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      Anthony Hetheridge, ninth baron of Wellegrave and former chief superintendent for New Scotland Yard, welcomed the spring. In January, he’d been forced out of his distinguished career by old enemies who’d long been sharpening their knives. In February, he’d returned to the Yard as a consultant, a role that allowed him to do things heretofore only dreamt of: bill by the hour, ignore internal politics, and go home each day at five o’clock. In March, as daffodils sprang up all over London and pink camellia trees spilled over wrought iron fences, Tony had paid the £300 fee, took the “Fit and Proper Person” test, and passed the competency exam necessary to receive his private investigator’s license. Now it was April—warm, sunnier than usual, and full of surprises.

      On April fifth, his brother-in-law, Ritchie Wakefield, had modified the shape of a Lego brick by heating it with a cigarette lighter. In the process, he’d set ablaze a two-hundred-year-old French mahogany sofa. This had caught the nearby Italian silk brocade curtains on fire, which went up like tissue paper. Half of Tony’s ancestral London home, Wellegrave House, had been burned out.

      Thankfully, no one was injured. As his wife Kate raged, his assistant Mrs. Snell tutted, and his manservant Harvey wept, Tony decided that he, too, would abandon British reserve and vent his true feelings on the matter. Specifically: relief. Ringing up an interior design company recommended by his friend Lady Margaret Knolls, he’d authorized its head decorator to chuck out what was ruined, sell what remained, and chase away the ghosts of Hetheridges past.

      No more living in a museum, he thought, smiling as he poured himself a cup of tea. He was still a newlywed, in the process of adopting a son, and “only” sixty, as he’d begun to think of it. Once, he’d viewed sixty as the beginning of the end. Now he saw it as the end of the beginning. This second volume of his life was like a sequel that surpassed the original: higher stakes, deeper valleys, and the capacity to surprise him.

      On April twelfth, Tony and Kate had moved into Westminster’s newest high rise, One Hundred and One Leadenhall. Its kitchen, all quartz and stainless steel and web-connected mod-cons, flowed like mercury into the slate blue living room, which was both comfortable and elegantly modern. Tony felt like it was designed especially for him. He spent each morning there. Sometimes he missed his view into Wellegrave House’s walled garden, but living in the city center had its compensations. These included the living room’s floor-to-ceiling views of London: impressive by day and breathtaking by night.

      Lady Margaret had found the condo, which boasted three levels, five bedrooms, underground parking, and 24-hour porterage. Her friend, a prince based in Dubai, had purchased the townhouse as a wedding gift for his son and future daughter-in-law, only to be stuck with the fully-furnished, professionally-decorated property when the nuptials were nixed. The prince had been looking to sell at a profit, but by leaning on him, Lady Margaret had secured the Hetheridges a three-month sublet agreement instead. There was even an option for going month-to-month thereafter if the renovation of Wellegrave House, a grade II listed building, dragged on due to strict regulations about approved materials. At over 6,000 square feet, the condo was far more than Tony and Kate required, but after the fire and all its attendant drama, the convenience of moving into a home they didn’t have to wait for was too good to resist.

      Within five minutes of entering the condo, Tony had felt at home. Kate had hated it on sight, and hated it still. Her underprivileged childhood had rendered her frugal, and not just with money. Tony’s former subordinate, Detective Sergeant Deepal “Paul” Bhar, called her condition “psychologically skint.” This he defined as the belief there wasn’t enough cash, trust, praise, or security to go around, inducing the sufferer to dig in her fingernails and cling to those things for dear life.

      There was some truth in Paul’s playful diagnosis, Tony thought, but it didn’t tell the whole story. No one was more generous with her time than Kate; no one was more willing to help those who couldn’t possibly return the favor. Many a career woman, after a decade of looking after her mentally disabled brother, would have given up after the fire and put him in an institution. Not Kate. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t been offered the chance. Recently a pair of social workers, sent round to inquire how Ritchie got access to a cigarette lighter, had suggested she do just that, arguing that a professionally-managed clinical environment would better suit his needs.

      Kate had sent the social workers packing, kindly but firmly. According to her will, she’d named Tony as Ritchie’s primary guardian, should she die or become unable to make decisions for him. In the event Ritchie survived both Kate and Tony, he would likely spend his golden years in a group home. His childlike, semi-unresponsive nature made solo living impossible. But until death or illness separated them, Kate wanted Ritchie with her. Who could do a better job of looking after him? She knew him better than she knew herself.

      Ritchie had been rescued from the Wellegrave House fire without burns or significant smoke inhalation, but the conflagration had thrown him into what the family called “meltdown mode.” The social workers, after meeting Ritchie for the first time and watching him vacillate between sobbing, hiding, and pacing in circles, had suggested new meds and a week of residential care. Kate, who’d spent a lifetime witnessing those meltdowns, had ignored their suggestions in favor of her own treatment plan: Burger King, ice cream, doughnuts, and a full day at LEGOLAND Windsor. It had worked brilliantly; Ritchie was back to normal, the fire forgotten. But Kate still checked the smoke alarms twice daily and woke up gasping from nightmares about a second fire, one from which there was no escape.

      Maybe she finds this condo as stressful as the fire itself, Tony thought, cup and saucer in hand as he surveyed the view. He liked to get right alongside the picture window, so close that his wingtips tapped the glass. From such a vantage point, it was rather like hovering above London.

      He suspected Kate found living at “One-oh-One,” as the residents called it, a blow to her cherished self-image as a scrapyard dog among pedigreed poodles. After years of mocking exclusive communities for adverts promising “grandeur and prestige,” not to mention refuge from the rabble, she’d wound up sleeping with the enemy. It was tough to trot like a rawboned mutt while taking a private lift from living room to master bedroom.

      She also worried that Ritchie and Henry might do serious damage to their temporary surroundings. If not by another fire, by their usual bag of tricks: Sharpies, unwashed hands, ground-in crisps, melted Cornettos, and vomit. These concerns had led Kate to consign most of the owner’s fine possessions to a storage unit. Now the condo’s walls were bare, its shelves bereft of knickknacks, its rooms furnished with wobbly particleboard furniture from IKEA.

