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      Anthony Hetheridge, chief superintendent for New Scotland Yard and ninth baron of Wellegrave, would walk down the aisle in three weeks. The day chosen, the twenty-eighth of December, was denounced by most invitees as too soon: a mere two months after his subordinate, Detective Sergeant Kate Wakefield, had accepted his proposal. Not to mention unsuitably close to Christmas. The venue, Hetheridge’s home in Mayfair, was condemned as much too small for a guest list of over two hundred. Would the well-wishers be expected to squat in any unguarded space, such as the kitchen or washroom, or else mill about in Wellegrave House’s walled back garden?

      The wedding’s designated hour, five o’clock in the evening, was equally derided. So the ceremony would begin in twilight and end in absolute darkness, except for strings of white fairy lights in the trees or some other such nonsense? Holding a wedding at the dinner hour simply wasn’t done. Was the bride, reputedly raised by wolves in the East End’s most savage corner, to blame for these bizarre social lapses? Or was Hetheridge himself, who’d recently celebrated his sixtieth birthday, showing signs of early dementia?

      Although no stranger to controversy, at least not where his blue-blooded connections were concerned, the vitriol unleashed by his wedding plans surprised even Hetheridge. Around the Yard, men without a family to go home to—at least not a family they cared to spend time with—groused that Hetheridge and DS Wakefield would both “disappear” just after Boxing Day, leaving the less fortunate to sweep up.

      “Right, well, what’s a little thing like murders and shootings and drugs, when true love’s on the line?” Detective Chief Inspector Vic Jackson was overheard to complain between bites of a bacon sarnie. “We’ll just have to muddle through, boys. Rank has its privileges. As does a perfect pair of lips, hey?”

      Except DCI Jackson hadn’t said “lips.” And Hetheridge, catching wind of the conversation, as he was surely meant to, had been forced to remind himself that seizing and pummeling a fellow detective was considered bad form. Especially in today’s new, improved, more egalitarian Scotland Yard. Still, it would have been satisfying. Rumpled, perpetually unshaven DCI Jackson, still bitter because Kate once spurned his advances, was fortyish, fattish, and better with his mouth than his fists. By contrast, Hetheridge had kept himself up, partly because his lifelong obsession with fencing had never waned. And partly because a beautiful young woman, nearly half his age, was about to become his bride.

      Vic Jackson wasn’t the only person to broadcast his displeasure over the upcoming nuptials. Hetheridge’s cousin and heir, Roderick Hetheridge, middle-aged and the father of three strapping teenaged sons, had responded to the wedding announcement by practically sobbing into the phone. Apparently, Roderick had got into the Glenfiddich before deciding to make his “congratulations” call.

      “Do you really believe you’ll father an heir now? At your age? Never,” Roderick had slurred. “You and that tart will burn in hell for denying me what’s mine, Uncle Tony. Burn...   in...   hell.”

      “Terribly sorry. No idea whatever whom you’re trying to reach,” Hetheridge had said, dropping the old-fashioned receiver into its cradle. Not long after, he’d traded Wellegrave House’s vintage phones for modern cordless versions, all equipped to display the caller’s identity. He braced himself for a repeat performance, but his cousin, known to some as Randy Roddy for his not-so-discreet womanizing, didn’t call again. Either Roddy had thought better of such emotional theatrics, or his long-suffering wife had changed the locks on the drinks cabinet.

      Even Hetheridge’s superior officer, Assistant Commissioner Michael Deaver, accepted news of Hetheridge’s impending union with unexpected gravity.

      “Marrying a subordinate,” Deaver had tutted. “It’s without precedent in the Yard, a superintendent marrying a detective under his direct supervision. Surely you understand how this may all play out, Tony. You must know.”

      “I know what I want. Fortunately for me, Kate feels the same. I hoped you’d wish us joy.”

      “I wish all newly married couples joy,” Deaver spat, massaging his temples with both hands. “That personal sentiment has no bearing on my attitude toward unions that create professional...  irregularities.”

      “Of course not, sir.” Hetheridge sensed the discussion would intensify after the vows were spoken. But one thing his long service at the Met had taught him was never to borrow trouble. DCI Jackson, Roderick Hetheridge, even Assistant Commissioner Deaver—those responses meant little to him. Only the disappearance of his longtime administrative assistant, Mrs. Snell, came as a blow.

      The day began like any other Monday. Hetheridge rode to the Yard in the back of the Bentley, reading the Independent while his manservant, Harvey, navigated London’s traffic. As he took the lift to the third floor, Hetheridge found his thoughts retracing familiar mental ground. Not the wedding—thanks to his friend, the iron-willed Lady Margaret Knolls, those details were carved in stone. No, it was the honeymoon that occupied Hetheridge’s mind. Occupied it so much, in fact, that when he came upon his office door, he smacked into it. Never before had it been closed, much less locked, when he arrived on a Monday morning.

