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vi
            Characters

         

         DI Caius Beauchamp and family

         An Irish-Jamaican detective in the Met, CAIUS is a foodie with a mortal fear of scurvy. He lives in a family-owned flat in North London with his girlfriend Callie where he loves nothing better than curling up with a good book. Feeling duty-bound, Caius joined the Met after the unsolved disappearance of his sister Lydia and is surprised he’s still there. He is the son of pragmatic Jamaican-British builder MARCUS BEAUCHAMP and BRIDGET BEAUCHAMP who is from an Irish family but raised in London. Last year, some complicated inheritance tetris meant that Caius’s grandfather, the Jamaican son of a second son, inherited a baronetcy from the single worst man Caius had ever come across: Sir Rupert Beauchamp, or rather RUPERT HAMPTON (see below). Caius is working through his feelings over his family’s change in fortune.

         Calliope (Callie) Foster

         CALLIE, a semi-posh English rose with a whimsical streak, is a milliner by trade. She recently discovered that she is the illegitimate daughter of her frenemy Harriet’s father, the disgraced MP and fast-fashion tycoon Peter Simpson. Unsurprisingly, this caused issues both for Callie’s friendship with Harriet, and for Peter’s marriage to Harriet’s mother Jane. Both have ended acrimoniously. Callie met Caius on the front row of a fringe theatre when an actor threw up on an audience member, who was then discovered to be already deceased. Callie once went on a deeply viimisguided date with RUPERT HAMPTON (see below), but thankfully lived to tell the tale and is now blissfully happy with Caius.

         DS Matthew Cheung

         MATT is a thoughtful detective and Caius’s wingman. He broke up with his girlfriend last August. They are genuine friends and seek out niche craft ales together.

         DC Amy Noakes

         AMY is a quick-witted and intuitive detective constable, with a talent for rugby tackling creeps. She lives with her girlfriend Fi and their furbabies.

         Rupert Hampton (previously Sir Rupert Beauchamp)

         RUPERT never had a chance. Packed off to boarding school at seven he sustained the expected emotional damage, not that that is an excuse for being a terrible human being. He and Caius first crossed paths when Caius suspected him of murdering his girlfriend Clemmie, whose body Caius found while out jogging one morning. Despite being innocent, Caius has harboured a hatred of him ever since. It has been lately revealed that Rupert is in fact the son of the RT HON. LORD ARTHUR HAMPTON.

         The Rt Hon. Lord Arthur Hampton Member of Parliament for South Rutland

         A Tory Cabinet member who keeps an exceedingly low profile, despite his role as political kingmaker. He is the younger brother and heir to the childless 17th Duke of Shropshire who is suffering from colon cancer. He is married to GIDEON STARK-HOWE, known as JEREMY, a charming chartered surveyor who is viiigenerally thought to be the more decent of the pair, and much better company. After Hampton’s involvement in Caius’s most recent case, he has arranged for Caius, Matt and Amy to form a new special unit, which will investigate special crimes he sends their way. In return, Caius can pick a cold case that he wants to solve; any cold case.
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         A Train Carriage

         The train billowed steam as it pulled out of Victoria station chuff-chuff-chuffing like a wheezing, ancient and over-pampered lapdog as it went, although by the time it neared Chelsea Bridge it had started to gain a more respectable speed. The train carriage was art deco. The seats, upholstered in a green and mustard chevron-patterned velvet, were like grand armchairs, softly swelling and curling around the passengers who sat in them. A world away from the threadbare moquette and suspiciously sticky plastic horrors of modern public transport. The carpet was a swirling sea of deep emerald – as the train rocked and picked up more speed, the floor looked like seaweed swaying with the tide – and the brocade curtains were an even more bottomless shade of verdancy than the floor. The walls were clad in walnut marquetry – mostly geometric shapes – but above the fine head of a lovely woman, who had been staring out of the window wondering if she’d worn the right pair of shoes, was an intricate scene of an ancient castle perched on a cliff edge.

         Calliope Foster, or Callie as she was known to her friends, peered down at her brown leather boots. They were positively Victorian. Tightly laced – constricting almost. The balls of her feet were itching with mild pain and threatening to swell. She wondered if she could take them off discreetly. Their table was covered in a crisp white cloth, so no one would see. No one would be scandalised at the hole on the heel in her left sock that needed darning – it was her last clean pair. If only they hadn’t had to run up that escalator. She hadn’t planned on 6doing a hundred-metre dash out of the tube in a pair of boots with four-inch heels that pinched at the best of times. A white-jacketed steward silently appeared at her lover – or rather ‘boyfriend’ in the less romantic colloquial – Caius’s elbow, his presence greeted with politely silent and crease-eye smiles from both passengers, who then duly ignored him as he began laying out all the necessary accoutrements in front of them before pouring them each a cup of English breakfast tea.

         Callie looked about the carriage at the three sets of other guests seated at their own tables. At the other end was a middle-aged couple: she was wearing a blue-and-white floral dress – acceptable but very provincial, rather golf-clubby – and he his best tweed jacket. It looked new and, therefore, wrong. A thirtieth-anniversary trip, paid for by the children, was Callie’s guess. Next to them was a party Callie could only describe as chronically nostalgic – and that was saying something for a woman in a broad-brimmed felt hat and Victorian-style boots. The group was composed of two young women and a young man. One woman wore a mangy fox-fur stole and the other had victory rolls so crisp that Callie could almost smell the hairspray from the other end of the carriage. The young man wore heavy woollen pleated trousers held up by a pair of bright red braces. He had been wearing a mass-provided but convincing Fair Isle tank top, but the carriage had proven to be too warm for his faux-antiquated constitution and he had removed it. Callie could see that his shirt had a detachable collar, such was his dedication. He’d rolled his sleeves up and was silently filming the two women from across the table as they pulled poses while they drank their tea. She could understand this wholesale aping of the past, to an extent. No one really dressed up any more. Nothing felt special in ill-fitting, unlined polyester, but this felt like a cross between a costume and 7something psychologically diagnosable. She wondered if they were the sort to forgo the convenience of a modern refrigerator for the sake of their aesthetics. The girl with the fox fur looked up at her and Callie gave her a quick tactfully dismissive smile before looking away. Beside Callie and Caius’s table was an elderly lady and her granddaughter. They sat in companionable silence. They both looked suitably remote, with a comfortable, detached ease. They were used to this sort of thing; totally unfazed by it all. Callie saw the granddaughter look up at her grandmother and give her a small smile. The grandmother returned it with a gentle pat on the girl’s hand. Callie strained to listen.