      Assembling those modernist pieces had turned out to be a pleasant way to spend a family weekend. Kate had partnered with Ritchie, who was a natural. Their finished tables and chairs were the strongest and best-looking by far. Tony had worked with Henry, who did well when he focused and made ruinous mistakes when he didn’t. The wardrobe they’d assembled for his bedroom was cracked in two places where he’d overtightened the screws. After Tony’s warning fell on deaf ears, he’d allowed the boy to err without intervening. Why? For the same reason he’d occasionally let his detectives blunder forth unto the breach after ignoring his expert counsel. Henry would learn a lesson about following directions, Tony hoped, from putting up with a lopsided wardrobe that didn’t close properly. Or maybe he wouldn’t. But at least he’d receive the opportunity. No child could learn from a mistake an adult corrected ahead of the consequences.

      Harvey and Mrs. Snell had also participated in the mass furniture assembly, though they had declined to work as a team. Harvey had invented reasons why he needed to go it alone, all of them calculated to make him sound selfless. Mrs. Snell had done a slow burn, throwing the manservant occasional contemptuous looks through her thick magnifying specs. Harvey, who’d worked for Tony for more than twenty years, believed his territory had been invaded. Mrs. Snell, who’d worked for Tony at Scotland Yard for over thirty years, believed she was rubbing elbows with a rank amateur. Some men, finding themselves the object of a loyalty pissing contest, would be flattered. Tony wanted to knock their heads together. He suspected he would, if they didn’t achieve détente soon.

      This morning, April twenty-fourth, Tony had the condo almost entirely to himself. Kate was at work, Henry was at school, and Ritchie was off with his paid carer, taking in the sun at Regent Park’s bandstand. Harvey was at Wellegrave House, as he was every day, micromanaging the rebuild. Even Paul had texted only once, which was an improvement. Apparently, he found the loss of his old guv difficult to accept. Texting Tony was his chief coping mechanism.

      Poor Paul, Tony thought. Over the years he’d had many subordinates, but with the notable exception of the one he’d married, Paul was his favorite. He’d had a rocky time of it at the Yard. Golden in his didactics and brilliant in his first months on the job, Paul had made several ethical lapses during the Sir Duncan Godington triple murder case. In the process, he’d lost the girl of his dreams, Tessa Chilcott, and the Crown had lost the case.

      Tony had saved him from the sack, though he’d never admitted as much, and never would. He still believed Paul could right the ship and become the fine detective he was meant to be. But first he needed to regain his confidence, to bury the past once and for all. It hadn’t happened yet.

      Today, only Mrs. Snell was present. She occupied the condo’s first-floor reception room, which they’d rearranged slightly to serve as his temporary office.

      He was calling the agency “Hetheridge’s.” Kate didn’t like it. She thought Hetheridge’s sounded like a haberdasher or a bespoke chocolates shop. She was pushing him to adopt a stern industry-standard name like “Vigilant Investigations” or “Encompass Intelligence Ltd.” When Tony had remarked that calling anything “Intelligence Limited” was asking for trouble, Kate had cordially invited him to do two things, one of which was think up something better.

      On the day they moved into One-oh-One, Tony had believed he could call his agency “Manky Monkey on a Stick” and it would have done just fine. At the Yard, he’d routinely shaved in his office, answered his phone in the men’s room, and spent Christmas Day catching up on paperwork. The job never stopped. But as April dragged on and Mrs. Snell sat alone at her reception room desk, fielding those rare phone calls that led to nothing, he’d realized that life in the private sector would be altogether different. If he wanted to attract clients, rechristening his agency would be a good first step. The only thing holding him back was the knowledge that Kate was smugly awaiting his capitulation.

      I could still prove her wrong, he thought, crossing to the picture window’s opposite end. From there, he had a better view of a new Westminster skyscraper. This one would alter the London skyline and even obscure 30 St. Mary Axe, better known as the Gherkin. After an all-too-brief run, the beloved landmark was being eclipsed.

      I know how it feels. I need a case before I disappear, too.

      Recently, Tony had visited two PIs he knew slightly, infrequent snouts for the Yard, to see how they approached the business. Both operations were one-man hole-in-the-wall affairs; windowless offices with peeling paint, lino floors, and electric fans instead of air conditioning. PI number one owned a cheap metal desk, a laptop, and a mobile. PI number two had that, plus a well-worn London A-Z map, a bottle of Maalox, and a pile of empty takeout boxes. Neither had adopted the stereotypical fedora or trench coat, but chain-smoking was apparently still in fashion in the gumshoe world, as was informality. Both men had swilled coffee and snacked behind their desks while Tony quizzed them.

      “You’re hung up on hands-on investigating, but it’s all databases now, innit? Databases and mobile records and CCTV footage until it’s all I dream about, guv,” PI number one, a pasty man called Dennis, had said between spoonfuls of curry. “I used to get out and about. Knocking on doors. Ringing up tossers and saying they’d won a prize so they’d cough up their current address. Back in the day I’d mix it up a little, too. Get in a lad’s face or crack heads.”

      Still chewing, Dennis had mimed a left hook. “Now all the debtors and missing daddies got mobile video. They scream ‘I know my rights,’ don’t they, while their mates film the dust-up. A poor bugger like me is as much at risk of being banged up for brutality as you wankers at the Met. No offense.”

      Tony had taken none, which was good preparation for his chat with PI number two.

      “Save yourself, mate,” PI number two, a sad-eyed man called Raj, had said. He was working his way through a packet of Tim Tams, and unlike his colleague, saw no reason to speak only between bites.

      “Preserve what faith in humanity you have left. This is a job for people who like to be the bearer of bad news.” Demolishing a Tim Tam in two bites, he said around a chocolate-colored mouthful, “‘Oh, yes, Mr. Jones. About that charming young man you’d like to hire. He faked his references and he’s spying for your competitor. What’s that, Ms. Smith? Your new boyfriend? He’s got a wife and kiddies. Another girlfriend, too.’

      “Last week,” Raj had continued, “a geezer engaged my professional services. Wanted the name and whereabouts of the miscreant who robbed his daughter’s flat and made off with his cash gifts to her. I had to break the news that she robbed herself to pay her dealer. Figured her old dad was thick enough to give her the cash all over again. Bloody wanker cried. Then he paid me. Then he cried again and asked for his money back. I said I had my own problems and beat it. It’s a dirty business, mate. Life’s too short. Especially for a bloke with one foot in the grave. No offense.”

