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            This land of such dear souls, this dear dear land,

            Dear for her reputation through the world,

            Is now leased out – I die pronouncing it –

            Like to a tenement or pelting farm.

            England, bound in with the triumphant sea,

            Whose rocky shore beats back the envious siege

            Of wat’ry Neptune, is now bound in with shame,

            With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds.

            That England that was wont to conquer others

            Hath made a shameful conquest of itself.

            Richard II, William Shakespeare
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            Prologue

            The Thames at Richmond

         

         Eight men with respectable professions and long vowels. Eight men wearing Lycra all-in-ones with stripes down the side that match the blades of their oars and their boat club’s badge. Their striped blazers match too. Matchy matchy, even though the colours clash. They proudly wear them at Henley every year. Once they inevitably get knocked out, which happens embarrassingly early on, they spend the rest of the week drinking themselves into a stupor and failing to pull university students. Eight grown men who for varying reasons – a desire to avoid high cholesterol, a release from their stressful jobs or just plain boredom – get in a boat every Saturday for an outing on the venerable Thames. Eight muscular, lean men all move in time with the calls of their coxswain. They all fantasise about fucking this small woman in the boat house over a rowing machine whenever their wives tell them to pick their towels up off the floor, so they don’t get all mouldy. The towels were a wedding present from Great-aunt Nancy, a snip in the Harvey Nichols sale or in a discontinued colour, after all. These eight men keep their hands – blistering or already calloused from hours of gripping their oars – at the exact same height, all of them dropping their blades into the water at the exact same time at ninety-degree angles. They push back their legs, putting all the power they’ve gained into propelling them further.

         Something’s wrong. The bow, a junior doctor with sandy hair, is thrown backwards. He’s caught a crab. Not a real one that you can cook and eat with butter, cracking its claws to slurp out its 6sweet meat, but rather his blade has hit the water at the wrong angle, and the oar flipped round and hit him square in the face. The boat stops.

         ‘I hit something,’ he says through a mouthful of blood. The oar has taken out his front two teeth, so he lisps those words. Blood dribbles down the side of his mouth and onto the white front of his Lycra.

         The stroke, an investment banker desperate for a hobby that means he doesn’t have to spend time with his family, peers over the boat and sees something bobbing about. ‘Guys, there’s a fucking body. Jonno hit a corpse.’
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            1

            A large Georgian villa in Richmond

         

         The tinkling of crystal and the tedium of small talk drifted in on the early evening breeze through the wide-open French doors. The summer would not die – it kept going on for what felt like forever and ever. The sky had taken on a lilac tinge against the tangerine of the coming sunset; the bristling lavender peeking through from the garden seemed to have permeated the light. Harriet, the newly engaged hostess, had with a deft hand plastered her recently landscaped garden with tasteful cloth bunting, the drinks were served in vintage cocktail glasses, and miniature pastel-coloured cakes from a fashionable patisserie in Fulham were elegantly arranged on china stands. The bunting had been handmade by a woman whose name Harriet was guarding like a national secret, the glasses had been bought en masse from an antiques dealer who was known to overcharge, and the cake stands had been purchased in bulk from an overpriced boutique on Hill Rise. These accoutrements were destined to be neglected after that afternoon, banished forever to cardboard boxes in the attic. Cards, flowers (none of which were from a supermarket) and good wishes were piled up on a table in the entrance hall.

         Callie was wearing a sleeveless, buttermilk-coloured linen sundress that fell to the floor with a tight waist and a balcony bust – a revelation compared to the other female guests’ aggressively ditzy floral prints – and a broad-brimmed straw hat with silk flowers pinned to the band. She was standing at the marble island in the middle of the kitchen slicing up mint, cucumber 8and strawberries. Fresh offerings to the god of English garden parties. Callie was being careful not to get any strawberry juice on her dress. Harriet, who was Callie’s best friend from childhood, had severely underestimated the amount of Pimm’s her guests would desire, and yet she was not the one in the kitchen remedying the oversight, dutiful Callie was. Callie was trying to be helpful, to be the best maid of honour possible. She could smell the mint on her fingers. Callie tipped the offending herb, cucumber slices and strawberry quarters into a couple of waiting jugs and chucked in satisfying glugs of neat Pimm’s. She rooted around the freezer for ice cubes and threw a tray in after the booze.

         ‘I bought four bottles from the corner shop,’ said Inigo, Harriet’s fiancé, as he barrelled through the door carrying bottles of cheap lemonade in flimsy blue plastic bags. ‘Do you think it’s enough? This was all they had. They’re warm.’

         ‘Yeah, that’s plenty,’ Callie said, taking a bottle from him, removing the cap and pouring some into the jugs. ‘I’ve put a lot of ice in and everyone’s already half-cut so they won’t notice.’

         ‘Do you like what Harriet’s done with the house? You’ve not been since the renovations were completed.’

         ‘It’s so lovely,’ Callie said, looking around at the maximalist interior.

         Inigo worked in private equity. He made obscene money but couldn’t really explain how. Something about how as a fund manager he was paid a fixed-rate fee on the assets they managed. It was just sounds to Callie, but it meant that he’d bought a beautiful Georgian house in Richmond for Harriet to play dolls in. Although Callie did wonder if the Bank of Harriet’s Mum and Dad was actually responsible.

         ‘Harriet has done such a lovely job decorating. I love the 9wallpaper in the living room. One of her designs, I take it? She’s always had such good taste,’ Callie said.

         ‘Unlike you,’ Inigo said, giving Callie a friendly knock on the arm. Years ago Inigo had asked her out – this was before he’d asked Harriet – and she’d turned him down for a sexy but quite dreadful man who she had since blocked on all social media channels. Inigo liked to joke about it every now and then, and Callie liked to pretend she hadn’t heard him. She did not regret turning him down.

         ‘Ha, well. Yes,’ Callie said. While Harriet’s material comfort was enviable, Callie could think of nothing worse than waking up next to such a boring man every day. He only ever wore grey or blue. She could never be in a relationship with someone with such a limited colour palette.

         ‘God, that was rude. I’m so sorry.’

         ‘It’s all right. I’ve got to start finding it funny at some point too.’ Callie picked up a jug in each hand and turned to go back to the party.