         ‘You’ll find someone,’ the grandmother said.

         ‘Perhaps.’ She laughed despite a flash of sadness behind her eyes. The granddaughter had been checking her phone a lot, but Callie saw her turn it off theatrically and put it away with a proud flourish. She took some knitting out of her bag and resumed working on what seemed to Callie to be a baby hat. Now that she was really looking, Callie could see that the grand-mother was quite grand, in a respectably understated way. She had that sort of smartness, and yet was somehow also a little dishevelled, which usually suggested family money.

         Caius and Callie both took a sip of their tea – a house blend created for that specific train. Callie turned to him and said, ‘What are you thinking about?’

         ‘Nostalgia,’ Caius replied, knowingly glancing over his shoulder at the three poseurs who had finally stopped filming and were instead busy inspecting the tableware. The girl in fox fur was peering at the underside of her saucer and could be heard by the whole carriage exclaiming: ‘Oh, it is Worcester! You have such a good eye for china patterns. Do you think I should start collecting it?’ 8

         Callie squeezed Caius’s hand. ‘You look very handsome today. I don’t think I’ve told you yet.’

         ‘Handsome?’ he asked, fishing for an even greater compliment.

         ‘Yes, handsome. You know, dashing, debonaire and so on.’ She had been the one to buy his rich olive-green merino jumper, but she couldn’t take responsibility for the way he held himself in it.

         ‘Do you mean fuckable?’ Caius asked, quietly enough to uphold the sense of decorum that the carriage demanded.

         ‘If you insist.’ A flicker of amusement crossed her mouth and she smiled into her teacup. Their relationship was still new enough for this sort of nonsense to be commonplace.

         ‘I’d say that you looked handsome too, in both senses of course, but is that a word that can be applied to a woman?’

         ‘I’d rather be handsome than beautiful. You can’t turn on the TV without being told by a deodorant company that you’re Venus incarnate – but how many women would you call truly handsome?’ Callie thought that beauty was fleeting but handsomeness was more about bearing, taste and sense of self. Exactly the type of confidence that Callie could never be accused of lacking.

         ‘Do you want me to take a picture of you?’ Caius asked. He wanted to remember how she looked in that dress until he stopped breathing, but he also thought she might want one for obligation’s sake.

         ‘Oh God.’ Callie sighed. ‘Yeah, probably. I bloody hate social media, but I guess this trip is “on brand”. It annoys me so much that I have to do this rubbish.’

         ‘Well, to send to um …’

         ‘My “father”? Hmm …’

         ‘Yes. You know, to show him that you had a nice time. This lovely outing was a present, after all.’ 9

         ‘Oh, I’ll just send a thank you card in the post.’ Callie was using correspondence etiquette to keep ‘father’ at bay. ‘But I should put one on my stories I guess.’

         ‘You don’t have to share it publicly.’ Caius was deeply cynical of social media. Privacy felt paramount these days. He had been mentioned in an article in Tatler a couple of months ago which charted his family’s change in fortunes and had yet to live it down at the station. It wasn’t every day that a lower-middle-class mixed-race bloke from Archway finds out he can trace his ancestry back to the Norman Conquest and will one day have to manage a significant country estate with everyone bowing and scraping and calling him Sir Caius. Someone had cut a copy out and sellotaped it to his computer screen. People who were all right with him before looked at him differently now. A sharp elbow to the ribs every time he went to the pub for a birthday or leaving drinks, a joke that he should be buying the whole station a round, everyone doffing imaginary caps at him in the corridor, being referred to as ‘little DI Fauntleroy’. Matt and Amy, his team and to Caius’s mind the only two decent officers in the building, had had the good sense to rip the piss out of him for half an hour and then never mention it again. Caius took the picture anyway. It would be the new screensaver on his phone.

         
            * * *

         

         A decadent brunch of eggs Benedict, buttery pastries and delicate bowls of passionfruit parfait, with a couple of sweet and yet bracingly strong Bellinis on the side had been served as the countryside passed by in a bucolic blur. At 2 p.m., the train finally pulled into Bath Spa station. It had been raining, and the gentle smell of petrichor lingered pleasingly on the platform, 10but not quite strong enough to disguise the overbearing aroma of Cornish pasty wafting from a nearby concession stand. Callie and Caius disembarked after the grandmother and grand-daughter. The granddaughter was carrying the old lady’s stick as one of the train’s porters helped her down. Callie took in her surroundings with a confidence that had been bred into girls like her. She knew people were looking at her, and they could stare if they wanted to. She knew she cut a figure. It was her literal business as a milliner to be dressed so, to advocate for the trade. Her boots and broad-brimmed hat complemented her rich burgundy dress with its almost medieval sleeves. There was a nip in the air; Callie pulled her quilted jacket with its conflicting pattern of cream and black coils around her. Caius, in his cosy merino jumper and Belstaff coat that Callie had nearly had to fight a woman for at a sample sale, became highly aware of the curious looks from other travellers huddled up in black puffer jackets and navy-blue cagoules as they waited for their less flamboyant trains, and was embarrassed by their attention.

         Callie decided that her boots fit her fine actually; the swelling had gone down with the three-hour journey so the pair gently meandered through the centre of Bath, taking in the creamy gentility of the town’s patched-up Georgian architecture, to the fashion museum in the old Assembly Rooms. Callie took pictures of a piece of lacework she found intriguing, then they walked around the Assembly Rooms holding hands and staring at the ceilings. Callie commented as they went that this was where a bit of Northanger Abbey happened. Surprisingly, considering how a whimsical strain of romantic optimism permeated her being, Callie had never read any Austen before last month. She’d only ever watched adaptations. Caius had bought her the collected works, in beautiful clothbound editions for Christmas, 11and they now sat in pride of place on the bookshelf in their living room. Caius had formally asked her to move in on Valentine’s Day after successfully baking a blue cheese soufflé. He was almost happier about the soufflé, but not really. He kept telling her that though. They had cohabited blissfully for over six weeks now and, bar a couple of moments around cleaning – they hired a woman in the end – March was thus far enchanted.