      Once again, Tony had taken none. It was hard to resent a PI who mainlined Tim Tams just to make it through the day. Perhaps one-man agencies were especially stressful? Tony had quite literally never worked alone in his professional life. He’d always had a partner, a guv, a department, or a staff of his own, ready and willing to take orders 24/7. In addition to Mrs. Snell, he expected to someday take on at least one junior detective, possibly two. Perhaps interviewing someone at a bigger agency would yield more pertinent information?

      He’d picked one, Wheelwright’s, via Google. A black cab had whisked him to a smartly-decorated office on Earls Court Road. There was no sign or marquee, only the name painted on the glass door. At the reception desk sat a black woman with a cool, assessing gaze.

      “Booking?” Her tone was neither friendly nor unfriendly.

      “No. I’d like to speak to the person in charge, if he or she can spare a moment. My name is Anthony Hetheridge. Ninth Baron, Wellegrave. New Scotland Yard, retired.”

      That was what Henry called his “shock and awe” line, the bomb Tony dropped when he wanted something done quickly, with as little inconvenience as possible. The receptionist scanned him with her acute gaze, no longer quite so cool, and apparently decided he was the real deal. Without demanding credentials, she’d invited him to take a seat while she had a word with the boss. In less than two minutes, she was back, offering a professional smile so perfectly calibrated, she might have purchased it from Staples.

      She’d led him deeper into Wheelwright’s, which looked as stodgy as any Edwardian men’s club: oak-paneled walls, brass sconces, and oil paintings of the industrious-peasant variety. Given the office’s pronounced air of masculinity, Tony had been surprised when PI number three turned out to be a middle-aged woman with bobbed hair and lips as red as a banker’s power tie.

      “You came to the right place,” she said, rising to shake his hand as he entered the office. “I’m Cecelia Wheelwright.”

      There were no more niceties. She’d launched straight into answering his questions. “There’s no comparison between my agency and the pair you talked to. Independent operators pluck the low-hanging fruit. Your public records searches. Your who’s-the-daddy cases. Agencies like mine operate in a different universe. We offer a full menu of services. One menu for the typical English nuclear family. Infidelity, divorce, hidden assets, child on drugs. Another for businesses. Bug sweeping, corporate espionage, employee fraud. And one menu for in-depth investigations. Missing persons. Lost heirs. Even a cold case homicide, once in a blue moon.

      “But those are to be avoided at all costs,” she’d added with a smile as hard as her blood-red fingernails. “I’d rather tangle with a paranoid off his meds who thinks Prince Charles bugged his bog than grapple with eternal grievers. You know the type? Their kid went backpacking through Somerset and turned up dead in a hostel. It’s been twenty years and they’re still looking for justice. To an efficient organization, eternal grievers are like Kryptonite. No offense.”

      In Cecelia’s case, the casual “no offense” had been helpful, as Tony had indeed been on the brink of a sharp retort. At the Yard, he’d never permitted subordinates to speak unkindly about the families of victims, or to broadly suggest that their grief should come with a sell-by date. But his days of cracking the whip over younger detectives were done. And rather than dress down PI number three, he’d passed her his card, deciding to take an altogether different tack.

      “Bugged bogs don’t play to my strengths. Cold homicides do. By all means, direct your eternal grievers to me.”

      Cecilia had flipped over the card and raised an eyebrow. “Not even a number?”

      Per Paul’s recommendation, the card was plain white with nothing on it but the words ANTHONY HETHERIDGE in bold black ink.

      “The casually interested can Google my name,” he’d replied. “For the rest….” He recited his mobile number, which she’d dutifully jotted onto the card. It was impossible to tell if she was humoring him or if she was intended to subcontract his services at some future date.

      “You know, I worked for the Met when I was young and clueless,” Cecilia had said, giving Tony a long appraising look. “Dinosaurs like you at the top ran me off. Best thing for me. I ought to send you flowers. You seem pretty hale and hearty for a recent retiree. What drove you into the private sector?”

      “An approaching meteorite,” Tony had said lightly. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Wheelwright. Remember me to the eternal grievers.”

      Now a massive crane lifted a steel beam into place. The Gherkin was half-obscured. Tony watched the construction for awhile, then remembered his tea. It had gone cold. He wasn’t surprised.

      At the Yard, teatime consisted of stolen moments between emails, phone calls, emergencies, and meetings. At One Hundred and One Leadenhall, alone with his living room view, teatime was peaceful and uninterrupted. It was ghastly.  Self-reflection wasn’t his strong suit. He hadn’t been brought up to indulge in such things. Wasn’t that the entire point of work, to drown out the beastly voices of one’s internal committee?

      Returning to the kitchen to pour out his cold tea, Tony chuckled over the only private case he’d had to date. A dog-napping he’d solved in one day—in two and a half hours, to be precise.

      He wouldn’t have accepted it, only the young woman who engaged his services, a referral from his adult daughter Jules, had made it sound like her child was missing. She’d referred to the dog as “Jeremy,” mentioned his gluten sensitivity, his penchant for trusting strangers, and his favorite T-shirt, white with blue piping. Only when Tony arrived at the self-styled “jewel of the coveted E14 postcode,” a luxury condominium called the Madison in Canary Wharf, did he learn he’d been engaged to locate a Chihuahua.

      Fortunately, Tony’s long career in what was unaffectionately known around Scotland Yard as “the Toff Squad,” had prepared him to deal with all sorts of indignities. The twenty-three-year-old mistress of an influential Labour crusader presented no challenge. She’d opened the door wearing nothing but earrings and a string bikini, and Tony hadn’t batted an eye. It was mid-April, and it was 9 AM, but as Tony frequently misquoted F. Scott Fitzgerald, the rich were indifferent.

      Once he’d realized it was a dog-napping, not a missing persons case, Tony had tried to back out. “But you’re the best! I want only the best,” the Labour crusader’s mistress had insisted. Jeremy was her “entire life” (which might have come as news to her bigwig boyfriend) and only a former Scotland Yard detective was good enough to find him.