         Inigo grabbed her arm to stop her without thinking. Pimm’s sloshed onto the floor. ‘I was just joking.’ He realised he was tightly holding her arm and let her go as he began feeling ashamed. ‘I meant nothing by it.’

         ‘No harm, no foul,’ Callie said, before looking to see if her dress had been spared. It had. ‘You might want to mop that up before someone slips.’

         ‘Darling, there you are,’ Harriet said, coming into the kitchen. ‘Everyone’s been asking for you.’

         ‘Callie was just saying how much she likes the wallpaper in the living room,’ Inigo said.

         ‘Yes, it’s lovely. So lovely,’ Callie said.

         ‘Isn’t it just?’ Harriet said, turning to face Inigo squarely. ‘I 10think you should make a little speech to our guests, darling. It’s only polite. Some of them have even trekked all the way over from St Reatham.’

         ‘Oh, if I have to,’ Inigo said, strolling out of the kitchen. ‘You know I love an audience.’

         Harriet turned to Callie but couldn’t quite look her in the eye. Harriet let her gaze wander for a moment, flitting between Callie’s right ear and her chin, before settling on the spilled Pimm’s on the floor. Trust Callie to make a mess. She knew she should have hired caterers like Mummy had suggested rather than have a more ‘pared down’ party with a homemade, cutesy feel.

         Harriet remembered herself and started speaking far too quickly, as if the words leaping from her tongue were themselves desperate to put Callie in her place. ‘I’ve asked my cousin Emily to be my maid of honour. I know you thought it would be you, we’ve known each other for so long, but I … Well, family, eh … It’s a tradition on my mother’s side …’

         Harriet’s voice tailed off. She hadn’t actually asked Emily yet, but she had seen Inigo’s face when he looked at Callie just now, and she’d seen the last moments of his grip on her arm. Her mother, a subtle woman (although she had demanded that after her marriage to Harriet’s father they not so subtly double-barrel their names) and a master of the dark art of the back-handed compliment, had seeded the idea not long after Harriet’s engagement. She’d been flicking through a copy of Tatler and pointed out a picture of such-and-such’s wedding and said, ‘What a shame that no one warns these brides not to give too prominent a position to their prettier friends. They’ll regret that bitterly when they are my age and looking over the photos. This poor girl has a rather buxom friend who is terribly distracting.’ Harriet knew she had nothing to worry about. If anything, Inigo was merely 11flexing his ageing muscles and Callie was far too loyal, but still. Harriet had a ridiculous engagement ring that she was slightly afraid to wear in public. Harriet was going to marry him. Harriet was going to be happy, and if that meant that her plain cousin Emily was going to be maid of honour, then so be it. Harriet was choosing fucking happiness.

         ‘Hey, you’re the bride.’ Callie smiled, gripping the jugs tightly. ‘Whatever you say goes.’

         ‘You’re still a bridesmaid, of course you are. How could you not be. And I’m desperate for you to make me a headpiece to wear.’ Harriet felt it keenly that there was no family tiara and that the Simpson-Bamber fortune had been made much too recently to have neither acquired the historic material trappings of grandeur nor totally lost the stink of lower middle-/upper working-class mannerisms.

         ‘Of course, Hat. For you, anything.’

         ‘Goody.’ Harriet relaxed and started speaking at a normal pace. ‘I’ve started a Pinterest board especially. It’s going to be my “something new”.’

         ‘Send me a link and I’ll knock up a sketch or two.’

         Harriet opened the freezer, took out a solitary ice cube and started chewing on it. She was hungry, but she also had to drop a size before she even started trying on dresses. ‘Do you remember Henry Chadwell?’

         ‘Name rings a bell.’

         ‘The headmistress of St Ursula’s son.’

         ‘Oh, just about. Gave me a Yorkie bar once and tried to be funny about me being a girl.’

         ‘He’s here. He works with Inigo now. It’s so funny, we all had such crushes on him when we were fourteen, he was so much older and cooler. Remember how we used to obsess over his 12floppy hair? And yet, he looks like nothing now. He’s going grey and not in a sexy way.’

         ‘Time is kind to no one.’

         ‘Even you, darling. Callie, sweetie. I want you to have what I do. I want you to be this happy too, but you need to get a move on. Maybe you should come to hot yoga with me next week.’

         Callie was stunned into a polite grinning silence until Inigo started braying for attention in the garden and Harriet trotted out after him. Callie followed moments later, putting the jugs of Pimm’s on the table at the back as Inigo reeled off a fairly boring anecdote about Harriet. Callie in turn looked up at the sky and watched a flock of escaped parakeets land in a tree in a neighbour’s garden. A man, who Callie vaguely recognised from her childhood, was intently looking at her. Yes, Harriet was right. That was Henry Chadwell. He was tall and broad-shouldered still, time hadn’t robbed him of his stature, but the charm that all of the girls in their year swooned over was definitely gone. Callie smiled at him in that distracted and yet deflective way that said you’d noticed their attention yet cared not to reciprocate it.

         ‘Cheers!’ the partygoers all called together. The attention of seventy people drifted away now to their stomachs. The jugs of Pimm’s that Callie had made went down quicker than half of the crowd’s tax bills after a few cheeky tweaks. Dainty sandwiches were passed around and more and more bottles of champagne paid for by Harriet’s hideously rich father were uncorked. Peter Simpson-Bamber, né plain old Simpson, the Right Honourable Member for some godforsaken patch of Lincolnshire that he visited three times a year – and Harriet’s long-suffering father – appeared by Callie’s side.

         ‘Is this what everyone young is wearing now? What are we 13calling this look?’ Peter Simpson-Bamber asked. This wasn’t just the idle chat of a middle-aged man. He had ruthlessly made his fortune in clothing retail and still had a fondness for the rag trade.

         ‘Forsterite. It’s very Margaret Schlegel.’ Callie turned to him. ‘“Only connect”.’

         ‘I don’t get that show.’

         They smiled at each other. Neither of them connecting with the other.

         ‘How’s your old mum?’ Peter asked.

         ‘Fine. I think.’

         ‘Peter,’ came a man’s voice.

         ‘Arthur,’ he said, turning to face the gentleman who had appeared. Arthur Hampton was a handsome man in his mid-to-late fifties who carried himself with the sort of ease that cannot be learned, only bred. ‘Oh. Hello. How are you doing?’