         As they left the Assembly Rooms, Caius spotted, and was nosy enough to listen to, the granddaughter from their carriage pacing outside the entrance on a phone call. The old woman hobbled out of the building calling her name and she turned quickly, hurrying towards the entrance. The granddaughter steadied her by the elbow and gently led her over to a nearby bench. The heavens opened.

         Caius checked the time on his watch after opening his umbrella. ‘If we’re quick about it we could go see the Pump Rooms before we have to board the train.’

         ‘Lovely. Let’s do that,’ Callie said, taking his hand and looking up at him adoringly.

         Callie leaned into him and further under the umbrella. They looked cinematic as they kissed in the pouring rain, until Callie pulled away and sneezed. ‘I think I’ve got a cold coming on.’

         
            * * *

         

         Only the wife returned from the golf-clubby couple in the corner. Their steward had been visibly confused. Callie saw him talking hurriedly to the wife, but the wife seemed to reassure him that everything was fine. Callie assumed that they’d had a fight, and he was staying to cool off in Bath. Deliciously dramatic. It was Caius who had first noticed the man’s absence: 12Callie had been too distracted by the vintage trio again. She couldn’t place their energy. They were in quite lively spirits after a shopping spree – they’d handed the poor stewards a vast number of bags from Bath’s many vintage shops when they reboarded the train – and were now filming themselves eating their starters. From where she was sitting Callie had seen the man playing footsie with both girls. She wasn’t judging them, but she wanted to know what their relationship was. A throuple, maybe? Then she felt bad for trying to define strangers like that. It wasn’t her business, after all.

         Caius had popped to the loo between the pork and braised leek terrine and the Dover sole à la Meunière, leaving Callie alone at their table. The old lady was also alone. Her granddaughter had disappeared about five minutes before, looking agitated. Callie could feel her looking at her. Never one to ignore such things, Callie turned and amiably smiled to her.

         ‘Good evening,’ Callie said.

         ‘Good evening,’ the old lady said, looking her up and down. ‘What a delightful hat.’

         ‘Thank you—’ Callie began, before being interrupted.

         ‘My eldest granddaughter likes to dress up, a little too much if anything. My Rosie is more restrained, but she’d look lovely in a hat like that.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         ‘Who is it by? I doubt it’s from a department store, it fits you too well.’

         ‘I made it.’ Callie saw the old lady’s eyes light up and she instantly regretted telling her. ‘I’m a milliner actually.’

         ‘May I have your card? I may go to Ascot this year if my friend Daphne is up to it. She hasn’t been well recently but it’s important to have something to look forward to.’ 13

         ‘Of course,’ Callie said, fishing out her card case – a sweet little leather wallet that Caius had also bought her for Christmas – from her handbag and handing one to the lady. She didn’t really need the business, if anything she wanted to be less successful and more selective of her clients, but she didn’t want to be rude.

         ‘Oh, I thought I recognised you,’ the old lady said, reading the card. ‘I read about your father in the papers, and then about your boyfriend’s family. I thought he looked familiar earlier, but I couldn’t place him. I take it your father’s stepped down.’

         ‘Yes. Enjoy your evening …’ Callie gave a weak smile and became intensely interested in her glass of wine as Caius returned to the table and they all resumed courteously ignoring each other’s party – and yet failing to. The steward returned with their next course and the train chuff-chuffed back to London.

         ‘I keep dreaming that someone’s broken into the house,’ the grandmother said to her granddaughter as she sat back down at their table. ‘You won’t be out too late will you tomorrow? One worries.’

         ‘Don’t worry,’ said the granddaughter, putting her phone back in her handbag. ‘I shan’t be back that late.’ 14
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         Marigold House, Barnes

         Rosie woke up with a start. She was alone, naked and sticky. She found her phone: it was gone 3 a.m. Rosie read her messages, and struggled to remember the day that had led to this. The Boat Race was over. Oxford won. An appalling quantity of chilled rosé had been consumed. Rosie had nearly passed out in the pub loos. It had had bright pink wallpaper – a kitschy and repetitive landscape with a lady in a bonnet, a coy deer at her elbow, all under an apple tree like an old china pattern. Something proper and traditional to look at when having a not-so-tactical vomit. The deer looked like it was going to leap away in disgust as Rosie had slowly got up from her position clutching the toilet bowl. Her friend Lucia had called an Uber and Tristan, an acquaintance who had long hoped to be more than that, had seen her home safely.

         She must have fallen asleep. She pulled her pyjamas out from under her pillow and put them on. Rosie felt like something had died in her mouth. Something had died in her soul too but she was going to pretend for now that that hadn’t happened. She desperately needed a glass of water. Rosie crept down the staircase barefoot – finding her slippers was too much effort – and into the large entrance hall. It was cold and the air smelled damp. It had been raining out. She could hear the pitter-patter of yet more rain through the open front door. Shit. Rosie quietly closed the door so she wouldn’t wake her grandmother, took a quick look around the entrance hall. There were no missing paintings or vases. She went to the kitchen and took out a glass from a cupboard, not bothering to turn on 18the light as she went. Rosie turned to go towards the sink but stopped abruptly. She’d stood on something sharp.