      At least locating Jeremy had required more than logging onto a database. After interviewing the twenty-three-year-old mistress, which was wearisome, and her best mate, which was worse, Tony had knocked on the door of her only neighbor on the Madison’s thirty-third floor. Interviewing that young man, a fourth-generation denizen of the indifferent class, had completed Tony’s journey into idiocy. Irritated by pop-eyed, shivery little Jeremy’s constant overtures of friendship, the young man had scooped up the Chihuahua, blue-piped T-shirt and all, binned his collar, and dumped him at the nearest dog-rehoming center. Fortunately, adoptions had been slow that week. Tony had popped round to the center, collected Jeremy, and returned him to the Labour crusader’s mistress, who’d squealed with delight.

      Of course, all this could have been discovered, perhaps even averted, by a five-minute conversation between neighbors. Jeremy’s owner believed she had a right to let the dog roam freely on “his” floor; her neighbor believed he had a right to seize and dispose of unattended animals. Tony had left the pair to fight it out, probably via lawsuit and countersuit. He’d thought he’d at least enjoy receiving his fee, which he’d impulsively tripled on the spot. But the mistress was happy to pay. She’d called her lover to request an advance on her allowance while Tony paced her living room, checking his watch. In the end, he wished he’d simply plopped the dog in her arms and walked away. Kate, as it turned out, felt the same way.

      “Triple? You charged her triple?” she’d demanded later the same night.

      That had been during their after-dinner summit. That was the time when Kate revealed everything he wasn’t meant to know about the Yard, and he confided everything happening in his world. Revealing his actual thoughts and emotions was still difficult for Tony. Half the time he couldn’t classify those emotions, or even say what had inspired them. Maybe he was too old, or as Henry would say, too “old-school,” to become entirely comfortable with the process. But it meant everything to his wife, so he persisted.

      “It’s unethical,” Kate had continued. “Reminds me of that plumber. The one who heard my voice and quoted me one fee, then took one look at Wellegrave House and doubled it. I told him he’d get a reputation as a shakedown artist. The same will happen to you.”

      “Heaven forfend,” Tony had said. “You saved us fifty quid. You also intimidated the poor sod so thoroughly, the bog ended up in worse shape than when he started. Not to mention he promised to report you for verbal abuse.”

      “Do me a favor,” Kate had scoffed. “I was gentle as a baby lamb with him. And listen to you. ‘Bog,’ eh? I’m rubbing off. What’ll come out of your mouth next? ‘You’re nicked, sunshine?’”

      “You didn’t teach me the word bog. In fact, I defy you to cite even one occasion when I said ‘loo’ in the company of hardened detectives. That sort of poncy talk torpedoes careers. Especially in the days when we were a police force, not a police service.”

      “Oh, the days when we were a force,” Kate had laughed. “A manly, snow-white, un-PC, dead of a heart attack at fifty and bloody well grateful for it force, and not a weak, womanly, criminal-coddling service full of people like me.”

      “You would’ve loved it.”

      “Would I?”

      “In those days, there was such a thing as five minutes alone with a suspect to ‘encourage’ them to come clean. Not to mention carte blanche to issue threats as needed. Even dole out bribes, within reason, when innocent lives hung in the balance.”

      “Where exactly did that bribe money come from?” asked Kate, who knew.

      “I’ll never tell.”

      “You know if I’d been around back in the day, you blokes wouldn’t have let me play your reindeer games. Still. It would have been lovely, taking the gloves off when the moment was right.” Smiling at the idea, Kate had smacked her fist into her palm. It was the sort of unselfconsciously ballsy move that bypassed Tony’s cerebrum, arousing his most primitive instincts. No wonder so many of their after-dinner summits ended behind a locked door. Even after a few months of marriage, Kate still crackled with an aura of invincibility. He’d never been a man who could resist a challenge.

      Later, when they were in bed with the lights off and the television news muted, Kate had picked up that conversational thread rather abruptly. “So. What’s your take on it now?”

      “On what? Brexit?” Tony asked, thinking she referred to the muted argument between TV talking heads.

      Kate recoiled. Mentioning Brexit, Britain’s withdrawal from the European Union, was breaking a Hetheridge family rule, as the topic had become an unprecedented bone of contention in Tony’s expanded household. He’d taken one position. Kate had taken another. Meanwhile, Mrs. Snell was ardently in favor of leaving the EU. Harvey was actively campaigning for a legislative escape hatch that would permit Britain to remain. And Henry found the adults’ passion on the topic so upsetting, the mere hint of another row put him in tears. In the end, everyone had agreed to stick to less tricky subjects, like how to achieve peace in the Middle East, or which religious faith was superior to all the rest.

      “Ugh. Never,” Kate had said, turning off the TV. “I’m talking about your PI career. You can’t go on as the finder of lost pups, bilking obnoxious clients who are too loaded to care. I know billing is new to you. You never had to deal with fees at the Yard. Probably never gave a thought to your salary….”

      “Except to ensure it was appropriate. Not an insult, and not some sort of sycophantic tribute.”

      “Oh, to be the man whose only financial concern is the elimination of sycophantic tributes.” Grinning up at him wickedly, Kate had played with the stiff silver hair in the center of his chest. “Here’s a thought. Take cases according to merit only. Walk away from anything that isn’t worth your time. Accept payment on a sliding scale.”

      “I’ve been thinking along those lines,” he’d admitted. “I didn’t expect you to approve.”

      “Why? Did you think I married you for your earning potential?” she’d asked, folding herself into his embrace. “You’re a workaholic. So am I, but you’re worse. There’s no twelve-step program that’ll turn you into an allotment gardener or a chat show watcher. Work for free if you have to, but work for people you respect.”

      She was right, Tony thought. Rather than refill his teacup, he left it in the sink. I can’t enjoy my cuppa unless I’m on the job.
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      “You again, right on cue. It’s like you read my mind.”

      Cecilia Wheelwright ushered Tony into her office right away, which he hadn’t expected. All signs pointed to an unhappy day in her ultra-traditional, climate-controlled realm. She was smoking unfiltered Camels at her desk and finishing a Red Bull. A mug of coffee, brought in by an assistant on tiptoes, steamed in readiness nearby.

