set of newly sharpened knives when they reached the open door of the van. He glanced up, said, “Give me a minute,” and continued what he was doing. He apparently thought they were customers. That was good.

While they waited, Barbara had a look at his setup, which was simple enough: an electric grindstone with a water trough, presumably to keep it cool to the touch; a leather wheel, probably meant for honing; cleaning and polishing supplies; a workbench upon which to do the cleaning and polishing. A cash box sat upon this as well, as did a mobile phone in a stand. A generator stood to one side of the sliding door. It was still running, so presumably Darren Lewis intended to go on to whatever was next on his sharpening agenda.

“Help you?” he said when the set he’d been working on was securely packaged. He brought to the grinding wheel his next project: an orange-handled knife with a two-sided blade, one serrated and one straight.

“What’s that thing?” Barbara asked him.

He looked from it to her. “A soil knife,” he said. “Not a gardener, then?”

“For my multitude of sins, no. That looks deadly as hell, it does.”

“In the wrong hands, yeah. It could do some serious damage.”

“How d’you sharpen a thing like that, then?”

He pointed to the grindstone and the leather wheel successively. “Here, then here,” he said.

“Why d’you do it this way, in a van? Wouldn’t having a shop be better than hauling all this lumber round the county?”

“Shops’re not for me. Being in one place? Confined?” He shuddered in a self-mocking fashion. “’Sides, some can’t get to shops easy. So. You got something for me to work on? You’ll have to leave it till late this afternoon. I got a pile of work here.”

“We just wanted to chat if you’ve got a few minutes.” Barbara showed him her warrant card. He looked from it to her to Daidre, but he said nothing. “We’re wondering if you sharpened something for a bloke we know. Her brother,” she added and nodded at Daidre. “This would have been round the beginning of the month? Perhaps late last month?”

“That’s a while, that is. I’ve got a lot of customers.”

“Still and all, if you don’t mind . . .”

Daidre offered him the photo. He took her mobile and held it in a way that apparently made it easier for him to see. He handed the mobile back after a few moments, saying, “Right. Yeah. I remember him. It’s those glasses, it is. And what he wanted me to sharpen.”

Barbara heard Daidre catch herself on a breath, so she quickly asked, “You remember, then? What was it?”

“Not a clue,” he told her. “It could’ve been a farm tool or a gardening tool. Probably gardening, for digging or making holes, like for tulip bulbs? It had this long shaft to it that could make a decent hole once you got it in the earth. You’d swirl it round a few times to make the width and depth of the hole you wanted.” He demonstrated the swirling movement with his fist. “Anyways, that’s what he wanted sharpened. It was in bad condition, though. I remember that. I wager it’d been left out in the weather for a year or two.”

“And you sharpened it for him?”

“That’s what I do, right?” He turned on the grinding wheel, obviously to get back to work. He said, “I did tell him he needed to get a new one. The one he had? I told him it wasn’t likely it could take another sharpening.”

He was swinging back to the grinding wheel as Barbara took her spiral notebook from her bag, saying, “If you could . . . one more thing? Could you give us an idea what it looked like?”

He sighed. But he switched off the grinding wheel after laying the digging tool to one side. He took up the biro and did a quick sketch, producing something that could have been used for digging holes or anything else for that matter. On the other hand, Barbara thought, she wouldn’t know a gardening tool from a tongue depressor. She looked at Daidre, who shook her head, equally mystified by the object.

Barbara said to Darren, “Ta, then. You take care sharpening that soil-thing.”

He nodded, switched the grinding stone on again, and donned his safety specs and his headphones.

As they walked back towards the Wellington Hotel, Barbara glanced at Daidre, who was looking wretched. To relieve what Barbara reckoned was the other woman’s building anxiety, she said to her, “It doesn’t mean he did anything with it. And he might well have sharpened it for someone else.”

Daidre looked at her, her eyes holding tears that she blinked against. “You don’t believe that. Neither do I.”

Barbara stopped and made Daidre do the same, a hand on her arm. She said, “Listen. Just now Goron looks good for the murder because of this. But ‘this’ ”—with a gesture at the van—“is just one part of a whopping big puzzle and it bloody well might not fit anywhere. So yes, whatever the sodding thing was, it could be the murder weapon. But it also might not be the murder weapon, but something he had sharpened for another reason altogether. Plus, you and me, we’ve only just started. So, forget what the MIT think. Forget what they know or what they think they know. Our job is to suss out what they don’t know, what they’ve misinterpreted, what they’ve overlooked. And the fact that they overlooked this bloke—this Darren Does It All, who hasn’t been mentioned in a single one of the MIT’s reports that I’ve read—tells us they’ve probably overlooked other things, and who knows how much. We’re going to get this sorted, okay? Sharpening doesn’t mean killing.”


TREVAUNANCE COVE

CORNWALL



Lynley saw Bea Hannaford eye his footwear—full brogues—with a frown that she didn’t attempt to hide. She made the obvious remark. “Not the best footwear for the strand, are they, lad”—before she strode to the boot of her car. She brought out a pair of wellies, yellow and printed with chickens pecking at the ground. She grunted as she pulled them on, saying, “Gift from my son. He’s got a quirky sense of fashion,” whereupon she turned back to the boot and rooted round blankets, rucksacks, a picnic basket, dog bowls, tennis balls, and dog leads before she brought out another set of wellies and handed them over, saying, “These’ll probably do.”

They did. Once he had them on, Lynley followed the other DI down the slip and onto the beach, a swarm of black-headed gulls screeching above them and a dog barking in someone’s garden nearby. The waves were building and breaking some distance from the shore, sending the scent of the sea in their direction. Trevaunance Cove spread out before them, a deeply curved bay that had once served as a harbour for St. Agnes before successive storms had destroyed its quay too many times to make wise yet another venture in rebuilding it.

Despite his words to Barbara on the previous night, Lynley had been doubtful that the other DI would embrace the idea of his participation—however tangential it might be—in her investigation. In her shoes, he certainly wouldn’t have done. So, he’d mentally prepared something of a presentation about his usefulness on his drive to the constabulary headquarters, and he was fully ready to launch into it directly on his arrival. But despite both of them knowing that his offer was irregular, DI Bea Hannaford had been willing to bring him into the picture regarding the case against Goron Udy.

When she walked into the reception area, he saw that she had changed very little since the last time they’d met. She still had the micro-mohawk rising from her skull, she still had the military posture, she still walked with a purposeful, confident stride. Her air of take-no-prisoners was unchanged. She extended her hand, saying brusquely, “You’re damn close to being the last bloke I ever expected to see again. How the hell are you, Thomas? You look well.”

He smiled. “I am well.”

“What’re you doing in Cornwall?”

“Visiting family,” he told her.

“Did I know you have family in here?”

“It might not have come up when we met.”

From there, things had moved smoothly and swiftly. According to DI Hannaford, the case they had against Goron Udy was solid, with still more evidence coming in. The Magistrates’ Court had passed the case along to the Crown Court, and everything was now in the hands of the CPS. But, she’d added, if he—as a colleague from London—wanted to see what they had on the accused killer, she was happy to show him.

The alacrity of the DI’s agreement to his review of the investigation surprised him. There was something about it that suggested, despite her words, that Hannaford might have concerns beneath her ostensible certainty that the right person was facing trial for murder. She told him that he was more than welcome, adding that she would merely need to bring the SIO into the picture. Once that was handled, he’d followed her from Bodmin to Trevaunance Cove, just north of St. Agnes.

Now, with the borrowed wellies on his feet, he followed Hannaford down the slip and onto the strand where three surfers were on their knees, waxing their boards in preparation for a surf. They wore wetsuits, from their hooded heads to their ankles. They glanced at Hannaford and Lynley, found them of no interest, and went back to their waxing.

Hannaford led Lynley north on the strand, past a weather-streaked granite retaining wall at the top of which stood a line of narrow changing rooms, white with blue doors. They walked towards what he could see was a fissure in the face of the cliff that loomed over the north end of the cove. At its base was a large mass of loose stones and boulders, continually freed from the fissure by time, gravity, and the weather. When they reached the base, Bea was the one to speak.

“When I finally saw the boiler suit, it had been dragged onto the strand by a dog running loose on the beach.”

“Where was it when you got here?”

“Not far from the surf school.” She indicated the building that housed the school, just above the strand and close to the slipway. “But several of the surfers had earlier seen the dog prowling round the base of the fissure in the rocks and the boulders, so I had two of my blokes go through them.”

“Anything of note?”

“A bit of picnic detritus—plastic bottles and containers, that sort of thing—and a shredded plastic carrier bag. It had blood on some of the remaining shreds. We reckoned the boiler suit had been inside when the dog got to it. Forensics gave us a match on the blood. Michael Lobb’s.”

“Fingerprints on anything?”

“No decent ones.”

Lynley glanced round, taking in the environment. It seemed an odd choice of place for anyone to stow a blood-marked boiler suit. A few houses stood on the south side of the cove, above a display of rocks identified on a sign as the Jubilee Garden Rockery. All of them would have very good views of the cove. Additionally, along the lane from St. Agnes and descending towards the sea were more houses as well as the Driftwood Spars, which served not only as the area’s pub but also as a B & B. Unless it was in the dead of night when the carrier bag was buried among the rocks at the base of the fissure, whoever had put it there had run a significant risk of being seen.

He said to Bea Hannaford, “Why do you conclude it was Goron Udy who put the carrier bag here? Could it not have been someone else?”

“Someone leading us by our noses up the primrose path?”

“To point you in his direction, yes.”

“Anything’s possible. But not everything’s probable.” She watched as one of the surfers expertly caught a wave and skimmed effortlessly down the face of it. “This is one of the places along the coast where Michael Lobb had permission from the duchy to gather cassiterite. Goron Udy and his dad do—or did—the rock gathering for Michael Lobb. So they knew about this fissure and the heap of rocks fallen from it. When they were working, they’d use a backhoe: down the slip, across the strand, scoop up a load, and off they’d go.”

“Rather a risk to hide something like bloody clothing there, though, with so many people able to witness you doing it.”

“Except they were here often, so anyone seeing either one of them wouldn’t consider it unusual. Or it could’ve been done at night, probably the very same night Lobb was murdered. The dad’s got a motorbike. Goron’s got a car. It’d be no big project to bring the boiler suit from Trevellas—the Lobb’s tin-streaming business is just outside of the hamlet—by either vehicle. It’s no more than ten minutes from here, Thomas.” She gestured in the direction of the lane. “Someone parks beyond the point where there are houses, walks down to the strand, heads over to the rock pile, and there you have it. Anyone who knows the place well wouldn’t even need a torch to do it. And he’d be in and out of here in less than five minutes. In either case, putting the boiler suit here isn’t as foolish as it seems.”

“And no one from the houses saw anything? No one from the pub? They’ve all been questioned, I take it.”

“Unless someone’s lying to cover up for the killer, no one round the cove or on the lane leading to it saw a thing.”

“Yet another person, knowing that Lobb used the cove for gathering cassiterite, could have worn the boiler suit to commit the murder and hidden it here afterwards?”

“I’d generally agree,” she acknowledged. “But if you’re thinking someone dispatched the victim and worked to make Goron Udy look good for it, we do have Michael Lobb’s blood on Udy’s specs.”

“He wears them often? The glasses?”

“He needed another pair when we took the bloodied ones, so I’d say he wears specs all the time. According to what he told us, he kept that bloodied pair on his bedside table at night. So, for someone to be trying to frame him you’ve got that person tiptoeing into his room, taking the specs to put blood on them, then replacing them afterwards. And all this without being caught in the act either by Goron or by his dad. Who’d be able to do that, Thomas? And by the way, the blood was beneath electrical tape that was holding the glasses together.”

Lynley mulled this over as they began walking the way they’d come. He noticed that the gulls had vanished and the wind had picked up. The sky was a boiling of clouds. As they reached their respective cars, the first of the rain began to fall.

He paused at the boot of her car to remove the wellies she’d loaned him. He said, “When you consider everything, though, there’s almost too much evidence, isn’t there?”

She gave a sharp laugh. “I’ve never heard a copper say anything like that. Generally, it’s just the opposite, isn’t it.”

“I wouldn’t disagree. But in this case and if Goron’s our killer, it seems as if he’s not done much to cover his tracks. Why would that be? He’s not psychotic, is he?”

“There’s no indication of that. But having talked to him,” Bea replied, “I’d say we’re not dealing with a mental giant. I don’t see him as a bloke who’d know the first thing about covering his tracks.”

“Perhaps,” Lynley said. “But there’s another possibility, isn’t there? Perhaps he didn’t care to cover them.”

“Meaning he wants us to see him good for the crime?”

“I don’t think we can reject that idea.”


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



As she and Lynley drove through the rain onto the property of the tin and pewter works, Bea had to question how thoroughly she had dealt with the immediate crime scene. While it had been off-limits to everyone but the MIT and SOCO since the day of Michael Lobb’s murder, and while nearly everything remotely related to the crime within the stone barn had been removed, it remained the case that an officer—Bea herself, if it came down to it—had to make decisions about where and how to deploy the resources available to investigate the crime. Those resources weren’t infinite. The funds weren’t bottomless. She’d already missed things—as she’d discovered—and she now wanted to believe there simply was nothing more she could have missed.

When they left their vehicles, DI Lynley took his time looking round, despite the rain. She used an umbrella. He merely turned up the collar of his jacket. His gaze moved slowly along the sturdy fence that served as a boundary between the residence and the works of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. He then took in the big stone smelting barn. He said to her, “That’s our crime scene?” and she confirmed it. He went on with, “Goron Udy lives nearby?”

She told her colleague that Goron lived on the other side of the slag hill that rose behind the stamping machine and the waterwheel. There was a rough trail that Goron and his father used coming to and going from their daily work. They lived in a caravan, just the two of them, although she understood that at one time Goron’s sister and his mum lived there as well. “It’s very cramped,” she told him. “I don’t know how they managed.”

“I know the twin sister went to Polcare Cove for a bit, as did Goron. Then he returned here, and she went on to London. What about the mother? What happened to her?”

“She passed. Cancer, as I understand. I didn’t know about Polcare Cove. What on earth were they doing there?”

“Their elder sister has a cottage there. You’ve met her, by the way.”

“Have I?”

“She owns the cottage where you and I first met.”

“That’s the elder sister? Good heavens.” Bea frowned. She asked herself if she should have known that there was yet another sibling. The truth was, it hadn’t occurred to her to ask, and no one had mentioned the fact. She said, “Does she have the same surname? Udy?”

Lynley shook his head. “Trahair. She took the name of the family who adopted her. All three of the children in the family—the Udy children, that is—were put into Care. Only two of them returned when they were of age: Goron and his sister Gwyn.”

Bea looked at him sharply. His face was bland as he continued to examine the exterior of the building. She said, “How do you know all this, Thomas?”

“We became acquainted while I was here, Daidre Trahair and I. May I have a look inside the barn?”

She hesitated. There was something in the studied blandness of his tone that suggested he and the eldest Udy child were more than mere acquaintances, and she had to wonder if whatever they were to each other would have an impact on his seeing the interior of the barn. She had to walk through this carefully and she knew it.

The barn remained locked. Until matters were completely settled—the trial finished and the sentence rendered—it would stay locked. Still, she had the key.

The door bore a crisscross of yellow crime scene tape, which she removed before closing her umbrella and leaving it leaning against the stone wall. The air inside was cold and musty, so she left the door open to the cool fresh air as she and Lynley stepped inside.

Aside from fingerprint powder dusting nearly every surface and the absence of items removed by SOCO, the place was unchanged from the morning that Michael Lobb’s body had been discovered. The floor still bore the stains of his blood. The workshop still stood in the disarray caused by the struggle between victim and killer. Although the evidence had been removed, Bea had the photographs of the crime scene with her so that Lynley could see where items had stood before they’d been removed and sent to forensics.

“He put up quite a fight,” Lynley noted as he went through the photos. “I can see why you concluded it was a male killer.”

“And with everything pointing to Goron, with the scene being as it was, with the evidence and the forensics reports . . . Really, not to arrest him would have been a dereliction of duty. I think you’d have done the same.”

“I would have done. At the end of the day, people lie,” Lynley said, “but forensic evidence doesn’t.”

She wanted to ask him why he was there, then, why he wanted to serve as an extra set of eyes and an extra brain in a matter that seemed straightforward. She kept silent, though, watching as he stepped carefully around the bloodstain. The safe in the corner stood open, but at this point there was nothing inside as it had all been taken in evidence. She told Lynley what the contents had been. She added that one of the many nude photos of the adolescent Kayla Lobb had been removed and ultimately found inside a Cluedo game in the caravan where Goron lived with his dad.

“Fingerprints?” Lynley asked.

“Goron’s. Michael’s and Kayla’s as well.”

“Who had access?”

“To the photos in the safe?”

“And the Cluedo game.”

“As to the photos, Mrs. Lobb—Kayla—has told us that no one had the combination to the safe, including herself. Only Michael knew it, and she’s told us that, as far as she knows, he generally kept the safe locked.”

“ ‘Generally’?”

“She’s conceded that he might have left it open now and again on a workday. He kept cash inside as well as other documents.”

“And the Cluedo game?”

“It was in a cupboard in the caravan, along with several other games and jigsaw puzzles.”

“Fingerprints?”

Bea cursed herself inwardly. It was yet another omission, she realised. She asked herself why the box itself had not been fingerprinted. It should have been once the photo was found within it, since someone with access to the pictures could have planted it there. But it had seemed like the final nail, the ultimate motive behind Michael Lobb’s murder, so she hadn’t done it.

She said to Lynley, “You’re thinking the picture of her was planted.”

“Just sorting through the details.” Lynley nodded to the high shelf above the workbench where Michael Lobb made his tin and pewter jewellery. There, a collection of old-looking items were displayed, all of them wearing a heavy skin of dust. “What are those?”

“Something from mining? His was a mining family originally, before they switched to tin-streaming.”

“When did they make the switch from mining to streaming?”

“Several generations ago.”

She watched him as he fetched a ladder from the other side of the display counter, where it lay against the stone wall. He brought it through to the workshop side of the barn and set it next to the workbench. He said, “If I may . . . ?”

“Please,” she said.

He climbed the ladder to look at the objects on the shelf. She saw that, when he moved an item, he used a pen to do so. He murmured as he went about his examination, identifying carbide lamps, an oil wick lantern, several blasting caps, a mining bucket, a fuse box. . . .

“Are you looking for something in particular?” she asked him.

“I’m not entirely sure,” he said.

“The murder weapon?”

When he was finished, he said, “It’s something I thought we might consider, but I have to say that I doubt anything as old as these would stand up to what was done to the victim. They seem quite fragile.”

Outside they heard car doors slam shut. The sound of voices followed. A woman called out, “I’ve been watching for you. Have you learned anything?”

From this, Bea recognized Kayla Lobb’s voice. Another woman replied with, “We think we’ve got something, but we’re not sure what it is.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it? I mean, it sounds like progress.”

“Bloody hope so.”

Bea saw Lynley raise his head at this last remark. He said to her, “I think I’ve seen enough for the moment.”

He indicated the doorway and followed behind her as she left the barn. The rain had ceased, and outside she saw that Kayla Lobb had joined two other women who had parked directly in front of the cottage. She recognised both of them from the cliff-climber’s death she’d investigated outside of the town of Casvelyn several years in the past and referenced earlier by DI Lynley. One of the women was his partner: short, stout, shaggy-haired, casually dressed. The other was the owner of that cottage in the Polcare Cove: the elder sister of the putative killer of Michael Lobb. Of course, Bea thought when she’d laid eyes on the latter woman. How on earth had she forgotten the mysterious Dr. Trahair?

There was quite an awkward moment while everyone’s gaze darted to everyone else. Kayla Lobb broke the silence, saying to Bea, “I’d no idea you were here. How long have you been?”

“We didn’t announce ourselves,” Bea replied. “I’ve brought a colleague from the Met, DI Lynley. I see you’ve met his associate already. May I ask where your brother is?”

“More police?” Kayla said.

“Your brother?” Bea repeated politely.

“He’s just inside. He’s . . .” Kayla looked distinctly uncomfortable. “He’s packing to leave.”

“Is he indeed? And where might he be going?”

“We’ve talked about that.” She looked from one of them to the next as if seeking support when she said, “You’ve nothing to suggest Willen was involved in . . . in what happened to Michael. He’d like to go home now. I don’t see why he can’t.”

“He’s going without you?” Bea asked her.

“He knows I’ll come when I can. Please tell me. Have you discovered something new?”

There was a pause while the rest of them appeared to wait for Bea to say something more about Willen Steyn’s decision to leave, even before the funeral of his brother-in-law. It was, Bea thought, an interesting turn of events.

“You said you have something?” Bea asked Lynley’s colleague. “Sorry. I can’t recall your name.”

“This is DS Barbara Havers,” Lynley said, although he hadn’t seemed to look at anyone save Dr. Trahair. He added, “How are you?” The question, obviously, was not directed at his colleague.

“We’ve managed to locate a bloke over St. Just,” Lynley’s associate said. She seemed to be speaking to him and no one else.

“What bloke in St. Just are you talking about?” Kayla asked. “Has someone new been recognised?”

Havers and Dr. Trahair exchanged a glance. Havers looked at Lynley and said, “Sir?” and to Bea, “Ma’am? We’ve got a sketch.”

“Who is it?” Kayla Lobb asked anxiously. “May I see?”

Dr. Trahair raised her fingers to her lips. She lowered her head. Next to Bea, Lynley made an inadvertent movement towards her, but he halted quickly.

DS Havers said, “There’s a bloke called Darren Lewis. He goes from town to village to wherever and sets up a van in market squares. Least that’s where he was today, in St. Just, when we talked to him.”

“And?” Bea asked, wondering what a bloke called Darren Lewis had to do with anything. “Did he know Michael Lobb?”

“Could have done, but that’s not why we searched him out. This bloke? He sharpens things: knives and farmer’s tools and gardening gear and the like.”

“Darren Lewis?” Kayla said. “I’ve never heard Michael say that name.”

Havers was carrying a folder, which she opened, removing from it a sheet of paper. She handed it to Bea, saying, “This bloke Darren Lewis? He told us it looked to him like something for gardening. He said it’d been out in the weather, and it wouldn’t take another sharpening owing to the rust on it. He’d never seen a tool like it but he drew us a sketch.”

Bea gazed at the object drawn onto the paper. She blew out a breath. She looked at Havers, then at Lynley as she handed him the paper. “We need to go back in the barn,” she told him.
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Daidre didn’t go with them. She couldn’t. She knew she ought because it was a way to see things through to the end, but she couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t work out in her mind which part of it all was the worst: knowing what had happened, knowing that her brother had been the instrument of deadly events, or knowing that Tommy was part of a destruction that would now be heaped upon the mass of slag that she and her siblings carried every day but never spoke of, honouring the privacy of one another’s sorrow.

Her throat ached with the tightness of holding back grief for so many years. She needed desperately to escape this place. She told herself that escape was owed her. Indeed, she’d believed for decades that escape was owed to them all. But she’d utterly failed to provide it either to herself or to her siblings. She thought she had done when she’d moved Goron and Gwynder to her cottage in Polcare Cove. She thought she had done when she took on more and more responsibility in her professional life. But everything had served the purpose of pretending they did not bear wounds from their pasts. And this pretending had not allowed a single one of them to heal.

Her gaze on the ground, she heard footsteps. She caught the scent of violets as Kayla drew near. “She said a gardening tool. But no one gardens round here. Not really. Not since Michael and Maiden . . . because Maiden was . . . is . . . Why did they go in the barn?”

Daidre had no answer for her. She was as in the dark as Kayla when it came to the tool that had been sharpened by Darren Lewis, but it seemed obvious that DI Hannaford was not. Nor, it appeared, was Tommy.

She felt Kayla clasp her hand. She heard Kayla say, “This isn’t anything, this sketch of theirs. Is it?”

From a distance the sudden sound of an engine being revved broke the quiet of the day. Daidre couldn’t tell where it was coming from, although it seemed to be drawing near. She looked back to the barn. She saw that the others were coming out. DI Hannaford was carrying a rust-coated object that was not dissimilar to the sketch that she and Barbara had watched Darren Lewis make of the object Goron had brought to him for sharpening. One end of it comprised a long spike. The other was a loop of rusty iron which, where it met the spike, held what seemed to be a small round cup. She’d never seen anything like it before, and she couldn’t have said what its purpose was.

Kayla said, “That’s Michael’s.”

“What is it?” Beatrice Hannaford asked.

“Part of his collection. He had all sorts of antique bits and bobs from tin mining. Most of them were his family’s tools before they started the tin-streaming business.”

“I can see it’s part of his collection,” Bea told her. “But what was it used for? Do you know?”

“It’s a candlestick,” Kayla said.

Daidre looked at the object and, now it was identified, its use seemed obvious. Before electricity, mines had to be lit for the miners to see as they moved along the tunnels looking for mineral veins in the stone, and this was how it had been done. The long spike would have been driven into the tunnel walls. The loop at the end opposite the spike’s tip would have served the purpose of a handle, suitable for pounding or shoving the spike into the earthen walls or between stones. The little cup growing from one side of the spike and closer to the handle would hold the lit candle.

“Did your husband have more than one of these?” DI Hannaford asked.

“I think there should be two, along with the other mementoes. Why?”

“If he had two, one of them is missing. One of the candle holders.”

Kayla was silent as she appeared to process this information. Ultimately, she said, “The missing one . . . was that used?”

“Possibly,” Bea Hannaford said. “Unless your husband moved it somewhere or gave it to someone or sold it to another collector . . . ?”

“He might have done,” Kayla said quickly. “There’s no real reason he wouldn’t, is there. I mean, since he had two, he might have traded with another collector for something else.”

“Except,” Barbara Havers said, “this one hasn’t been sharpened, while the other one Darren Lewis honed to a point.”

“Still, why is that significant?”