         ‘Fuck,’ she shouted, the shock of pain forcing her to hop as she moved over to one of the chairs around the kitchen table in the dark – treading her other foot in something sticky as she went. Rosie held up her injured foot, followed the soreness to its cause and pushed the offending shard of glass out between her thumb and forefinger and put it on the kitchen table. Rosie, even in her quarter-cut state, realised she should turn the light on to avoid further injury – although how a load of broken glass had ended up on the floor she had no idea. Had she already been in here when she came home? Had she dropped a glass and then gone to bed without dealing with it? That wasn’t like her but then again everything after the third bottle of wine appearing on the table was an uncharacteristic blur. Her grandmother would definitely not have broken something and left it. Even at her age she’d have got a broom out. Rosie put her foot down on the floor. Well, she meant to. She looked down and instead of the black and white tiles she was expecting, she saw thick crimson blood beginning to congeal into a blackened sludge under the body she’d inadvertently stepped on.
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         Frithsden Old Hall, Hertfordshire

         Caius drove his battered Volvo, affectionately known as Sven, through the winding country lane. He pulled onto a grass verge – Callie’s passenger side window pressed into a hawthorn that had yet to bloom – so a dusty old blue Range Rover could squeeze past. Caius carried on up the lane and turned right through a pair of monumental wrought-iron gates, past a little red-brick gatehouse with a dormant rose growing around the front door that the gardener and his wife lived in and down a long gravel path before pulling up in front of Frithsden Old Hall, his family’s new house. Well, their old manor. This was not a three-bed terrace with a loft conversion. It was a Jacobean manor with priest holes and a bloody history. The sight of it gave Caius a fight-or-flight impulse that refused to be quelled by familiarity; by family.

         Nearly every Sunday was like this now. Callie said she didn’t mind it. In fact, every time they came to visit, she proclaimed loudly at how much cleaner the air felt and delighted in roaming the gardens, taking in tremendous gulps of particulate-free air. Caius opened the door for Callie. She climbed out, passing him a carrot cake that she’d baked yesterday once her train ride-induced hangover had subsided. She’d had red wine with dinner. It didn’t suit her temperament any more.

         ‘This is still so bizarre.’ He gave her back the cake tin.

         Callie squeezed his arm. ‘There are worse things to inherit than however many acres and a house with a library. You could have had a congenital heart defect.’ 20

         ‘When you put it like that.’ A doe was grazing in the nearby parkland. ‘But I liked how things were. I like my little flat. I like my little life. With you.’

         ‘You say that as if I’m going somewhere.’ Callie turned and looked at the grounds, there was a ha-ha out there somewhere, and was amused by the idea of it. ‘You never know, you might like what’s to come.’

         Caius nodded. His grandfather’s inheritance had stranded him in uncharted territory, but at least he had Callie and while she didn’t have a map, this whole world wasn’t totally unknown to her. He knew there were dragons though. Lurking just out of sight.

         ‘Shall we?’ she asked, looking up at him as she cradled the cake tin.

         ‘Yeah,’ Caius said, kissing her on the forehead before heading into the house. ‘My parents are going to love you.’

         ‘I know.’ Callie stopped in front of a seascape. She hadn’t given much thought to before. ‘Is that the one? The Turner?’ she asked, taking in the confected light as it hit the surface of the sea. She could almost smell the Margate brine.

         ‘It is.’

         ‘Wow.’

         ‘Yeah.’ Caius felt funny about the painting. It was beautiful, but still. There was a running debate about what to do with the painting amongst the ‘new’ Beauchamps. Turner himself had wanted his work to belong to the nation when he died and Caius thought they should gift it to the Tate, but his father wanted to keep such a valuable asset. His grandfather, who had inherited the painting and so was the only one who could do anything about it, wavered between both. The fate of a daubed canvas didn’t seem too important to him at this stage of his life. 21

         ‘I’ll take this through to the kitchen,’ Callie said, weaving her way into the working bowels of the house. Caius started to follow her until he heard a familiar voice behind him.

         ‘Caius, is that you?’ his mother asked, appearing from another door.

         ‘Hi, Mum,’ Caius said, hugging her. His parents had taken the Eurotunnel home the day before after signing the paper-work finalising the sale of their house in France. The responsibilities of Frithsden Old Hall being too much for his grandfather, Caius’s father Marcus had little real choice in the matter. They’d sent the furniture they cared to keep home in a removal van the week before, which was now being stored in an outbuilding, and had moved into Frithsden with Caius’s grandfather, who refused to stay any longer in the nursing home he had been in. He wanted to live out the rest of his days here on his ancestral land. Marcus had hired a carer to come in and help with him, as well as keeping on the old order’s house-keeping and gardening staff. His wife had told him firmly that she could not be expected to dust a house like that and they should probably hire extra parlour maids or whatever they’re called nowadays too.

         ‘Where’s your new girlfriend?’

         ‘In the kitchen with the cake she baked yesterday.’

         ‘That’s nice,’ Bridget said. She raised her eyebrows at him.

         ‘She’s trying to impress you,’ Caius said. Callie had gone as far as baking a practice one the week before. Not that she would admit that that was what it was. After all the hoo-ha with her birth father – and her mother’s lies throughout her childhood about not knowing who he was – she was perhaps hoping to gain another, more agreeable set.

         ‘I don’t need impressing.’ 22

         ‘Yes, you do.’ Bridget had never been mean to any of his girl-friends, as such. They had all known how she had felt about them though.

         ‘Pickney.’ Caius’s father appeared and slapped him on the back. They looked very much alike. Same stature, same bearing, same watchfulness. ‘Don’t mind your mother, she’s vexed with her cousin and taking it out on everyone.’

         ‘Eileen said I had “notions” yesterday.’

         ‘How dare she. What did you say?’ Caius asked.

         ‘That I’ve got a husband who looks ten years younger than he is and all she’s had for the last ten years is an urn on her mantlepiece. And he hated her when he was alive. I can’t blame him. The series of strokes must have been a relief.’ Bridget said all this with an aloofness that half implied she didn’t register the lack of mercy in what she had said.

         ‘Mum! Jesus!’

         ‘Don’t swear!’

         Marcus was used to her and blithely changed the subject. ‘Where’s your new bird then?’ Caius gave him a weary look. ‘What?’

         ‘You can’t say “bird” any more,’ Bridget said.

         ‘Why not?’ Marcus asked.

         ‘It’s not appropriate,’ Bridget said.

         ‘Not since 1997 at least,’ Caius said, shaking his head. ‘New Labour banned it.’

         ‘All right then, where’s the female you’ve been chirpsing?’

         This was not much of an improvement. ‘In the kitchen.’

         ‘Pops is in there,’ Marcus said, making towards the door. Caius senior was a little cantankerous these days. He’d always had a sharpness to him, but old age, creaking joints and impending heart failure had given him an even pricklier edge. 23

         ‘We’d better check on them,’ Bridget said, following her husband.