      “Here’s the thing. These people I’m giving you will test your patience. They’re beyond angry. They’re incandescent.” Cecelia took a deep drag on her cigarette. “They lost two children, young adults, in two weeks — one dead, one to the streets. Mariah threw herself off a building. Ten days later, her twin brother Mark went missing. He’s troubled. Probably an addict. No one was surprised that a kid like that would ditch his family in their time of need. Well. No one except his parents.

      “A week after I took the case, one of my old friends at the Met gave me a tip. He said Mark was living in a C of E homeless shelter. I sent an agent, but by the time she got there, he’d legged it. This keeps happening. Somebody sees Mark waiting to buy drugs or loitering by a free clinic. We try to make contact, set up a family reunion. He pulls another disappearing act and his parents hold my agency responsible.

      “Now, I sympathize with their grief. Sincerely. So help me God,” Cecelia said in the tone of one asking a waiter for salt for the third time. She blew out a plume of smoke. “But I’m running a business, not a charity, and these people,” she said, seemingly substituting “people” for some other term, “expect me to focus all my resources on Mark, week in and week out, to earn a retainer that doesn’t cover a month’s manicures. They think Mariah was driven to suicide by a shadowy Svengali. They think the same Svengali got Mark hooked on drugs and convinced him to leave home. They want me to aggressively dig into the man’s life and history. But he’s⁠—”

      “He’s Sir Duncan Godington. And the parents are Peter and Hannah Keene. The Earl and Countess of Brompton.”

      “You know them.” Cecelia sighed in relief.

      “Less well than I know Sir Duncan, but yes.” It took all of Tony’s self-control not to look as interested as he felt. “Tell me more.”
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      The Earl and Countess of Brompton resided in a modest house in Shepherd’s Bush. The shrubbery wanted pruning; a fifteen-year-old BMW sat by the curb. For so many English families, this was a dream increasingly out of reach—old house, new roof, bit of green, bit of shade. In his thirties and forties, Tony had rejected such a life. Now he saw its appeal: marriage, two kiddies, two careers, and a comfortable London home. But the title “Earl” conjured higher expectations. Many would have looked on Peter and Hannah Keene’s lifestyle with pity, even contempt.

      Peter Keene’s father had been a gambler, like his father before him. When the grandfather humiliated his family and faced prison for his financial misadventures, he’d done what men of his era did — locked himself in his study and shot himself in the head. But Peter’s father belonged to a new day, one in which public requests for absolution were common and disgraced public figures occasionally regained their former standing, even after a stint behind bars. Therefore, when he was sued by his creditors for fraudulent dealings meant to fund his gambling habit, he’d chosen one last roll of the dice: hiring the best lawyers and fighting like hell. This had ended in bankruptcy, loss of the family home, and incarceration. After five years in HM Pentonville, Peter’s father had died, passing the title of Earl to his son.

      He’s done well for himself, Tony thought, looking around the tidy home with admiration as he awaited the cup of tea that Hannah Keene had promised him. Plenty of men would’ve spent their lives trying to rebuild the family fortune by hook or by crook: risky investments, product endorsements, some sort of reality TV show. Peter Keene had married a scientist, used what little inheritance he had left to purchase a four-bedroom detached house, and worked his way up through the rough-and-tumble world of English politics. They’d been blessed with twins, Mark and Mariah, and enjoyed peaceful, useful lives until tragedy struck their children.

      “It’s green tea,” Hannah Keene announced, entering the front room with a tray. She placed it on the coffee table in front of Tony. The service—Japanese, off-white with a subtle lotus design—resembled his favorite service at home. “Will you drink it?”

      Something in her tone suggested Hannah didn’t want him to agree; that she would have liked nothing better than to spark a refusal. Maybe she was spoiling for a fight.

      “Green tea is fine. One of my employees swears by it. Because of flavonoids or antioxidants or possibly both,” Tony said mildly. “I don’t have to keep up with the latest nutritional edicts. Harvey reads the health news compulsively. He does his best to keep me alive.”

      “It’s useless. Sorry. Journalists turn health studies into rubbish stories with clickbait headlines.” Hannah seated herself across from Tony. Tall and slender, she had broad shoulders, trim hips, and a flat chest. Her rose-patterned maxi dress hung on her beautifully, giving her the appearance of a mature model rather than a chemist. Her features were strong but well-balanced, the lines around her eyes and mouth hinting at a lively woman who smiled often. But now those lines were deepened by sorrow and animated by narrowly contained rage.

      “Doesn’t matter what the study is,” Hannah continued, pouring for Tony. “I’ve spent my life in a lab coat, writing research grants and analyzing human trial data. Take it from me: if you read it in a newspaper, the data has been dumbed-down, stretched beyond reason, and framed as a life-extender or a life-ender. That’s all people want to know. Will avoiding fizzy soda let me live forever? Does eating meat condemn me to an early grave?”

      “I think perhaps you’re right.” Tony tasted the green tea. Fragrant as well as flavorful, it required no sweetener. Nodding his appreciation, he added, “There’s an almost supernatural aspect to Harvey’s interest in these things. We all want assurances. Once, I suppose the medicine man  gave them, or the priest. Now we expect science to tell us what’s a virtue and what’s a sin.”

      “Which isn’t science’s place at all. As for sins—don’t get me started.” Hannah’s laugh was bitter. “When Cecelia called to say she was sending over a retired Scotland Yard detective, I nearly came unhinged. As far as I’m concerned, the Met has proven, through word and through deed, they have no interest in finding Mark or getting justice for Mariah. Cecelia insisted I shouldn’t hold that against you. She tried to soften me up by reminding me that we’ve been introduced.”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      “I don’t.” Hannah studied him over the rim of her teacup. “Perhaps you made no impression on me.”

      “Small talk at a charity gala. Ten years ago. Easily forgotten,” Tony said. Again, he sensed she was determined to get a rise out of him, which only made him calmer.

      “Yes, well, my husband might remember. You’re both seated on the board of some foundation. Meets twice a year.”

      “Thrice a year. It’s called the Bootstrap Stratagem. And you’re right, our connection is gossamer-thin,” Tony admitted. “I’m pleased you decided to meet with me anyway.”

      “I didn’t want to. But Cecelia left me no choice,” Hannah said. “Told me if I didn’t accept her advice and meet with you, she was firing me and blocking my number.”