“Because Goron Udy was the person who wanted the honing done,” Barbara said. “Daidre had a picture on her phone. Darren Lewis remembered him.”

“Now you just bloody well shut your gobs!”

They swung round as if one. Daidre saw that her father was storming towards them. She realised the sound of the engine had belonged to his motorbike, and now he was here, hurtling towards the barn near which they all were standing. He raised his arm, pointing at Kayla. His hand was shaking.

“You!” he shouted. “It’s down to you! Don’t you bloody deny it. I saw how you were with him.”

Kayla’s hand rose to her throat. She said, “How I was with Michael? Were you . . . My God, Bran! Were you watching us through the windows?”

“You bloody well know I’m not talking about Mike.”

“Mr. Udy.” It was DI Hannaford. “If there’s a statement you wish to make, there’s a place to make it.”

“Oh, I’ll make a goddamn statement all right,” he snapped. “She had him round her finger, she did.”

“I was in love with Michael. He was in love with me. What were we supposed to do? Ignore that? Live in misery without each other?”

“I said I’m not speaking of Mike and I’m not! You got him all besotted, you did. You worked through Jen and you worked through Gwyn. You got him where you wanted him and you planted the seed.”

“You’re talking about Goron? I was helping him learn to read. Did you ever notice that Goron didn’t even know the alphabet? I was helping him, just like I tried to help Jen when she was ill. We were friends, all of us, and that’s what friends do.”

“Oh, you and your fancy words! I saw it happenin’. I tried to talk sense, but there was no bloody way in hell he would listen to me. Not when he had you whisperin’ in his ear.”

“Mr. Udy, you’ve said enough,” this from DI Hannaford again. “You’ll need to make a full statement and that’s not going to happen here.”

“And now he thinks if he keeps his bloody gob shut tight, it’ll all come right. He’ll go down for it and you’ll prance away, free as a bird. You’re playing him for a fool, you are. You did that with Mike and with every other man in sniffing distance of you. What’d you tell him? What’d you promise him?”

“Shall I . . .” Tommy was speaking to DI Hannaford.

“Sir, he’s heading somewhere,” this from Barbara Havers, spoken quietly.

“Did you fuck him a few times on the sly and say there’d be more in store for him, just like that, when Mike was gone? That you’d be his woman and he’d be your man? He could have you every night when Mike was gone, is what you told him. You’d spread ’em wide just for him an’ no one else? That’s who you are, innit? That’s bloody well—”

“Stop it!” Daidre cried. Next to her, Kayla had begun to weep.

Daidre saw she’d only drawn her father’s fire because he raised his arm again and pointed at her. “And you! All these years and where the bloody hell were you, Miss High and Mighty, Miss University Degree, Miss All the Family Can Go to Hell? Your own mum’s dyin’ and what do you do? Not a goddamn thing. You’re ice inside. Not a drop of humanity in those veins, eh? No wonder to me tha’ no man’ll have you.”

Daidre’s vision was blurred, but she saw the movement, and a moment later she heard Tommy’s voice. “You’ll come with me, Mr. Udy. DI Hannaford wants your statement and you’ll be giving it now. Do you understand?”

“Get your filthy hands off—”

“Or she could phone for back-up while you’re restrained.”

“I said—”

“Sergeant Havers, I believe DI Hannaford has handcuffs in—”

“All right, all right. Fuck you! All of you!”

And then, in an instant, it was over, although all round them laid the remains of her father’s words. Kayla stumbled towards the cottage, weeping, as her brother came dashing out of the house to draw her to him. Tommy and Barbara strong-armed her father to DI Hannaford’s car. DI Hannaford followed them with the antique candle holder in her hand. And Daidre stood there like Lot’s wife, foolishly looking back at Sodom while her husband and her daughters fled for their lives.

It was the work of a few moments only to get a handcuffed Bran Udy into the car. DI Hannaford placed the candle holder into the boot, then exchanged a few words with Tommy and Barbara. She climbed inside the car and reversed it into a three-point turn before driving off.

Tommy and Barbara spoke briefly to each other. Barbara nodded, then walked to the cottage and entered it. Tommy, on the other hand, crossed over to the barn and came to her.

The last thing she wanted—or could bear—was having Tommy nearby. She could breathe only shallowly, the smallest gasps, because if she took in any more air, her lungs wouldn’t be able to function. Because of this, she also couldn’t speak. But then, what was there to say when her father had only spoken the truth about her?

Tommy didn’t touch her, for which she was grateful. But he spoke, saying, “Come with me, Daidre.”

She shook her head, not because she was refusing but because she wanted to rid them both of the scene they’d been part of.

He said, “You can stay here, of course. But I think that doing so would be unwise at this point.” He paused as if waiting for her to speak. When she didn’t, he went on to say, “Please don’t think I’m intent upon rescuing you. That’s not what this is. Your father is going to return at some point, and I see no purpose in your having another confrontation with him.”

She managed to say, “It was true. What he said. About me. All of it.”

“Whether it’s true or not is of no importance. What is important is establishing some distance between you.”

“I can’t leave Kayla. She’s in danger from him.”

“Her brother’s still here. Barbara’s speaking to them both. She’ll encourage him to stay a bit longer. She’s also collecting your things.”

“Please don’t do this, Tommy,” she said. “I can’t be . . . I don’t want to be . . .” She shook her head blindly. She felt her throat close entirely.

“What?” Tommy asked her. “You don’t want to be what? Daidre, there’s no agenda here. There’s only taking you to a place of safety.”

“Grateful,” she managed. “I don’t want to be grateful.”

“Good,” he said. “Gratitude is that last thing I want. Cooperation would be welcome, however.”

She looked at him, then. He smiled wryly. He gave a tiny what’s-one-to-do shrug.

She said, “All right.”

He said, “Thank you. The car’s over there. Barbara will follow in yours.”

“I can drive, Tommy.”

“Of course. But I’ve no idea how long Barbara will be, and I’d like to get you out of here quickly.”

Barbara came out of the cottage then, albeit without Daidre’s belongings. She said to Lynley, with a nod back the way she’d just come, “She’s phoned her brother-in-law. He’ll be coming straightaway. Willen and I will wait for him to get here. Then Willen’s off. Kayla’s insisted on that.” She glanced at Daidre with a nod and then looked long at Lynley. “I’ll have a word with the brother-in-law,” she told him. “I’ll be along as soon as I can.”
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Once he’d managed to persuade Daidre to get into the estate’s old Land Rover, he rang his mother prior to getting into the car himself. He was bringing Daidre Trahair with him, he told her. She would need to stay for a few days. Could his mother make whatever arrangements she thought wise? Daidre, he told her, was badly shaken up after an unfortunate confrontation with her birth father. He thought it foolish for her to remain where she’d been staying, in close proximity to him.

His mother said of course, as he’d known she would. She asked no questions, for which he was grateful. She knew who Daidre Trahair was, of course: a woman he’d been seeing in London. But that was the extent of what he’d ever told her.

Then he joined Daidre in the car. She was staring straight ahead through the windscreen. He reckoned she saw nothing at all in front of her. He longed to say something that would give her even a modicum of peace. But he found he didn’t have the words. He reversed the Land Rover, and they set off towards the other side of this southern tip of western Cornwall. He glanced at her from time to time. The colour slowly came back to her cheeks, but her expression didn’t change. She was terrified, and he didn’t know why. Had she always been thus, even with him?

He asked himself what he knew about Daidre, really. It was, he realised, little enough. She’d been taken away from her parents. She’d been adopted by the family with whom she’d earlier been placed in Care. She’d gone to university. She’d become a wild and exotic animal vet, finding her employment in zoos. She’d worked in Bristol and then moved up the career ladder to a job in London. She was a skilled player of darts and a competitive flat track roller derby skater whose moniker—upon joining the London team—was in keeping with the sport’s sense of fun, Daidre of Death. She owned a small, isolated cottage in Polcare Cove, so far north on the Cornish coast that it was nearly in Devon. Her father, an impractical man, had tried tin-streaming without the extensive background, the knowledge, or the funds to establish himself and make a real go of it. At some point he’d gone to work for a successful tin-streamer, and his son, Goron, had decided to follow him. She wanted desperately to rescue her siblings, who themselves did not appear to want or, at least in their own eyes, to need rescue. Was there anything else? he asked himself. What in God’s name was he missing?

“Are you hungry?” he asked her as they neared Three Burrows. “We can easily stop for something.”

She shook her head. In a moment she said, “Thank you, Tommy. I’m fine.”

He knew she was lying. She was as far from fine as he’d ever seen her. He said, “You’re certain?”

“I am,” she said. “I can’t imagine eating anything at the moment.”

“You’ll tell me if that changes? It’s a rather long drive. But of course, you know that. You’ve been to Mousehole. We’re just south of that, beyond Nanrunnel and not far from Lamorna Cove. Barbara would have told you, I expect.”

“She did say something about a great rolling pile of a place. I believe those were her words. She might have mentioned the Ghost of Christmas Past as well, but I can’t recall.”

Lynley chuckled. “It’s a different sort of environment for her, what with the long gloomy corridors, flickering lights, and looming portraits everywhere,” he said. “But she’s soldiering on admirably.”

“She said she’d got in a bother with Isabelle Ardery.”

“It was with me she got into a bother with, I’m afraid. Isabelle merely heard it. Everyone in the vicinity heard it.”

He felt her glance at him. “Goodness. What had you done?”

“She reckoned I’d asked Salvatore Lo Bianco to ring her.”

“Had you?”

“For my sins. But please don’t tell her. I was quite hot with my denials, and I think I’ve got her convinced. At any rate, Isabelle ordered her to take at least a week’s compassionate leave and I—”

“What’s happened that she’s been told to take compassionate leave?”

Lynley glanced at her. He was relieved to see that she was, at least, out of the thoughts that were troubling her and now engaged with Barbara’s situation. “Her mother’s died. It wasn’t sudden—she’s been failing for some months—but at the same time it was sudden as far as Barbara was concerned. She was having a difficult time of it. I thought a phone call from Salvatore would . . . I don’t know . . . cheer her up? Brighten her outlook? Help in some way? Really, I’m a bull amongst the china when it comes to these things.”

She was silent for a moment before she said, “You aren’t, really. You’re a very good man, Tommy. I expect you always have been.”

“Not always,” he said. “You and I both know that.”

She didn’t reply to this, but he knew she understood his meaning. His demands upon her had been too much for her to bear. What they had needed from each other was in conflict with what each of them had been able to give. He wanted to say more to her, but he did not do so. “There would have been time for such a word,” came into his mind unbidden. He’d used his time with her to get from her rather than to give to her. He’d refused to see what he was doing.

It was very late in the afternoon when he made the turn through the gates into Howenstow. John Penellin was just coming along the drive, walking briskly as he generally did. He raised his hand and Lynley braked the car. John came to the window.

“I’ve had a word with Oswald Quigley. He’s got two contractors who’ll give us figures once they have a look at the plans.” He nodded a hello to Daidre Trahair.

“As to my mother and Judith?” Lynley said.

“I’ve not gone into any specifics, but Judith has asked the cost of replacing the roof.”

“Did you tell her?”

“I hardly had a choice. She knows that we’ve had several bids for the job.”

“And?”

“She looked understandably horrified. She said ‘I see’ and off she went.”

“To tell Mother?”

“I doubt it. She’ll be of the same mind as you when it comes to your mother. No need to distress her. She has been talking a bit about her future as a shop assistant in Penzance, though.”

“Judith?”

“Your mother. I expect she’s making light.”

“Yes. Well. She’s faced grim news before and survived.”

“Haven’t we all.” John slapped his hand on the roof of the Land Rover and stepped away from it.

Lynley drove on. He saw that Daidre was frowning. Perhaps sensing that he was watching her, she turned slightly to look out of the passenger window. Along the drive the bluebells were coming into full bloom, every year more of them as they spread beneath the trees. Springing among them were the cheerful yellow daisy-like blooms of celandine and the soothing green leaves of the aptly named coltsfoot. The pastures beyond the drive were springtime verdant from the recent rain, and the horses munched happily in the new growth in one paddock, sheep in another.

When the house came into view at last, he heard Daidre draw in a quick breath. She said, “Is that actually a guardhouse, Tommy?” in reference to the enormous arched entry into the immediate environs of the great house itself.

He said, “The fanciful addition of a pretentious ancestor, I’m afraid. Mother could tell you who was responsible, I expect. We used to play knights and damsels in distress inside the place, my sister and I. We did have to trade off roles, however. Judith was willing to be a damsel for only so long. I’m afraid I came up rather short as the damsel.”

As they approached the front of the house, the door swung open and his mother came out, accompanied by her dogs. These latter began running madly round the courtyard, turning it into a dizzying swirl of legs, tails, ears, and tongues as they filled the air with their joyful barking.

Daze said as Daidre got out of the car, “I am so sorry!” in reference to the dogs. “They do know how to behave. I should have taken them out for an hour or so earlier but first it was the rain and then the day got away from me. You’re Daidre, of course. I’m Tommy’s mother. You’re to call me Daze, please. Everyone does.”

Lynley kissed his mother on the cheek. She said, “Darling, you’re looking rather worn. Judith’s made something or other—Is it babka? Lemon drizzle cake?—if you and Daidre would like tea. I daresay the offering will probably be questionable, but at least she does try, and I admire her for the effort. Or, if you prefer, we could have early cocktails. Or we could forgo both and have a rest before dinner. Barbara’s not back, by the way.”

“She’ll be along,” he said.

“Well, do come in, Daidre. And this is Hodge, by the way. He is our mainstay. Do ask him for anything you might need that we’ve not provided, and he’ll see to it. Won’t you, Hodge?”

The ancient butler, Lynley saw, was just inside the door, one of his hands on the handle and the other on the jamb as if he were considering blocking their way. He creaked through an antique bow. Lynley shot his mother a look. She gave him a tiny smile.

Daze said to Daidre as they entered the house, “We’ve put you next to Judith, Daidre. It’s her daughter’s room but—”

“Please don’t let me put her out.”

“No, no. Stephanie’s away at school. The room is quite free just now. Tommy, do you want to show her the way? And do let me know what it’s to be: tea, early cocktails, a quiet rest. We’re very easy here, Daidre.”

As Hodge secured the door behind them in his usual glacial fashion, Lynley said to Daidre, “It’s this way, then, if you’re ready,” and nodded in the direction of the inner hall. He saw that she was glancing round the outer hall with its plethora of portraits and its enormous fireplace, set for a fire but not burning. She looked in his direction and said, “Yes, thank you. And thank you so much, Lady Asherton . . . Daze.”

“Yes. Daze, please. Very good,” Lynley’s mother said, and to him, “I’ll be in the morning room, darling. Judith’s banging about in the kitchen.”

“Lord. Is she doing dinner, as well?”

“Nancy came down earlier with John to chop, dice, and whatever. She gave Judith a recipe and step-by-step instructions. We can only pray.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Lynley ushered Daidre through to the inner hall, saying to her, “It’s just up those stairs to the right of the fireplace. Mother’s made a good choice. You should be comfortable in Stephanie’s room.”

“Your mother’s very . . . open, isn’t she,” Daidre noted. “I was expecting . . . Well, I’m not sure what I was expecting.”

“She wears all of this very lightly.” Lynley indicated the stairway they were climbing and the house beyond it with a wave of his hand. “She’s always preferred people and animals to things. She’s rather like you in that way.” He felt her looking at him as he said this last bit, but he went quickly on with, “Ah, just along here . . .” and quickly took her to his niece’s bedroom.

This was blue and white, papered with a William Morris print of birds and flowers, furnished casually in white wicker with a full-size bed, two armchairs, and a chest of drawers. A glass-topped wicker desk fitted nicely into the embrasure of one of the windows, while the other window gave access to the view. This was of the chapel and the northeast garden. Daidre walked to this window, looked out pensively, then said, “Is Helen buried in the chapel, Tommy?”

“She is. Shall I leave you now? To get settled in . . . ?” He was acutely aware that, with nothing yet having arrived with Barbara, there was little enough for her to do. He was also aware that he didn’t want to leave her on her own. He decided to say that: “I hate leaving you alone.”

She smiled. “I’m not unfamiliar with ‘alone.’ I’ll be fine. I might lose my way when I’m ready to join you, though. Would you give me twenty minutes or so?”

“Of course.” He nodded, gave her a brief smile, and left.

She turned back to the window then. She gazed at the chapel, where Helen was buried. There she remained for the twenty minutes she had requested.




MICHAEL

It wasn’t long after her mad evening with my brother and the blind-drunk Gayle when Kayla told me that the water from Lourdes had not produced a miracle for Jen Udy. I wasn’t a bit surprised. The idea that spring water could cure cancer was a farfetched one for any person to entertain, I thought. When Jen’s condition worsened rather than improved, I hoped that Kayla would see that looking for miracles would be a waste of time. It would get Jen’s hopes up, then smash them to bits. To her credit, Kayla didn’t argue. The entire Lourdes trip had been Gwyn’s idea, not Kayla’s. So the new objective became—at least in Kayla’s mind—to keep Jen pain-free. To this end, she spent ages every day at Jen’s bedside doing whatever she could to keep her comfortable. As for the others . . . ? Bran and Goron went about their work as usual while Gwyn began researching sites of other miracles, believing against all reason that there had to be one special place where Jen might be cured.

The gobsmacking part of this—for me—was that there were so many places associated with miracles: from Knock Cathedral in Ireland to Uluru in Australia. But difficulty would be the same no matter where Gwyn took her mum: getting to any of the locations with Jen in tow, so weak had she become. As far as I could tell from Kayla’s reporting, only Lourdes had miracle water that one could cart away and use at home. Everything else needed the miracle-seeker’s presence to petition whoever needed to be petitioned.

After much searching, Gwyn settled on St. Winefride’s Well. This would, she told Kayla, be the best. It was far easier to get to than Lourdes had been, and it, too, had miraculous water, a whole pool of it, along with a chapel. It turned out that people had been visiting the shrine for thirteen hundred years. Seemed it was holy because Winefride got her head lopped off in that location. She hadn’t wanted to marry a suitor, and his reaction had been . . . well . . . extreme. Where the poor girl’s head rolled, a spring had appeared. The rest was a pile of miracles—thirteen hundred years of them, like I said—and declaring Winefride a saint. If they could get Jen to the place, Gwyn told Kayla, she could bathe in the spring’s pool. No water gesture here, but the real thing.

Kayla relayed all of this to me, and she went on to say that, because the shrine was in Wales, it could be easily accessed from Cornwall. When I pointed out to her that no matter how comfortable she and Gwyn made the trip to Wales for Jen, the fact remained that the poor woman was dying. Journeying to Wales, comfortable or not, could well finish her off. Did Kayla want to be responsible for that?

She didn’t, of course, Kayla claimed. But Gwyn was so desperate . . .

I understood all that. Gwyn wanted to do something. Gwyn wanted to do anything. Gwyn wanted to do everything. If Jen managed to survive the trip to Wales to be dipped into a pool of miracle water, and if, after that, she was still clinging to life but not cured of her cancer, Gwyn would look for yet another site and after that another. The poor woman needed something more than a trip to Wales, I told Kayla. She needed to be allowed to die in peace.

Kayla didn’t disagree. She said that she’d offered to fetch the miracle water from Holywell—the location of the shrine—but Gwyn believed that the mistake they’d made with Lourdes was that Jen hadn’t accompanied Kayla to the shrine. When Kayla had tried to explain that the miracle water was the miracle water no matter how Jen experienced it, Gwyn insisted that they had to try. She’d pointed out to Kayla that she—Kayla—was spending absolute ages with Goron to teach him to read, so surely Goron would help get their mother to Wales if Kayla would only accompany them. But, like I said, that was a nonstarter as far as I was concerned. Goron was needed here to work the machinery with Bran. Which, Kayla said, was exactly what she’d told Gwyn. It had made no difference.

Kayla ended with, I don’t know what to do, Michael. Gwyn said I couldn’t possibly understand how important this is because I’d not been taken from my parents and forced to live with strangers for years and it’s true. As she spoke, Kayla’s chin trembled. I could see how Gwyn was pressuring her, playing on a sense of guilt that Kayla ought not even feel.

This has to be the finish, was what I said to Kayla. If you help Gwyn take Jen to Wales, this has to be the end of it. You ask me, it’s cruel, I told her.

Kayla said she thought she could make Gwyn see that. She thanked me and thanked me. The trip would be only three days, she said. One day to get there. The second day for Jen to go into the pool. The third day to return home. They would do it as soon as possible. She would have to cancel some of her dance lessons, but people would understand.

I believed Kayla was doing more than enough for the Udys already, what with her teaching Goron how to read and write and what with her sitting with Jen as often as she did, as well as taking her herbal concoctions that she bought in St. Agnes along with shepherd’s pie and spag bol and other meals to help Gwyn. But if Kayla wanted to take another few steps for the Udys, it didn’t seem my place to forbid it. She was an adult. She knew what was important to her. It was my place to respect that.

Kayla set about everything quickly. She mapped out the easiest route to take to Holywell, and although accommodation was limited in the town, she managed to find two rooms, albeit not in the same hotel. But that, she said, would be of little matter as they would have a car, which she would leave with Jen and Gwyn. She herself would walk between the two hotels, easy as anything, and when it came time to go to the shrine, they would have the car for that.

As things turned out, they had a longer journey getting there and back than Kayla had planned.

Just like in Cornwall, there are no easy ways to get in and out of Wales. Most places in Britain a driver can get to on the motorway. Not so any town in Cornwall and not so virtually every town in Wales. By the time they reached their destination, Jen was in no condition to be dipping herself in a pool of anything on the morrow. The trip took her a full day in bed to recover from. Her excursion to the shrine took another day to recover from. It was similar to Kayla’s journey to Lourdes. What she believed could be accomplished with dispatch became something she had to endure.

We spoke by mobile each evening after she went to dinner. Jen’s condition forced Gwyn to remain with her in their room, so Kayla ate early, quickly, and alone in the restaurant of the hotel where she stayed. Pub food, she told me, and believe me, it’s not a gastro-pub, darling. Fried scampi and chips, jacket potatoes with prawn marierose, chilli con carne, lasagna . . . Lucky me, she said with a laugh. But it wasn’t a dire situation, she told me. I don’t have much of an appetite, anyway. At least, not for food.

Oh, I knew her meaning because I knew my wife. Are you asking for mobile phone sex? was my question to her.

She laughed and said, It’s not quite the same, is it?

It isn’t for me, I admitted. But I can accommodate you if you’re ready for it.

I’ll ask that of you when I get home, she said, and she explained the nature of the delays that they were experiencing. She said perhaps it was a good thing for Gwyn to see how much this was taking out of her mother. Certainly it would help Gwyn come to terms with Jen’s failing condition.

I didn’t disagree.

THE TRIP TOOK IT out of all of them. Upon their return, Kayla came down with a bloody awful cold, Gwyn developed some kind of stomach ailment, and Jen went into hospital for four days. I think Gwyn understood from all this that, if there were miracles out there, Jen wasn’t going to be on the receiving end of one of them. Her mum was dying. It was going to happen soon. All of the Udys needed to steel themselves to the inevitable.

She died quietly the evening she returned to the caravan from hospital. Kayla managed to get there to be with the family before Jen passed, and she declared to me her intention of making the Udys’ transition to life without Jen as smooth as it could be. Gwyn was especially struck with grief, Kayla said. She didn’t want to remain in the caravan, but she had no other place to go. Goron at least had the various jobs either his dad or I gave him. Gwyn had only the occupation of sorting through Jen’s things—such as they were—to decide what to keep, what to take to one of the charity shops in the area, and what to throw away. That wasn’t going to occupy her very long. After that, she was going to be a lost soul, Kayla declared. Can’t we do something for her? was what Kayla wanted to know. She’s going to need work, Michael. I can barely keep Goron employed, was what I replied. I added that she—Kayla—was something of a miracle in human form as far as I was concerned: loving wife to me and a devoted friend to others. All of us were lucky to have her, I told her.

As if I’d cursed myself, it was the very next day that my life fell apart. A package arrived. It was compact, something put into a padded envelope and dropped into the post. It was addressed to me. As I wasn’t expecting anything, I had a look at the return address and saw it had come from St. Winefride’s Hotel in Holywell, Wales. Something of Kayla’s, I assumed. Something she’d mistakenly left behind, perhaps. But it was odd that it bore Mr. Lobb on the label.

I tore open the envelope and shook out its contents. Something was wrapped up in a cocoon of tissue paper. I unwound the tissue and found myself staring at a cream-coloured pendant that hung from a leather cord. It was carved into a shape that looked vaguely like a treble clef but was not. It was instead an ancient symbol for health and long life. I knew this because I recognised the pendant, carved from mammoth bone and purchased from a dealer in an arcade in Falmouth. It didn’t belong to me, however. I’d given it as a birthday gift years ago to my brother.

I must have stood with the bone pendant in the palm of my hand for a good five minutes. During that time, as I stared at its curves, I tried to come up with a reason that Sebastian’s pendant had ended up in a hotel in Holywell, Wales. I wanted to persuade myself that my brother had given it to Kayla as a talisman for luck because of what it meant, and because she was going to St. Winefride’s Shrine to restore Jen’s health. But the fact remained that the pendant had been sent to a Mr. Lobb, not a Mrs. Lobb, and that could only mean that a particular Mr. Lobb had inadvertently left the pendant behind when he and Kayla parted ways in Holywell.

At first, I felt dizzy. But I rallied, and I phoned the hotel. I did a good impression of gratitude. The pendant meant a lot to me, I said. My brother had given it to me when I turned eighteen. Where did the hotel find it?

A moment to check with housekeeping and then: It had slipped between the bed and the table next to the bed. Easy enough to miss because it ended up behind the table’s leg. Hoovering in the room had produced it. We were glad to send it on, Mr. Lobb. We hope you and your wife enjoyed your stay.

We did indeed, I managed to say. Thanks so much.