         ‘Oh no, it’s all right, he’s sweet on her.’ Caius strolled after them slowly. ‘He likes Callie a lot more than he likes me. He always asks to speak to her when I ring in case she’s got any good gossip for him.’

         The three of them went into the kitchen to find Callie filling a teapot with hot water from a recently boiled kettle. ‘Apparently, they’re getting divorced.’

         ‘Anyone could see that a mile off,’ Caius’s grandfather said in his warm Jamaican lilt from the kitchen table as the three of them filed into the room. He turned to look at them and smiled. ‘I fancied a cup of tea.’

         ‘Hello, I’m—’ Callie began before being interrupted.

         ‘Gorgeous,’ said Bridget enthusiastically.

         Callie wasn’t sure what to do with such effusiveness. She was uncharacteristically still, choosing eventually to hold aloft her creation. ‘I brought a cake.’

         
            * * *

         

         They’d had lunch. Roast pork, mashed potatoes with so much butter that Caius wondered if his cholesterol would recover and sautéed red cabbage – made for them by the cook who, despite only working for the family for a few days a month, had whipped up two weeks’ worth of home-cooked food, frozen it all and had even left a little goody bag for Caius to take home. Caius and Marcus were sitting in the library, discussing the renovation of the almhouses on the estate.

         ‘I don’t know when, but I’ll fit it in somewhere,’ Caius said.

         ‘You can’t keep your job,’ Marcus said. He slouched back into an ancient chesterfield armchair. Marcus had a beer and Caius a 24glass of orange juice. He had to drive back. ‘I know I’ve said it already and you keep saying no, but you need to quit the police soon.’

         ‘Why?’ Caius asked. He hoped his mother was being kind to Callie. Bridget had insisted on going on a walk with her around the gardens. She seemed to like her, but you never knew with Bridget. He was worrying about what horrors were unfurling amongst the topiary and not paying enough attention to his father.

         ‘I can’t run this estate alone,’ Marcus said loudly, trying to grab his daydreaming son’s attention. ‘It’s a bigger job than when I had my own building firm. I’m sixty-four, Caius. I’m too old.’

         ‘Dad, look … I can’t really devote much time to this.’ He gestured at the library. ‘You should hire more people.’

         ‘I will, when I can,’ he said firmly enough for Caius to revert into feeling like a teenager. Marcus had retained the farm workers from the previous regime. He was quite happy to admit he knew bugger all about sheep and wasn’t keen to learn. ‘The inheritance tax was a killer.’

         ‘Look, I’ve already agreed to take over the meetings for the almshouses,’ Caius said. Caius’s father had surveyed their new fiefdom and had tasked Caius with supervising the renovation of the estate’s almshouses built in the eighteenth century for the ‘deserving’ poor. Caius was reluctant to do it, but Marcus didn’t really hear the word ‘no’.

         ‘We … you have different responsibilities now. Would I like to sell this money pit and sit on a beach? I would, but it would break your grandfather’s heart. He’s just got what always should’ve been his. We have to carry it on for his sake alone. We, and I mean “we”, are going to make this place work. There’s money to be made here and there are people’s livelihoods at 25stake. The old Beauchamps buried their heads and weren’t using the money from their London property portfolio to properly look after this place. God knows what that kid was spending it on.’ Marcus shook his head and took a sip of his drink. He assumed it was coke after what Caius had told him. ‘Look, I spoke to that Lord Arthur fellow on the phone. I know you think he’s a wrong ’un. I’d be foolish to dismiss your judgement. I know something went down, and I know the house was part of it, but I don’t want to know the particulars beyond what you’ve told me already. We need friends – in the loosest way – like that now, and he’s been quite helpful with discussing the practicalities. He’s given me lots of advice about government grants … There’s a whole orchard scheme …’

         ‘Dad, no. Arthur Hampton can’t be trusted. More than that, he’s dangerous,’ Caius said, frustrated that they were treading the same ground over and over again. ‘Dad, I need you to trust me.’

         ‘All I’m saying is that he had a lot of advice. He’s invited me for a drink actually at his club. Apparently, they have dress requirements but he said you’d be able to advise me. I think we can make this estate earn good money, if we—’

         ‘This estate …’ Caius interrupted, but floundered for the words to express his disquiet. ‘Our ancestors weren’t good people. Exploiting the local peasantry. I’m pretty sure they were slave owners. They made so much money from the Empire.’

         ‘Of course they were terrible people. No one who could afford to build a house like this was a good person. But we can be better. We can use our new-found position to do some good. Like the almshouses for example. You—’

         ‘How’s Pop’s health? He looks frailer every time I see him.’

         ‘He says he wants to go home.’ Marcus reluctantly accepted that Caius still wasn’t ready to listen, yet. 26

         ‘To Notting Hill?’

         ‘Jamaica.’

         ‘Why? He’s never been back.’

         ‘He’s being very firm about it. I guess it’s his last chance. I’ve booked tickets for me and him for late next week. BA. Business Class. We’re fancy now.’

         
            * * *

         

         Back at their flat, Caius and Callie changed into their ‘home clothes’ – Caius into a pair of trackies and a hoodie and Callie into a floaty white cotton nightdress and a silk kimono she’d found at a car boot sale – and were cuddled on the sofa.

         ‘Did I make a good impression?’ Callie asked, looking up at Caius from her position sprawled across his lap. ‘Did your mum like me?’

         ‘I … Yeah … but honestly, who knows,’ Caius said. The doorbell rang, Callie disentangled herself from him and he got up to answer it, returning a few moments later with their Chinese. ‘Sorry, that was a dickish thing to say. My mum … I think my mum, like all mums I guess, is a bit odd. More than odd. She’s unaware that she can be a bit savage.’

         ‘I feel really good right now.’

         ‘No, shit. Shit. I kind of meant to say that it doesn’t matter what she thinks.’

         ‘So she doesn’t like me?’

         ‘No! Yes! Yes, I think my mum likes you.’ Caius stood there in the middle of the living room holding the white plastic bag aloft in surrender. ‘Sweet and sour chicken balls?’

         ‘Sure.’ Callie felt a bit deflated. She thought she’d been a hit. 27

         Caius took the bag of takeaway over to the table ready to be decanted. His phone buzzed.