      “Knowing Ms. Wheelwright only a fraction better than I know you, that seems entirely in keeping with her character,” Tony said. “But she strikes me as the sort who issues threats only to serve the greater good. I doubt she meant to sound unreasonable.”

      “You miss the point. I’m the one who’s become unreasonable. Now I must be threatened to act in my own best interests. And it’s the Met that’s driven me to this sorry state.” Hannah’s low voice turned mannish. “Your function at Scotland Yard was to head up murder investigations that intersected with titled or famous individuals. Wasn’t the Earl of Brompton worthy of your attention? Were we too poor? Too ordinary?”

      Tony put down his teacup. He knew what he wanted to say; that required no contemplation. But it didn’t take a board-certified psychiatrist to realize that Hannah Keene was adrift in a world mostly indifferent to her and her lost children. For her to hear his reply, she first had to watch him digest her accusation, to be satisfied that it was duly considered. Several seconds ticked by.

      “Though I’m retired, I maintain a certain loyalty toward the MPS, and in particular, to my colleagues at the Yard,” he said at last. “I offer that in the spirit of full disclosure. Now. I can answer your question. If you’ll forgive me for answering it truthfully.”

      Hannah nodded.

      “I understand that your daughter, Mariah, was associated with Sir Duncan Godington. That she became close to him, perhaps romantically, in the final months of her life.”

      “Yes.”

      “I agree, it’s possible he bears some culpability in her death. At the very least, he may have information that will answer questions and provide closure. As a private investigator, I look forward to exploring that avenue with you. Having said that, I know why Scotland Yard declined to take up the matter. I was the man who reviewed your family’s complaint and put it aside. Not a supervisor or some faceless committee. Me.”

      Hannah went rigid.

      “Why did I do so? Because I saw no evidence whatsoever that your daughter was murdered. Nor could I find anything in the statements and preliminary data to indicate that your son was kidnapped.”

      “If you’d bothered to ask—” Hannah began.

      “I didn’t have to. I read your complaint. It was based on feelings. Hunches. Parental intuition. All of which I respect. But there was no evidence. Absolutely no testimony, no physical clues, nothing which would allow the Met to go forward. Scotland Yard can only pursue investigations that can be legally defended. Especially, and it pains me to say this, against a person like Sir Duncan.”

      “So it was about money,” Hannah said.

      “In part. He can afford the finest legal counsel, the sort that makes mincemeat of weak circumstantial cases. But his history with the Met is also key. His acquittal in his triple murder case left some, if not most, of the public convinced he’d been fitted up, as it were, by the powers that be. To try and connect him to an apparent suicide would have been insupportable without hard evidence.”

      “Mariah did not commit suicide.” Hannah’s tone was granite.

      “Forgive me. I did say, apparent. The circumstances of Mariah’s death look cut-and-dried to disinterested observers. Surely you accept that?”

      She blew out her breath. “Dear God. Are you lying about reading the report, or just terminally thick? No one who knew the details would call it cut-and dried.”

      “I do know those details. And more besides,” Tony said serenely. In this case, the soft answer might not turn away wrath, but he’d try it all the same.

      “Tell me.”

      “On the night of January the second, at approximately three in the morning, Mariah entered the construction zone of the Leadenhall building. To do this, she climbed two fences and cut the padlock on a door. She also set off a silent alarm that went unanswered,” Tony said. “The security firm apologized for the breach and paid a fine. They blamed the failure on extended New Year’s holiday-making.

      “Inside the building, which was nothing but girders from the twentieth floor up, Mariah traveled by lift as far as she could go. Then she used scaffolding to reach the top, or close to the top—about thirty stories up. She jumped to her death. The body was discovered on the street below at around half-four by a homeless man and confirmed by officers on the scene at half-five. She was preliminarily identified by her medical alert bracelet, which signaled her severe peanut allergy. Her mobile, handbag, and other personal belongings were not recovered.”

      “And you, a detective, consider what you’ve just described an open-and-shut case, do you?” Hannah laughed harshly. “Is it typical for twenty-one-year-old university students to break into construction sites?”

      “No. But risky behavior of all types is most common in that age bracket. Moreover, Mariah was fit and athletic. She ran track, jumped hurdles, and so on. She was certainly capable of the act.”

      “Godington might have forced her to break into the site. Threatened her with a gun or knife.”

      “There’s no evidence of that.”

      “But is there evidence he didn’t?” Hannah shot back. “People tell me he was in London for all of January and most of February. Can you prove he didn’t?”

      Rather than lecture a grieving woman on the impossibility of proving a negative, Tony decided to share a privileged detail instead.

      “The alarm Mariah set off was a motion detector. The system is sophisticated. It can differentiate between a small animal, like a cat, and a human being, or multiple human beings. Only one person trespassed on the site.”

      “I’m expected to trust the device installed by a company too incompetent to monitor its own alarm?” Hannah scoffed. “How ridic—” She stopped. “They never told me it was a motion detector. In fact, the company refused to tell me anything at all. Said disclosure was against their policy.”

      “That’s not unusual. But in preparing to meet with you, I made some off-the-record inquiries,” Tony said. “Being a retired lawman helps. So does subletting a condominium in the building Mariah jumped from.”

      Hannah flinched. “What?”

      “There was a fire at my family home in Mayfair,” Tony said. “No one was hurt, but renovations proceed at one of two speeds: slow and stop. A friend located a condo for us in One-oh-One. We accepted long before I had any idea of offering my services to Ms. Wheelwright. Rather a morbid coincidence, certainly.”

      “I’m not sure I believe in coincidence anymore,” Hannah said. “From a scientist, that’s tantamount to heresy. Have you heard of the Law of Truly Large Numbers?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s an adage, really. Not a true mathematical law. In science, we use it to help folks understand that in a world of seven billion human beings, the sample for any given occurrence is so enormous, statistically improbable things happen every day.” Hannah seemed to remember her tea. She picked it up, tasted it, scowled, and set it down again. “Ice cold. Anyway. As a scientist, I’m meant to believe that events are random. Any apparent coincidence—any highly improbable event that seems ironic or reinforcing of some idea—is an illusion. Just our minds’ attempt to impose meaning on the meaningless.”

      “We are pattern-seekers,” Tony said. “Some of us more than others.”