         ‘Not too shabby, and this must be your daughter. Congratulations, young lady.’

         ‘Oh no, this is Callie, the maid of honour. Harriet is the blonde girl in the blue dress over there. No, not that one, the one by the roses.’

         ‘Ah yes, of course. She is the exact image of your lovely wife.’ He held his hand out to Callie. ‘Arthur Hampton. Putting my foot in my mouth has been my party trick since 1962.’

         ‘Nice to meet you,’ Callie said, shaking his hand and noting the exquisite cut of his jacket. ‘Excuse me, I think Harriet said she needed my help with the napkins.’ She left and went back into the house. There was no napkin crisis – she just didn’t want to get stuck talking about share prices or whatever men like that talked about when they were alone. She lingered about the kitchen for a few respectable moments with the intention of 14going back out into the garden and talking to Jim, the best man, whom she’d spotted lurking near the cakes.

         All of the other guests by now were somewhere between half-cut and fully plastered and yet the two Members of Parliament – colleagues, comrades, bitter enemies perennially masked by joviality – receded into a quieter corner of the garden shrouded by a rose bush from the eyes of anyone who might care a jot.

         ‘Did I invite you to this?’ asked Peter Simpson-Bamber. He pursed his lips – he hadn’t intended to be so rude. Every time he spoke to Arthur Hampton, he became petrified of dropping his aitches or a stray glottal stop, of letting his cockney heritage show. And because he was worried about it, he always did it.

         ‘Yes, in whichever parliamentary bar you frequent on some idle Thursday. You’d had four pints of beer subsidised by the public purse, so you may not remember it.’

         ‘Ah.’ Peter raised his eyebrows. Arthur always had to say something smart to Peter. A quip to belittle him. Or perhaps Arthur knew that gatecrashing an engagement party was rude even for a man as entitled as he was.

         ‘Congratulations anyway.’

         ‘Why are you here?’ Peter asked, wanting to get whatever bollocking he was about to receive over with quickly.

         ‘I was in the neighbourhood.’ Arthur smiled. They both knew he hadn’t been anywhere near Richmond until twenty minutes ago. ‘The PM suspects you’ve been briefing the press against him, so I said I’d yell at you in person rather than over the phone. Much more personal that way.’

         ‘How preposterous.’

         ‘That’s exactly what I said.’ 15

         ‘Probably that idiot upstart Singh in Transport,’ Peter said, trying to brush it off.

         ‘Yes, perhaps.’ Arthur paused for a moment to watch Peter squirm. ‘Whether it’s him or not, I said that there’s no way that you’d be fucking stupid enough to end your career by mouthing off to The Times about the “softening” of our drugs policy before the PR groundwork has been laid.’

         ‘Softening, is that what you call it? I’ve seen that report you’re bandying about. I don’t care how much taxable revenue your sordid little “pilot scheme” could have generated or how safe you claim it is. And your plans for exportation are just bizarre. Do you honestly think other countries are going to just let you sell their population cheap party pills? You can’t rock up to Hong Kong with a destroyer these days.’

         Arthur looked at Peter, looked him square in the eye. Peter Simpson-Bamber, righteous neophyte, dilettante, inept career politician and mild xenophobe, had shown his hand. ‘We’ve managed it before,’ Arthur said, as he watched Callie come back out of the house and start talking to Jim, a politico whose face Arthur knew from around. He liked the look of her. She seemed sensible, yet there was a lightness behind the eyes, and her outfit was refreshingly simple. ‘Pretty girl that, and she knows when to leave a conversation. Is she attached?’

         ‘You’re married,’ Peter said, bristling.

         ‘And to a man at that. I have a young family friend, actually, and I think they may well get on. He’s recently single and not built for it.’

         ‘Don’t you have better things to be doing than play Cupid?’

         ‘Most likely, but I am getting sentimental in my dotage. We should set them up.’ They were both keenly aware that Arthur Hampton was pretty much the entirety of the British 16government these days, at least the functioning bits, and yet here he was matchmaking. Peter on pain of death would pass on the invite to Callie.

         ‘My goodness, is that the time? I best be off. Oh, before I forget, I didn’t arrive empty-handed.’ Hampton gave Simpson-Bamber a bottle of Bollinger. Arthur Hampton did not like Simpson-Bamber, nor anyone who double-barrelled their surname willy-nilly, but at least he didn’t despise him enough to threaten him at his daughter’s engagement party without bearing a gift. Or rather, his manners dictated that he should arrive at a party with a bottle of something potable even if he hated the host’s guts. He had good breeding. The Bollinger was the worst vintage he kept at home.

         As Arthur Hampton turned to leave, he stopped and said goodbye to Callie and Jim. He’d since remembered that he’d had a good laugh with Jim at the bar during last year’s party conference. They joked for a minute about the opposition leader’s latest gaffe – opening his gaping maw to eat a huge slice of Victoria sponge at a church fete in his local constituency. Then he turned to Callie, ignoring Jim entirely.

         ‘What’s Callie short for? Not California, I hope?’

         ‘Actually …’ she said.

         ‘Oh God.’

         ‘No, I’m just teasing. It’s Calliope. My mother had artistic pretensions.’

         ‘“Achilles’ wrath, to Greece the direful spring, Of woes unnumber’d, heavenly goddess, sing!”’

         ‘Exactly so.’

         ‘And are you a poet?’

         ‘No, God no. I can barely string a sentence together. I’m a milliner.’ 17

         ‘How charming, and I take it this is one of your creations?’ He nodded at the straw hat she was wearing. ‘Is that a sprig of monkshood in the band?’

         ‘It is. You have a good eye.’

         ‘Delightful.’ Arthur Hampton checked his watch. ‘Lovely to meet you, Callie. Jim, see you in the trenches.’

         They watched him leave. Jim raised his eyebrows at her, and Callie went into the house. There was a queue for the downstairs loo, so she slipped away and headed up the stairs. She freshened up her make-up afterwards and came down to find Jane Simpson-Bamber loitering at the bottom of the staircase.