         
            Mum

            19.34

            What a delightful girl Callie is. Such lovely manners and so elegant. Very pretty. That cake was fantastic. Much nicer than the last girl. Your dad says that you’ve started to sound plummy since you met Callie by the way. I told him to shut it and that he should get rid of his glottal stop too

         

         Caius read all but the last three sentences aloud to Callie, who, relieved at the positive verdict, joined him at the table for a feast of beef in black bean sauce, salt and pepper chips, egg fried rice and the aforementioned sweet and sour chicken balls.

         
            You 

            19.35

            I don’t know why she’s with me (crying face emoji)

            
                

            

            Mum 19.35

            Me neither!28
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         Hammersmith Police Station

         ‘Hampton?’ Caius had asked. He’d hoped Hampton was on the other end of the line and that he wasn’t lucid dreaming about the man.

         ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’ Arthur Hampton said. His call had woken Caius up at precisely 6.30 a.m. ‘I’ve got a case for you.’

         ‘Fuck off, you prick, it’s early,’ Callie murmured, thankfully not loud enough for Hampton to have possibly heard, before rolling over and burying her head deep into her pillow. She was pure evil in the morning until she’d had a cup of tea and a piece of toast.

         ‘Right,’ was all Caius could muster.

         ‘There’s some background you need to be aware of, which I don’t think your colleagues will have got to yet. I’ll have one of my people send the material over. Details of the handover to follow. We must have dinner soon. You can tell me all about whatever “case célèbre” you want in exchange for this one over a nice Beaujolais.’

         And that was it. DI Caius Beauchamp had then received a call from some minion of Hampton’s informing him that his team were to take over a multiple murder in Barnes. That was how Caius, DS Matt Cheung and DC Amy Noakes now found themselves escorted into an empty room in Hammersmith station at 10.00 a.m. Officially the trio were a Special Crimes Unit based out of Camden and Islington, recently formed by the Home Office as a trial looking into improving modern policing methods. 32They were to be assigned to some of London’s more challenging cases. In reality, what had happened was Caius had shaken hands with Arthur Hampton – Right Honourable Member of Parliament for South Rutland, duke-in-waiting and scheming enigma with an air of medieval subterfuge – last September and come to a gentlemen’s agreement that made Caius morally uncomfortable: Caius would look into any cases that Hampton wanted and in return he could pick another case that took his fancy. Less quid pro quo and more mortem pro morte. This was the first case that had been sent Caius’s way since the agreement. Caius had had his sights on the case he wanted in return for a month – he’d been doing his research and the case may be his lucky break – but had waited patiently for the opportunity to earn it. If he was right it might tell him something more about what happened to his sister. It had nearly been fifteen years since she disappeared.

         ‘What do we know so far?’ Amy asked. She cast Matt a side-ways glance. They were uneasy with the whole special unit thing, but both of them felt loyal to Caius. Well, loyal enough to see where it would take them for six months, and definitely only until things got weirder than they could comfortably deal with.

         ‘I only know the headline,’ Caius said, leaning against the desk and straightening his tie. ‘Double murder in Barnes.’

         ‘Yikes,’ Amy said.

         ‘What’s the angle?’ Matt asked.

         ‘How do you mean?’ Caius said. He knew what he meant, but the whole situation still felt grubby enough that he needed to feign some sort of distance between himself and the slimy labyrinth of quasi-corruption that had led them to the case. He didn’t fancy himself as much of a Theseus.

         ‘Why’s Hampton interested? Family friend?’ Matt clarified. 33

         ‘I don’t know yet. He said we’d talk soon.’

         ‘At his club again?’

         ‘Probably,’ Caius said.

         A brisk knock at the door and in walked DI Faisal Riaz, who had been in charge of the case for just over a day. He was a genial man in his forties, with the unfortunate habit of smiling from only one half of his mouth, making him look like he was being more sarcastic than he was capable of.

         ‘You must be the guys from the special unit,’ he said.

         ‘For our sins,’ Caius said, shaking his hand and introducing himself and the others.

         ‘Cool, let me take you to the incident room and show you where we’ve got to,’ he said, gesturing for them all to follow him. ‘Not very far I’m afraid.’

         
            * * *

         

         ‘The first victim to be found had been stabbed to death. It was bloody. He didn’t go down without a fight,’ Faisal said, pointing to the crime scene photos that had already been put up in the incident room. ‘None of the neighbours claim to have heard the altercation, but the house has a large garden.’

         ‘The victim was wearing a balaclava,’ said Caius.

         ‘Burglar,’ Matt and Amy said in unison.

         ‘Caught in the act?’ asked Caius.

         ‘Well, the front door was wide open, I’ll explain more in a moment.’ Faisal continued. ‘They fought and he’s killed.’

         ‘Who found him?’ asked Caius, wondering whether they were also the murderer. Kills the burglar and feigns shock at finding him.

         ‘Rosalind Krige found both bodies. Known as Rosie. She’s the 34granddaughter of Mona Frogmorton: the second victim, the murdered homeowner. Rosie returned home at 23.17 on Saturday night from a day at the pub with her friends. We have the Uber receipt so we can be that precise. We also have two witnesses: Tristan Sowerby, an acquaintance who she’d spent the evening with – who saw her directly to the front door – and her Uber driver, a man named Steve James. We’re yet to interview either of them. This is when we get less certain of events. According to Rosie, she goes to her room and falls asleep. She wakes up at about 3.30 a.m. and goes down for a glass of water. The front door is wide open, so she shuts it assuming she left it that way when she came home in a state, although she thinks she definitely locked up. Rosie then goes into the kitchen and cuts her foot on a piece of broken glass on the floor, alerting her to the presence of the first body. She rings 999 at 3.37 a.m. The responder keeps her on the line as she goes upstairs to her grandmother’s room, only to find that she’s dead too, apparently smothered with her own pillow. Rosie was breathalysed at the scene and was officially plastered. So far, her version of events sort of stacks but can’t be proven either way.’

         ‘Anything taken?’