And that was that. Just a few sentences from a friendly receptionist eager to help. Since Kayla had made the arrangements, it was Kayla’s address—my address—that the hotel had in its system. She and Sebastian shared a surname, so why would the hotel assume she was with anyone else other than her husband?

They’d been clever enough to make certain Gwyn and Jen were in a different hotel. As long as Sebastian kept out of their sight—easy enough to do since Gwyn and her mum didn’t leave their room other than to go to the shrine—they would never see him. He and Kayla would have hours alone, entire nights alone, and there was little doubt about how they spent them.

I blamed my brother. He’s thirteen years Kayla’s senior, and once he’d determined to make her the target of a seduction, she was as powerless as every other woman entering his orbit had been. An older man with decades of sexual experience, he held the upper hand and he used it as only Sebastian could do.

I could see how my brother had put the seduction of my wife into play. He was careful. He’d taken his time. He’d found the perfect place for Kayla to teach dance, hadn’t he: in Penzance where he himself lived. This gave him easy proximity to her. A glass of wine after the lessons were done? A cocktail before them? A meal perhaps? A walk along the promenade in late afternoon? First came the conversations he would hold with Kayla, light-hearted and amusing at first, then more serious. Then came the trust that the more serious conversations prompted. Then came the friendly now-and-then compliment, then the casual touch. It would be so innocent at first, but then not innocent at all. And when she’d been assaulted that night in Penzance, Sebastian had—

I stopped myself. The assault. Of course. He’d arranged it. It had been a case of rough her up, scare the daylights out of her, she needs to bleed but not that much. She needs a knock on the head and a fall to the floor. Hurt her enough so that she seeks help. And the help would come in the form of Sebastian, who lived nearby, who would soothe her, see to her wounds, comfort her, tenderly hold her and murmur to her, and only afterwards get word to me.

But seeing her whenever it could be arranged was not enough for him, would never be enough for him. He wanted more and—

My God, her pregnancy! I’d believed what I was told by my GP. But now I saw that allowing Kayla to believe she was at fault—her body was incapable of giving her what she wanted—had put her in the position of taking no precautions during sex with my brother. It was a miracle she hadn’t come up pregnant again once she’d miscarried. Except, of course, there was that condom I’d found in her bag.

She would have told Sebastian that she couldn’t have children as I’d let her believe. Thus, he would not have used protection. Why should he when he’s always seen himself as invincible? Then she came up pregnant and—mine or his—the prospect of a baby had put the fear of God into him, making the use of a condom essential once Kayla had miscarried.

So how long had Sebastian been having my wife? This interlude in Holywell could not have been their first. When I thought of that pregnancy, I knew that their affair had been going on for ages. And if I did nothing about it, this whatever-it-was-between-them would continue indefinitely, into a future I could not abide.

The fact that he was betraying his own brother would mean nothing to Sebastian. He’d spent his life seeing himself as the centre of everyone’s universe—courtesy of my mother’s coddling him nonstop—and as the centre of everyone’s universe, he was owed: whatever he wanted, whoever he wanted, whenever he wanted. Full stop. And when he no longer wanted . . . ? Whatever and who-ever would be tossed aside. That had always been how he operated. His seduction of my wife fitted into a pattern he’d been following for years.

As for me, I had several options now I knew what was going on and what kind of fool he had made of me: I could say nothing and wait it out, secure in the knowledge that Sebastian’s interest in a woman never lasted and that Kayla would be no different to the others he’d had as lovers and in time sloughed off. Or I could directly storm the citadel by bringing up the pendant that had been mailed to me from the hotel where Mr. and Mrs. Lobb had stayed and what do you have to say to that, brother? Or I could ask Kayla to explain how Sebastian’s pendant managed to end up in her hotel room in Wales when she’d gone there to help Jen into a pool of miracle water.

Which was when I twigged to the entire Lourdes business. I realised she hadn’t ever gone to Lourdes. I believed she hadn’t left the country. To be sure, though, I traced the convent where she had told me she was staying. There were only three convents of that nature that I could find. It was easy enough to learn that none of them had welcomed a Kayla Lobb to their places of prayer and meditation. They had rooms for visitors and pilgrims, yes. But a Kayla Lobb was not, nor had she ever been, a resident at any of them.

I knew I still could have been wrong, so I did my diligence. I dug out Kayla’s passport from the safe in the barn. There was nothing in it—no stamp, no visa, no anything—that suggested she’d been to France at all, let alone to Lourdes.

She’d been away at the same time as Sebastian had been away, though. London, he said. A new mistress, he said. A flat in Holland Park, he said. Two truths and one lie. London and a new mistress. I seriously doubted that there was a flat in Holland Park. But there were hotels aplenty in every borough. And neither Sebastian nor my wife would have been particular about the place’s amenities since they had no intention of leaving the room while they were in London. The trip to “Lourdes” had been elongated, then, not because of the crowds seeking the miracle water but because he’d not had enough of her. Ring him, my brother would have told her. Make an excuse. Say the place is all arses and elbows and you haven’t been able to get near the water. So Kayla had done that and—

Christ. He’d been right there in the room with her while she and I had mobile phone sex. He was doing to her what I was telling her I would have done had I only been with her. I gritted my teeth when that dawned upon me. How amused he must have been. He was having a good one over on his fool of a brother.

And that supposed miracle water from Lourdes? That had been a simple matter of filling a bottle straight from the London tap, bringing it back on the train, and delivering it to Jen: to drink, to splash on her face, to pour over her body, to hope that it would cure her when nothing else had done that. Miracle water, after all, at the end of the day was simply water.

Just then, I wanted to go to Kayla, forgetting Sebastian’s part in all this. I wanted to shout. I wanted to punch my fist through the walls. She’d betrayed me. She’d also betrayed her friends. And now one of those friends was dead, and was it worth it? Was giving my brother access to your body worth what it cost you? What it cost me? What it cost everyone? Sebastian doesn’t love you, Kayla. He’s never loved anyone but himself. He sees, he wants, he takes, and that’s it. That is who he is and has always been. And when he’s finished with you—you little fool—he’ll do the same as he’s done before. You mean nothing to him. No one means a thing to him.

I knew that my brother would continue this path till the day he could no longer function as a man. He was proving something to himself or filling a void or fulfilling a need or who knows what. It didn’t matter to me why he was doing what he was doing. He was breaking hearts, causing anguish, and destroying lives. He would destroy mine if I let him. He had to be stopped.

As for Kayla, she would see the light. She was an innocent at heart. So many years his junior, she would never have been able to see who Sebastian was, what he had planned, and what he was doing. Now that she’d had an eyeful of his way with women when that drunken former lover of his had accosted him at that rugby club dance, surely whatever scales had covered her eyes were now fallen.

But had they even gone to that dance, Kayla and Sebastian? Wasn’t that, in truth, an unasked-for opportunity for the two of them to spend a long, private evening together and into the night?

But those scratches? I asked myself.

He could easily have given them to her, to bolster her story of drunken Gayle from Bodmin.

And if that was the case . . . could he possibly have been the one to beat her in Penzance? Christ, had that been planned between them? To make it look like an assault from a hooligan, a thug, a rapist, a what-you-will. But why? I wondered. Why that? She’d been badly hurt, and I’d seen the damage. The result was her fear and Goron driving her back and forth from Penzance.

Where does he fit in all of this? I asked myself. Where does Goron fit? What does my brother want from the bloke?

I want to know. I need to know. I swear I won’t rest until I learn everything.
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Lynley was pouring himself a very early cup of coffee when Havers joined him in the kitchen, although “staggered into the kitchen to join him” was a more apt description of the sergeant’s entrance. She was wearing striped, red-and-white socks and a faded maroon T-shirt that hung nearly to her knees, with the words At My Funeral, Take the Bouquet off the Coffin and Throw It into the Crowd to See Who’s Next still quite legible on it. He gave her the eyebrow.

In response she said, “Bugger all, sir. No one’s seen it but you. I have to sleep in something. I wagered you’d be chuffed I haven’t worn it to dinner.”

“If my sister does any more unsupervised baking, you might find the T-shirt a prescient choice.”

Havers barked a laugh and said, “You disturbed my beauty sleep.” She looked round the kitchen, which was admittedly far too vast for the small number of people who lived in the house. “Christ, it’s cold in here, sir. Why’d you want to see me in the middle of the night?”

“It’s half past five, Barbara.”

“Yeah. Like I said.”

“What’s on your schedule for the day?” He lifted the coffee press in her direction, saying, “And would you like some?”

She shook her head to the coffee, saying, “I plan to return to my bed once this chinwag is ended, unless you’ve summoned me on an emergency. Like to tell me the house is in flames and I need to rouse the fire brigade.”

“No emergency. And your day’s schedule?”

She yawned and scratched her mop of hair. “I reckon we’ll begin with another blindness-inducing look through the paperwork we’ve had off the murder solicitor. Then we’re having a chat with the brother.”

“Which brother will that be?”

Havers looked confused before she twigged. “Oh, right. There’re brothers everywhere, aren’t there? Sebastian first, Merritt next. Or vice versa. Too early to decide, you ask me.”

“Good.”

“Why ‘good’?”

“As much as you can—if it’s even possible—keep her mind off her brother.”

“Daidre’s mind off Goron?” And when he nodded, “Not sure that’ll be possible, sir, after that Darren bloke.”

“We don’t know everything, Barbara.”

Behind him, on the worktop near the massive stove, toast popped up. Havers looked at it, then at him, saying, “Wonder of wonders. Did you actually make that on your own, sir, or is Charlie Denton hiding in a potato bin round here?”

“I’m not entirely useless, Sergeant,” he replied. He picked up the toast, immediately dropping it onto the worktop when he felt the bread’s heat.

She laughed, saying, “Right. Not entirely. You’ll be onto Pop-Tarts next. They get toasted ’s well.”

“That might be a culinary bridge too far.” He fetched a Thermos from one of the cupboards and tipped the rest of the coffee inside it as he munched a bite of toast.

“Are you off somewhere?” Havers asked, and when he nodded, “At this hour?”

“As soon as I can.”

“I won’t ask, then,” she told him. “I’m back to bed.”

He went out into the chilly morning, heading to the estate’s Land Rover, which was parked near the stables across the cobbled courtyard. He slid inside and set the Thermos on the passenger seat.

He’d received a phone call from DI Hannaford at half past one. He hadn’t been sleeping, rather he’d been wide-eyed staring into the dark wondering about the sharpening of the candlestick when his mobile phone rang.

“I’ve seen a photo of the item from the ancient village, the one handed in by the two kids,” Bea Hannaford had said without preamble. “I rang forensics, and they took a shot of it for me.”

“And?” he asked her.

“It looks similar to the candle holder we saw in the smelting barn. Rusty like the other but no rust on the spike end of it, probably due to its being sharpened. Dark deposits on it as well, and you’ll be able to knock me to my knees with a breath if those deposits aren’t blood and if that blood doesn’t belong to Michael Lobb.”

Lynley thought about this, considering access. He said, “Did you get anything more from Bran Udy? Where did you take him, by the way?”

“Camborne,” she said. “He was spitting fire about Kayla Lobb, and that was the only subject he wished to address. He’s in a panic. I wager he knows we’re closing in.”

“On him? On Goron? On Kayla?”

“Or on any combination of them.”

“Are you seeing a combination, then?”

“What I’m seeing is that we’ve got evidence from Trevaunance Cove—the boiler suit—and evidence from Carn Euthyk—the candle holder. And while one person could have placed that evidence in both locations, I don’t see that as very likely. It would require a bucketful of planning and a cool head in the aftermath of a very bloody murder.”

“Unless the placement of the objects happened on two separate nights.”

“There’s that as well,” Bea said. “We’ve found a pair of boots on the Lobb property, by the way, in something called a tailings settling pond. They were buried in sediment. They’ve gone to forensics.”

“Goron’s?”

“We don’t know yet.”

Lynley thought about all of this. “Bea, may I see where the candle holder was found? I mean its exact location. Do you know it?”

“I do. But why d’you want to see it?”

“To be honest, I’m not altogether sure. It’s just a feeling. But if I’m not overstepping . . . ?”

“You’re not. I’ll meet you there. Six a.m. all right?”

Six a.m. was fine. Lynley had known very well that he wasn’t going to be able to sleep after the call from Hannaford.

Now, he found himself jouncing along an earthen lane that he’d accessed not terribly far from the ruins of Wheal Busy’s engine house. It wove through both wasteland and farmland that began just beyond the ruins and had been made rough by decades of tractors rolling along it. It passed a few agricultural fields and grazing paddocks, and it finally stopped entirely at a quite small car park beneath a newly leafed stand of poplars. Just beyond this and in the growing dawn, he could see a brown directional sign indicating the rest of the route to the ancient village, which had to be made on foot. A slight breeze was filtering through the poplars, and the sky suggested that it was going to be a cloudless day.

He poured himself more coffee from the Thermos and was downing it when Bea Hannaford pulled in next to him, pausing for a long moment before she got out of her car. When she did so, he noted that she looked as if she, too, hadn’t slept, and he felt a moment of regret for bringing her out on what very well could be a fool’s errand. He grabbed a torch from the glove box and joined the other DI. He said to her, “Have you come far?”

“From Leedstown, but I had a very late night, as you would have surmised from my phone call.”

He held out his cup from the Thermos, saying, “Coffee?”

She waved him off. “I’m up to my eyeballs in caffeine already.” She indicated the route by tilting her head. “Shall we go?”

She led the way to another lane branching off from the little car park. This headed towards another farm visible in the distance. The route was gouged on either side, where decades of heavy tractors had created ankle-deep trenches. They walked along in silence, with the songs of skylarks accompanying them and the scent of newly turned soil carried from the surrounding fields on the day’s gentle breeze. Soon enough, a path veered to the left, and Bea nodded towards this. In less than one hundred yards, they came to a kissing gate. This shortly gave entrance to the ancient village.

To their left an explanatory guide was posted, identifying the various buildings and their potential uses to Iron Age man. To the untrained eye, however, the village would comprise very little more than ankle-and knee-high stone walls, some circular and some not.

DI Hannaford had not herself been to see exactly where the weapon had been found, so she joined Lynley at the posted guide. She said, “It was inside something called a fogou. Do you see it on the map?”

He did. By comparing the illustrated guide to the site itself, Lynley concluded that the fogou appeared to be southwest of a location marked Courtyard House IV.

“Aside from knowing that the sun rises in the east, I’m a lost cause when it comes to directions,” Hannaford noted as she, too, gazed at the site after consulting the guide. “Can you work out where southwest actually is?”

“Largely . . . no,” he admitted.

“Let’s divide and conquer,” she suggested. “It’s not that large an area.”

They had daylight enough to make their way into the ancient village. Each of them began to move along a different route through the uneven turf and the stones that designated where buildings had once been. Dew was heavy on the grasses and weeds, making the ground slippery and demanding caution. Somewhere not far from where they were, a piece of farm equipment set up a grinding howl that scattered birds into the air.

Bea Hannaford found the fogou. Lynley was walking between a break in the stone walls that defined two cottages when he heard her call out, “I’ve got it, Thomas. It’s a tunnel.” He looked up, saw her some thirty yards away, and went to join her.

She was standing at the top of several steps. From where they stood above the actual entrance, they could see that a tunnel had been constructed entirely of stone: floor, walls, ceiling. As such, it was an admirable feat of engineering for Iron Age man. Lynley switched on the torch, and they descended. The going was easy.

Soon enough an opening in the tunnel wall gave way to a round chamber. Bea indicated that, according to Camborne CID, the candle holder had been found within such a chamber. She preceded Lynley inside, and he heard her saying, “Here. There’s some sort of fireplace . . . ?”

When he joined her, her saw that across from them, an embrasure in the stone wall could indeed have been an ancient fireplace with a ceiling opening in the chamber itself meant to be a chimney. Lynley could barely fit into the embrasure. He entered it in something of a crouch. Once inside, he was able to stand—albeit hunched over—and he shone the torch on the walls. He saw a ledge just above his head and felt its depth. It was enough to accommodate the old candle holder.

From the chamber, Bea said, “Evidently, the girl who found it had hit her head on it.”

“What was she doing in here? Do you know?” Lynley rejoined the other DI in the round chamber itself.

“Apparently, she and her boyfriend were having a snog,” Bea told him.

“In the fireplace?” That was far from romantic.

“That’s where they tried to hide when someone came looking for them. At least that’s the story they gave to Camborne CID. Did you find anything else?” She nodded towards the embrasure.

“Nothing save a space that the candle holder fitted. Someone obviously knew the space was there.”

“Someone very familiar with the area, then,” Bea noted.

They walked the length of the fogou, emerged, and found several steps leading upwards. At the top of these, Lynley saw that another guide was posted some thirty yards away. It faced what looked like an opening in the trees. He pointed this out to Bea and together they went to investigate. There, they found another path, this one opposite the route they’d taken from the tiny car park. It led out of the village and into the trees, very narrow and little used.

Lynley looked at Bea. “Shall we see where this takes us?” he asked her.

She nodded and they set off upon it.


HOWENSTOW NR LAMORNA

CORNWALL



Once DI Lynley had jackhammered his way into her slumber, Barbara had found it impossible to return to it. This being the case, she knew that she could and should busy herself with reading more of the mounds of information that Rupert Somerton had given her. Or she could perform her morning ablutions—such as they were—and dress for the day. Or she could leave the great house and go for a stimulating walk. Or she could help with breakfast in the area of setting out cereal boxes, cutlery, and crockery. More than that, when it came to breakfast, she couldn’t trust herself to accomplish. But on the floor next to her bedside table, she spied the handout that featured Darren Does It All in his leather apron and with his crossed knives. She knew very well what was on the back of the advertisement: Anthony Grange’s address as well as the phone number for Cheery Brothers Funeral Services.

She asked herself how much longer she could realistically put off dealing with her mother’s body, and she realised that she was, in effect, being quite unfair to the Cheery brothers, who undoubtedly would very much like to have the matter of Agnes Havers settled.

Sighing, she picked up her mobile. As it was still quite early, she reckoned she would leave a message. But she was immediately put on the back foot when she heard a man’s voice saying, “John Paul Cheery here. Can I help?”

She managed to say, “You’re up with the birds. I expect the worms need to be on their guard.” Then she winced. Worms? She might have come up with something that didn’t hearken to the Cheery brothers’ family business. She cleared her throat, said “Sorry,” and then went on to say, “I’m ringing about my mum’s body. You have her in . . .” She wasn’t sure how to put it. Cold storage?

Thankfully, John Paul Cheery was all business. “Name?” he said pleasantly.

“Barbara Havers,” she told him before she added quickly, “I’m Barbara Havers. My mum is Agnes Havers.”

“Oh yes. Of course. How can I help?”

Barbara suddenly felt a bit faint. She said, “Cremation?”

He said, “Wise decision, Miss Havers. These days most people opt for cremation, don’t they, although we have made arrangement for several burials at sea and one delivery to a cryogenic establishment on an industrial estate.”

“There’s a hopeful soul, eh?” Barbara said.

“Yes. Well,” he responded. He went on to ask, “Will there be a ceremony?”

Barbara frowned. “What d’you . . . ? D’you mean a gathering to watch her go into the oven?”

There was a pause before John Paul Cheery said, “Well, of course, perhaps not that. But it’s completely up to you, Miss Havers.”

“DS Havers,” Barbara told him. “I’m a cop.”

“Oh yes. I do remember now. So, no ceremony? No funeral? We can easily pick up your mother after—”

“No funeral,” Barbara cut in. “Just a cremation. She wasn’t religious.”

“Of course, of course. As to the ashes . . . ?”

Barbara hadn’t given a thought to the final disposition of the ashes. She said, “The ashes. Right. What d’you usually do with them?”

“We give them to the loved ones of the departed. Generally in an urn.”

“And then?”

“And then?” After a pause and a clearing of the throat, “Oh yes. Often the urn is kept . . . somewhere.”

“D’you mean . . . Like on the top of a piano?”

“One can scatter the ashes, of course. In that case, naturally, an urn is unnecessary. We use a box. A plastic bag and a box. But again, that’s when the loved one’s intention is to scatter . . . or to distribute . . . ?”

“I’ll do it that way,” Barbara told him.

“Excellent,” he said. “We’ll set upon it straightaway. When she . . . when they . . . when the ashes are in our possession, I shall let you know.”

“You don’t deliver?” Barbara asked him. “Send them along? Something like that?”

“Alas, no. One’s remains aren’t considered . . . suitable? . . . for the post.”

“Got it,” Barbara said. “I’ll fetch them, then,” she added, although it was her intention to ask Mrs. Flo to do the honours, whereupon she—Barbara—would conveniently forget all about them. On the other hand, she could hardly do that to Mrs. Flo, could she? So, she left things as they were with John Paul Cheery, and she rang off. She didn’t feel the relief she’d anticipated, however, having made the decision. Instead, she felt as if something quite heavy were hanging over her head, ready to drop and crush her skull.

She reckoned that there was little point in heading down to breakfast at this early hour, so she spent some time on the case material, attempting to prise from it more information that might indicate something the constabulary’s MIT had overlooked. After ninety minutes, she felt suitably bleary-eyed from the reading, and she gave herself permission to ready herself for public viewing.

When she descended for breakfast, she discovered that no one was in the dining room, and nothing was on the sideboard save a note in large block letters informing her of Breakfast in the Kitchen! There, she discovered Daze, Judith, and Daidre engaging in a group effort with oranges, boiled eggs, bacon, and toast. Daze explained what Barbara already knew: “Tommy’s already off somewhere,” and she added a further explanation dealing with why they were all in the kitchen battling with morning foodstuffs. “Nancy was scheduled to help out today, but her little one is down with a fever, I’m afraid, so she’s got her hands full. We’re coping on our own.”

Judith added, “No baking required. You’re quite safe.”

“It merely takes practice, darling,” Daze told her. “You mustn’t give up on it.”

Daidre was dealing with turning the oranges into juice. She said to Barbara, “I’ve discovered something about Gloriana Lobb.”

“Tell all,” Barbara said. And to Daze, “What c’n I do? Making toast is probably the best. I’m expert at scraping off the burnt bits. Or cereal. I’m Olympic level with setting out cereal, although I wouldn’t trust me with pouring milk into a jug.”

“Cereal, then.” Judith was the one to reply, looking across the room from her position by the huge Aga, where she was watching over a pot of eggs. She nodded towards a line of cupboards.

Barbara took the direction as Daidre said, “I found in the police notes that she’s told the investigators she was working on her vlog the night her father was murdered. I found it online and it’s dated. But I’m wondering if the dates can be manipulated.”

“What on earth is a vlog?” Daze asked from the Aga. She was at the opposite end of it from Judith, frying rashers of bacon. It looked to Barbara as if she were planning to feed a family of fifteen.

“Someone films themselves talking and puts themselves on social media,” Daidre explained. “Giving a lecture, doing a demonstration, evaluating a product, offering a class in one area or another.”

“Cooking?” Judith asked. Her tone sounded hopeful. “Baking?”

“Anything at all,” Daidre said. “In this case, her vlog is called Unburden, and that’s what she does, talking about various topics.”

“What caught your interest?” Barbara asked. She discovered breakfast cereals aplenty in the cupboard and began bringing them to the central prep table.

“I watched several,” Daidre replied. “There’s a rather large choice of topics, but I looked at her commentaries on relationships, particularly male/ female relationships. She doesn’t name names, but I expect she’d like to.”

“Does she talk about the murder?” Barbara asked. She was searching out bowls and cutlery under Judith’s direction.

“I couldn’t find anything about that, but there are at least half a dozen about fathers deserting their families, and she does bang on a bit about her father leaving the family to cope on their own when he took up life with his teenage lover. There were some rather specific, imagined scenarios about that relationship. She also goes on a bit about her brother and what she refers to as his ‘race to reproduce.’ I watched the family-oriented unburdening. I skipped the unburdenings about politics, pollution, global warming, and climate disasters. She does the occasional interview with others who wish to unburden as well.”

“Does anyone actually watch these?” Daze asked.

“Oh yes. People comment,” Daidre said. “But there was one that I took especial note of, Barbara. It was about her brother’s acquisition of a new house, a newly built house. It ended with her asking how one supposed a bloke who glasses in people’s front porches for a living can possibly afford a new house. She ends with ‘I have my thoughts on the subject. Let me know yours.’ I wondered if we knew that her brother has bought a new house, if that information is somewhere in the information Mr. Somerton gave us, if it means anything.”

“It means we need to have a word,” Barbara told her. “I’ve Hannaford’s notes. She’s done an interview with the brother, but it wouldn’t hurt to clarify where the lolly came from.”

“What about Sebastian?” Daidre asked as she poured the juice from the oranges into a glass jug and set it in the middle of the table, where Judith was placing a bowl of boiled eggs. “If he’s filed for a writ of probate, he might know exactly what’s in the will. And he could have told her. Kayla, I mean. If she inherits the property and he already owns forty percent of it, that puts them into the spotlight, doesn’t it?”

“He’s on my list for today,” Barbara told her. “Merritt, then Sebastian.”

“Breakfast first, I hope,” Daze said. She was lifting bacon from the pan and setting each rasher neatly on a sheet from a kitchen roll.

“I’ve never been known to forgo breakfast,” Barbara replied.


CARN EUTHYK NR SCORRIER

CORNWALL



The path Lynley and Hannaford followed was one they might have missed entirely had there not been a second guide to the site posted some fifteen feet from the point where the path emerged from beneath the trees, shrubbery, and weeds that grew in abundance on both sides of it. Indeed, the greenery threatened to encroach upon the path altogether, an indication of how infrequently it was used and how unknown it might well have been to the casual day tripper searching out Carn Euthyk. Indeed, the first indication that the path was used at all was something they came upon some sixty or seventy yards from the ancient village. This was a hawthorn tree, currently in bloom. It was hung with Tibetan prayer flags as well as strips of white linen on which had been written in well-practiced cursive: Courage, Purpose, Will, Change, Love, Heart, Fulness, and other words of the same ilk. A boulder nearby seemed to act as a narrow bench, as it was curved perfectly to fit someone’s back and the ground in front of it was well beaten down, as if it was a spot for daily meditation.