         ‘He’s an odd fish, Arthur Hampton,’ said Mrs Simpson-Bamber. She ran her finger over a marble-topped sideboard, collecting dust as she went. She stared disgustedly at her finger, covered in dead skin cells and other human detritus. She couldn’t bear how inept Harriet’s cleaner was and more pertinently she couldn’t bear to look Callie in the eye lest she give too much away. ‘Hates Peter. Always has. Can’t bear that he’s a self-made man and not one of the old boys. He’s suppressed his career. I’m sure it was him who blocked Peter’s knighthood. Jealous of his talent, I suppose.’

         ‘Oh, really? They seemed friendly enough.’

         ‘Don’t mistake friendliness for actually liking someone.’ She looked Callie up and down, noting the cut of her dress but refusing to betray any complimentary feelings she might have had. ‘I wonder what he wanted.’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘He barges into Harriet’s engagement party, doesn’t even congratulate her and yet spends ten minutes joking about with you.’

         ‘He knows Jim from work.’ Callie wasn’t sure what else to say to that, so she changed the subject. ‘Hasn’t Harriet done a 18wonderful job with the renovations? This staircase had practically rotted through when they bought the old wreck and now look at it.’

         ‘Yes, she has.’ Jane looked at her. She didn’t say it out loud, but Jane’s eyes said something like ‘I know you can’t help being the centre of attention, but you could at least try’, or a plain old ‘fuck off’.

         Callie smiled back at her with all her teeth and walked out into the garden.

         * * *

         ‘Callie,’ came a voice from behind her as she walked down the hill towards the station. ‘Wait up.’

         She stopped as Jim caught up with her. He had been Inigo’s flatmate many years ago when Inigo was a mere business analyst and Jim was Peter’s researcher. That was how they had all met. Jim was a good sort. The sort of man that sensible women were friends with and often tried to set up with their equally sensible female friends to no avail.

         ‘So?’ he asked.

         ‘So?’ she replied.

         ‘What’s this nonsense about plain old cousin Emily being maid of honour?’ Jim took a drag of his cigarette. He offered one to Callie, but she declined.

         Callie shrugged. ‘Harriet lied to me about a family maid of honour tradition rather than be honest and say she didn’t want me to do it. Classic Hat the Brat.’

         ‘I only give them eighteen months anyway. No marriage can take that much cheating.’

         ‘Inigo?’ Callie was surprised, she didn’t have him pegged. 19

         ‘Oh, God no. Little Inigo stays very much where he’s supposed to be. He’s desperate to get married, he’s worried about getting old and dying alone. You can’t tell a soul. I don’t even think Inigo remembers telling me that Harriet had a “thing” with one of the guys from that flower company. Oh, what are they called? You know, the ones with old-fashioned bicycles who loiter on street corners. They employ very handsome young actors and then send them knocking in all the wealthy neighbourhoods to convince the lady of the house to set up a subscription. Sound business practice if you ask me. Anyway, Harriet said she only did it because she wasn’t sure that Inigo was committed to her because he hadn’t proposed yet. He rang me drunk after his work’s Christmas party last year and I had to rescue him from a disabled toilet that he’d locked himself in at a Marylebone pub. He was hiding from that prick called Henry that he works with. Actually, he was here today. Gives me the ick. Inigo felt obliged to invite his whole team. Fancy a swift half? There’s that pub on the river. We can watch the boats go by.’

         ‘Only if you have any more titbits like that.’ Callie, who had been so sure of her position as best friend two hours ago, was no longer confident. Who doesn’t tell their best friend about their affair with a twenty-one-year-old recent theatre studies graduate who hawked flowers? That’s exactly the type of thing you do tell them.

         They arrived at the pub, but rather than finding a spare table overlooking the Thames, they found a police boat and two police divers carrying a body out of its murky depths.

         ‘How Victorian,’ Jim said.

         ‘How very sad.’

         They stood on the riverbank and watched the police boat bobbing in the water as a crew of eight rowers in very revealing 20Lycra was being interviewed by police officers nearby. One of them was bloody.

         ‘Let’s go to the pub on the green instead. The blue flashing lights are disrupting the ambiance,’ Jim said.

         ‘Sure,’ Callie said.

         They set off into the town and away from the crime scene, shrugging it off like a splash of rain.

         ‘Hampton liked you,’ Jim said.

         ‘It’s the hat, you know. Always attracts a certain type of old boy. Is he important?’

         ‘Very. He’s a kingmaker. The PM wouldn’t stand a chance if he lost Hampton’s support. They were at school together. If anything, I’d say the PM is his flesh puppet. He’s like a medieval courtier – the power behind the throne. I like him, he’s always good for a pint down the bar. It’s funny, the grander someone is the more fun they usually are and less concerned with hierarchy.’

         ‘Grand?’

         ‘Yes, his brother is a duke.’

         ‘Grand in the extreme.’

         ‘I wonder what he was doing at the party. He’s in a different faction from Peter. They aren’t easy friends. They even had a slanging match in the lobby a couple of years ago. Peter is the de facto leader of a little fringe group of free-market nutters and Hampton is the leader of the gentlemen farmers.’ They arrived at the pub. ‘What can I get you?’

         ‘I’ll have a fruity cider.’ Callie sat down at a bench outside the pub. Her phone pinged.

         
            Harriet S-B added you to Cluck Cluck Cluck – it’s a hen! 

            [image: ]

            Harriet S-B added +44 …, +44 …, +44 … 21

            
                

            

            Harriet S-B 

            Let the wedmin commence!!! 

            
                

            

            You

            [image: ]

         

         Jim came out of the pub with their drinks and sat opposite Callie. He’d bought himself a regular pint. ‘Can I have a sip of yours?’

         ‘Is it too pink for you to buy yourself a whole pint?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘Go on then,’ Callie said, handing him her drink to try. She scrolled through Instagram and saw that she had a message request. It was Henry Chadwell. She ignored it and turned back to Jim.

         ‘How are you keeping?’ he asked, passing back her cider.

         ‘Me, I’m good.’

         ‘I bumped into he-who-shall-not-be-named last week in the bogs in Quaglino’s. He was very drunk.’

         ‘You mean Max.’

         ‘I do. That was rough, mate. He’s a knob.’

         ‘You know, I’m glad he broke up with me a month before the wedding rather than a month after it. Counting my blessings et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.’

         ‘He asked after you. I think he regrets it.’

         ‘Bully for him.’