         ‘No. Nothing. Rosie walked through the house for us and didn’t notice anything was gone. There’s a not insignificant silver collection in the house that’s untouched. Some of those pieces were easily pocketable. There was cash in a drawer in the entrance hall that was left. No missing passports and no missing laptops. Nothing obvious. Might be worth asking Rosie again when she’s in a better state. Something small like jewellery could’ve been taken and she might not have noticed.’

         ‘Where did the glass come from?’ asked Amy.

         ‘A broken windowpane just above the door handle in the 35kitchen.’ Faisal pointed to a picture of the back door. ‘Classic burglary.’

         ‘So is that how you think the first victim got in?’ Matt asked.

         ‘It seems that way.’ Faisal swayed on the spot. ‘However, there were no fingerprints on the door beyond the old woman’s. According to Rosie she used to go out every evening to feed the hedgehogs. Forensics are still going over everything but they have found quite a few prints at the scene.’

         ‘What about the front door then?’ Caius asked.

         ‘Exactly,’ Faisal said, waving his arms to emphasise the oddness of Rosie’s version of events. ‘We currently have two theories. The most obvious perhaps: two or even more people break in. They smother the old woman before they start doing over the place, wearing gloves of course. They turn on each other quickly and one is killed. The second burglar flees through the front door rather than the back and accidentally leaves it open. Where this sits with Rosie’s return is dependent on the post-mortems, but it would explain the door if Rosie is telling the truth that she’d shut it and they broke in after she’d gone to bed.’

         ‘What’s your second theory?’ Caius asked, though the first solution seemed elegant enough.

         ‘It’s a bit silly, but not impossible. Rosie finds the burglar and kills him, opens the front door and cuts her foot all as a cover, all so she could murder her grandmother for her inheritance while suggesting the involvement of another assailant.’

         ‘Both solutions are money motivated. Burglars quarrel, or an inheritance,’ Caius said. It was usually something base like that.

         ‘That’s what we’ve been thinking too. We were planning to apply for a warrant to see Mona’s will and see whether that’s plausible or not, but Rosie just doesn’t seem like the type. She works for a charity.’ 36

         ‘There are some absolute bastards who work in places like that though,’ Amy said, folding her arms. She’d read a news article recently about western aid workers who’d committed unspeakable crimes against children in the developing world. ‘It’s called the halo effect. You stop seeing them properly because you think they must be a saint.’

         Faisal tried to hide that he’d taken umbrage with Amy’s school ma’am tone. ‘Normally I’d agree with you, but I just can’t see it. It’s already so rare for a woman to kill, especially someone who’s not their abusive partner.’

         Amy couldn’t argue with that.

         ‘Do we know the identity of the burglar?’ Caius asked.

         ‘We don’t. Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t carrying his driver’s licence on him,’ Faisal said, shrugging. ‘This is what we know. Caucasian. 5’9. About forty. Sturdy build but not overweight. Dressed in black with the requisite balaclava and gloves. Kitchen knife through the back of his chest – there was a fair bit of slashing involved. He fought back. A bloody knife that matched a gap in the knife block was next to the body, suggesting it wasn’t premeditated. Definitely killed in the kitchen. It’s worth noting that there’s a set of bloody footprints running through the house that match Rosie’s version of events. We also had a medic confirm that she had actually trodden on the piece of glass which was retrieved from the kitchen table.’

         Caius nodded. ‘What were your next steps going to be?’

         ‘How do you mean?’ Faisal asked, leaning forward nervously.

         ‘I’m just curious about what your tactics might have been. Maybe we could learn from you.’ Caius wanted to get this case over with quickly and didn’t want to tread over the same ground. Anything to lessen his dealings with Hampton.

         ‘Identifying our burglar is … was our first priority. See if we 37can find him on our databases. No one takes up burglary as a mid-life crisis hobby. Someone has come across him before. Forensics are searching for evidence still. A public appeal if they don’t throw anything useful up. Reinterviewing Rosie. Speaking to her mother Josephine Krige. Uniform started canvassing the neighbours a couple of hours ago, we’re asking everyone with a doorbell camera on the streets around to give us the footage, and we were about to begin speaking to Rosie’s mates she was out with in case she was acting out of character that evening. Tristan – who showed her home – Lucia and Harry. Oh, and the Uber driver.’

         ‘Great,’ Caius said.

         ‘Was that right? I defer to you: you’re the special unit.’

         ‘That’s exactly what I would do too.’

         Faisal looked relieved. He felt put on the spot having Caius’s team there. ‘Oh, and there’s one more thing. Silly really, but there was a business card on the old lady’s nightstand too. We’re grasping with that last one, but worth a shot.’

         ‘A business card?’ Caius asked.

         ‘Yeah, for some posh woman who makes hats.’

         Caius nodded slowly, then stood up to take a closer look at the picture of Mona on the whiteboard. He’d only given her half a glance before.

         ‘We’ll send the crime scene photos over to you guys ASAP, and we’ve obviously recorded the interview with Rosie. We’re expecting the post-mortem results through soon, but if I’ve forgotten anything you can just give us a call.’

         ‘Thanks, Faisal,’ Matt said. Caius was ignoring them all and staring intently at Mona’s photo still.

         ‘Yes, thanks,’ Caius replied a few moments too late.
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         Marigold House

         Caius, Matt and Amy nodded to the uniformed officer guarding the gate to Marigold House, home of the late Mona Frogmorton, and ducked under the police cordon. The gate was made of scrolling metal strips. It was there more for decoration than security. There was another larger, more robust-looking wooden gate to the side that allowed access to a thin gravel drive leading up to a little building that would have been the stables when the house was originally built. It was a large Edwardian villa with a garden in the front whose heritage roses needed regular professional attention and a larger tree-shrouded lawn in the back.

         ‘Amy,’ Caius said, as they watched a forensics team crawl along the grass looking for the tiniest piece of evidence. The small path they were working on led to the back garden and ultimately the kitchen door with a broken pane of glass above the handle that they’d spent a big chunk of yesterday investigating. ‘Forensics permitting, do you want to have a shifty around the back? See if you think there’s another way someone could have got into the building. Find out if you can get into that old coach house.’