“No one could possibly come this way at night without a torch,” Bea Hannaford remarked. “Even with a full moon and a cloudless sky, it would be too difficult to manage without tripping.”

Lynley didn’t disagree. Blackberry brambles snaked out from the growth, spiky with thorns to catch one’s clothing, and stinging nettles filled the gaps among yarrow, sword lilies, and acanthus. Someone who knew the path perfectly well might have managed the route in darkness, but no one else would have been able to do so.

Some way along, they found a sign of habitation in the form of an old cottage, with an outbuilding that had been nearly overtaken by ivy. They might have dismissed it as abandoned had Lynley not spied a plot that had been neatly cultivated, with perfect rows for planting and wooden stakes at the end of these with empty seed packets tacked onto them. In addition to this, the outbuilding seemed to be in use as a ceramic studio, for there were finished and unfinished pots lined on the sill of a filthy window, and through this window they managed to see a potter’s wheel and several squarish blocks—presumably clay—tightly shrouded in plastic.

It was certainly an unexpected find, and without comment they approached the cottage’s front door. Lynley rapped upon it. Within moments, it was opened by a woman wearing clay-stained jeans and a man’s white dress shirt. Her grey hair was fashioned into plaits, with a headband keeping the unruly bits from bothering her. Round her shoulders she held what looked like a Navajo blanket against the morning chill, and on her feet she had slippers and thick-looking socks.

She seemed completely unsurprised to find two strangers at her doorstep in the early morning. She said, “Hullo,” quite pleasantly and added, “You’re up and about quite early, aren’t you? If you think you’re lost, you’re not actually. You’ve merely come in the back way. The village is just along the path. Keep walking and you’ll find it. It’s not at all far.”

Lynley produced his warrant card, as did Bea Hannaford. The woman’s face altered immediately as she asked, “Police? No one’s been injured in the village, have they? People do climb about so, even if there are signs posted that ask them not to. It’s the times, isn’t it? Respect is so difficult to come by these days.”

“I wouldn’t say you’re wrong about that,” Lynley replied.

She stepped onto a wide stone that did duty as her front stoop, and she pulled the door closed behind her. “May I ask what you want of me? If something’s happened, I’ve not seen or heard a thing. I’ve been losing my hearing, I’m afraid. It was the loud rock concerts of my youth, although I did so enjoy them. I’m Gert Palomo, by the way.”

Lynley let DI Hannaford give the explanation: a murder, the weapon that had been found in the village, the possibility that it had been put there by the killer or by someone else, the equal possibility that Gert Palomo might have seen someone walking on this path to the village.

Gert’s eyes widened as Hannaford told the story. When it was finished, Gert said, “Good heavens. Was it . . . you know how heathens have their rituals. Is that what it was? Something like . . . Oh, I hate to say it . . . a human sacrifice?” She drew her blanket more closely round her and peered past them into the rich growth of shrubs, weeds, and grasses.

Hannaford assured her that the murder had occurred elsewhere, on the west side of the peninsula. “But the weapon ended up in the village. Someone obviously brought it here, either in daylight or after dark. Have you noticed anything out of the ordinary?”

Gert drew her eyebrows together and pursed her lips as if to prod her own memory. Ultimately, however, she shook her head, saying, “Not a thing. Unfortunately, I probably wouldn’t notice a dinosaur trundling along the footpath. When I’m in the studio”—with a nod in that direction—“I’m completely absorbed. Other than in the studio or working in the garden, I’m inside the cottage. And as you can see, the footpath isn’t visible from the cottage. I’m very sorry. I don’t think I can help you.”

Lynley thanked her as Hannaford handed her a card and asked her to ring if anything at all occurred to her. They were about to leave when Gert said, “There’s a caravan not far from here, though. You’ll find it if you keep going along the footpath. To be honest, I don’t know if anyone lives in it now, but it might be worth your while to check. If someone used this footpath, they would have had to pass that caravan.”

They told her they would stop there, and she opened the cottage door to return inside. Then she paused, turned back to them, and “Best be warned, though. If anyone does live in that caravan, he either is up to no good or he wishes to be left in peace. Don’t expect the welcome mat to be rolled out for you.”


PERRANPORTH

CORNWALL



Daidre admitted to herself that Tommy’s family was something of a surprise. She didn’t know what to make of them and the unexpected camaraderie they offered. She also didn’t know if she actually wanted to make of them anything at all. They could easily turn out to be the sort of people she found endearing, and that would lead to a destination at which she could not bear to arrive. Nor could she risk it.

“They’re quite nice people, aren’t they,” was as much as she was willing to say to Barbara Havers as they left the grounds of Howenstow to work their way over to the A30 and the route to Perranporth.

“Who? Oh. The inspector’s family? Yeah, I reckon they are.”

When they reached Perranporth, they found that the address in DI Hannaford’s report was outside the town. There, a new housing estate had sprung up on what had once been farmland. Barbara’s advance phone call had given them the information that Merritt Lobb was going to be out on several jobs that day, which presented no problem to Daidre and Barbara. From the notes, they’d learned that while the DI had spoken to Merritt at length, she had not spoken to his wife separately.

What they hoped to learn was the truth behind the purchase of a new home with—as DI Hannaford had noted—all the mod cons: Had Merritt and his wife purchased it with the expectation of a future inheritance? It wouldn’t have been an illogical move unless one considered that Michael Lobb was only fifty-six years old at the time of his murder. He’d been in very good health, so it hadn’t been likely the man was going to die soon and leave a heap of money to his son.

When they pulled to a stop in front of the large granite-faced house at the end of a cul-de-sac, an attractive mixed-race woman was just opening the front door. She eased a pushchair outside. A toddler was seated within it, while a smaller child rode in a pack on the woman’s back. The woman herself was obviously pregnant.

“Now there’s a sight to put one off reproducing,” Barbara muttered as she opened the car door.

Daidre replied with, “They’ve four children, according to DI Hannaford’s notes.”

“Bloody optimistic pair, you ask me, considering the state of the world.” Barbara closed the car door as the woman came the short distance to the pavement. Barbara said to her, “Mrs. Lobb, is it? C’n we have a word?”

“Sorry,” she replied frankly. “We’re setting off for the playground. My mum’s waiting for us.”

Barbara fished for her warrant card and showed it to Bonnie Lobb, who then said, “More police? Is this about the murder again? Merritt was here, with me, at home when his father was murdered. That story isn’t going to change because that story is the truth.”

“Happens it’s not what we’re want to ask you about,” Barbara told her. “It won’t take long. This is Dr. Trahair.”

Bonnie glanced at Daidre and sighed. She said, “I’ve got to ring Mum, then,” and she produced a mobile from the back pocket of her jeans, punched in a number, and in a moment said, “The police have come again . . . No, they say it’s not about that . . . I don’t know, Mum.” She glanced from Daidre to Barbara back to Daidre. She turned and said in a lower voice, “I can’t do that, Mummy.” She listened for a moment and then said to Barbara, “I must take the children to the playground. If you want to speak to me, you’ll have to come along. My mum’s got my older two, and they’re quite a handful. She only took them on her own because she knew I’d be along directly I finished changing the nappies on these two.”

“Two in nappies?” Barbara asked. “That sounds like a challenge.”

“Yes, well. The playground’s quite close. You would’ve passed it on your way here.” She set off, then. She appeared to be indifferent as to whether they intended to accompany her.

“We’re curious about the new house,” Barbara said as they walked.

Daidre joined them. Bonnie Lobb kept up a brisk pace. Considering her condition and the burden on her back, this was impressive.

“What about the new house?” Bonnie asked Barbara. “And why should you be curious?”

“He works for his mum, right? Merritt?” Without waiting for a reply, Barbara went on with, “He works in her plant business, yes?”

“Yes. And . . . ?” Bonnie glanced at Barbara, her expression dancing between wary and irritated. “Is there some difficulty associated with Merritt’s working for his mum?”

“Only a financial one,” Barbara told her. “Along the lines of how Merritt comes up with the funds to buy a place like that one?” She thumbed backwards in the direction of the house.

“I can’t see that has anything to do with a police enquiry,” Bonnie said.

“Right,” Barbara said affably. “Thing is, though, that’s just how a police enquiry works. Coppers ask about everything, figuring somewhere along the line the puzzle pieces get dropped into the spot where they belong.”

“Rather like throwing pasta at the wall to see what sticks?” Bonnie’s voice was sarcastic as she shot Barbara a look. “You’ve not heard about saving one’s money with the future in mind?”

“That’s a real pile of it you must’ve saved. And with four kids as well, eh?”

“Quite.”

“Some real penny-pinching, then?”

“Yes.”

Ahead of them lay the playground, where a harassed-looking woman was attempting to prise the fingers of a small girl from a latch in the chain-link gate of a fence that surrounded the area, saying to her, “No, no, Apollonia! Mummy’s coming. Look, darling, there she is.” Meantime, a boy in denim bib overalls was climbing the ladder of a slide, his feet bare and his shoes discarded not far from a line of four swings.

Bonnie called out, “Texas, you’re not meant to climb up there without one of us helping. And where are your shoes? Mum, you know he isn’t allowed to have his shoes off outside the house.”

“Knowing and preventing are not at all the same,” Mum replied, as Bonnie disengaged Apollonia’s fingers from the latch of the playground gate, peeling them back one at a time.

Daidre said, “Let me help, Mrs. Lobb.”

Bonnie glanced at her. Apollonia seized the opportunity to reattach her fingers to the gate’s latch. “Darling, you must allow us to come inside. We can’t do that unless you take your fingers off the latch. Mummy doesn’t want to hurt you. Texas! Do not come down that slide until Granny’s at the bottom to catch you.” To Daidre she said, “If you can take the little one from my back?”

“Of course.” Daidre helped unbuckle the overlarge pack, which resembled a small child’s car safety seat and probably did dual purpose. Meantime, at the top of the ladder, Texas was clambering onto the slide itself, shouting, “Watch me, Granny! Watch me!”

Granny called out, “Not yet, darling. Granny’s coming!” as Bonnie said to her latch-holding daughter, “Apollonia, love, please let us in,” to which the child responded with, “You said chocolate! You promised!”

Daidre was able to remove the pack from Bonnie’s shoulders as Granny dashed across the playground in a futile attempted to catch Texas at the bottom of the slide. He descended as if the slide’s surface had been greased. He fell straight off it onto the ground. Screaming ensued. Daidre heard Barbara mutter “Christ on the cross,” as the baby in the carrier began to howl in concert and Bonnie called out, “Mum, get the ice pack! You must use the ice pack,” in apparent reference to an application of said remedy for Texas’s now painful bum. With the baby off her back, Bonnie was able to access a pouch that was hanging from the handle of the pushchair. She dug into it and produced a chocolate biscuit. This she held out to Apollonia. Finally, the little girl released her death grip on the latch, which allowed her mother and Barbara to enter. Daidre followed, the baby held to her shoulder, which seemed to settle the little one, whose screaming altered to intermittent sobs.

Order was restored once the ice pack was fetched and biscuits were distributed all round. Granny joined them with Texas in tow, and she said to her daughter, “Really, my dear, you did say ten minutes.”

“These are the police,” Bonnie replied.

“Just me,” Barbara said.

“Hence the delay,” Bonnie added. “They’ve questions about the house, Mum.”

“What about the house?” Granny said, and then tartly to Barbara, “Are the police conducting housing inspections now? Have you lot nothing better to do with your time?”

“It’s to do with how we could have bought it, with Merritt’s working for Maiden, at her shop. I’ve explained that Merritt and I do know how to save money, but apparently that explanation won’t do.”

Quite sharply Granny said, “Of course it won’t do. What bloody nonsense! Why on earth do you not tell them the truth?”

“Mummy, Merritt’s said—”

“Oh, pooh.” Granny turned to Barbara. “Bonnie’s father and I bought the house. Bonnie didn’t ask us. Merritt didn’t ask us. They were crammed into that cottage of Maiden’s, and it was clear that the situation wasn’t good for any of them. We knew she’d refuse—Bonnie, that is—and so would Merritt, who’s far too proud for his own good. So we bought the house for them without their knowledge and handed over the keys. Has someone been thinking that Merritt rid the world of his father to gain an inheritance to purchase a house?” She hooted. “I doubt that young man has ever raised his voice to anyone, let alone committed murder.”

Barbara said to Bonnie, “Brilliant, that. You might’ve saved us time had you given the information to DI Hannaford when she’d come.”

Bonnie returned with, “Merritt was there. What could I do? He didn’t want anyone to—”

“Rubbish!” her mother interrupted. “What sort of example are you setting for your children when you lie to the police?”

“I couldn’t exactly—”

“You apologise to them straightaway!”

Barbara held up her hand. “Not necessary. She’s not the first to lie to the cops.”

“It is necessary. I won’t have you thinking that my Bonnie’s been brought up to believe that lying to anyone—let alone to the police—is excusable. My husband and I have always insisted our children—”

“For heaven’s sake, Mum.” Bonnie was clearly exasperated with all of them. “Stop treating me like a child for one minute, please.”

“I wouldn’t treat you like a child if you didn’t act like a child half the time.”

“Mummy!”

“Chocolate bikkies, ice packs, ‘no, no, sweethearts’ in place of smacking bums when they need to be smacked. Where did you ever learn how to be a mother, is what I want to know. Certainly not from me.”

“Got it,” Barbara interjected quickly. “We’ll be off, then.”

Daidre handed the baby over to Bonnie’s mum. Bonnie herself looked both embarrassed and crestfallen, and Daidre found herself wanting to console her. She murmured to her, “Mums are always mums, aren’t they?” although her own adoptive mum had been cheese to Granny’s chalk. Nonetheless, Bonnie shot her a grateful look.

Daidre followed Barbara from the playground, and they walked back to the Lobbs’ new home. Despite her supportive words to Bonnie Merritt, she knew that, with Merritt eliminated, the route to guilt was narrowing every moment.

As if reading her mind, Barbara said to her, “He was always a long shot, was Merritt.”

“Why?”

“Hannaford’s report said that he and his dad had buried their differences. ’Course, that could’ve been a lie on his part—Merritt’s—but with the house handed over as a gift, we’ve lost his biggest motive. Gloriana is still in the running, though, no matter her alibi about working on her vlog. She hated her dad, and she’d probably like to put her maulers on that building in Mousehole.”

“You don’t actually think she has the physical strength to have a brawl with her father and kill him during it, do you?”

“She could’ve found someone to do the deed for her, with a future payoff in mind.”

“But who would it be?”

Barbara looked at her. “We need to talk to Sebastian.”


HM PRISON EXETER

DEVON



“It might be more profitable if I spoke to him alone,” Lynley said to Bea Hannaford. When she hesitated, he went on with, “He associates you with his arrest, interrogation, and a charge of murder. Since after he spoke with you, he ended up in remand, he might be more willing to speak with someone he’s seen only once before. And long enough ago that he very well might not remember.”

Hannaford’s expression suggested she was weighing his idea. “I’ll wait in reception,” she finally said.

They’d come directly from their conversation with the occupier of the derelict caravan who, according to Gert Palomo, might have seen something unusual on the night or in the very early next morning of the murder. Or on any of the succeeding nights and early mornings.

Upon reaching the caravan, they shared Gert Palomo’s opinion of the place. Rust-ridden, filthy, with several cracked windows held together by insulating tape, the caravan sat on what went for a verge, leaning like Pisa’s tower into the verdant undergrowth. The lane that passed it was unpaved, lumpy with potholes and exposed stones.

Their knocks produced a voice from the interior, saying, “Who ’n’ why?”

“Police,” Hannaford announce. “We’d like a word.”

“I done nothing.”

“We certainly don’t disagree. Open up, please. This will take five minutes.”

There was a hesitation. Then, “Best you have identification ready,” and a shuffling from within. After several minutes the door opened outwards and an elderly bloke stepped out of the place, onto an overturned wooden crate. He wore a crudely made mask à la Phantom of the Opera without a hole for the eye. A puckering of skin not entirely covered by the mask suggested that he was a burn victim. One of his hands also gave evidence of this: The fingers were preternaturally bent into claws and the back was slick with scar tissue.

He said, “Who sent you? I don’t hurt ’nyone, do I.”

“Gert Palomo,” Lynley replied.

“Tha’ ol’ bag along the footpath, is it?”

“It is.” Lynley introduced himself and showed him his warrant card. Bea Hannaford did the same. Lynley said to the bloke, “And your name?”

“Why d’you need it?” The question was suspicious.

“For our notes,” Hannaford told him. “You’re in no trouble, by the way.”

“Prospero Browne with an e,” he told them. He added, “Don’t ask,” in apparent reference to his given name.

Lynley asked him if he’d seen or heard anyone coming by his caravan in the past few weeks. Prospero Browne’s answer was no, “’Cept the’ ol’ bag if she gets out for a bit ’f air.”

Lynley asked did people sometimes use this route as access to Carn Euthyk. Prospero Browne said that only people “who got themselfs lost” used this particular route.

“And that’s owing to the bloody sat’llites, innit. You ask me, people don’t know how to read a map an’ longer, do they. More’n one person knocks on my door, eh? Ask the way to the bloody village, they do, b’cause they don’t see one anywheres near and there’s no directional sign, which should of been the first clue that there might be a better route but do they think that, eh? They do not. If their satnav tells them whatever, they treat it like the word of God.”

Lynley explained that the person they were thinking of would probably have known the way to the village but would have deliberately chosen to take this one. Thus, the person they were thinking of would have known that this secondary route existed. He would have parked somewhere along the lane and walked from there, passing Mr. Browne’s caravan along the way.

“Well, if it was delib’rate, him coming this way, he knew where he was going, innit. No need of knockin’ me up.”

“Have you seen anything unusual, then? This would probably have been at night or quite early in the morning.”

“Give a few days in either direction,” Hannaford added, “it would have been round April seventh.”

Browne said no. He said he slept like the dead, he did. He said, “Lightning could strike this bloody place and . . .” He stopped himself.

“You’ve remembered something?” Lynley asked.

“A storm, perhaps?” Hannaford added.

“Or a flash of light perhaps?” Lynley said. “Like lightning?”

It was the light, Browne told them. A torch. He’d been outside doing business in the bushes—“bloody prostate, just you wait,” he added meaningfully, with a glance at Lynley—and a burst of light hit the side of the caravan. “Kept still, I did, thinking it might be someone wanting to break into this place, tho’ God knows why. But then the torch went off, di’n’t it, and someone passed by in the dark.”

To Lynley’s question about a description, Brown said he could tell it was a bloke. Not big, not small.

Also not very helpful, Lynley thought. But someone did pass, and that person was heading in the direction of Carn Euthyk, which meant that person also knew the area.

Now, inside Exeter Prison, Lynley identified himself with his warrant card. He left behind everything that was not admitted into the prison, and he followed the guard into an office that had been arranged for him. Generally, aside from solicitors, someone who came to see a prisoner would be taken to the Visitors Hall, but Hannaford had managed to acquire a separate room for Lynley to use while conversing with Goron Udy. He didn’t have to wait long for Daidre’s brother.

He recalled seeing Goron the single time Daidre had taken him to the caravan in which she’d lived her first thirteen years. Goron had been outside with his father. The visit had been brief, and Daidre’s distress during the encounter had been evident.

When Goron entered in the company of a prison guard, he was ghostly pale, like someone who spent his entire life indoors, which was odd since the opposite was true. He was wearing black-framed spectacles—they were crooked on his nose—and prison garb, which hung upon his rake-thin body. It was difficult to imagine him having a brawl in which the other bloke was stabbed and died.

Lynley nodded his thanks to the guard, who told him he would be just outside the office, should he be needed. Lynley turned to Goron as the guard shut the door behind him.

“I’m a friend of your sister,” Lynley said by way of introduction. “Thomas Lynley.”

“Gwyn’s friend,” Goron said.

“I do know Gwyn, but I’m a friend of your older sister, Daidre.”

“Edrek,” Goron stated.

“Yes. Of course. Edrek.” He gestured towards one of the several chairs in the room. He’d placed two of them to face each other, some three feet apart. “Will you sit?”

Goron did so, feet flat on the floor, hands on his thighs. “She came,” he said to Lynley. “I told her. I said it to her. There’s not more.”

“Would you tell me what you said to Edrek?”

Goron lowered his head. He rubbed three fingers from his eyebrows to his hairline. He closed his eyes and was so still that Lynley thought he might be meditating or asleep. He waited. It seemed as if a quarter hour passed before Goron spoke. “I said from the first, I did. It was to protect her.”

“Protect whom?” Lynley asked. “From what? From another person?” Lynley thought about the nature of protecting someone and what constituted the perceived danger from which protection was needed: physical harm, certain death, knowledge of the past, the truth. He said, “Some people feel the need to protect another from knowledge: from knowing a fact or knowing what happened or knowing another person. Is that what you mean?”

Goron looked down at his shoes. His toes were pointed inwards. He straightened his feet so they pointed at Lynley. He said nothing.

Lynley said, “I’d very much like to help you, Goron. For your sake and for both of your sisters’. Neither of them believes that you killed Michael Lobb. They don’t believe you could kill anything, let alone another person. But I believe that you’re involved in some way, and there seems to be evidence supporting that fact. What I’m wondering—as are your sisters—is whether other evidence exists, evidence we haven’t found, pointing to someone else being involved here.”

Goron shook his head.

“Are you saying you acted alone?”

Goron was silent. Outside of the office, voices in the corridor grew louder as several people passed by. Outside of the prison, a car’s horn sounded, and a police siren cut the air.

“Goron?” Lynley said. “Can you tell me what happened? Did you do something you don’t want to talk about? We want to help you, but the only way we can is if you tell us—”

“She wouldn’t ever say what he did to her. Not ’xactly. But I could tell by her eyes it was bad. And I could see it in how she moved, like every part of her was broke.”

“What did he do?” Lynley asked.

“Hurt her. She wouldn’t say the truth of it, but sometimes she cried. She looked away, like, towards the window when I asked. She says no, it’s only words what he says to hurt her but I know it wasn’t right. I wanted words with him but she said please no it would only make things worse if I said to him that he was hurting her with what he said. I wanted him to leave her be. Just leave her. She was good, like something precious, a diamond. He wasn’t. I could see him pretending when me and Dad was round her and him together. He was good at acting. He made it like he loved her.”

Lynley was putting everything together slowly. He was cautious when it came to interrupting to clarify what Goron was saying, though. Now he was talking, Lynley had no wish to stop the flow of his words.

“Then she had bruises, an’ I could see them, I could. Her face. Her arms where he grabs her when she tries to walk away from him. Her shoulders where he shoves her ’gainst the wall or holds her down when he wants to . . . you know . . . to do it even if she doesn’t want it. He used fists on her. He made her bleed. I saw that. He called her names, he said like she was useless and no one ever could love her. She was to do what he wanted and when he wanted and if she didn’t, he was going to . . .” Goron swallowed. His fingers plucked at the seams of his trousers. Still, he did not look at Lynley. “He was going to kill her. But no one wanted to help her an’ he hurt her bad.”

“You wanted to help her,” Lynley said quietly.

“I could. ’Cause to see her like that after he did to her . . . something. He had to stop.”

“Michael Lobb was hurting his wife badly, and you wanted to stop him,” Lynley said. “Is that what happened?”

“She says if I have words with him, he would jus’ hurt her worse ’n ever because he’ll know she told. And most ’f the time he hurt her places where no one could see. But she showed me b’cause we were . . . she trusts me. He called her a whore. Cunt, he says. Rubbish. I would of helped her leave him but she says no no please. She says there’s no place for her to go and anyway he watches her. She says he looks at her phone. She says there’re days he ties her to a pipe and makes her stay just there while he’s workin’. She says once he put her under the sink in the kitchen and tied her up and made her stay for a day and a night. She tried to get free, but he heard her and then he did worse on her. Sometimes she couldn’t walk right because of how he . . . how he liked to hurt her there. Between her . . . you know. But still she stayed. An’ no one did an’thing to help her. And then her brother comes and he says she must leave with him, go home with him. But she’s afraid he would follow her. Here, there, it didn’t matter. He was going to kill her, see. One day he was going to kill her and I was meant to help her b’fore it was too late.”

Lynley thought about what Goron was saying, about what the poor bloke had believed—and still believed—about Michael Lobb. Everyone had thought he’d had no motive, when Goron’s motive had been there all along. He spoke. “You wanted to keep Kayla Lobb safe from her husband. She told you she was going to leave with her brother, which would make her safe. But you wanted her to stay in Cornwall, where you were, because you love her and could protect her, no matter what. But you believed there was only one real way to protect her from her husband. Is that what happened?”

“You would of done it. She’s like gold.”


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



“I don’t think I can face him, Barbara,” was how Daidre greeted the news that Sebastian Lobb was still at Lobb’s Tin & Pewter rather than in Penzance at his home. “Not Sebastian. I mean Bran Udy.”

“You won’t have to face him,” Barbara Havers said. “If he’s been let loose, the coppers won’t be escorting him home. That’s not how they roll. He’ll be finding his own way back to Trevellas, and I wager that’ll take a good long while.”

Daidre wasn’t convinced, but she knew she had to see her way through to the end of what she and Barbara were doing. Barbara seemed to understand this because she added, “Anyway, what he says to you . . . Bran Udy? It’s only words, and truth of the matter’s that none of them hit the mark.”

“I did leave Goron and Gwyn with them, Barbara, with Bran and Jen, I mean. They went back to our parents when they were of age. I didn’t.”

“They made choices. So did you. Last time I looked, there’s no sin in that.”

Not in that, Daidre thought. No sin there. But there were sins aplenty elsewhere.