         ‘That’s the spirit.’ 22
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            THE FOLLOWING FRIDAY
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            2

            Central London

         

         Caius was pacing up and down the lobby of a reputable and just-anarchic-enough-to-be-respectable fringe theatre off Leicester Square. It had the faintest smell of spilled beer and dripping sarcasm that stopped it from becoming too establishment, too dull. In one hand he precariously clutched two rather vinegary-smelling Pinot Grigios in small, flimsy plastic cups while he repeatedly checked the time on his new watch (he’d found it in a vintage store on a recent day trip to Brighton and was very smug about it) as if there were some chance that time wasn’t linear after all. That the rules of the universe might just bend for him this once. They did not, of course. The usher called for the last remaining audience members to take their seats. A woman with an impressively wide straw hat, and the sort of curves that Caius couldn’t help but notice, was also lingering in the theatre foyer. The usher kept eyeing the pair of them up.

         Caius walked over to the box office attendant who agreed to take his date’s ticket from him after Caius wrote down both of their names on the top of it. There was a tube strike on most of the lines and Caius’s date was stuck on the upper deck of a stationary bus on Euston Road. His phone buzzed. She said she’d hopefully get there for the interval at least. He handed his ticket to the usher at the door to the house who directed him to his seat. Everyone else in the row stood up and he apologised profusely as he squeezed past them to take one of the four empty seats at the other end. A man in a panama hat was sitting on the very end seat next to the wall. His head was 26bowed as he studied the programme. The theatre was small and already warm and sweaty-smelling despite the strike causing poor attendance. There were two seats between him and the man – who he thought must be getting quite hot wearing a hat indoors – and one between him and the studenty type on the other side. He put one of the cups of wine on the floor and took a sip from the other. It was warm. His phone buzzed.

         
            Laura – Tinder

            19.28

            Someone’s just been knocked off there bike by a van. Luckily UCLH is just their. Lots of panic though. I think I’m going to be stuck here for quite some time. Sorry! Let’s reschedule. I’m free next weekend x

         

         Caius put his phone in his pocket as the woman with the hat from the foyer sauntered along the aisle that ran down the middle of the theatre and stopped at his row. Everyone stood up again, and she squeezed past them, taking the seat between Caius and the older man reading the programme. She took her hat off, put it on her knees and checked her phone.

         ‘Let’s get this over with then, shall we?’ She looked him in the eye, so directly it felt as if she had hit him, and wryly smiled. Pursing her lips and rolling her eyes but not enough to extinguish their impishness. He looked bewildered; she liked that.

         ‘Get it over with?’ Caius asked, slightly shocked that first she was striking up a conversation with a stranger and second she could say that when she hadn’t even given the play a chance yet.

         ‘I’ve been forewarned that it’s terrible, but my friend is in it, and we have to turn out for our old pals, don’t we?’

         ‘Oh.’ Caius glanced quickly at the empty seat next to him 27that was supposed to be filled by Laura, a woman with a love of fell-walking and a profile picture in which she was surrounded by friends attractive enough to make a casual swiper pause, but not so attractive they’d be a distraction. He wondered whether Laura was stuck on the bus or if she had just thought that his idea for a date was rubbish. ‘How bad are we talking?’

         ‘I’m going to drink through it.’ She took a can of M&S pre-made margarita that she’d smuggled into the theatre out of her bag. She smiled at Caius. It made him feel weak. And almost immediately it felt like they were in an exclusive club of two, that they had known each other forever and were in on it, in on the joke that was their collective failures that had led them to be there in the front row. It was impossible for Caius not to like her.

         ‘I like your hat,’ Caius said, admiring the silk flowers sewn onto the burgundy band. He’d found the nerve to keep speaking to her from somewhere.

         ‘Thank you very much.’

         ‘You don’t see many people our age wearing proper hats that often. I think it’s a shame. Much more elegant than a baseball cap or a beanie.’

         ‘Well, one tries. I’m a milliner. If I don’t wear hats everywhere I go then the trade is doomed. I like to think I am a walking advert for the virtues of habitual hat-wearing. I have to prostitute my talents so I can keep paying my mortgage.’

         The lights in the house dimmed and one lucky cast member was backstage, primed and ready to go. They had already been subjected to the show’s gimmick: performing drunk. They were three tequila shots, a sambuca and two rum and Cokes down before the first line was even uttered.

         ‘I’m hoping for a discussion between high art and low habits,’ 28Caius said, trying to rescue his pride. He hadn’t realised that the show was generally poorly thought of.

         ‘How pithy of you, and how hopeful. I’m Callie, by the way.’

         ‘Caius. Nice to meet you.’

         The curtain came up to Wankered Wilde presents The Importance of Beering Earnest. The actor playing Algernon came on stage. He was tall and handsome and dashing in his Victorian costume. There was also a hint of that steely determination to plough through this shit that Caius had seen in many underpaid workers before.

         * * *

         Caius had survived the first half and drunk both piteous cups of lukewarm Pinot Grigio without trying to taste them. He settled back into his seat after popping to the gents and continued chatting to his charming new acquaintance.

         ‘I want to leave, and yet I feel compelled to stay and watch Lady Bracknell put away another pint of Guinness,’ said Callie.

         ‘I know. I’m mesmerised and I hate myself for that,’ Caius said. Callie offered him a chocolate button from the bag she’d just bought from an usher, and he took one. ‘Where’s your milliner’s then?’

         ‘Oh, I’ve got a little hovel off the unfashionable end of the King’s Road. Most of my work is for society weddings or Ascot, so it makes sense to be in that part of town. What do you do?’

         ‘I’m a police officer.’

         ‘Now I wouldn’t have guessed that. You’re wearing architect glasses.’

         ‘I can’t draw, I’m afraid.’ Caius was flattered. He’d agonised over these specs. 29

         ‘Oh, that is a shame, but it’s a skill. It can always be learned.’ Callie took out another tinny from her bag like she was a slightly alcoholic Mary Poppins. Caius couldn’t work out where they were all coming from. ‘Were you supposed to be on a date tonight?’

         ‘No, yes. Maybe. Just meeting a new friend. I’m not sure. We matched on Tinder, but she keeps saying how she wants to make new friends first and foremost and see where it goes from there.’