         ‘I’ll look out for a hedgehog or two while I’m at it,’ Amy said. She slyly shot Matt a look. Caius had been uncharacteristically quiet in the short ride from the station to the house. He’d barely glanced up from his phone in the last half an hour.

         ‘All right, amigo.’ Matt glanced about, making sure that no one was around to overhear. ‘What’s the connection to you?’

         ‘Mona Frogmorton was at the table next to me and Callie on 39that fancy train ride we took on Friday. I texted Callie in the car and she said the old woman had liked her hat, so she gave her a business card. It’s that simple.’

         ‘Are you sure that’s it. She’s not her cousin or something? Or yours?’

         ‘For fuck’s sake, Matt.’

         ‘Sorry.’ Matt wasn’t actually sorry. There had been tension building between Caius and the others over the last six months as they got on with their usual line of domestic violence cases and gang stabbings. It had started small, but then it began to build and build as they waited and waited. They’d braced themselves for Arthur Hampton’s return all winter, only for Christmas to come and go without a whisper from the man, bar a tasteful Christmas card of his ancestral pile sent to Caius’s flat cheerfully wishing him ‘Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year’. ‘I was joking.’

         ‘It’s all right.’ Caius knew he wasn’t joking, but actually he was glad someone had finally said something to relieve the pressure by a pascal or two. A little pin to his side wasn’t the worse thing as long as he didn’t pop. He’d been trying to keep things sunny, trying not to let the stress of everything going on with his family and the estate bleed over into his work, but he’d realised early on that he had to be in a bit of a shitty mood somewhere, and as much as he liked Matt and Amy, he didn’t love them. He’d rather be grumpy and overwhelmed with them than with Callie. His dad’s continued insistence that he needed to quit his job – he’d texted him about it after their cosy library chat – had left him so distracted last night that Callie had to ask him whether he was listening three times during one conversation. He suspected his dad was right. ‘Things have started to change a bit, haven’t they.’

         ‘Yeah.’ 40

         ‘I’m sorry. This is all my fault.’ Caius looked at Matt.

         ‘No, it isn’t. Not really.’

         ‘It’s a Monday, but do you want to go for a swift one later?’ Caius didn’t think a crime scene was the right place to talk about his personal life, but he could manage to tell Matt how quickly a whole new set of crushing expectations and duties had fallen upon him in a quiet corner of a pub after a pint or two. ‘Well, as long as Hampton doesn’t call.’

         ‘Yeah, sure.’

         ‘I swear that we just happened to be sitting near Mona Frogmorton. There’s nothing else going on there.’ That he knew of, yet.

         ‘OK.’ Matt nodded. Caius was many things – and apparently would one day become many other things again, a baronet amongst them – but he definitely wasn’t a liar.

         ‘I wonder if Hampton has an alert on our names or something and that’s what he meant when he said there’s more background to the case.’ Caius thought it was unlikely that the presence of Callie’s business card was the cause of all this. ‘Although all that would have happened if Faisal and his team had continued their investigation, is Callie would have told them exactly what I just told you and that would have been that.’

         Matt nodded. ‘We’ll find out soon enough.’

         Caius shifted his weight around. ‘I did, however, overhear Rosie the granddaughter having a private conversation on her phone in Bath. She looked a bit distressed, that’s why I took an interest. I’m a nosy bastard. I suppose you have to be to do this job.’

         ‘Yeah, I love a good bit of gossip.’

         ‘I’d stepped outside of the Assembly Rooms and I could see that she was put out. She was arguing with someone.’

         ‘Hmm.’ Matt looked around the garden. ‘Rosie lives with her 41nan. That’s going to be, what, one of three things: one, they’re close and it’s a lovely, multigenerational solution to the housing crisis; two, she’s broke and it’s a convenient, tolerable enough solution; or thirdly, she wants something.’

         ‘As there’s a question over Mona’s estate then we will eventually need to speak to Josephine, her daughter. She’s likely to be the main beneficiary.’

         ‘Did Mona and Rosie seem close when you saw them together?’

         ‘Yes. Rosie took quite a lot of care with helping her move about.’ Caius turned to look at the house. Now that he was closer, he thought it needed a lick of paint and the windows weren’t double-glazed. If the house was modernised it would be worth millions. Large rooms with generous proportions, lots of light and the sort of garden that feels like a public park to your average Londoner. You could probably see the river from the upstairs rooms, and Barnes Village with its duck pond, artisanal bakeries and gastropubs was a five-minute walk away.

         Caius and Matt headed up the front steps. The front door was painted an austere and respectable glossy black with a gleaming brass knocker that had been recently polished, as had the brass letterbox and door handle.

         ‘The infamous front door,’ Matt said, taking a good look at it before checking the lock. It had one of those Yale locks that if the catch wasn’t up, which it appeared not to be, then all you had to do to shut the door was pull it to. ‘The mechanism looks fine and no one’s taken a crowbar to the door itself.’

         ‘Do you think she left it open?’ Caius wondered out loud. ‘It’s really not impossible. I guess it depends on how drunk she was and how careless she is. My mate Jake did it twice in one term when we shared a house in uni. He was doing a lot of ket that year, but he also lost his house keys once a week.’ 42

         ‘What would the alternative be?’ Matt asked.

         ‘Unless either woman was a sleepwalker, then someone else opened it after Rosie came home. Our second burglar fleeing the scene. If you were already in the house, having come through the back door, you wouldn’t need a key to open it. We need to find out if anyone else has a key. I imagine that Josephine has one. The house is pretty big and, judging by this entrance hall, dusted fairly regularly. Do they have a cleaner or even a housekeeper? They might have a copy.’ Caius looked around. There was a cast-iron umbrella stand with three enormous and ancient-looking golf umbrellas in it near the door. There was a mirror with a carved gilt frame on the wall opposite the staircase, a grandfather clock that began chiming for midday, and a large round table with a tall, empty blue-and-white vase on it. A few oil paintings were dotted on the walls: one of a horse, a couple of landscapes. Caius thought it was all very sedate, if not a bit old-fashioned. ‘Mona was the sort of woman who makes sure her house is polished, everything is well looked after, but she didn’t care to buy more contemporary furnishings or make expensive improvements like getting new sash windows. That all speaks to someone well-to-do, but with a miserly streak.’
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