As days along the coast sometimes did, the weather had turned by the time they reached Trevellas. A fog was rolling in from the sea. Wisps of it were catching along the branches of gorse on their route, and it was threading through the blackberry brambles and the hedgerows. It was thicker when they reached the lane to the Lobbs’ tin-streaming business. There they crawled along, barely seeing the turn onto the property when they came to it.

Barbara had phoned in advance to locate Sebastian Lobb. He’d remained in Trevellas after Hannaford had taken Bran away. He wanted to make certain that, should the bloke return, he was not going to cause Kayla any trouble.

When they arrived at the cottage, all was silent, everything in sight damp from the moisture of the fog. Lights were on inside the place, and when they knocked it was Sebastian Lobb who answered the door. He held a piece of toast in his hand, a thick layer of peanut butter upon it.

He said, “You’ve come a long way for a chat, the two of you. Couldn’t this’ve been dealt with by phone?”

“Could’ve done, but I always like the personal touch,” Barbara told him.

“Right.” He looked them over, his glance lingering just long enough upon her to make Daidre uncomfortable. He smiled. “In with you, then. Kayla’s gone to the shops in St. Agnes. I’ve got coffee in the pot if you’re up for it. Tea if you’d rather. Toast if you’re feeling peckish.”

“Nothing for me,” Daidre said politely.

“I’m good like I am,” Barbara added.

“Suit yourselves.” Sebastian led them into the kitchen. He indicated a banquette that stood just beneath a brightly curtained window, which looked out onto the parking area of the property. “Sit if you’d like. I’m having another coffee. You’re certain you don’t want . . . ?” He’d crossed the kitchen and picked up the glass carafe of a coffee maker.

They both demurred again. Into the sink he dumped what he’d had in his cup and poured himself a fresh one. As he did so, Daidre looked through the window in an attempt to see if her father had returned. Behind her she heard Sebastian speak.

“Nervous, darling?”

She turned back to him. “I’m not,” she said.

“I heard our Bran had some nasty words for you before the coppers dealt with him.” He added a spoonful of sugar to his coffee and joined them at the table. He pulled out a chair that squealed against the stone floor.

“Whatever you’ve heard,” Barbara said, “that’s not why we’re here.”

“Why are you here then? If this’s more about Mike’s death—”

“It’s about his will,” Barbara cut in, “the most recent one, leaving everything to his wife.”

“What about it?” Sebastian looked at Daidre as he spoke. He lifted his mug of coffee and drank, watching her over its rim.

“Did you know about it? That particular will?”

Sebastian shifted his gaze to Barbara. It was obvious he thought her beneath his interest. “I knew,” he said. “Mike made the will a year or so after he and Kayla married. He wanted her future to be secure.”

“She thought his children inherited. You knew that, right?”

“What I knew was that he wanted me to keep my mouth shut about it—the new will, that is—so that’s what I did. He told me Kayla’d already insisted that his kids inherit because they were—are—his blood family and the business was the family’s.”

“What if she and he had children?”

“I expect things would’ve been different then. He might’ve done the will over yet again. But they didn’t have kids. She lost one and after that . . .” He made a what-you-will gesture with his hands. “He knew, didn’t he, that his kids with Maiden wouldn’t want this place. They’d likely sell it, wouldn’t they, because what did they know—what do they know—or care about tin-streaming?”

“So he left it to Kayla who knows . . . exactly what about tin-streaming?”

“That I couldn’t tell you. Could be he explained it all to her, A to Z. Could be tin-streaming was the subject of their pillow talk. I haven’t got a clue.” He settled more comfortably into his chair, his coffee mug on the table and his hands around the mug. “It’s like this: times have changed, but Mike never did. It’s possible he thought Kayla would know what this place meant to him and would do her best to keep it running.”

“We’ve learned that part of the land and the business is yours.”

“And I make no secret that I wanted Mike to sell his part so that I could sell my part. But Mike wouldn’t hear of it, even if it meant giving Kayla a nicer place to live, a place more in keeping with a young person’s lifestyle, if you know what I mean. I told him that, but he said they were happy as they were. He made the garden a bit nicer for her. He painted a few walls. They bought a few pieces of furniture. And that was it.”

“That must have been a blow to you,” Barbara pointed out.

“Which part of it? That he wouldn’t give Kayla a better place to live or that he wouldn’t sell when I wanted him to do?”

“Both. Either. You filed for a writ of probate directly he died.”

“Does that make me guilty of something? It’s what I was meant to do as executor.” Sebastian didn’t wait for a comment, going on to say, “Look, it’s been in the open for ages that I want to sell the land and the business. It’s also been in the open that the only way I could sell is if the majority owner also wanted to sell. When Mike . . .” He paused as if searching for the right word before he said, “After Mike passed, I told Kayla what was in the will because I reckoned—and I was right, as it happens—that she would want to sell. She knew—she knows—someone wants the property.”

“Someone?” Barbara glanced at Daidre. Both knew that selling the property would put Bran and Goron out of their jobs. She added, “Another tin-streamer?”

“Hardly. Cornwall EcoMining’s been salivating over the place for months. They want to build a refinery or whatever it is here. They’re after lithium, and turns out this property is the best place to do whatever the hell they plan to do to get it. I see that as a benefit to the area. A sale to them would provide jobs round here, including jobs for Bran and Goron. It would be a boon to the economy.”

“But your brother didn’t see things that way?”

“Mike saw what he wanted to see and what he couldn’t see was that selling the place was a win-win-win for everyone, including for him. I couldn’t make him see that. Neither could anyone else.”

“And now the way is open,” Daidre said, although she was loath to draw Sebastian’s attention upon her. She could see that, to him, women were goods meant to be used, a means to an end, whether that end be pleasure or profit. She didn’t like him or men who were similar to him.

Sebastian gave her a look but directed his next remarks to Barbara. “If you’re thinking I killed my own brother, I’ve told the coppers the truth from the first. I was the night in Truro with a . . . a friend. She’s already confirmed that, twice now, with the detectives from police headquarters, and I suggest you check with them before you carry on further with your investigation or whatever it is that you’re doing. I admit that Mike and I were at odds now and then. We saw eye to eye on nothing. But I loved the bloke and there’s no way in hell I would’ve killed him.”

“But Goron Udy?” Barbara asked.

“What about him?”

“Was there a way in hell that he’d’ve done the deed?”

“I don’t bloody know. I’m in no way convinced he did it at all. You ask me, there wasn’t a reason, there wasn’t a motive, there wasn’t—”

The cottage’s door opened. “It took me rather longer than I thought, but I’m back now,” Kayla said brightly as she stepped inside.
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Bea Hannaford and Lynley were in her car, heading back to the constabulary headquarters in Bodmin when Bea’s mobile rang. She glanced at it, saw that Phoebe Lang was ringing her, and pulled to the verge, where the entrance to a farmer’s field offered a tractor-wide space for her car. Phoebe would want a briefing about Lynley’s conversation with Goron Udy. As he’d suspected, the meeting with Goron absent her presence had been as fruitful as they’d hoped.

Lynley had reported to her his conversation with Goron before they’d even got to the car park. He’d joined her, his expression grave. She had witnessed how he’d been with Goron’s elder sister when they’d encountered her and DS Havers at the tin-streaming business on the previous day, and she concluded that his concern for the woman post being accosted by her father was rather more than professional. So, if whatever Goron had said to him touched upon Daidre Trahair in some way, it was very likely that the gravity of his demeanour had to do with how what he’d learned from Goron was going to affect her.

She said to Lynley, “And . . . ?”

He indicated the prison’s exit door. On their way to her car, he related the details of what Goron Udy had told him. She saw that she’d been only partially correct in her assumption that Goron’s confession was meant to protect someone. She’d assumed that he’d been intent upon protecting someone from a charge of murder. All along, however, the underlying reason for the killing of Michael Lobb was protection of an entirely different kind.

Now in the car, she took Phoebe Lang’s call. “Where are you?” the detective superintendent asked her.

“South of Exeter Prison,” Bea replied. “We’ve had a chat—well, DI Lynley’s had a chat—with Goron Udy.”

“And? Is there something new? And why the hell was DI Lynley the one to speak to him?”

Bea answered the second question first. “We thought Goron might open up to DI Lynley. We reckoned it’s likely he associates me with everything that’s got him locked up on remand. Inspector Lynley’s a new face to him, more or less, so it seemed to us—”

“What’s that supposed to mean? That ‘more or less’ bit?”

“DI Lynley is acquainted with Goron Udy’s elder sister, guv. She’s here in Cornwall as well.”

“Good Christ, Bea. What the hell is he doing involved, if he’s got a relationship with the sister? Do you know how irregular all this is?”

“I do.”

“Then why the devil did—”

“It was domestic violence,” Bea cut in. “He—Goron—explained it to Thomas when—”

“Who? Who the hell is—”

“—they met inside the prison. Thomas is DI Lynley. D’you want to speak to him?”

“Put him on.”

Bea handed the mobile to Lynley with a rolling of her eyes. He put the mobile onto its speaker function, saying, “Goron tells me the domestic violence was largely hidden.”

“How?” Phoebe asked. “And has he told you Lobb was actually beating his wife?”

“Verbal abuse and physical abuse, he said. The wife—Kayla Lobb—told Goron because he saw the aftermath of it when there were visible bruises. He asked her about them. Evidently, he asked repeatedly. She eventually told him what was going on because on at least one occasion her husband was forced to take her to casualty. Goron would have seen her upon their return.”

“This is what he told you?”

“It is.”

“Have you a recording? Notes? Anything?”

“I don’t.”

“Jesus.” She sighed. “Why?”

“He’s been down that road,” Lynley explained. “It was my feeling that any of that would merely produce the same result you’ve had from the first.”

“Is that how you operate at the Met? By feelings? Tell me that’s not your usual procedure. Oh, bloody hell. Never mind. What else?”

“According to Goron, Kayla didn’t want him to say anything to anyone about the abuse. She was frightened that would make things worse, he said. She also didn’t want him—Goron—to end up in a confrontation with her husband. She assumed a confrontation would end badly, both for him and for her.”

Phoebe was silent. After a few moments, Lynley handed the phone back to Bea. Bea said, “Are you still there, Phoebe?”

Finally she said, “Were those his words? This wasn’t Goron Udy playing at stuff and nonsense with you, DI Lynley?”

“I didn’t get that impression,” Lynley said.

“He didn’t come right out with it, guv,” Bea said to Phoebe.

“He’s not making up a story, then? He’s had plenty of time to brew one.”

“I see that. But in all the times I’ve spoken with him, he hasn’t once seemed like a bloke with enough imagination to tell a tale that’s at all close to what he told Thomas.”

Another pause. Bea wondered where Phoebe was, what she was thinking, and why she seemed so reluctant to get on board with the information they’d gleaned from Goron Udy.

Finally, Phoebe said, “We’ve got something of a problem then, I’m afraid.”

Bea looked at Lynley. He frowned, raising his hand to his chin thoughtfully, as if trying to sort out what the DCI meant.

“I don’t see—” Bea began, but Phoebe cut her off.

“We’ve had the books back from the forensic accountant forty minutes ago. They’re all straightforward save for one. When you arrive at the station, bring DI Lynley with you to the incident room. There’s something both of you are going to want to see.”
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When, at cocktails, Daze set aside a family picture album that she’d been leafing through with Daidre in order to take a phone call from DI Lynley, Barbara Havers reckoned something might be up. When Daze told them that he was held up at the constabulary headquarters in Bodmin, Barbara was sure of it. They were to go on to their dinner without him, Daze explained. He wasn’t sure when he would be home.

“We’re using the dining room tonight,” Daze told them. “Nancy’s done us something special. I believe it’s a Wellington, and I daresay it will be delicious. She does marvelous pastry.”

Judith said, “Thank God. Really, Mummy, we absolutely must bring her on board as a permanent cook before I poison the entire family. Can you even imagine me putting together a Wellington? Please let her know I’ll pay her in gold coins. Whatever she asks. Double what she asks.”

“I’ll pass along the message, dear. Shall we . . . ?”

They descended to the dining room, but before they reached it, Daze put her hand on Barbara’s arm, holding her back and speaking in a low tone to say, “Tommy did ask that you wait for him, Barbara. He wants you to keep this to yourself, however.”

Barbara glanced at Daidre, who was walking alongside Judith. She reckoned the reason for the request that she remain mum about waiting for the inspector had to do with the vet. That meant that, whatever he had to say, it wasn’t going to be news that Daidre would welcome.

Barbara said, “Will do,” and then added, “P’rhaps he’s succumbed to my fatal charms at last.”

“I, for one, would not be the least surprised,” Daze told her, with a smile.

Dinner was a somewhat quiet affair despite the excellent Wellington, which turned out to be fresh salmon flavoured with a selection of spices most of which were completely foreign to Barbara. She knew what cinnamon was, of course, but when it came to fennel, star anise, and cardamom, she would have assumed they were the quirky names of the children of rock stars. There was, however, fresh mango chutney with which she was familiar, as well as a dish that involved spinach, bacon, and who knew what else. Barbara dug in with a great deal of pleasure. This was a very far cry from her usual grub, which nearly always involved stopping in the nearest chippie on her way home from work or throwing some kind of premade curry from Tesco into her secondhand microwave.

Daze kept up a patter of conversation. Barbara and Judith joined her, but Daidre was mostly silent. She was also watchful, and since she was not the least bit dim, she, too, understood what an extended workday that involved the constabulary headquarters might mean.

Once they were finished with the meal—with Barbara deciding that two portions of any dessert named Eton mess had to be devoured and calories be damned—Daze offered port, coffee, and tea. Were they living within the pages of a Jane Austen novel, Daze said regretfully, a servant would wait upon them in the library or the drawing room. Since, alas, they were living in utterly different circumstances, she had to beg their pardon for suggesting they retreat to the kitchen. Had it been earlier in the evening, she told them, Hodge would probably insist upon seeing to all the postprandial beverages. Since he was of an age when retiring to bed at eight made him unavailable, they were on their own.

“How difficult can it be?” she asked them.

The coffee looked like sludge once it was made, so they settled for tea and port. Daze unearthed some chocolates as well, after which they went their separate ways.

Daidre stopped Barbara at the top of the stairs. She said, “What do you think it means?”

Barbara didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Could be he’s going over evidence with DI Hannaford. Or checking forensic reports. Or anything, really. He left at dawn, but he didn’t say where he was going.”

“You’re not thinking he’s spent the entire day at police headquarters, are you?”

“He was playing his cards close.” Barbara did recall that Lynley had wanted her to keep Daidre’s mind as far away from her brother as she could. That, of all things, did not bode well.

In her bedroom, Barbara waited for Lynley as instructed. She was leafing through yet another police report from Rupert Somerton when a message from Lynley came through on her mobile. He was in the kitchen. Could she join him?

She found him at the central table, a meal of leftover Wellington before him along with a glass of wine. Next to his plate lay a manila folder. She could see a rather thick sheaf of papers contained within it.

He said to her, “Did Judith make this? It’s surprisingly good.”

“Nancy,” Barbara said. “Judith’s lobbying hard to employ her permanently. What’s up?”

“Has she gone to bed?”

“I reckon you mean Daidre, right? All I know is that we went our separate ways after your mum attempted to end our lives by means of her coffee. She did ask what I thought it meant, the whole headquarters business. Daidre, I mean. I told her it could mean anything. ’Tween you and me, though, I expect it signals the worst.”

Lynley set down his knife and fork. He pushed the plate to one side and took up his wine. He held the glass up in offer to Barbara of one of her own. She shook her head.

“He did it to save her, Barbara,” Lynley said. “He thought he was protecting her.”

“Goron?” And when Lynley nodded, “Who was he protecting? It must be Kayla, right? But why?”

“When he and I spoke, he described a very clear case of domestic abuse.”

“We’ve not had a breath of that, sir. Not from anyone and not from any of the documents we’ve been reading.”

“He said it was both verbal abuse and physical abuse. Forcible sex as well.”

Barbara pulled out a chair and dropped into it, saying, “But she never said . . . Why wouldn’t she say? Why wouldn’t someone’ve given us a clue about that? Are you saying she told Goron about it? Jesus, Inspector, did she want him to kill her husband so the abuse would end? Why didn’t she leave? Okay, yes, I know women are sometimes too frightened of what might happen. But her brother was there. We know he was there. She could’ve left with him.”

“Indeed,” Lynley said. “That was part of it: Kayla leaving with her brother, returning to South Africa where he—Goron—could no longer see her.” He took up the manila folder and handed it to Barbara. She opened it to see a document written—page after page—in cursive. Lynley said, “That’s a copy. The original has gone into evidence. It was written in one of the account books.”

“From the tin and pewter business?”

He nodded. “The forensic accountant was going through all of them for the police. It took a bit of time before he got to this one. He saw at once that it had been used for something having nothing to do with accounting.”

Barbara examined the first page more closely. She read I want to understand how we all ended up where we are today, and she said to Lynley, “You said it’s in evidence now? Who wrote it?”

“Michael Lobb.”

“He documented what he was doing to his wife?”

“In a fashion,” Lynley said, “I suppose he did. Will you read it please?”

“’Course.”

“Thank you. Take it to your room. When you’ve finished with it, let me know.”

In her room, then, Barbara settled herself in the armchair and began to read. In parts the cursive was difficult to decipher, but when she had completed her reading, she understood what had happened to Goron Udy. She also understood why.

She went at once to Lynley’s room and knocked lightly. When he answered, she handed the folder to him. He gestured her inside. Within, she made out the details only vaguely: a thick carpet, a large wardrobe, a chest of drawers with two wedding photos on it, rich dark curtains over the windows, several chairs, a very large bed. She said to him, “Can we be sure Michael Lobb is the person who wrote this, Inspector?” She indicated the folder.

“It evidently matches the cursive from the rest of the account books.”

“Could he have lied?”

“It’s something to consider, but really, why would he? He had no actual reason to lie. He certainly couldn’t have expected to be murdered.”

“Then why the bloody hell did Goron believe there was abuse?”

“He was led to believe it,” Lynley said. “They spent hours together—he and Kayla—not only driving to and from Penzance but also when she was teaching him to read and write. He was grateful to her. He admired her. She was good to his mother. He fell in love with her or he adored her from afar or what you will. She wanted out of her marriage, and I suspect Sebastian was at least part of the reason. All that was required was making certain that Goron believed something that wasn’t true.”

“But how did she do it?”

“I expect she had help. She couldn’t have beaten herself, but from Michael Lobb’s journal we can see she was beaten. She took a supposed fall now and then and had the bruises to show it. It was important that Michael believe these injuries were the result of clumsiness, or accidents, or a stranger assaulting her. It was equally important that Goron believe something else.”

“Sebastian did the damage to her, right?”

“That’s what I’m assuming.”

“There was something going on between them, and Michael had reached that conclusion. Which meant—”

“They were fast approaching a crisis point, all of them.”

Barbara meditated on all this, tossing round the possibilities in her mind. She finally said, “Christ, Inspector. Can she be brought in on . . . what? . . . conspiracy charges?”

“I doubt it,” Lynley said. “I doubt the words kill or murder even once passed her lips. Her texts could be checked. Her emails could be read. But I doubt she would have been witless enough to put anything connecting her to Sebastian into writing.”

“What about him, then? What about Sebastian? The two of them were conspiring—”

“To do what? To manipulate Goron Udy into believing something that wasn’t true? If anyone aside from Goron is to be charged with anything, Barbara, it will be Bran Udy for interfering with a police investigation. He had to have helped conceal the evidence.”

“What about the photo? That nude photo Goron had. She had to have put it there, sir.”

“And she probably did. Or she gave it to him at some point. But either is impossible to prove. Just as it’s impossible to prove that she knew the combination to that safe so it is also impossible to prove that she all along knew what was in the real will.”

They were silent then. Barbara knew how likely it was that, in that moment, they were thinking along the very same lines. Ultimately, she said to him, “What’re you going to say to her, sir? I expect you know how much she wants him to be innocent.” She knew Lynley would understand that she was not speaking of Kayla Lobb.

“I don’t know what I’m going to say, Barbara. But somehow, I’ve got to tell her the truth.”

“I c’n do it for you, sir.”

“We both know you can’t. And we both know you mustn’t. But thank you.”

She turned towards the door, knowing how terrible the news was going to be for Daidre. She hadn’t the first idea what hearing it was going to do to her. But always, it seemed, life put individuals in the same rotten position, didn’t it. How often, Barbara asked herself, do we come across a truth that we bloody well never want to face.

She paused, struck by her own thought. She turned back to Lynley, saying, “I sold the second plot, sir. I told myself at the time that I had to do it, but I lied to myself.”

Lynley frowned for a moment before he said, “Your mother? A burial plot?”

“I ran out of money, see, to keep her at Mrs. Flo’s. The sale of the house—her house, the place I lived when I was a kid, with my brother and all the rest . . . ? Eventually, it wasn’t enough, and I couldn’t face putting her in . . . She was happy with Mrs. Flo. And Mrs. Flo was so good to her. So, see, I have to cremate her because there’s no plot and that’s why I’ve been—”

“Barbara,” Lynley cut in, “your mother would understand. Wherever she is now—if there’s even a place—she would understand.”

“No, no. You have to let me finish. I had to rebuild the Mini’s engine as well. I shouldn’t have done that. Ever. And I did it first, sir. I sold the plot before I ran out of money from the house. Do you see? I didn’t even pause. She was meant to be buried next to my dad. And I can’t make that happen now.”

He approached her and Barbara found she wanted to shrink away. But before she could he put his hand on her shoulder and said, “Barbara, listen to me. This isn’t the sin you think it is. Far worse has been done. I’ve done far worse.”

“You haven’t. You wouldn’t.”

“When my father died, I let ten years pass before I saw my own brother again. I was sixteen when my father died. Peter was six. I crushed his spirit without a second thought. Believe me, Barbara, I’ve done far worse.”

She found this next to impossible to believe. She could sense, however, that he was willing her to believe him. It was, in the end and once again, so bloody difficult to be alive.
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In the photos Daze had shown her before they went down to dinner, Daidre had seen that Tommy favoured his mother in looks as did Judith, while their brother Peter favoured their father. She’d also seen that, as an Eton pupil looking quite smart in his cutaway, Tommy’s upper lip had not yet been scarred. When she mentioned this, Daze had told her that the scar had come when he’d been sixteen, courtesy of Daze herself. She had struck him with the back of her hand, she’d admitted. She was wearing a ring that had done the damage. It was a terrible moment. His father was dying, and she wasn’t coping very well.

Daidre had found it difficult to believe that Tommy’s mother would hit anyone. Daze had thanked her for the kind thought, telling Daidre that she’d reacted badly—unforgivably so—to something that Tommy had said. She did have a chequered past, she told Daidre, but most of them did, didn’t they.

Daidre applied this not to herself but to the people involved in Michael Lobb’s death. She wanted their personal histories to outline a clear path to guilt. Sebastian Lobb’s history seemed the most likely to do this, as did his present, and his future. He had a motive in the form of his 40 percent share of the family property. He had means in his knowledge of the antique mining equipment. He had opportunity if his Truro alibi could be broken.

Faintly, a knock sounded on her bedroom door. She heard Tommy’s voice saying very quietly, “Are you awake, Daidre? May I speak to you?”

She was in her nightclothes, and she looked round automatically for a dressing gown before she realised that, having the intention of staying in a hotel, she hadn’t brought one with her since she hadn’t thought she would need one. She replied with, “Will you wait a moment, Tommy?” to which he said, as he would do, “Yes, of course. Please take your time.”

She dressed quickly. She opened the bedroom door. She hadn’t seen him at all that day, and she noted that he looked done in. She also noted that her heart had begun a light and rapid tapping that she could feel in her fingertips when she put her hand to her throat.

He was carrying a manila folder. She looked from it to him, and she saw the hesitation in his face. She also saw something within his dark eyes, always so at odds with his light hair. Again, she thought how he favoured his mother, how the abrasive expression she’d seen on his father’s face had always been completely absent from his.

She said, “Come in, Tommy. Have you just arrived home?”

He shook his head. “I’ve had something to eat. And I’ve had a rather long conversation with Barbara. I’d very much like to speak to you about it, if you’ll allow me.”

Daidre felt the barrier begin to come up, then, the barrier that always protected her from what circumstances were asking her to feel. This had been, she knew, her response to anything that threatened to touch her deeply. She’d learned to build it—emotional brick by emotional brick—when she’d been taken from her parents and adopted by the Trahairs. They had been so good to her. But like most people, they’d seen only what they wished to see and what she had allowed them to see.

When the door was closed behind him and they stood facing each other, she found that she could only hear in part what he was telling her. There seemed to be something wrong with her ears—or perhaps her brain—and this something prevented her from taking in everything he was saying. She caught only words and occasional phrases: account book . . . journal or something like a diary . . . protecting her . . . created openings in which he could make the interpretations she wanted him to make . . . affair with Sebastian, it seems . . . resorted to this act of violence because it seemed like . . .

She learned that Tommy had spoken to Goron once he and DI Hannaford had been to the site where the murder weapon had reportedly been found. Someone lived near the spot, he told her. Someone had seen him.

Him or just a man in general, was what she wanted to know. Tommy told her it was a man in general, and she leapt upon this, saying that it could be anyone, really. It could be his brother, it could be her brother, it could be one of his own children. Tommy listened to her without interruption. She could see that his face was all compassion. This made her want to weep, which made her want to say something to make him leave her room because she could not stand the thought that Tommy—of all people—should witness her falling apart.

When she was out of words to say, he said, “From the first, he was trying to explain, Daidre, but it seemed to everyone that he was taking the blame in order to protect the real killer.”

“He was,” she said. “He had to have been. Tommy, my brother is not—”

“Will you read this?” he asked her gently. He was holding out the manila folder to her. “Michael Lobb wrote it. I do think it makes it clear what was going on.”

Her eyes filled. She said, “I can’t. Oh, please. He’s a gentle soul.”