         ‘Cheers to whatever ambiguity you’re feeling,’ Callie said, raising her tinny.

         The lights came up and the house fell silent, but before Lady Bracknell could even get anywhere near the haaaandbaaaaagggbased denouement, the actor projectile vomited all over the man sitting next to Callie who was luckily just out of the main splash zone. The audience was aghast. The smell, horrendous. The man did not react.

         ‘I’ve got some tissues,’ Caius said, standing up and fiddling about in his pocket for a packet of Kleenex. They were for his hay fever. Still nothing from the man.

         Lady Bracknell started sobbing as the rest of the cast recoiled. ‘Three years at RADA for this, for this. I should be at the RSC. I gave everything in my audition. I should be playing Beatrice.’ A sympathetic Miss Prism trotted out of the wings and helped her off the stage, for she had trained at LAMDA and had always dreamed of playing Ophelia.

         ‘Are you all right?’ Caius asked the man. He moved closer as he looked at the man’s lifeless, ashen face. ‘OK, everyone. I need you to remain in your seats. DI Caius Beauchamp, Met Police.’ He flashed his warrant card and looked at the manager. ‘Call an ambulance.’ 30

         * * *

         ‘You smell nice,’ said Matt, Caius’s DS, who had just arrived at the theatre. ‘Especially considering the general smell of vomit in the air. New cologne?’

         ‘What?’ Caius asked.

         ‘Nothing.’ Matt looked Caius up and down. ‘Look at you in city shorts and loafers. You look smart but not too smart as your knobbly knees are out. What were you up to?’

         ‘What have we got, Barry?’ Caius said as he looked at Barry, his favourite forensic medical examiner. The three of them were standing over the body in the now empty theatre. An underpaid junior doctor from the audience had performed CPR for thirty minutes, before the man was pronounced dead by the underpaid paramedics.

         ‘So far so natural,’ Barry said, standing up. ‘Stroke I’d say. You’d probably have noticed if he was having a heart attack. The post-mortem will confirm it.’

         ‘Any idea who he was?’ Matt asked.

         Caius put on a pair of gloves and searched the man’s pockets for any identification. There was nothing but a hotel key for The Ephesian Hotel on the Strand, a wallet with cash but no driving licence or bank cards of any kind, and a one-way train ticket from St Ursula in Cornwall from two days previously. Barry held a clear plastic bag open for him and he placed the items in it for safekeeping and one of his technicians came with a body bag to remove the corpse.

         ‘I hate theatre people. I just hate them. Just no. They can all go in the bin.’ DC Amy Noakes came into the house from the lobby barely containing her frustration. She’d been busy corralling the annoyed audience members in the foyer. ‘One woman keeps on complaining about not being allowed to come back in to see the end of the play. A man died and was vomited 31on mid-performance, and she doesn’t care. And then one man had the cheek to ask whether this was part of the performance, muttering something about “immersive theatre”. What do you want me to do with them?’

         ‘Well, it sounds like you want to obliterate them all from the face of the earth,’ Caius said.

         ‘Is that an option?’ Amy took a deep breath to calm down, like she’d learned from her meditation app, but then the smell hit the back of her throat and she abruptly remembered where she was. This was not her happy place. ‘The box office manager said the guy bought his ticket at the door and paid cash. Do we need to start taking statements, Caius?’ she asked.

         ‘No, I think we’re good. Just get uniform to take everyone including the staff’s contact details just in case, but there’s nothing suspicious here,’ he said, taking his gloves off.

         ‘Already done it,’ she said, turning and leaving to check that uniform’s note-taking was in order.

         ‘You’re just that good, Amy. Let them all go then,’ Caius said, looking at his watch. ‘Matt, do you want to come to the hotel with me?’

         ‘Look, mate, I like you but not like that,’ Matt said.

         ‘So that we can identify John Doe here,’ Caius said, rolling his eyes.

         ‘But tonight’s your evening off,’ Matt said.

         ‘I don’t have a life, we’re short-staffed and you’re doing overtime tonight anyway. We should try and find his next of kin as quickly as possible.’ Caius glanced back around him at the scene and thought again about Callie and hoped that her hat had been spared the torrent of Guinness, sambuca, tequila, gin and shame. 32

         * * *

         The Ephesian Hotel was a grand Victorian establishment that had willingly succumbed to bright but inoffensive contemporary art devoid of any greater meaning on the walls and a ‘riotous and challenging’ afternoon tea menu to drag in adventurous day-trippers from beyond the M25. Matt made a mental note to come back and try it – he’d bring his mother for her birthday. His interest had been piqued by a chilli and satay-flavoured macaron.

         After speaking to the manager, they had been shown up to the dead man’s room. They said he’d booked as M. Hartley, but Caius wanted to be sure that it wasn’t a false name. Caius, as respectful as he could be, started by going through the man’s drawers. He was a Marks & Spencer man. Solid colours. Navy. Grey. Clothes no one would notice. Matt checked the wardrobe – all it contained was a grey suit, a striped red-and-navy tie and two white shirts. They both checked any pockets they found and still they did not know the man’s name. There was a toothbrush and a can of deodorant – Boots’ own brand – in the bathroom.

         ‘This guy is so normal,’ Caius said, wondering if it was possible to really be this ordinary. ‘He had to have money to book himself in here rather than a Holiday Inn.’

         Matt turned away from the wardrobe and towards Caius. ‘So, the theatre, eh? You’re not usually one for such things.’

         ‘I thought I’d expand my cultural horizons.’

         ‘Fair enough.’ Matt then looked in the fridge just in case the man had left any medication with his name on in there but found nothing.

         ‘It was pretty bad. I guess. I didn’t know anything beyond the Wikipedia entry about the original play, so I don’t have much to compare it to. The drunk actor kept purposefully trying to sabotage the others. It would’ve been funnier if they’d tried hard to get it right. It all kept aggressively going wrong.’ 33

         ‘Who were you going with?’

         ‘Just a friend.’ Caius straightened himself up. ‘Sort of.’

         ‘Do you think he might have used the room’s safe?’ Matt asked as he opened the wardrobe again, but the safe was unlocked and empty. He knew when to leave well alone. Caius, for a man as tightly wound as he was, was usually very open about the state of his love life. It had been obvious to Matt and Amy since Monday that something had gone wrong in Caius’s personal life after he ate a carrot cake meant for six for lunch. He did use a fork rather than eat with his hands though. It was well mannered as well as sad to watch.