      “Yes. For you, it’s a way of life, clearly.” Hannah sighed. “Same with Mariah. She was one of those crafty young people. When I was twenty-one, I would have sooner been stood up against a wall and shot than so much as hold a pair of knitting needles. That was a symbol of the bad old days. But Mariah and her friends thought all those homey skills were wonderful: knitting, crocheting, needlepoint. She would knit the most complex patterns. Mark, being a computer gamer, was even more keen on discerning patterns. Almost religious about it. There’s another concept. Sacred geometry….” She trailed off. “My God. I just referred to him in the past tense. What does that mean?”

      “Nothing,” Tony said. Contentious as Lady Brompton was, he instinctively wanted to give her comfort, even if the only comfort he could offer was closure. “Before you decide whether to hire me, permit me to make one final point. What I couldn’t do as a policeman, I can do as a private investigator. Of course, there are other detectives in London. Ones who had nothing to do with Scotland Yard’s decision not to pursue a criminal inquiry. But I may be the only PI at your disposal who’s actually met Sir Duncan. Who knows beyond a shadow of a doubt what he’s capable of.”

      Hannah sighed, folded her arms across her chest, and said nothing.

      She needs time, Tony thought. This was new to him—pitching his abilities and waiting for a client to ponder his fitness in real time. It didn’t particularly discomfit him, so long as he conducted himself with dignity. He’d made the case. To keep talking would descend to the level of salesmanship, and that he could not abide.

      As Hannah considered it, he rose and took a turn around the living room. It was “lived-in,” as Kate liked to say, without spendy designer pieces or ostentatious heirlooms. On the mantelpiece, a row of pictures in silver frames, round, square, and rectangle, told the family’s story. Peter Keene grinning next to a campaign poster; Hannah in a white lab coat, hugely pregnant with the twins; Mariah and Mark as infants, then toddlers, then first-formers, and so on. Mariah was usually smiling at the camera, her dark hair often in twin braids. Mark didn’t seem to appreciate being photographed, and never smiled.

      “There’s more recent ones. Just there,” Hannah said, pointing to a console table across the room.

      Tony stepped over for a look. Mariah hadn’t changed much from tween to teen, except to bob her hair and attain her full height of about six feet. She was a capable-looking young woman, shoulders squared, chin down, feet planted confidently. It was easy to imagine her running track, jumping hurdles, breaking into a construction site, or knitting the complicated shawl draped around her shoulders. It was hard to imagine her taking her own life.

      Mark’s photos between age twelve to twenty documented more of a transformation. The slender, camera-shy child became a spotty young man with thick specs who stared intently at the photographer but never smiled. In the end, a boy seemingly constructed entirely from acne eruptions, elbows, and knees resolved into the mirror image of his twin. Same height, same deep-set brown eyes, same large nose and firm chin. Only the stance was different. Mark kept his head down, shoulders slouched, as if willing himself smaller. Perhaps invisible.

      “Thank you for allowing me time to collect my thoughts,” Hannah said at last. “Now. If we’re to work together, there’s one thing you must understand, and understand completely.

      “Mariah did not commit suicide. I can’t bear to hear the word spoken in conjunction with my daughter. She loved her life. She made a terrible mistake, cozying up to that lunatic. She wasn’t a perfect child, far from it, but I’m telling you as her mother, she didn’t want to die.  Now, Mark… Mark is the image of his great-grandfather. He’s bone china. Easily hurt and easily led astray. Losing his sister threw him over the cliff. I think that’s why I referred to him in the past tense. I know that if I don’t find him, he might —might⁠—”

      She dissolved into tears. Tony cast about for a box of tissues. Finding none, he reached inside his jacket and withdrew a silk handkerchief. He was never without one. He had a long history of making women cry. As for their tears, he was immune to them, unless they were Kate’s.

      Pressing the silk handkerchief against her face, Hannah wept with abandon. As Tony waited, unwilling to press her until she was ready, he heard the front door open.

      “It’s only me,” a man called from the foyer. He sounded hesitant.

      Tony turned. He expected a trespasser; an intrusive social worker, perhaps, or a nosy neighbor who’d already been warned off. Instead, he saw the Earl of Brompton, Peter Keene.

      Judging by his suit, tie, and leather briefcase, he’d come from the House of Lords. He looked from Tony to Lady Brompton, still sobbing brokenly into that white handkerchief, and rounded on Tony.

      “What the ruddy hell is going on? Who are you?”

      Before Tony could remind him that they’d met before, Peter went rigid. His briefcase slipped from his fingers, struck the floor, and burst open on impact. Out spilled the tools of the bureaucrat’s trade onto the red Turkish rug: papers, folders, letters, a couple of jump drives. He seemed not to notice.

      “It’s Mark,” he whispered, eyes wide. “You’ve come to say he’s dead.”

      “Nothing of the sort.” Tony stood up. “Forgive me, Lord Brompton, for blindsiding you with my presence. I’m not the bearer of tragic news. Or indeed, any news at all.”

      “Oh. Well. Only….” Peter closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, and started over. “Who are you? And what have you done to my wife? Darling⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Hannah interrupted. The word was a cut; an amputation. “Why are you here?”

      “I—I still live here.”

      “Why are you here in the middle of the day,” she boomed in that mannish voice.

      This was an unseemly display. The typical Englishman would’ve perhaps cringed, mumbled an excuse, and departed, or at least ducked into the front garden to hide while husband and wife sorted things out. The typical detective, including Tony, couldn’t have been persuaded to leave at gunpoint. Now was the moment when people told the truth, if asked the right questions.

      “Again, forgive me,” he said, interposing himself between Peter and Hannah. “As for who the ruddy hell I am, I’m Tony Hetheridge. Baron Wellegrave and all that. From the board of the Bootstrap Stratagem. How do you do?”

      “Er. Um. How do you do?” Peter mumbled automatically. They shook hands.

      “Now to explain.” Tony pivoted to include Hannah in the discussion. “Countess Brompton was telling me about how the MPS declined to investigate your daughter’s death as a murder, or your son’s disappearance as a kidnapping. Naturally, things became a bit fraught. Making this the perfect time for you to help put me in the picture.”