Tommy placed the manila folder on the bed, saying, “I’m so sorry. I hoped . . . so did Barbara . . . but it appears that both of us have failed you.”

She couldn’t bear the pain in his voice. “Oh, please, Tommy. Don’t. You didn’t.”

“You’re not wrong, you know,” he returned. “Your brother is exactly as you describe him: a gentle soul. He simply believed in a world where, when people speak, they tell the truth.”
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She’d come to his room before dawn, the manila folder in her hand. He was awake, as he’d passed a virtually sleepless night, finally dropping off less than an hour before she knocked on his door, saying his name tentatively and so quietly he might not have heard her had she not knocked as well. When he opened it to her, he found her fully dressed. Not hastily as on the previous night but fully and carefully as if for the coming day. Outside the house, he could hear the wind beginning to roar, presaging a spring downpour.

“Have you slept at all?” he asked her. When she shook her head, he held the door wider open for her to come in.

She took a quick step backwards. She said quietly, “I’ve read it,” and she sucked on her lip as if in the need to keep it from trembling. “It’s difficult to grasp why people are so cruel. She . . . both of them . . . They must have known how he felt about her, how he admired her . . . loved her . . . whatever you want to call it. And they used that, didn’t they? They depended on that. They were lovers and they wanted the money from selling the business and he was the means.”

“I’m so sorry, Daidre.”

“Don’t apologise. You’ve no need.” For a moment she said nothing more. Then she clasped her hands in front of her as if to steady them and to steady herself for what came next. “You are such a good man, Tommy. I want you to know that I see that very clearly and I always have done. The difficulty for me is that—” She paused, then took a shaky breath.

“What?” He wanted to draw her into the room. He wanted to hold her, if only for a moment. He wanted to make less difficult whatever it was that she wanted to say. He did none of that.

“I can’t meet you halfway,” she said. “I do want you to know that as well. I wish I could. Truly. But I can’t.” That said, she turned quickly.

He said her name, hoping to stop her. But she continued on and she left him. He did not follow.

Now in the car with Barbara Havers, Lynley felt the misery of the weather and the misery of the circumstances simultaneously. It was a rare occurrence when the weather matched what they were on their way to do. The hour was still early. Lynley had rung in advance, concluding—correctly as it happened—that at an early hour, it would be unlikely that Sebastian Lobb would be seeing any clients. He’d learned from the man, though, that Kayla Lobb was also there. Her brother having left Trevellas, she’d gone with Sebastian to Penzance for protection, Lobb revealed, once they’d learned that Bran would soon be home. Kayla did not want another ugly confrontation with the man. Who could blame her?

Their timing to Penzance was good. Lynley left the Land Rover just beyond a zebra crossing not far from the car park for Queen’s Hotel, which faced Mount’s Bay. He shared an umbrella with Havers as they made their way up Morrab Road. No one was out in the miserable weather save an older bloke with a Zimmer frame and a corgi’s lead attached to it. As they passed him with a nod, he was saying, “Come on now, Zadie. Do your business, luv.” Zadie did not look cooperative.

At Sebastian Lobb’s home, lights were on against the gloom. Both he and Kayla were in the sitting room cum waiting room, among pillows, draperies, and large brass trays. They had coffee for four laid out. Kayla poured, handing round cups. When they sat, she was the one to speak. “Has he said anything?” she asked.

Lynley and Havers exchanged a look. “Who?” Lynley asked.

“Bran,” she replied.

“It’s fairly clear that he wants you lot to believe that Kayla seduced Goron into her bed,” Sebastian added.

“Ah,” Lynley said. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Havers spooning sugar into her coffee. He said, “We’ve not yet spoken to Bran. But it’s become clear that what happened in Trevellas is a different form of seduction than the sort he was speaking of.”

Both Sebastian and Kayla gazed at him. To Lynley, it seemed they were being careful not to look at each other. He said nothing, waiting. At his side, Havers did the same.

Kayla finally broke the silence as he reckoned she would do. She said, “I don’t understand what you mean, Inspector. Sebastian, have you any idea?”

“I’m in the dark.” His voice was steady. “If you don’t mind shedding some light . . . ?” he said to Lynley.

“Your brother left a journal,” Lynley told him. “He used one of his account books.”

“It makes for a ripping good read,” Havers added.

“It explains everything,” Lynley said.

“What constitutes ‘everything’?” Sebastian asked. Next to him, Kayla had begun to look wary. Lynley reckoned she knew that something was coming and that she probably wasn’t going to like hearing it.

“He writes about his passion for an adolescent: Kayla Steyn. He writes about the end of his marriage because of that passion. He details his relationship with his brother, Sebastian, his father’s will and the consequent disposition of the property between himself and his brother—”

“That would be you,” Havers pointed out.

“—as well as the conflict over selling or not selling that property to Cornwall EcoMining. He also writes about his wife’s putative trips to several miracle sites on behalf of Jen Udy.”

Sebastian nodded, saying, “None of that’s a surprise, Inspector. It was no secret I wanted Mike to sell, and he was resisting. As to the rest, I’m not sure what Kayla’s trips here and there have to do with anything.”

“He writes about her accidents as well: how she was badly assaulted and nearly raped not far from here, about how she managed to drag herself to this very house; about how she resisted a hospital visit in the aftermath, just as she resisted having a conversation with the police. Is this familiar to you?”

“Of course it’s familiar,” Sebastian said. “Kayla was in very bad shape. God only knows how she made it here from that car park behind the hotel. That’s where it happened, by the way, in the Queen’s Hotel’s car park. If they have CCTV film saved, you’ll be able to see for yourselves.”

“That part’s tricky, isn’t it?” Lynley asked. “You couldn’t be sure about the CCTV, but at the end of the day it didn’t matter since Kayla made it clear that she wanted no police involved in what had happened to her. The police, of course, would have checked for CCTV. They would have looked for the culprit. But you and she knew they wouldn’t find him.”

“What’s your point?” Sebastian asked.

“The point is that you and Mrs. Lobb were responsible for everything. The accidents she had in her dance studio, the assault, the near rape. You gave your husband that story, Mrs. Lobb, but you begged him that no police be called. You didn’t want to be taken to casualty because you knew you’d be questioned and you didn’t want that, for the simple reason that the assault had been manufactured by you and your brother-in-law here in this house, perhaps even in this room. But to Goron, you told another tale altogether.”

“This is fantasy,” Sebastian said. “I don’t know why you’re claiming what you’re claiming, but you’re out of order and I’m asking you to leave. Or do I need to phone a solicitor? Or the local police?”

“As you wish,” Lynley told him. To Kayla, he said, “You knew how he felt about you, how he would do anything to keep you safe. Did you tell him you thought your husband would kill you eventually? Or did you tell him that you thought about killing him before he killed you, because that’s often how these things end? Did you say that you didn’t want to kill him, but it could well be the only way . . . ?”

Sebastian had become red in the face. He stood, saying, “You’ve not a shred of proof for any of this.” And to Kayla, “Don’t say another word to him.”

“You’re right, of course,” Lynley said to Sebastian. “I have no proof.” And to Kayla, “You were careful about that. If Michael Lobb was to die at someone’s hands, those hands weren’t going to be yours. The tricky bit for both of you”—he gestured between them—“was that you didn’t know when, if, or how it would happen. And then Mrs. Lobb’s brother showed up, and he provided the way to set everything in motion.”

“That’s a bloody mad stretch and you know it,” Sebastian snapped. “What exactly do you see us doing, eh? Are we supposed to be arranging an alibi every night till the end of time on the chance Goron would finally off Mike?”

“No,” Lynley said. “The arrival of Willen allowed an endgame to be developed. His arrival presented Mrs. Lobb with the opportunity to tell Goron Udy that she was going to leave with her brother. She would accompany her brother to South Africa and never return, and Michael wouldn’t dare follow her to South Africa, where her family were and where she would be protected by them. But Goron wasn’t willing to see her go. He believed that if Michael Lobb was gone, out of the way forever, Kayla Lobb would remain. What he didn’t understand was that, with Michael gone, Kayla would be free to sell the property and take up life somewhere else, with someone else who decidedly was not Goron Udy.”

“And you declare that Mike’s journal or whatever it is makes all this perfectly clear? Is that it? Michael Lobb speaks from beyond the grave? He points a skeletal finger at his wife? How the bloody hell do you know he’s the one telling the truth?”

“When it comes to skeletal fingers, he’s pointing at both of you,” Havers put in. “He worked out the affair you two had been having. He wasn’t sure how long it’d been going on, and he tried like the devil to make himself believe every lie you told him”—this to Kayla Lobb—“but to do that he had to lie to himself, and fact of the matter is bloody simple: no one can lie to himself forever.”

“You can’t prove a single thing,” Sebastian declared. “She didn’t go to France. What of it? I went to Wales with her. What the hell is that supposed to mean? I’ve fucked her whenever she wanted it and we’ve both had a bloody good time. So what’re you going to do with that? Anything? No. Nothing. Not a bloody thing because you can’t and all of us know it.”

“You’re correct, of course,” Lynley said. “But I’ve been investigating murders for a good many years and I’ve learned something from the time I’ve spent doing it. So I can assure you that the reality of life is that consequences come in many forms. I expect each of you will face yours eventually, either together or—what’s more likely considering your past, Mr. Lobb—completely alone.”

“Get out of here,” Sebastian Lobb snapped.

“Chuffed to do so,” Havers replied.
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Daidre had one final thing that she wished to do before she left Howenstow. She’d put Stephanie Davenport’s room back in order; she’d written a note to Barbara and another note to Daze and to Judith; she’d packed and stowed her luggage into her Vauxhall. That done, she drove to the front courtyard, parked, and made the walk to the northeast garden beyond which the family chapel stood. She found it unlocked, as she’d hoped it would be.

Helen’s grave was easy to find as the chapel wasn’t large and only one of the graves within it had flowers on either side, tuberoses whose fragrance scented the air. The grave was very simple, identified by a marker set into the floor. She concentrated on two of the words: Beloved wife, and she thought about what it had done to Tommy, to lose her in the way he’d lost her: in a senseless street killing that, had Helen arrived home five minutes earlier or five minutes later, would not have taken her from him.

Daidre knew he hadn’t recovered from the tragedy. He couldn’t possibly recover from it. He was as broken as Helen had been. Indeed, he was as broken as she herself was: the long ago Edrek Udy who still lived inside Daidre Trahair, even to this day.

Behind her, she heard the chapel door opening. She heard the barking of dogs outside. Footsteps approached and Daze said quietly, “I saw your car. The dogs are having a run on their own.” Joyous barking and yelping accompanied her words. Daze added, “I may well regret that decision,” with a chuckle.

Daidre said, “He’s spoken very little about her, but I expect she’s often on his mind. The memory of her, what might have been, the sort of life they might have had together, their son and who he might have become. They’d been married only a short time, hadn’t they?”

“They had,” Daze said, “although they’d known each other for years.”

“She was lovely, I expect,” Daidre said.

“She was.” Daze came to stand beside Daidre. “And as memories go, I expect she grows lovelier in his mind. But that’s what death does to the people we love, doesn’t it. It makes them more of everything they once were: stronger, sharper witted, more intelligent, more beautiful, more wonderful to be around, more amusing, more clever. Their absence allows us to gloss over anything maddening about them.”

“I doubt she had a maddening element to her,” Daidre said.

“Oh. my dear, we all have maddening elements,” Daze said. “We’re human. Maddening elements are part of our humanity.”

Daidre raised her head, taking her gaze from Helen’s grave and putting it on Daze. “I feel so much sorrow for him,” she said.

“He wouldn’t want that,” Daze told her. “He feels no sorrow for himself. He did at first, of course. Who wouldn’t, having been faced with what he’d faced. But I knew he would move through it and beyond it because I’d seen him do it before. Some years ago, he lost his fiancée.”

“Another death?” What a horror, Daidre thought.

Daze clarified with, “Another man. Tommy was crushed by the loss. Not as badly as when he lost Helen, but crushed nonetheless. Still, he kept moving forward. He’s quite a strong individual, my son. More than that, he’s a very good man. I hope you know that.”

“I do know that.” What came to her mind in that moment was a line, a fragment from somewhere. She could not identify the source: Thou leavest me to grieve that thou shouldst cease to be. She understood that one could indeed cling to grief forever. Tommy had somehow found the strength not to do so. She said to Daze, “I must go.”

“Do you return to London?”

“First to Exeter.”

“Have you a message for Tommy?”

“I’ve already spoken to him. Please give my best to Judith, though. I’ve left her a note. There’s one for you as well.”

Daze cocked her head, and her lips curved in a gentle smile. She gazed at Daidre longer than Daidre would have liked before she said, “It’s part of the human condition to be afraid. The fortunate people are those who realise there’s no reason for fear. None at all.”
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It was easy enough for Gloriana to justify what she was doing simply by telling herself that she was dealing with a situation that had to be dealt with, to spare Jesse having to face the truth about Nate Jacobs when it was far too late into her pregnancy to do anything about it.

Gloriana thus went to Stanhope Forbes School of Art prior to opening her shop for the day. The school was no great distance from Gwavas Quay, but in the interest of time and efficiency, Gloriana drove there. She found few vehicles in the car park, and she left her car in a bay that was shielded from the lane by a line of newly leafed hydrangeas anchored in their beds by a luxurious growth of purple bellflowers. The art school was housed in a long stone building that had, in a previous iteration, been a school of education. This had afforded its founders a place for their art school that was practically purpose built. Gloriana knew that Nate not only gave classes at the school but he also did finish work on his plein air landscape paintings in an atelier he shared with several other instructors. She had reckoned that she would find him here since Art on the Quay was quickly coming upon them.

She was not wrong. He was busily at work adding final touches to a landscape that featured one of the hundreds of coves along Cornwall’s coastal path. In the piece, a single fishing boat sat upon what looked like a slipway of stone, constructed in a way that resembled a terrace. Next to the boat was a red container—probably for fish—that served as a focal point, drawing the eye past the boat to the slope of a cliff behind it, thick with colourful wildflowers.

From the door to the room, Gloriana studied the artist. She could see what it was about Nate that attracted women. She’d always been able to see that, from the day she and Jesse had met him that past Art on the Quay. He was olive-skinned with thick coffee-coloured hair and eyes so dark they were nearly black. He wasn’t particularly tall, but he looked like a bloke who worked with weights to give himself a rather sculpted body. His tight jeans and formfitting T-shirts showed that body to advantage. All of this was dismissible, of course, after one took him in with an appreciative glance, since much more than a handsome body went into the making of a truly attractive man. But Nate had a way of engaging a woman in conversation—his eyes never leaving her face—that was tough to resist, or so it had been for Jesse. For Gloriana, Nate Jacobs was just another bad boy that unwise, soft-hearted, or generous-minded women thought they could somehow “rescue.”

He must have felt that he was being observed, for he looked up from his work and saw her in the doorway. She saw his gaze flick away from her, to take in who or what was behind her. He was looking for Jesse, naturally, because he had never seen or spoken to Gloriana on her own, aside from when she ran into him at Cressida’s bed-sit. Then it was only a curt nod and a hey. To him she was just Jesse’s odd friend who walked round looking like she’d just stepped out of a Carnaby Street calendar and who was indifferent—bordering on hostile—to the idea of any woman having a committed relationship with a man. Gloriana knew this because Jesse had told her more than once that Nate “has a friend we both want you to meet,” to which Gloriana would reply, “I’d rather eat worms.”

“Gloriana,” he said to her now.

She walked into the room. She was glad to note that they were alone. She could hear voices coming from classrooms that lined the corridor, and she could smell coffee brewing in the nearby break room, but there was no one else immediately about. She looked at his painting, saying, “Where is this place? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it.”

“Penberth Cove,” he told her.

“Is it as remote as it looks?”

He dotted white among the flowers on the cliff face. “Nothing’s as remote as it looks in a painting when we’re talking about the coast. It helps to know the cove’s there in the first place, though. There’s no strand, so it’s safe from tourists.”

“This is for the show?”

“It is.” He did that thing of engaging her with his gaze, which was steady and probing. He said, “Jesse’s not with you?”

“She’s at the bakery. I’m on my way to work. Cressida’s already at it, by the way. I could hear the podcast she was listening to.”

A pause then. He was, no doubt, sifting through her words for an implication. “Have you brought a message?”

“From Cressida?”

He glanced at her in an evaluative manner that telegraphed the unspoken What does she really know? “From Jesse,” he said.

“Ah. No. Or perhaps ‘not exactly’ would be better.”

That piqued his curiosity. He set down his paintbrush and the palette he’d been holding. He turned away from the landscape and crossed his arms beneath his well-defined pectorals. “So, what’s the not exactly message?”

“Can we . . .” Gloriana made a show of looking round. “Is there some place more private? I mean a place where no one’s likely to walk in on us.”

“Why would that be necessary, Gloriana? Are we going to be doing something we don’t want others to see?”

Gloriana wanted to tell him that his usual mode of conversation with a woman was something he didn’t need to employ, but she reckoned he was on autopilot whenever chatting with someone in possession of a vagina. “Something we don’t want others to overhear,” she replied.

He looked round. “Others?”

She said, “Can we go outside? It’s important.”

He looked from his painting to her and said, “Why not? Lead the way.”

She wasn’t sure he would follow her, but he did. She led him down the corridor and to the door through which she’d come minutes before. They circled round the building and to the front of the school, where a bronze statue of Stanhope Forbes stood, palette and brush in hand as he looked east towards Mount’s Bay. At the moment a fulmar gull was perched on the artist’s bronze straw hat. As they approached, the bird cawed as if with indignation and took to the air, heading towards the harbour and the fishing boats there.

Nate took out a packet of cigarettes and lit one that he offered to Gloriana. She shook her head, so he indulged. Secondhand smoke, she thought. It was another reason Jesse needed to boot the bloke.

Gloriana took a steadying breath, telling herself that the cigarette really made everything easier. She said, “Look, I don’t know how to tell you this, Nate, but there’s something you need to know.”

“Jesse’s cheating on me.” His tone alone spoke volumes about how insignificant he measured the likelihood of this ever happening.

“Not exactly,” Gloriana said.

“Meaning . . . ?” He drew in deeply on the lit tobacco. “What is it? She’s flirting with some bloke who’s into baking scones?”

“She’s pregnant,” Gloriana said.

He still had the cigarette at his mouth. He held it between thumb and index finger. He repeated the word. “Pregnant.” Not a question. An evaluative statement. Obviously, his mind was awhirl.

“Yes.”

“And you know this how?”

“She’s my best friend, Nate. You’ve not noticed anything different about her?”

He shook his head. “She told you?”

“She didn’t need to tell me. She’s been sicking up whenever I see her in the morning.” Here, now, was the delicate part. She’d thought long and hard about how to approach it. “I’ve been telling her that you need to know. I’ve been saying it’s your baby as well as it’s hers. I’ve been pointing out that you’ll want to be there for her like any bloke would want to be there for the woman who’s pregnant with his baby. I’ve said that you love her and having a family with her is something that any man wants with the woman he loves. But for some reason . . . I don’t know . . . She’s hesitant about telling you. It’s like she’s afraid, but I don’t know why.”

He was silent for a moment. Below them on the pavement above which sat the school, they could hear a bicycle’s bell ringing and a woman’s voice calling out, “Could you please give way?”

Gloriana thought of Cressida and her bike, but it hadn’t sounded very much like her. Still, she knew she had to bring the conversation to a close, and then she had to rely on Nate Jacobs being exactly who she was certain he was.

Nate finally said, “What’s your game, Gloriana?”

“My game? What’re you talking about?”

“I’m talking about your decision to tell me. Why’re you doing it?”

Gloriana had known he would probably ask this. She already had her answer prepared. “Because she’s not taking good care of herself, not the way she needs to do if she wants a healthy pregnancy and a healthy baby. I can’t get her to see this. I hoped you’d be able to.”

“Did you.”

“I did.”

“And how’s she not taking care of herself?”

Gloriana hadn’t gone this far in her planning, so she had to wing it. She said, “Her diet could be more nutritious. There’re vitamins she ought to take. She needs to talk to her GP and set herself up with a midwife. Those kinds of things. But she’s not yet doing any of that, and I’ve started to worry.”

He eyed her. It was a long, assessing stare, under which Gloriana grew hot as she felt her cheeks colouring. He knew, of course, that she lived in the bed-sit opposite Cressida’s. He knew, of course, that she’d seen him there more than once. He knew she was capable of drawing conclusions regarding the nature of his “tutorial” visits to the art student because he, like her, also knew the walls of the two bed-sits were paper thin.

“It’s not going to work,” he finally said. “But I do applaud your effort.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“Telling me about Jesse. She wanted you to tell me, right? She reckoned that once I knew she was preggers—never mind that she’s obviously got herself up the duff deliberately in order to rope me in—I’d become a model partner, father, husband, lover. That’s her game and she’s got you playing it.”

“That’s not at all how it is.”

He gave a short, derisive laugh. “Birds are all the same, Gloriana. You think alike and you act alike. The only part of this I don’t get is what’s in it for you?”

“Nothing is in it for me. What sort of person d’you think I am?”

“The sort of person who does things for a reason. The sort of person who doesn’t mind taking the wrecking ball to anything that stands in her way.”

“If that’s what you think, this . . . this conversation is finished.” Gloriana was glad that they were out of doors and not at all far from the car park. She turned on her heel and headed in that direction. Behind her, Nate spoke a final time.

“You think you’re pulling one over on all of us, don’t you? When I work out why you’ve done it, Gloriana, I’m going to pull one over on you.”


HOWENSTOW NR LAMORNA

CORNWALL



It was mid-afternoon when Lynley dropped Havers at the railway station in Penzance. She would head to London from there. He would remain in Cornwall until he’d managed to sort out everything that dealt with replacing the blasted roof of his home.

They had both been gloomy after their conversation with Sebastian and Kayla Lobb. Sebastian had indeed known exactly what he was talking about: while the cops could dig up proof aplenty that the two of them had been engaged in a long-term affair, no law was broken when in-laws became lovers. Had they slipped up somewhere—and DI Hannaford’s team would check this out via their phones and their emails—a conspiracy charge might eventually bring them down. But even then, conspiracy to what, exactly? Manipulating the beliefs of another person was cruel, but it still was not a crime. Thus, he and Havers had returned to Howenstow from Penzance, and Havers had made her preparations to leave.

“It’s been an education,” she told him when they were on their way from Howenstow. “I never saw myself rubbing elbows with the landed gentry.”

“Never?” he said.

“Never. And while I feel wretched that I couldn’t help Daidre—”

“Nor could I, Barbara.”

“—in the way she and I hoped I could, at least I now know what a fish knife is.”

He smiled despite himself. With every thought of Daidre, he felt as if he’d utterly failed her and would continue to do so. A moment of levity was a brief reprieve.

Havers went on, saying, “But really, sir, why the bloody hell do you aristos use so much cutlery when a knife, a fork, and a spoon would do the trick at any meal?”

“I don’t actually know,” he admitted. “I’ve never thought about it.”

“Right. Your lot never do.”

He cast her a look, one eyebrow raised. “I was daring to hope we’d got beyond all that class business, Sergeant. As you might recall, not long ago we were eating pasties together on the train and not a single piece of cutlery was involved. There weren’t even”—he feigned a shudder—“linen table napkins.”

“Lord, you’re right. Have you recovered from the horror of it all?”

He laughed. “My mother and Judith will want you to come again, by the way.”

“To provide them with comic relief, I wager,” she said.

“An invitation would be nothing short of madness on their part,” he agreed.

They said little more until he pulled to the kerb at the railway station in Penzance. Then, before she opened the car door, he said to her, “Do try to stay out of Isabelle’s way, won’t you, Barbara?”

“Not a problem,” she told him. “I’ve a few days of compassionate leave left, I’ve got to deal with my mum and all that . . . the cremation, I mean. Not sure what I’ll do about the ashes, though.”

“I expect you’ll work it out, Barbara. It seems to me that you always do.”

His mobile rang then, and he looked to see the caller. It was John Penellin. He said to Havers, “I’ve got to take this. I’ll see you soon, then,” and he watched her walk off, pulling her roller bag behind her.

John Penellin told him that there was a positive development in their troubles. Could Lynley come to his office when he returned? “I think you’ll want to hear it,” he said.

Lynley couldn’t imagine what sort of positive development there could be. The discovery of a Roman hoard would be nice, he reckoned, but that didn’t seem to be in the offing.

Once at home, he parked by the stables and went into the house through the kitchen. Nancy Penellin was there, doing something impressive with lamb and fresh vegetables. A recently baked lemon meringue pie sat on one of the worktops while Nancy’s toddler played on a pile of blankets, banging pot lids and laughing at the noise.

He said to Nancy, “You’re saving us from another experience with Judith’s cooking, I see.”

She laughed and said, “She’s coming right along, your sister. It takes time.”

“We only hope to live through it. How did she talk you into cooking for tonight?”

“It was your mum. Your brother’s due home.”

“Ah. Lamb as substitute for the fatted calf, I see.”

She said, “Sir?”

He said, “Return of the prodigal. Is your father in his office still?”

She said that he was, as far as she knew, so Lynley went in that direction. John was indeed in his office, but he was not alone. Lynley’s sister was with him and the two of them were heads-together in what looked like earnest conversation. For a moment he was rather taken aback by the sight, and it came to him in a rush: his sister, Judith, and John Penellin as a couple. John was some years older than Judith and a grandfather to boot, but what did age really matter when it came to love? John had, after all, said there was a positive development. He’d said Lynley would want to hear it. Of course, John wanted to ask his permission. It was old-fashioned; Judith was her own woman, after all. But John would see it as the proper route to take.

Judith’s face was shining, Lynley noted. John was offering her a very warm smile. Lynley said, “Am I congratulating someone?”

John looked confused before he said, “Your sister . . . Judith . . . I’m quite happy to tell you . . . Or would you prefer, Judith?”