         ‘Very few people don’t have mobile phones any more. And who doesn’t carry at least one bank card?’ Caius tilted one side of the mattress before doing the same again on the other side to no avail. Then he pulled the bed’s headboard away from the wall. ‘His clothes are really, really boring. They’re clothes to blend into the background in. You wouldn’t pick them out of a line-up. Who is this guy?’

         ‘The type of guy to hide an old-school Nokia in a shoe,’ Matt said, brandishing his find.

         ‘Does it have Snake?’ Caius took the phone from Matt, turned it on and tried the last number John Doe had called. ‘It’s a landline and it just keeps ringing through. He last rang it two months ago. Who is this guy?’

         ‘What if he’s a private investigator? It could be a burner for a particular client.’

         ‘But what is he investigating?’ Caius moved the bedside table away from the wall and he heard a ‘thwup’ as a folder full of newspaper cuttings hit the floor.

         * * *

         34Matt took out two cans of Coke from his desk drawer in the incident room and handed one to Caius who was eating strawberry laces and glancing over the papers they’d found in John Doe’s room. It was getting late and they needed the sugar.

         ‘What have we got then?’ Matt asked.

         ‘They’re press cuttings about a disappearance from a girls’ boarding school in Cornwall on Halloween 2004,’ Caius said, turning to his computer screen. His phone buzzed, but it was just a push notification from the Guardian: ‘Change to Aristocratic Primogeniture Passes House of Lords’.

         Matt picked up one of the articles and then sat down at his computer. ‘I’ve got the record here – no body was ever found, and no one ever charged. Initially they assumed that the girl, Eliza Chapel, had run away: there were reports of terrible bullying in the school and a few girls had left already because of it. Plus, there was a rumour about some boyfriend who lived locally, but that all proved to be unfounded. Her parents live in Jersey.’

         ‘They’re the obvious people to hire a private investigator.’ Caius took a sip of his Coke. He reached into his drawer and took out a couple of biscotti that he’d been saving. It was the only biscuit he could keep safe from Matt, who wouldn’t eat it for the sake of his teeth. Caius picked up a sheet of paper from the desk. Ever-efficient Amy had asked the box office to print out a list of the tickets sold with email addresses by seat for that performance. John Doe had paid in cash, so that didn’t confirm if he was M. Hartley. ‘The only potentially solid thing we know about him is that he went to St Ursula in Cornwall recently. Probably as part of his investigation.’

         Matt got St Ursula up on Google Maps and looked at people’s tagged pictures of the harbour and the squat stone-built town. ‘It’s beautiful.’ 35

         Caius googled it. ‘It’s also got a high number of retirees. I’m not sure why. The town is built into a hillside, and it looks pretty steep. There’s also a lot of second homes. Matt, get onto the local constabulary, mention the booking under M. Hartley and find out if they’ve had reports of any missing men over the age of sixty.’

         Caius’s phone buzzed.

         
            Amy – Personal 

            23.08 

            Forgot to say that the woman with the hat who you were sat next to, passed me her business card to give to you … And I quote, ‘in case he wants to question me about anything’. Then she said that she also drank fruity booze that didn’t come out of cans. I think even by the rules of heterosexual dating that you’re in there 

            (Picture) 

            
                

            

            You 

            23.08

            Thanks mate

            
                

            

            Amy – Personal 

            23.10

            [image: ]

         

         * * *

         Amy was curled up on her sofa with her girlfriend Fi who was trying to convince her that they should rescue a fur baby. She was fighting the impulse to ask Caius what he’d do with the 36phone number. Amy had seen how disheartened he’d looked over the last week. She knew that Caius and Héloise had sort of got back together in the summer, but that it wasn’t a solid thing, and she was still coming and going between Paris and London. She also knew that Héloise wasn’t right for him. As noble as Caius’s personal and cultural aspirations were, he also needed someone who’d tell him he was being an arse and to eat some chips every now and then. She toyed with sending Caius another message but then bottled it. She messaged Matt instead. They’d had many theories over the last week about what was going on.

         
            Matt C 

            23.13

            Oh this is a new development!!!

            I’ll get to the bottom of it

            Enjoy your day off

            
                

            

            You 

            23.13

            I can’t watch him eat another whole cake like that
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            SATURDAY

         

         38

      

   


   
      
         
39
            3

            The Police Station

         

         Caius had purchased a cafetière for two for his desk in the incident room a few weeks ago. The station only provided ‘coffee’ from one of those old-fashioned machines that dispensed scalding-hot, weak and yet simultaneously over-brewed brown slop, so he’d had to take things into his own hands. He locked it in the drawer when he wasn’t at his desk. Some of his less civilised colleagues were wolves when it came to quality caffeine, amongst other bad habits. He was waiting for the kettle to boil in the break room and trying to stretch his glutes in a way that wouldn’t raise the eyebrows of a casual passer-by who didn’t know that he’d taken up running a couple of months ago as a means of gaining some control over his life. The kettle boiled. Caius filled the cafetière and took it back to his desk. It was a shame they didn’t have a hob in the break room. Then he could crack out his Bialetti Moka pot. Caius looked down at his mug and asked himself when he had become such a wanker. Then he wondered what he could do about it. It was too late now. He liked the coffee.

         ‘Which brew is it?’ Matt asked.

         ‘Just the Italian one again from that deli in Soho.’

         ‘What do you mean “just”? Bellissima,’ Matt said as Caius poured him a cup. His desk phone rang and he answered it.

         Caius had already checked for missing people resembling their John Doe. There were more Alzheimer’s sufferers who had wandered off in their pyjamas from their nursing homes than he cared to think about for too long. Besides, John Doe was wearing a panama hat, not flannels. Then he had spread John 40Doe’s files across an empty desk again. He picked up an article about Eliza’s mystery boyfriend and then another where her parents complained about police incompetence during the initial investigation – they didn’t think the girls in her year had been questioned thoroughly enough. Then he picked up an article on the death of Mrs Iona Chadwell, who had been headmistress of the school when Eliza was there and had been found to have been negligent by a civil court. There had been a copy of the fourth-form girls’ class photo from the year Eliza went missing in the folder too. It had a cream-coloured card frame with the St Ursula’s School for Young Ladies crest embossed on the top and the names of the girls written underneath. There was Eliza on the end: a freckled, slight girl. Caius read the names. One of the other girls looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he’d seen her.