      “What picture?” The light dawned. “Oh. You’re the detective Cecelia mentioned. No offense, mate, but piss off. Sorry you got the sack. But you won’t revive your career at the expense of my children.” Still boyish at almost fifty, Peter’s anger made him look sulky rather than dangerous.

      “How bracing,” Hannah said. “The man of the house takes charge. This isn’t a flag of surrender.” She tossed Tony’s white handkerchief on the table. “Who are you to tell anyone to piss off? You’re unasked. Unwanted. Unfit to offer an opinion.”

      “I do live here. Still,” Peter insisted, looking and sounding all the more like a boy resisting his comeuppance. “Listen to me. I happen to know this is no reputable detective. Forgive me, Lord Hetheridge⁠—”

      “Of course,” Tony inserted dryly.

      “—but if you find my daughter’s suicide worth investigating⁠—”

      “It wasn’t a suicide,” Hannah shouted.

      “—you might’ve done so in your professional capacity,” Peter continued inexorably. “And please don’t try to sell us on your supposed connection to Sir Duncan. You’ve never done anything but let him slip away. The police are impotent enough. We don’t need their rejects.”

      Casting a look at Hannah, Peter swallowed hard before continuing. “Unlike my wife, I accept that our daughter took her own life. That doesn’t mean Sir Duncan isn’t partially responsible. There’s such a thing as a pernicious influence. Words can be deadly weapons.” A tear spilled onto his cheek.

      “Oh, yes. There it is,” Hannah said savagely. “Metrosexual daddy brought to tears.”

      “You weren’t there for her.” Peter dashed the tear away. “You weren’t even there for Mark. And we all know he was your favorite.”

      “Is that so?” Hannah stood up. Like her husband, she was over six feet tall, and her heels gave her a slight advantage.

      “Someone had to balance the scales, given the way you mooned over Mariah, always making cow’s eyes at her. Do you know,” she told Tony, “around Whitehall, Mariah was often mistaken for Peter’s bit of stuff? I used to laugh about it. How I didn’t have to worry about my husband taking up with a younger woman because he’d done it already, the day Mariah was born. When he started an actual affair, I missed the signs. I heard the rumors, but I assumed people had mistaken our daughter for his lover once again.”

      Peter’s shoulders sagged. “It wasn’t an affair.”

      Hannah didn’t seem to hear. “I’ve done my due diligence on Sir Duncan Godington. They say he sleeps with his sister, Lady Isabel Bartlow. A normal young woman would’ve been repulsed. Perhaps given her father’s not-so-subtle behavior, Mariah was drawn to someone a bit more upfront with his proclivities.”

      Peter swore under his breath. “Hannah. Torturing me won’t bring them back.”

      “I simply want Lord Hetheridge to know everything. Perhaps that’s where we went wrong. We weren’t honest in our family life. We weren’t honest with anyone,” Hannah said. “Now I’ll shout it from the rooftops. I was an absentee mother. My career consumed me. Our twins were raised by au pairs and tutors. You were an inappropriate father. You treated Mariah like your child bride. And Mark? Mark was a burden to you. I once overheard you tell a neighbor, ‘The boy’s a retard. Pretend you don’t see him and he’ll go away.’”

      Tony expected Peter to defend himself, but the man hung his head and said nothing.

      “Our son is different, no one disputes that, but he isn’t mentally challenged,” Hannah continued. “I was on point of explaining that to you, Lord Hetheridge, when my husband burst in. Mark’s IQ is actually rather higher than average. He’s on the spectrum, as we say now. And to give Peter his due, once the official diagnosis was made, he began to treat Mark with the bare minimum of consideration. I suspect someone on his re-election campaign advised him that plenty of individuals on the spectrum are voters.”

      Peter still said nothing.

      “When Mariah found a Uni boyfriend, Peter went through a sort of crisis,” Hannah said. “I was relieved. I thought, ‘Right. Brilliant. Mariah’s finished playing daddy’s girl and Peter’s fallen back to earth. We can have another go at making our marriage work.’ But Peter didn’t turn to me. He burrowed into his secretary’s arms. Excuse me. Administrative assistant. She doesn’t like to be called a secretary. I wouldn’t, either, if my job duties were as onerous as hers.”

      “You’ve spent long nights at the lab over the years,” Peter retorted feebly. “How do I know you weren’t carrying on with Dr. Millet?”

      “Because Dr. Millet and I professionals trying to cure leukemia.”

      “Yes. Well. Twenty years and you haven’t put forth a single drug that made it through clinical trials. Missed the cancer at home, too.”

      Time to intervene, Tony thought. Peter shook with half-suppressed shame; Hannah looked dangerously energized by her screed. Either might say anything now.

      “How were Mark and Mariah introduced to Sir Duncan?” he asked. “Who initiated the relationship?”

      “We don’t know,” Peter said.

      “No one knows.” Hannah laughed bitterly. “No one admits to having seen a thing. Of course, Mariah was passionate about ecological issues and Peter’s first position in government was at DEFRA. He met Godington several times over the years. No doubt that’s just a coincidence. Except I don’t believe in those.”

      Peter’s cheeks, already bright pink, grew pinker. Tony didn’t have to ask if the accusation was true. Clearly, Peter had played some role in initiating his twins’ relationship with Sir Duncan. Yet he refused to admit it, even now.

      “How was your relationship with Mariah at the end? In November or December of last year?”

      “Strained.”

      “Ask him why,” Hannah said.

      “I shall. But first,” Tony turned to her. “How was your relationship with Mariah? Did you have a happy Christmas?”

      “I worked that day. Monitoring a critical test at the lab.”

      “New Year’s?”

      Hannah shook her head.

      “She hadn’t spoken to Mariah since Bonfire Night,” Peter announced triumphantly. “Mark, either. Poor Mariah suffered two months like that, her mother refusing to speak to her, before she killed herself.”

      “Mariah didn’t kill herself,” Hannah bellowed. “And I didn’t refuse to speak to her. Or Mark. I simply waited for one of them to make the first move. I was well within my rights. They owed me an apology.”

      “For what?” Tony asked.

      “For speaking disrespectfully.”

      “For speaking truthfully,” Peter said. “Mariah told Hannah she was a terrible mother. Mark stood by and nodded. Hannah can’t bear to be challenged. So she gave our children the keys to the street. And we haven’t seen them since.”
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