“You can tell him. He’s going to argue against it, though. You know Tommy.”

“That I do,” John said.

Lynley said, “If you’re about to tell me that the two of you . . . Well, yes, I’m a bit surprised, but I haven’t the least objection.”

“Really?” Judith was clearly not prepared for this reply.

“Why on earth would I object?” Lynley asked her. “John’s practically a member of the family already.”

Judith and John looked at each other. Both began to laugh.

Lynley said, “Are you not . . . ? Have I put a foot in it?”

“More or less,” John told him. “Flattered though I be. Judith wishes to pay for the replacement of the roof.”

“Don’t argue, Tommy,” Judith said quickly. “I’ve had the funds since I sold the property in Yorkshire.”

“You can’t,” he told her. “It was Davenport land and the proceeds from the sale must be held for Stephanie. I won’t accept it.”

“What will you not accept?” Daze asked the question. She’d come to the doorway, dressed for the out of doors and accompanied by the Irish wolfhound. She looked sharply at each of them. She said, “There has been far too much whispering in corners lately in this house. What exactly is going on and what will Tommy not accept? Do not lie to me.”

“Judith wishes to pay for the replacement of the roof,” Lynley told her. “She wants to use the money garnered from the sale of the property in Yorkshire. I’ve told her that money belongs to Stephanie as an inheritance.”

“And what does Stephanie think?” Daze asked.

“I’ve spoken to her,” Judith said. “She’s completely on board. She loves Howenstow as much as any of us. She doesn’t want to see it fall to pieces.”

“She could change her mind once the money’s gone,” Lynley said, “She’s far too young to make a decision like this.”

“Please do give her credit, Tommy,” Judith said. “She loves her family. This is our home. It’s also her home. She’s happy to do what she can to save it.”

“And the money can be repaid,” Daze said.

“How?” Lynley asked her.

“By doing what nearly everyone in our position has already done, of course. By opening Howenstow to the public, so that it can finally begin to pay for itself.”

There was a moment of rather astounded silence, broken by John Penellin. “That would mean downsizing,” he said to her. “It would mean living in only part of the house during some of the year.”

“Heaven forfend! Without gilded furniture to trip over, looming portraits of unidentified and dyspeptic relations, massive amounts of silver wanting to be polished, and Meissen porcelains waiting to be broken?”

“I’m afraid so,” John replied. “Could you bear it?”

“Are you mad?” Daze said. “I embrace it!”

Lynley studied his mother, wondering and speculating. She remained, however, inscrutable as always. He said, “Mother, you can’t possibly mean that.”

“Can I not?” she asked him. “Just watch me.”


LAUNCESTON
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Mylo Baker did take an age to produce the information that Bea Hannaford had expected would be coming: the implement from Carn Euthyk was indeed the weapon that had been used to murder Michael Lobb, and the boots hidden in the sediment of the tailings settling pond did indeed have Michael Lobb’s blood still imbedded in the laces and the seams. While she might have been taken in by Kayla Lobb’s performance vis-à-vis her husband’s will and who actually inherited the property, she had not been wrong about who the killer was, although reading Michael Lobb’s journal had resulted in her ringing for an appointment with the Crown Prosecutor to see if there was anything that could be done to mitigate the sentence Goron would serve. She wasn’t hopeful, but she wanted to try.

Her plan at the day’s end was to head to Leedstown, have a hasty meal and a glass of wine, drop into bed, and sleep like the dead. It turned out to be a case of “the best-laid plans,” however. She’d only just begun gathering her things pre-departure when her mobile rang, and she saw that the caller was Ray. Their conversation was friendly and brief. Could she come to dinner? It would be nothing fancy, just a takeaway curry. She could, if she wished, spend the night. No pressure there, of course. Whatever she wanted.

When she hesitated, he asked her had her day been ghastly. She parried the question with a declaration that she’d been tying up loose ends. She’d done the right thing with her arrest of Goron Udy, she told him. Ray said that she must be pleased. She didn’t tell him how the poor bloke had been manipulated into believing he was saving a woman from domestic violence.

“So takeaway curry?” Ray asked her.

“It’s rather a beastly drive, especially to get back to Leedstown afterwards.”

“And, as I’ve said, you can easily spend the night. No pressure.”

“Ray, I’m honestly not up to—”

“Darling girl, I know that. So will you come?”

She sighed but said, “Yes. All right. Pete’s well, isn’t he?”

“Of course he is. See you soon.”

She rang off. She prayed that there would be no road works along the A30, no traffic snarls due to a roadside crash, no tailbacks owing to the time of day. In the very best of situations it would take her over an hour. And she would indeed have to spend the night, as having dinner with her son and former husband and then hoping to drive the distance to Leedstown was out of the question. In addition to that, she needed a drink. Or three.

So off she went, and the blessings flowed as did the traffic. The A30—notorious for its roadworks—was clear, and when she arrived at Ray’s Grade II Listed and entered, the scent of the takeaway curry told her she would not have to wait long for her dinner.

She was greeted by Dogs 1, 2, and 3. They were, apparently, delirious with joy to see her. She reckoned they wanted a good run, and Ray’s back garden had not done the trick. Once the case ended, she could take them to Leedstown. There was much more scope for their exercise there.

She said her hellos to the dogs and then called out another hello in the direction of the kitchen. Ray called back, “Gin or vodka with your tonic, darling? Lime as well?”

“Gin, lime, and do make it quite strong, Ray.”

“As you wish.”

Pete came thumping down the stairs, saying, “Mum! Mum!” and he waded through the dogs to give her a hug. That was odd as, like most adolescent males, Pete generally avoided displays of mother-and-son affection. Usually, if she grabbed him for even the briefest of embraces, he’d push her off and say, “Mum! No!” in protest, as if she were diseased.

She hugged him close. She said, “I’ve missed you more than I’ve missed the dogs. How strange.”

“Oh, Mum!” He set off to the kitchen, saying, “Come on. I’m starved. I ate the dahl, I’m ’fraid. But Dad knew I would, didn’t he, so he bought two.”

“That was fatherly wisdom itself.” She followed him. The dogs milled about till they were certain that no curry was in their immediate futures. They tussled with one another over a rope toy and took themselves off to Ray’s sunroom.

Ray was at the worktop, pouring her drink. She saw he’d also poured one for himself, and it was half gone. He said to Pete, “What’s the young man’s pleasure?”

“Gin and tonic,” he said happily. “No! A martini, shaken not stirred.”

“In your dreams, Mr. Bond,” Ray told him. “Fizzy water coming up directly. I’ll be wild and crazy and give you flavoured.”

“Pooh,” Pete said.

“Life’s trials,” Ray remarked.

He turned to Bea, handed over her drink, and raised his glass. “Cheers, my dear. You do look wrung out.”

Bea thought about telling Ray all of it, including the various cock-ups related to missing the mobile knife sharpener, overlooking a more thorough search of the machinery area at Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, failing to insist immediately to the Camborne police that the tool found at Carn Euthyk be sent at once to the forensic lab. Instead, she said, “It’s all buttoned up,” to which Ray responded with, “Well, that’s good news, isn’t it. Please sit, Beatrice. Let me get some food into you.”

“Dad’s got a wicked takeaway place for curry,” Pete said. “I’d eat curry every night if I could. Dad would as well. That’s what he said.”

“Not exactly.” Ray was opening cupboards and bringing out serving bowls.

Seeing this, Bea said, “Just bring the containers, Ray. There’s no need—”

“Special occasion, darling,” Ray said. “You’ve finished with the case, so something of a celebration is in order.”

“Yes! A celebration!” Pete said. “We should have champagne, Dad. For you and Mum, ’course. Not for me. Why didn’t you bring champagne?”

“With curry? That’s something of an outrage, my man. It offends either way you look at it.”

“How?” Pete asked.

“It offends the curry, or it offends the champagne. One can drink beer with curry. One can drink gin and tonic. One might be able to get away with a gin martini, but one cannot get away with champagne.”

“Then you should have it after dinner,” Pete said.

“If we’re still standing, of course,” Ray said. “What does your mother think, though? Champagne after dinner, Beatrice?”

Bea narrowed her eyes at all this happy repartee. Both Ray and Pete sounded rather too cheerful for the present situation. They were also too hail-fellow-well-met, which wasn’t like either of them. Something was afoot, and she was odd man out.

She smiled as if in perfect agreement and waited till Ray had placed all the food on the table, each offering in its separate bowl. All three of them were quiet as they spooned up a portion of butter chicken, beef korma, roghan josh, veg biryani, and the extra dahl. It was a feast. Pete and Ray would be eating the leftovers for dinner at least twice over.

Bea hesitated—fork in the air—as this last thought came to her. She looked from her husband to her son. They were eating heartily and happily. Especially, she noted, was Ray doing so.

She set down her fork and her knife. She took a deep swallow of her gin and tonic. She said, “Why don’t you tell me what’s happening here?”

They looked up. Pete was a rabbit frozen in the middle of the road. Ray was a deer in the headlamps. Pete was the one to say, “What d’you mean?”

Bea said, “I can tell something’s up. So, tell me what you apparently don’t want to tell me.”

Ray laid down his cutlery as well. He put his chin between his thumb and index finger in a thoughtful pose. But he didn’t look at Bea. Rather he looked at their son, lifting his eyebrows in a way that said, “The ball’s been lobbed to you.”

Pete broke off a piece of his naan. He looked at it, then at Ray, then at Bea, then back at the naan. Apparently, sensing something, the three black Labs sauntered back into the kitchen. Dogs 1 and 2 nosed hopefully round the floor. Dog 3 flopped in front of the cooker.

Bea said to Pete, “It seems you have something to say.”

Pete played his piece of naan between his fingers. He took a sip of his fizzy water. He looked down. He looked up. Finally, he spoke. “It’s this, Mum. I’ve decided I want to live with Dad.”

Bea’s lips became immediately tight. She said, “You have.”

“Yeah, and it’s just . . . well . . . You said I could decide and Dad said—”

“What part did you play?” Bea said to her former husband. “And may I ask how on earth you intend to cart him back and forth to school in Redruth? Especially on days when you’ve an early meeting and he has—”

“I’m changing schools, Mum. I’m going to school in Exeter.”

“You can’t. You love your school. Your mates are there.”

“Beatrice . . .”

“How have you brought this about, Ray? What have you promised him?”

“I’ve promised him—”

“Nothing!” Pete cried. “You said I could decide, Mum. You said I could choose. I thought and thought, and my choice is to be here.”

“And your dogs? What about your dogs? You love the dogs. Are you giving them away?”

“Beatrice . . .”

“I’m keeping them here. Dad’s said they can stay. And when I come to see you, they’ll come as well. I c’n take ’em on walks here, easy as anything. And there’s parks and paths we can use. Dad’s said—”

“I don’t care what Dad’s said! We’re not talking about this.”

Pete straightened up, his back rigid. “You said . . .”

“I’ve sole custody, Pete. You know what that means.”

Pete looked frantically to his father and then back to Bea. He said, “You lied, then.”

“I didn’t lie. I also didn’t think—”

“—that he would choose me,” Ray finished.

“It’s not as if you’ve been a father to him,” Bea said.

“Mum!”

“Pete,” Ray said, “would you go to your room and let me speak with your mother?”

“Stay where you are,” Bea ordered. “We’ve no need to speak.”

Pete looked between them another time before he left the kitchen, and the sound of his running up the stairs, followed by all three of the Labs, seemed to echo through the house. Ray took a gulp of his drink. Bea did the same. Her insides felt knotted.

Ray observed her, but he said nothing. She held the silence but eventually was the first to speak. “I’ve sole custody. I’ve had sole custody since we divorced. Let’s not forget the why of it, Ray. Let’s not make me tell Pete the truth: what you wanted me to do and what I refused to do. Let’s not give Pete that background information.”

“Beatrice, please don’t force my hand. You can make this ugly, but the fact remains: you gave Pete the two options and he’s decided. You thought he would choose you. Frankly, so did I. But he’s not made that choice. You can insist he go to Leedstown with you as is your right under the law. I can take you to court as is my right under the law. But what, in the end, does that do to Pete? And what does that do to us?”

“There isn’t an us,” she said stiffly.

“Yes, there is. You know that. Perhaps you and I are better living apart than living together, but that’s a choice you’ve made, and I’m bound to respect it. I’ve found an excellent school for Pete. He’s been to see it, and we’ve both talked to the head teacher. Pete liked what he saw, and he liked her. He’ll come to you on alternate weekends. Every other half term, he’ll spend with you. Holidays I hope we’ll spend as a family. If Pete wants more time with you or if he wants to return to Leedstown to live with you, I won’t stop him. I’ll talk to him about it. I might even try to talk him into remaining here. But the decision will be his, just as this one is. And at heart, you know the right thing to do.”

No, no, no, never was resident in her mind. Ray hadn’t even wanted Pete to be born. He’d insisted, he’d argued, but she’d held her ground and had never regretted having done so. So for him to win . . .

But, really, was it about winning? Or was it about honouring what one had said, She’d promised Pete nothing. But she had also refused to see that this decision their son had made could not have been an easy one for him. And telling her rather than letting his father give her the news . . . that had been a real act of courage. Pete had taken a step towards adulthood when he’d revealed his choice in the way he’d revealed it. While she could not—could never—celebrate the decision he’d made, she certainly could celebrate how he’d revealed it. And she had to admit that doing it as he’d done it was largely owing to Ray.

She had to force the words out past a stricture in her throat. “All right. Yes. I see. It is the right thing. For Pete, if not for me, if never for me. I see that, Ray,” she said.




27 APRIL


BELSIZE PARK

LONDON



Daidre arrived in London in the late afternoon. She felt oddly numb. She knew she was hungry, having not had a single thing to eat since her early breakfast of cornflakes and tea, but she couldn’t think of what she might be able to eat. Porridge came to mind, although she didn’t want to cook. Takeaway pizza might do the trick, but that involved talking to people, and she wasn’t ready for that. It was going to have to be tea and toast.

Inside her flat, she went to the kitchen. She found the bread was beginning to show mouldy bits, but they were easily picked off. There was butter and there was jam. Eggs were available if she wanted them, but she thought no. The toast would be enough.

She heard him before she saw him. A mewling came from the direction of the garden door. There, Wally was sitting. He did not look happy. She’d left him plenty of food and water, and she knew very well that he maintained a regular route of visitations to the garden doors of various other houses in the neighbourhood, but he appeared miffed that she’d gone off to parts unknown without informing him of the date of her return.

She opened the garden door. He strolled over to the table and chairs that sat beneath the window, leapt into one of the chairs, and began washing his face. Studiously, he ignored her. She was going to have to pay for her sins against him.

“I was only in Cornwall,” she told the cat. “You can’t have thought I’d be gone for good. And let’s face it, Wally, had I been gone for good, there’s very little chance you might have starved. Don’t pretend otherwise.”

Wally glanced over his shoulder at her. He blinked, turned away, and resumed his washing. Daidre heard her toast pop up, and she fetched it and her tea into the sitting room. Wally would follow should he wish to do so.

The linens that Gwynder had used were still at the end of the sofa. Daidre set her makeshift meal onto the coffee table and saw to these. She separated sheets from blankets, removed cases from the pillows, and balled up what would need to be laundered. She sat, then, picked up her tea, and gazed round the room.

She’d stopped in Exeter. There she’d met with Rupert Somerton and later with Gwynder. The murder solicitor had already received the final forensic reports that identified Michael Lobb’s blood on Goron’s boots, on the coveralls, and on the antique candle holder. To this information, Daidre added the identification of Goron by the mobile knife sharpener as well as what Goron had asked Darren Lewis to sharpen.

“He’s said he did kill Mr. Lobb,” Daidre finished. She’d never felt more wretched. “Where do I go from here? What do I do?”

Somerton had been grave. Their only hope was that Goron be deemed unfit to plead guilty, he told her. But there was very little chance that a court would accept such a declaration. It would have to be made by a psychiatrist. Goron would have to be declared unable to understand the charge against him or what pleading guilty or not guilty meant, or he would have to be declared unable to instruct a solicitor to represent him.

Daidre wanted to believe that was the case: that her brother was simply unfit to stand trial, that he did not understand what he had done, why he had done it, or the consequences of a guilty plea. But Goron understood the murder charge only too well. And when she went with Rupert Somerton to see Goron in the late afternoon, he made that apparent.

They met with him in the same room where she’d earlier seen him, accompanied by Furat Rafiq. There, the murder solicitor spoke to Goron about being interviewed and evaluated by a psychiatrist, to which Goron said in reply, “He was hurting her bad. I stopped him. I stabbed him but he fought. I kept stabbing till he didn’t move. He couldn’t hurt her then. He couldn’t hurt anyone.”

“Had he hurt you as well?” Daidre asked. She was grasping at insubstantial straws, and she knew it. If this could be deemed selfdefence . . . or something spontaneous and not carefully planned . . .

But her brother said, “Only her.” Then after a moment and so earnestly that Daidre thought her heart would shatter, “It was meant to be fast. Here, I thought.” He put his fingers on his neck near the carotid artery. “But he moved and that changed ever’thing. He said my name. All I said was hers.”

“Oh, Goron.” Daidre could add nothing to this. She might have told him, then, about Michael Lobb’s journal, but she had little doubt that he would deem the dead man’s words a lie. At the end of the day, the only proof of anything at all came from Goron’s own words and the evidence he’d left behind. Everything else was and would remain speculation.

From the first, Daidre thought, she’d failed her brother. She could not allow the same to be said about her sister, though.

She contacted Gwynder. She said there was news about Goron and Michael Lobb’s death, which indeed there was. Could they meet? she asked.

When Gwynder agreed, they decided on Northenhay Gardens. It wasn’t far from the prison. There were private spots, she told Gwynder. Or they could walk, if they wished.

Once there, she’d told her sister about Goron’s confession, about his guilt, along with why he’d committed the crime. To all of this, Gwynder said nothing. At the end, Daidre asked her to return to London. There was no response. Then she begged her to return to London, saying, “There’s nothing at all you can do here now.” But Gwynder refused. What she could do, she said, was to remain in Exeter for Goron’s trial.

“There won’t be a trial,” Daidre told her. “There will just be a sentencing. I’ll bring you back for that. We’ll both go to it. We’ll both be there to support Goron.”

But Gwynder said that Goron needed far more than support at some horrible sentencing. He needed her, his twin. He had always needed her, she said. She should never have gone to London in the first place. Had she only remained in Cornwall, had she only followed him to Trevellas when he returned to their father from Polcare Cove, things would be entirely different.

“You can’t possibly know that,” Daidre said. “You’ve no more an eye to the past than have you an eye to the future.” And when Gwynder said that only the present mattered, not the future or the past, Daidre asked her what she would do in order to stay in Exeter? She would need a job, wouldn’t she? Would she work in a restaurant, a hotel, a pub? And how could she be there for Goron as she wanted to be if she had to work to support herself?

She’d already arranged all that, she told Daidre. She’d already got a job, as a cleaner at the university. She would be working at night, leaving her days free for Goron. It wasn’t glamorous, but neither was working in a kitchen at London Zoo. The murder solicitor Mr. Somerton had unlimited access to Goron, she said, and that would give Gwyn unlimited access as well, at least until the sentencing. For she would ask Mr. Somerton to name her his secretary. Everything could be easily arranged.

“And after the sentencing?” Daidre asked her. “He’s going to go to prison, Gwyn. What happens to you then?”

“I’ll follow him,” Gwyn said.

“And if he’s transferred to another prison?”

“I’ll follow him there,” Gwyn said.

“But you’re giving up your life for him,” Daidre pointed out, feeling desperate that her sister should see what she was really doing to herself.

“We have a bond, Edrek,” her sister told her. “That’s something I don’t expect you ever to understand.”

Now, in the sitting room of her flat, Daidre got to her feet. She walked to the only bedroom, then to the bathroom, then to the kitchen. It was a tidy place. Perhaps it was suitable only for one.

She looked out at the garden, where Gwyn had laboured, trying to bring order to its chaos. She looked at the door where Wally stood, waiting to be let out into what he considered his domain. But it wasn’t meant to be a garden suitable only for a ginger cat.

She opened the door. The cat glided out. She decided to follow him.

There was, she saw, so much work that remained to be done. Indeed, there was work that remained to be done everywhere.


NEWLYN

CORNWALL



After her conversation with Nate Jacobs, Gloriana told herself that she’d done the right thing. When Jesse did not open the café on the morning following that conversation, Gloriana had attempted to convince herself that she’d done the only thing a true friend would do. But when another day passed with Wedge o’ Cheese closed to the public, she began to worry. About her friend, about her friend’s welfare, about all the things her absence from the café suggested. None of them were good.

Her uneasiness grew so vast that she began to think that something might have happened to Jesse, something terrible that Nate had organised: a fall down the stairs, an auto crash, serious food poisoning, harm to the baby. Indeed, the more she considered it, the more reasonable it seemed that Nate Jacobs, a faithless swine who’d never been true to Jesse in their years together, would deal with Jesse’s pregnancy—unwanted to him—in a manner for which he could not be blamed. Thus, Gloriana closed Vintage Britannia early and set off for Newlyn.

To her relief, she found Jesse’s car parked in front of the duplex she shared with Nate in Rock Road. She parked just beyond it. She paused a moment, trying to work out what it meant that Jesse’s car was at her home while Jesse herself had not opened the café. She looked round to see if Nate’s motorbike was anywhere nearby. Her relief increased when she saw that it wasn’t. Briefly, she reflected that if its absence meant that he’d left Jesse permanently, her friend would need her to be available to talk things through sensibly.

She approached the front door. She rang the bell. She saw the bay window’s curtain flick to one side, so she assumed Jesse was within. However, no one came to answer the door. She rang another time. Then she knocked. She called out, “Jesse? Are you all right? I’m worried about you.”

Still, nothing. Gloriana felt a shiver finger its way up her spine. She had the distinct feeling that someone was directly behind the front door, so she knocked again, saying, “Please let me see you, Jesse. If Nate’s done something to you . . . Do you understand what I’m saying? I want to help you. Please.”

Nothing. But someone was inside. Gloriana knew it. Apparently having heard the noise, the occupant of the other duplex came outside, a seventy-something woman in a chenille dressing gown and crimson trainers. Gloriana called to her, “Is Jesse at home? Her car’s just over there, but she’s not answering and I’ve a very bad feeling. Do you know where she’s gone? She’s not been at work for several days.”

The woman shook her head, saying, “It’s a ruckus, what you’re doing. You’ve woken my cat.”

“Have I? Sorry. It’s only that Jesse’s my closest friend and—”

The front door’s three locks were disengaged. It finally opened.

“Oh! Here she is,” Gloriana called pleasantly to the older woman. “Sorry for the noise.” And she stepped inside. Jesse had moved out of the way, but her expression wasn’t a welcoming one.

When the door was closed behind her, Gloriana took a long look at her friend. She said to Jesse, “I’ve been so worried. When you didn’t open the café, I thought . . .” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. Jesse was looking at her with such a peculiar expression, and her posture was off as well. Gloriana felt as if her insides had all gone to liquid.

She said, “Did Nate . . . Jesse, did he hurt you?”

Jesse gave something of a snort. She moved away from the door, down a short corridor, and into the sitting room. Gloriana followed her, to see that the television was on, its sound muted. On the screen two teams were playing football.

Gloriana knew that Jesse was not a fan. But Nate probably was, which meant he could well be at home, ready to do some further violence either to Jesse or to her, Gloriana. She said, “Is he here? Is that why you didn’t want to open the door? You’re all right, aren’t you? He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

Jesse picked up the remote, but she didn’t use it. Instead, she said, “Was that the plan?”

“The plan?”

“Was that why you told him? Was it because you wanted him to hurt me?”

“God, no! Jesse, you can’t think I would ever, ever want to see you hurt in any way.”

“Then why? I’m curious.”

“Can we sit? Please?” Gloriana gestured towards a sofa and two mismatched chairs, one with arms and one without.

“No. We can’t,” Jesse said. “You can tell me why you told him and then you can leave.”

“Jesse! What’s wrong? I’m your friend! We’ve been mates forever and I couldn’t let you . . . It would be a mistake . . .”

“Which part of it, Gloriana? Telling Nate or having the baby in the first place?”

“Both! Either! It’s tying yourself to him when he’s never been who you think he is. It’s tying yourself to him when the last thing he wants is to be tied to you.”

“Is that why you told him? To make certain he would leave me? Because you thought that once he learned about the baby, he would finally reveal the real Nate Jacobs, a rat like every man you’ve ever known? And I would see the truth, then, the veil would be lifted, I would realise how few steps I was from making a wreck of my entire life?”

“Jesse, he’s a player. He collects women, he uses them, he discards them, and then he moves on. He’s been having it off with a girl next to my bed-sit. He’s probably with her right now. Look, I never wanted to tell you, but he’s been fucking her for months. He tells you he’s teaching, doesn’t he? He tells you he’s tutoring; he’s helping a student with her landscape painting because there’s a show coming up and only he can assess if she’s ready to show her work. That’s what he does, right?”

Jesse gave no answer, but Gloriana could see that she was considering what she was hearing. Gloriana pressed on.

“You know this is happening, and you’re pretending it isn’t. You love him. I know that. But you’re turning a blind eye to every sign he’s been giving since the day you met him. So if I told him about you—about the baby—it’s only because I wanted you to see him as he is, which, believe me, is not the bloke you’ve cooked up in your imagination. And he’s not someone you want to be the father of your baby.”

Jesse looked at her evenly, then. She was completely silent, unnervingly silent. Finally, she drew a breath. She said, “That’s why, isn’t it? That’s truly why.”

Gloriana found herself in unknown waters, completely confused. She said, “I only wanted—”

“Nate. You only wanted Nate. For yourself.”

“What? That’s not true!”

“Right. Well. I hate to disappoint you, Gloriana, but Nate’s over the moon about the baby. You didn’t expect that, did you? He’s thrilled to bits, and the only thing he wants to know is why I wasn’t the one to tell him.”