         Matt hung up the phone. ‘That was a DI down in St Ursula. She said it sounds like he may be a rather infamous local.’

         ‘What’s his name?’ Caius asked.

         ‘Unsurprisingly it’s Martin Hartley. He’s a retired optician turned amateur sleuth, apparently. He’s approached the local police in St Ursula multiple times about various theories to do with the Eliza Chapel case. She thought Martin had an overactive imagination and had told him several times to join an art class at the community centre. Apparently, he had an associate, but she died two months ago.’

         ‘Was it a natural death?’

         ‘She had a bad fall and declined rapidly.’

         Caius looked up Martin Hartley on the DVLA database. That was him all right. ‘See if St Ursula know who his next of kin is, and I’ll speak to Barry and see where we are in the body backlog.’ 41

         * * *

         ‘You forgot to make lunch!’ Matt said, aghast. This was bad. Caius never forgot his lunch. His latest great joy was telling Matt about the history of a particular pasta shape. Matt thought about the sad ham and tomato sandwich in his desk drawer. ‘That Vietnamese place has finally opened on the high street. We could go get bánh mì. You love bánh mì. You said it was a god-tier sandwich.’

         ‘Will they give me extra chilli and pickled carrot if I ask?’ Caius said.

         ‘I’m sure they will, buddy.’

         * * *

         Matt and Caius were sat in the park near the station eating their sandwiches. Caius had of course been given extra chilli and pickled carrots by the owner who had taken pity on him and his crestfallen appearance.

         ‘So?’ Matt took a bite from his sandwich. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or is Amy going to text the woman from the theatre for you?’

         ‘Would she do that for me?’ Caius asked. He half meant it.

         ‘Of course not. She has principles.’

         ‘Héloise cheated on me, again. Different guy this time though. Mixing it up.’

         ‘Ah, mate.’ This had been Matt’s leading theory.

         ‘She’s gone back to Paris again. For good.’ Caius put his sandwich down on the bench but had to pick it up again as a flock of pigeons eyed it up and began inching closer and closer. 42

         ‘I’m sorry. I was rooting for you guys.’ Matt tore off a chunk of bread and chucked it along the path; the flock of pigeons cooed after it and left them momentarily in peace.

         ‘It’s for the best.’ Caius laughed to himself, or rather at himself. ‘I caught her last week on my day off. I was having such a good day too. I’d finally run all the way to the top of Parliament Hill in the morning. I was pottering about.’

         ‘You love a potter.’

         ‘I do! I stopped off at the farmer’s market and bought a kabocha pumpkin to make a risotto with. I picked up a copy of Ivanhoe with a derpy dragon and moon-faced maidens on the front from the local bookshop.’

         ‘Derpy dragons?’ Matt had no idea what he was talking about.

         ‘Yeah, derpy ones that people create medieval meme accounts about.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Then I went to one of those wanky barbers that pretends it’s from the good ol’ days when people routinely died from diphtheria and bought some beard shampoo and a tiny bottle of oil. I won’t let those white guys cut my hair, but I’ll absolutely buy mineral-enriched grooming products from them. It was a bloody good day. Well, until …’

         ‘Until …’ Matt patted him on the shoulder. ‘Your beard looks great by the way.’

         ‘I know, right.’

         ‘What exactly happened with Héloise then?’ Matt asked. As delightful as the rest of Caius’s Saturday had sounded, he needed to get to the point.

         ‘I came home, went to the sink and saw two glasses. One had lipstick on the rim and the other had the lip prints of the man I could hear fucking her in my bedroom.’ 43

         ‘Christ on a bike.’ Matt grimaced.

         ‘I went in and said: “Excuse me, mate, could you just get out of my girlfriend long enough for me to break up with her?”’

         ‘Wow.’ Matt put his sandwich down in shock.

         ‘I thought this time maybe it would be different, but nope. I think I wanted it – us – I wanted us to work so much that I was willing to ignore all evidence to the fact that we were a terrible couple. If I’m truly being honest with myself, and when am I really, I chucked myself into it because I couldn’t pursue … It wasn’t right.’

         ‘Meeting the right person at the wrong time still makes them the wrong person.’

         ‘“Only connect”, right.’ Caius pulled out a string of pickled carrot and ate it. The crisp vinegar hit his tongue. Caius watched a pigeon-chasing toddler fall over and get comforted by their dungaree-clad mother. ‘I was supposed to be on a date at the theatre. A woman I matched with on Tinder. She got stuck on a bus so didn’t make it.’

         ‘Are you going to try and see her again?’

         ‘No. I don’t think I will. She seemed nice enough, but I just wanted to get back on the horse more than anything. I don’t think I should rush into a new relationship. That being said, I don’t want to go home to an empty flat any more.’

         ‘You’re not a cat person either.’

         ‘Nope. They make me sneeze.’ Caius took a swig of the Coke Zero he’d bought with his bánh mì. ‘How are things with you? Sorry, I’ve been a bit blinkered lately.’

         Matt paused for a moment as he recalled the previous evening. ‘Freja just announced she wants to have a baby in the next two years.’

         ‘Do you want to have a baby?’ 44

         ‘I don’t know. The world’s an awful place. Do I want to make another person suffer through it?’ Caius looked at Matt and Matt looked at Caius. They both knew what Matt’s answer was. ‘Let’s pop to Sainsbury’s before we go back. I’ll browse the premium biscuits while you buy fruit that you make me and Amy eat because you’re worried we’ll develop scurvy. You love haranguing me about potential vitamin deficiencies,’ Matt said.

         ‘Matt, I harangue because I care.’
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            4

            The Police Station

         

         The Chief Superintendent appeared in the incident room. Caius had strong feelings about the Chief Superintendent, or ‘call me Keith’, as he had said to Caius multiple times in the pub the other week for the retirement do of one of the desk sergeants. Matt had convinced him to show his face. ‘Call me Keith’ had practically cornered Caius for a good hour – he’d clearly decided to get pally with him. Caius didn’t play golf. It had been a tough old time.
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