“You’ve not been to the café,” Gloriana said faintly. “Why’ve you not been—”

“Because I didn’t want to see you. I couldn’t face you. I didn’t want to face you. I never want to face you again. So leave. All right? Leave my house and don’t come back, and if I see you anywhere after this moment, I’ll pretend I don’t know you and I’ll thank you to do the same to me.”

“Jesse . . . Jesse . . . It’s not . . . I’m not . . .”

“I said get out!” Jesse shrieked.

Gloriana did so. She walked blindly to her car. She felt for the door handle. She somehow managed to get inside. In something of a daze, she drove to Gwavas Quay where, on the corner it shared with the Strand, a narrow green was playing host to a ragtag collection of children playing football. They were shouting with glee. They were tumbling everywhere. They were laughing and kicking balls and scoring goals. Seeing them, Gloriana felt nothing, aside from being hollowed out entirely.

She was unsurprised to see Nate’s motorbike in front of the building that housed her bed-sit. He was, no doubt, deep into a session of “giving instruction” to Cressida.

As she climbed the stairs, though, the door to Cressida’s bed-sit opened. Nate came out, as did Cressida. They both looked freshly showered and blooming with health. Nate said to the student, “You’re coming along nicely, Cress. Well done,” before he turned back to the stairs, his descent of them, and Gloriana. He smiled at her broadly, murmuring, “Do your worst, love,” as he passed her.

She continued up the stairs. Cressida remained where she was.

Gloriana said to her, “He’s made my friend pregnant. He lives with her. She thinks he loves her. You can see what he is, can’t you?”

“I don’t need to see what he is, Gloriana,” Cressida replied. “I don’t really care.”
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So far, Barbara Havers had succeeded in keeping a very low profile while simultaneously making certain that she stayed out of Isabelle Ardery’s way. She was aided in this by the return of DI Lynley, who kept her busy, as well as by the presence of Dorothea Harriman, who while full of praise for the alteration in Barbara’s wardrobe—courtesy of her visit to Howenstow—was intent upon lassoing her back to their tap-dancing lessons at the same time as she was committed to signing them onto the MeetUp or GroupMeet website or whatever the bloody hell it was called.

Dorothea pooh-poohed Barbara’s every attempt to beg off. First of all, Dorothea declared, Barbara could not possibly be thinking of quitting their tap-dancing lessons, not after they’d both come so far. Besides, there was going to be a dance competition in the near future, and Barbara would want to be part of it. She—in partnership with Dorothea, of course—had been a standing-ovation hit the last time they’d been on stage together, remember? Imagine how much better they were going to be when they took the stage for a competition.

Competition tap dancing was far beyond what Barbara was willing to consider. GroupMeet or MeetUp or any other Meet in which she was forced to be appealingly sociable was completely unthinkable. She had other things—much more important things—on her agenda. Like what? was Dorothea’s demand. Washing her smalls came to Barbara’s mind at once, but, really, how long could that be a believable excuse?

The real issue was her mother’s ashes. She’d been carting them round London since fetching them from Cheery Brothers. They were in a cardboard box on the back seat of the Mini, in residence along with several editions of The Source, The Mail on Sunday, Radio Times, and two takeaway boxes still emanating the scent of chicken tikka masala and masala dosa. This, she knew, was hardly a respectful repository for her mother’s remains.

At least she’d managed to go through what was left of her mum’s belongings, which Mrs. Flo had bagged up for her. She’d taken what was still serviceable to Oxfam and to the cancer charity shop in Greenford, and rubbished the rest, but the ashes remained her central problem.

“I’ve an idea, and it’s brilliant.” Dorothea had just teetered on her stilettos to Barbara’s desk. “Wait till you hear it.”

“If it’s about the holiday camp again . . .”

“This is different. But I’ve not given up on the holiday camp, nor do I intend to do so, so do not start believing you’re out of the woods on that, Barbara,” Dorothea told her. She beamed and Barbara could see her delight in what she was about to reveal.

In an attempt to halt the proceedings, she said, “A word of caution. Do you want DCS Ardery to see you flitting about the department? Just wondering.”

“I’m on my break,” Dorothea told her.

“Are you ever off your break?”

“Very amusing. Now listen.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Geocaching!”

Barbara drew her eyebrows together. “Geo-what?”

“Geocaching. Oh, Barbara, this is it. I know it. I can feel it.”

Barbara steeled herself, saying, “Do tell.”

“We use our phones to navigate to treasures. We can do it alone, just the two of us. Or we can do it in teams. We can get the app and choose a location and off we’ll go. We’ll be outdoors, we’ll be getting exercise, we’ll—”

Barbara’s desk phone rang. She said, “Christ. It’s probably the DCS,” and she picked up the receiver.

Lynley’s voice said, “Do not look up. I’m Salvatore ringing you from Italy. You’re to say ‘Salvatore, how are you!’ Sound thrilled. This is a rescue, by the way.”

Unable to stop herself, she glanced towards his office. Thankfully, Lynley was not in her line of sight. She said, “Salvatore! What a treat!” She looked at Dorothea, widening her eyes in faux surprise and delight.

Dorothea’s lips formed “Oh my God!”

Barbara carried on with, “How’s your mama? Recovered from the flu?”

“Completely,” Lynley said. “Not that she was ill. The roof project is finally happening, by the way. Ask me if I’m in London.”

“Are you in London?”

“I am. Now I’m asking you to meet me for a drink.”

“A drink?” Barbara asked cooperatively. Dorothea began nodding furiously. She clasped her hands at her breast. “I could manage that. Where would you like to meet?”

“I’ve found a romantic, dimly lit wine bar just across the river. We can swill several bottles of Barolo there and canoodle to our heart’s content.”

“Right,” Barbara said. She took a chance and shot a furious look in the direction of Lynley’s office. Then she shrugged at Dorothea and said into the phone, “I know the place. What time, then?”

“The very moment you can escape. Meet me in the car park in twenty minutes. I’m being myself at the moment, not Salvatore.”

“Twenty minutes,” Barbara said. “That works for me. Unless there’s a sudden emergency here.”

“There won’t be,” Lynley said and rang off.

“Salvatore!” Dorothea was in a dither. “Salvatore! Oh my God! We must put some colour into your cheeks, Barbara. We must fix your hair. We must—”

Barbara cut her off with, “Dee, he knows what I look like. Don’t let’s get ourselves in a lather. It’s only a glass of wine. In a dark wine bar, as a matter of fact. He won’t be able to see me. He’ll probably have to feel his way to a table.”

Dorothea said, “No, no, no. I’m fetching my bag. I have what we need. Don’t you move an inch.”

Off she went and moments later, Barbara saw Lynley leave his office. He stopped to have a word with Winston Nkata, then came to Barbara’s desk where he said, “Have I freed you?”

“Hardly. She’s on her way to fetch a bag of cosmetics. I hope ‘Salvatore’ recognises me when she’s had her way with my face.”

Lynley went off as Dorothea came steaming down the corridor, fishing round in her shoulder bag and bringing forth a pouch done in a Liberty design. Barbara sighed. But she knew the best course was to submit to Dorothea’s ministrations.

Apparently feeling she’d done her best after ten minutes, Dorothea said, “Off with you now! I’ll want a complete report. And do ask him if he’s interested in geocaching, Barbara. Don’t forget!”

Barbara promised upon her life that she would remember Salvatore’s every word and she would do whatever it took to promote his interest in geocaching, although she still had no clue what that was. She descended to the car park. She found Lynley leaning against the Healey Elliott, car keys in his hand.

He said, “Ah,” when he saw her and unlocked the car.

She said, “I thought you were joking. Weren’t you joking? I don’t even like red wine. That was red you were talking about, wasn’t it?”

“I never joke about matters of the heart,” he told her. “And yes, it was red. Very good with spaghetti Bolognese, by the way. Where are your mother’s ashes?”

“Are we sprinkling them on spaghetti, Inspector? You know, a replacement for cheese? They’re in my car.”

“Fetch them, please.”

“Why?”

“Just fetch them, Barbara.”

She sighed, muttered, and went to the Mini. She grabbed up the cardboard box and returned with it to the Healey Elliott. Always true to his upbringing, Lynley had not yet got into the car. He stood holding the passenger door open for her. She said to him, “Wherever we’re going, Dee’s going to want a full report. I bloody well hope you’ve got something in mind for me to tell her.”

“Even now I am at work upon it,” Lynley said. But once they’d left the car park, he steered the Healey Elliott in the wrong direction if they were, indeed, going to enact Barbara’s meeting with Salvatore Lo Bianco. That was, at least, something of a relief, as she couldn’t see herself canoodling with DI Lynley. Soon enough they made the turn into Millbank and not long after that they were on West Cromwell Road, which was going to take them out of Central London altogether.

She said, “Where the hell are we going, Inspector?” But in a moment, she had her answer when he took the route that would lead to Heathrow. There were only two possibilities now: an unexpected flight to an exotic destination, or Acton, where she had grown up.

At that point, she should have twigged what was coming, but she remained unaware until they arrived at the entrance to Acton Cemetery. She said to him, “What’re we doing, sir? I told you. I sold the second plot.”

He glanced at her, saying, “You did indeed. But there’s a solution to the difficulty you’ve been having. It’s merely one that you’ve not considered.”

He had no difficulty locating the site of Jimmy Havers’ grave. He’d been there before, of course, when she had buried her father, but even so, she’d visited the grave more than once herself and she’d never been able to find it easily. It was almost as if Lynley had made regular calls upon the site.

He parked and said, “Come along, Sergeant. Bring your mother.”

He led the way. Again, she wondered about that: the ease with which he chose the direction. But she ceased her wondering when she saw the stone at the head of her father’s grave. It had been cleaned quite recently. It looked fresh, as if it had been placed there that very week. Her father’s proper name was carved upon it pristinely. Once it had been alone on the stone, but now beneath it was her mother’s name, along with the dates of her birth and her death.

Barbara’s eyes filled with sudden tears. She said, “What the bloody . . . sir, sir. How the hell did you . . . ?”

He said, “I rang Denton. It was far easier to arrange than I thought it would be once he identified himself as your older brother, Charlie, ringing from Canada and eager to put your mother’s name on the stone. Charlie, as you know, is very good when it comes to adopting a role. He quite took to it.”

“But the dates,” she said. “How did you know the dates?”

He lifted his eyebrow, saying, “Really, Barbara, we’re both detectives. How difficult do you think that was?”

She looked at the gravestone. She looked at him. She said, “Ta, sir. It’s a bloody good solution.”

“That’s what I thought. It came to me that your mother would probably be pleased to be close to your father.”

“Yes,” Barbara said. “Yes, she would be.”

“Excellent,” he said. “So shall we . . . ?”

Barbara nodded and opened the box.




15 MAY


BELGRAVIA

LONDON



Lynley wasn’t at all certain how he felt about Charlie Denton’s achieving success on his path to thespian stardom: either in the West End or as part of the cast in a successful and long-running television drama. If such a thing happened, Denton would be beside himself with joy, naturally. Lynley, on the other hand, would simply be beside himself.

He would have to hire a cook or learn to cook. As to the former, he desperately did not want to have to go to the trouble. As to the latter, while he’d managed to rise to the occasion of scrambled eggs and toast, that had so far proved to be the limit of his culinary powers. In this and much to his regret, he was turning out to be just like his sister.

He cracked several eggs into a bowl and reminded himself of Denton’s instructions to “add just a bit of water, sir, before you whisk them. And whisk them well, not just a few limp turns of the wrist. Then when they’re in the pan—and do use butter so they won’t stick—you can add other ingredients should you wish. Cheese, onions, mushrooms, tomatoes. Even ham. Or bacon. Spinach. Herbs.” To Lynley’s “But aren’t those cooked separately? The ham and bacon, I mean. Because at breakfast—” came a very stern, “One doesn’t always cook by the book. One can be creative. That’s the fun of it. Now the when of adding depends upon what you’re doing with the eggs: Is this an omelet? Are we merely scrambling? Do we wish to head in the direction of a quiche?”

Lynley wished to head in the direction of a tin of soup, but he was, at the moment, soldiering on while Denton was treading the boards as Fortinbras, hoping that either Horatio or Laertes would break a leg in the literal sense. Hamlet doing so was too much to ask. What was worse, though, was that Charlie was still awaiting word on Anything Goes. He’d had two calls back. Things were looking positive. Lynley was nervous.

He sighed amidst his efforts. Chopping an onion had nearly defeated him, his eyes were still stinging from the activity, and he wasn’t at all sure about his choice of Stilton over cheddar. He was whisking the eggs another time—they seemed to have become unwhisked while he did battle with the other ingredients—when he heard the front doorbell sound. He muttered “Damn and blast,” but was gratified by the fact that at least he hadn’t begun to cook. He started to leave the kitchen when he remembered that he was still wearing an apron. He removed it quickly and headed for the door.

As it was rather late for visitors, he reckoned it was a package being delivered. This was what he was prepared to see when he opened the door and saw Daidre Trahair standing on his front step, light from the nearby streetlamp glowing upon her hair.

He found himself at a complete loss for words. He hadn’t seen or spoken to Daidre since the very early morning after she’d read Michael Lobb’s journal. Seeing her now was akin to seeing an apparition.

She said, “Tommy, am I disturbing . . . ?”

“No, of course not,” he said quickly. “I’m merely surprised. Come in. Please.” He stepped back, holding the door wider open. “Would you like . . . ?” He drew a complete blank. He felt like a schoolboy. He said, “Sorry. I don’t quite . . . Would you like a drink? Whisky? A brandy? I’ve quite a decent port. Or a glass of wine?”

She smiled briefly. “Nothing, thank you. I’m sorry for catching you so off guard. I couldn’t bring myself to do it any other way.”

“To do what?” he asked.

“To speak with you.”

“About your brother,” he said. “Daidre, I’m profoundly sorry about how it turned out for him. For you and Gwyn as well. I know how desperately you both were hoping for a different outcome.”

“We were, but that’s not why I’ve come. It’s not at all about my brother,” she said. “I’m here . . . It’s about me. About myself.”

Lynley could see from the clasping of her hands in front of her how difficult was her effort to speak. He said, “Come in. Please come in,” and he led her into the sitting room overlooking Eaton Terrace. “Let me pour you some sherry. I’m going to have one. Will you have some sherry?”

She nodded then. He went to the drinks trolley. He fetched both of them a sherry and turned back to her. He handed her the glass, instinctively knowing that he could neither insist that she drink nor urge her to sit. Nor could he, really, say anything else. Whatever it was that she wanted to say to him, he needed to allow her to find a way to say it.

Finally, she took a seat on the edge of one of the armchairs. She held the glass of sherry in her hands, circling her fingers round it. He sat nearby on the sofa. He switched on a table lamp. Then he merely waited.

She brushed some hair off her face. She swallowed. She drew a shaky breath. Finally, she said, “In the beginning, I told myself it was nothing. I was afraid, so I suppose telling myself it was nothing was a way to dispel the fear, and to make everything normal and in keeping with who I was to all of them. I’d been taken away from everything I knew and put into a strange place with people I had never met.” She gave him a faltering smile. He knew she was attempting to show him that she wasn’t in some kind of anguish, but he didn’t believe her. He reckoned he knew her better than to assume her smile was anything more than an effort to reassure him. “They do try to explain things,” she went on quietly. “I mean the social workers. But all I knew at first was that we’d been taken and that there was no place available for all three of us to go together. There might be in the future, they told me. But right then, it wasn’t possible, and since I was the oldest, I would cope better to be placed by myself. Did I understand what they meant, they asked. Of course I said yes. I asked how long I would be away from my home. They said till my parents could provide what was needed to care for us.

“They’d had fosters before, the Trahairs. They knew what to expect: silence, fear, the outbursts, the anger, the anxiety of not knowing how long it would be or when it would end. They’d been through all of it with other children, so they were very good to me. They coped with everything I hurled at them. They were gentle and kind. And there was another child already with them, a boy. Chinese. They told me he would be my brother as long as we were both in their home. They said to think of them as parents because that’s what they were, foster parents. The four of us are a family, they told me. We’re bound together a bit differently, they said, but while you’re here, we are a family.

“There were grandparents as well. There were aunts and uncles and cousins. There was never a time that we—my Chinese brother and I—were treated in any way other than as members of a family. Despite my fear, I grew quite happy in that place, with the Trahairs. I was in a proper home with a proper mother and a proper father for the first time in my life. Soon, I told them that I never, ever wanted to leave. I told everyone that.

“So he knew, because I’d told everyone. And that was how he managed it at first. He liked the cinema. I’d never been, and he couldn’t believe it. He said we would definitely do something about that. To her—my foster mother, his daughter—he said, ‘She’s never seen a film, this one! I’m taking her just like I took you. No argument now. You know how you loved the cinema.’ So, he took me. He bought a bag of sweets that we shared. We had an ice cream afterwards and it was ‘Don’t tell your brother. We don’t want him jealous, eh? This is a special thing just for you and me.’ I never questioned why. I loved being with him, you see. I loved the feeling that I was special, as I’d never been that before, obviously.”

Lynley kept his gaze on her. She wasn’t looking at him as she spoke. Rather she seemed to be looking into a past that had shaped her into who she was now. He wanted to tell her that she didn’t need to say another word, but he kept silent.

She continued. “Then the Trahairs said they wanted to adopt me. They said Bao-Jun was returning to his family—they were ready, his parents, they’d proved whatever needed to be proved—but I was not returning to mine and what did I think about becoming their actual daughter? And did I want them to become my mum and dad, my forever mum and dad?” She lifted the small glass of sherry to her lips. She used both hands. Lynley saw they were shaking. “Of course, I wanted that,” she said. “So they set about making it happen. They told the family. We had a celebration. She’s set to be our forever daughter, they said.”

She looked down. So tightly was she holding the glass of sherry that it might have shattered between her fingers. She leaned forward and set the glass on the coffee table. She put her fingertips on the base of it as if making certain it was secure.

She said, “We had many more special days after that. More films. More sweets during. More ice creams after. He touched my face and said how soft my skin was. I was meant to keep it fresh and dewy, he told me. All of my skin should be like that, from head to toe, he said. Lovely little thing you are. Sit closer to me, sweet girl. Then he took my hand, and he put it on his knee, and he watched me to see . . . I don’t know. To see what I would do? And he moved it—my hand—up to his thigh and he still watched me. He said, You leave it there, sweet girl. Your hand is so warm. Most hands are. Let me . . . And he put his hand on my thigh, and I stared straight ahead because I was . . . I don’t know what I was. He was meant to be my granddad, and I was meant to be his granddaughter and I thought that might be what granddads and granddaughters did. So the next time we went to the cinema, he put my hand on his thigh again and he did the same to me, but the time after that, he put my hand where he was hard and he curved my fingers and made my hand squeeze and let go, squeeze and let go while his fingers tried . . . but I wouldn’t let him. He said, Be sweet to your old granddad, and he leaned back and closed his eyes and the next time he made my hand go up and down, moving faster, gripping harder, and I thought someone would see but it was dark, and no one did. When he took me home, he said what a precious and lovely girl I was, and I was meant to stay that way ‘so your mum and your dad will want to keep you. They don’t have to keep you, but you already know that, don’t you. You know how quickly things can change.’ ”

Lynley had to speak, but all he could say was her name before she lifted her hand to stop him and went on, still not looking at him, as if to do so would cause her incalculable anguish.

“It was always that. Things could change. Let me see those pretty little breasts of yours, darling. Oh, how you’re growing. Let me show you what that luscious little nipple does if I touch it. Do you like it when I touch it? It feels nice, doesn’t it? And just look at what touching it does to me. We can’t keep that thing in our trousers now, can we. It needs coming out into the air. That’s it now. You know what to do and oh how special you are to me. It’s why your mum and dad want to keep you, because you’re sweet and lovely and you love your granddad like he loves you. More than anyone, he loves you. Boarding school, is it? Oh, I don’t think so, darling girl. Why would you want to leave Mum and Dad? Are you tired of them? Are you bored of them? They might think you don’t want to be their daughter any longer. You can’t want that. You must stay, dear one, you must have your schooling here, and is that a little bush you’ve now got between your legs, oh it is, it is, what a fine little woman you’ve become and you know what that means, don’t you, the darling of you, the sweetness of you, the woman of you. It means a very special moment is here, a secret moment, our secret moment. And it must stay a secret, yours and mine, because if someone learns what our secret is, everything changes. And you know what that means.” Daidre blinked and a single tear coursed down her cheek. She said, “He was her father, you see. How could I tell her what her father was doing when what I believed was that if I told her, everything would change. She would no longer be my mum. He would no longer be my dad. I would lose everything, I would be sent away, and I didn’t want that. So I did whatever . . . and when he wanted more, I did that as well. A special trip to the Scillys? Yes, of course. A weekend in London? ‘How lucky you are. You’re precious to me. Have I told you that? You’re sweet, darling girl.’ ”

He finally was able to say, “Daidre, please. Don’t think you must tell me. I understand.”

She shook her head. She looked at him then, every memory having etched a kind of haunting on her face. “You don’t understand. You can’t understand when I don’t understand myself. I did whatever he wanted . . . I let him do whatever he wanted until I left for university. Almost six years it was that I let him use my body in whatever way he liked, all the time thinking, It has to end, when will it end, how can I stop this, how can I stop him. He was granddad to nine children, five of them girls. Was I letting him do all these things to me so that he wouldn’t touch them? I can tell myself that. Every night, every day, I can tell myself that, but nothing will convince me that was why. I don’t know why. I still don’t know why. I went to uni, I went to veterinary school, I became who I am, and I still don’t know why, and the worst of it is: I never said a word. Not to my mum, not to my dad, not to anyone at all. And the worst of that is that I never said a word to him either. I didn’t confront him. I never told him to stop. I never shrieked or screamed and said, This is what you’ve created. Who I’ve become, what I’ve become: this is who you created. And now you’re dead and I never . . . when I could have . . . I’m a rock inside. I’ve learned to feel nothing. I’m beyond repair. And it’s down to you.”

She did weep then, wrenching sobs, making Lynley’s throat so tight that for a moment he could not speak. His eyes burned. His muscles grew taut. He said at last, “Daidre, please. You are not at fault for anything that happened. He did this. You did nothing. Who you are today . . . Daidre, my love, you are so much more than you can possibly see.”

Her face lowered into her hands, she continued to weep. He wanted to go to her. He wanted so much to take her in his arms. He wanted to be the salve to her pain. But he understood that he—who he was and as he was—had no power to make her past disappear. He doubted that he could even make her past more bearable to her. King Lear came to him, then. Part of a line only but the words said it all: I have full cause of weeping.

He couldn’t bear it. He reached for her hands. She resisted at first. He said, “Please,” and she allowed him to lower them so that he could again see her face. He said, “In my complete ignorance, I’ve been part of your suffering.”

“You haven’t. Tommy, you’ve done nothing.”

“Listen to me, Daidre. I didn’t intend to increase your suffering, but I’ve done it all the same. It seemed simple to me, you see. I declare my love for you, I declare my desire for you, I try to be clear about my intentions. I assume what follows—because my skull is very thick—is that you open yourself to me. What, I ask myself, could possibly be simpler, since I’ve shown her what a fine bloke I am? Why, I wonder, is she so resistant to my patience, my love, and my dubious charm? What I fail to see—what I have failed all along to see—is that she’s not resisting at all. Never once has she resisted. She’s merely trying to cope. She’s fighting her every inclination to run, and she has that inclination in the first place because she believes she could have run before. She believes she should have run before. Indeed, she tells herself anyone else—placed in that situation—would have run or fought or done anything save what she did, which she tells herself is nothing. And that isn’t anywhere close to the truth.”

“I should have—”

“Daidre, there is no I should have unless you wish to apply the should have to the monster who molested and raped you. You did what you had to do to survive, and you have survived. God knows how much I admire you for that. God knows how much I love you.”

“No. Please. I’ve told you this because I want you to understand why you must let me go.”

He took her hands fully in his. He raised them, resistant though she was, to his lips. He said, “It’s not in your power to decide who loves you. That’s not how life works.”

“Tommy, you can’t . . . you must see . . .”

“You see yourself as beyond repair.”

“I am.”

“You aren’t. Daidre, you’ve just spoken to me about a horror that, I wager, you believed could not and must not ever be described to anyone. I daresay you don’t see that as a movement forward, as an act of courage and an act of trust.”

“It changes nothing.”

“It changes everything. You’ve believed that you can’t recover from what he did to you, but you’re not seeing that you’ve decided—even for these few moments only—that there exists someone in your world who’s worthy of your trust. I want you to see what that means. You can recover. And you will.”

She was silent then. So was he. He didn’t know where to go from here. But he did have something he wanted to say, and although he risked everything to say it, he was willing to do so, for her.

He said, “I would very much like to be part of your life once again, but this time round I would very much like to be a full part of your life. But you have to allow me to do that, Daidre, because I won’t ever ask or force you to do a thing that you don’t wish to do.”

She looked away for a moment, through the window and into the street. He knew instantly what she was thinking: His deeply loved wife had died there and she—Daidre—could not and could never replace Helen. And while this was true—for no one could ever replace the woman he’d lost—that did not mean and would never mean that he had to move into the future alone. Nor did she.

Still looking through the window, she said, “You deserve so much more, Tommy.”

He said, “Please let that be my decision.” He cleared his throat. He rose to his feet. He drew Daidre to her feet as well. He said, “When you rang the bell, I was attempting to create eggs—scrambled or otherwise—with a variety of rather strange additions. Now, I can’t promise the result will be good. I can’t promise the result will even be edible. But as I’ve made a start, I’d very much like to finish the job. Would you care to join me?”

She was silent. She was immobile. He saw so clearly her bleak desolation. He understood it only too well. He said a prayer. It took her a moment more, during which he held his breath.

Then finally, “Will you let me make the toast?”
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