      Hetheridge had hardly finished turning on the lights and booting up his computer before Detective Sergeant Deepal “Paul” Bhar entered, wrapped in the stylish Marc Jacobs coat his mum, Sharada, had given him as a present. Bhar, in his mid-thirties, was slender and dark, with black eyes and what he bragged was a hundred-pound haircut. Although almost fully recovered from the stab wound he’d sustained during their most recent high-profile case, he still had a tendency to moan or wince theatrically if anyone female, including his mum, lurked within earshot. What with all of Bhar’s talk about aches and pains, not to mention the misery of what was predicted to be an unusually cold winter, it was no surprise Sharada had deemed a new coat necessary to protect her only son.

      “Where’s breakfast?” Bhar cried, stopping just before Hetheridge’s desk and turning in a slow circle, as if the usual steaming metal pans of scrambled eggs, fried bread, and beans crouched just on his vision’s periphery. “Why don’t I see breakfast?”

      “Detective,” Hetheridge said, striving for something like an equitable tone, “I suggest you use your powers of observation to make a deduction.”

      “Bloody hell. Mrs. Snell’s called in, hasn’t she?” Hands on his hips, Bhar pondered the scene. “I can’t recall her ever missing a day of work. When’s the last time she was too sick to work?”

      “If memory serves...  .” Hetheridge sighed, knowing it always did. “The spring of 1981.”

      “Oh, really?” Bhar let out an incredulous bark. “So this is a first in my lifetime, is it? We don’t have to investigate much to guess which fly landed in Mrs. Snell’s particular ointment, do we, guv?”

      “Perhaps she’s merely been delayed. Let me check my messages,” Hetheridge stalled, picking up the phone’s receiver and punching in his code.

      “Oi! Why’s it still dark in the foyer? Nearly walked into a spider plant,” Detective Sergeant Kate Wakefield called from the entryway. In the early morning, some women cultivated artful dishevelment, but for Kate, the wild blonde hair and scuffed pumps were merely a symptom of her busy home life. Playing surrogate mum to her eight-year-old nephew, Henry, and her mentally disabled brother, Ritchie, made early mornings a trial. Sometime around noon, she’d look in the mirror, pass a comb through her long hair, give her shoes a polish and put on a little red lipstick. Like most men at the Yard, Hetheridge found Kate equally beguiling either way. But from what he could see, the females much preferred morning-Kate to her afternoon reboot.

      “It’s frigid outside, and I’m famished,” Kate said, tossing her long red scarf on a chair. “Hungry enough to gnaw on a—oh! Hang on.” Like Bhar, Kate turned in a slow circle, as if the usual morning spread might pop out from behind a coat tree.

      One hopes the pair of them are never called upon to solve a murder after missing a meal, Hetheridge thought.

      “I don’t understand,” Kate said. “Where’s breakfast?”

      Bhar made an outraged noise. “You’ve killed breakfast, you colossal tart! At least I was nice to the mad old bat.”

      “You weren’t!” Kate cried. “Half the time you called her ‘Mrs. Smell.’”

      “Not to her face. You’re the one who stole the guv’s heart⁠—”

      “Silence!” Hetheridge roared, making a show of pressing the receiver to his ear as his messages began to play. He knew perfectly well Bhar was correct, but admitting the truth would serve no one. When it came to his administrative assistant’s antipathy for her much-younger rival, denial was the best weapon. It was absurd, of course, even embarrassing, to find himself the object of an employee’s transparent affection. Never tall and never handsome, Hetheridge had passed his twenties and thirties mostly unnoticed by women, unless they recognized him as Lord Hetheridge. But in middle age, he’d grown into his looks, remaining fit and trim with a full head of steel gray hair while most of his contemporaries went soft and bald. And at some point during his long association with Mrs. Snell, she’d apparently fallen in love with him.

      Hetheridge listened to his messages. The first referenced an obscure legal defense, dashing all hope to win a minor case. The second confirmed a DNA match on a switchblade, making a conviction almost certain. The third was from Mrs. Snell. When the line went dead, he pretended to listen for another few seconds, trying to decide what to do. Finally, he put on his gravest face, looking from Bhar to Kate.

      “The bloody cow’s retired,” Kate guessed.

      “Scratch that. The mad old bat’s dead,” Bhar said.

      “Mrs. Snell,” Hetheridge emphasized in a tone he’d learned from his own chilly father, “finds herself unwell. She’s...  .” He mumbled deliberately. “So I shall go visit her, of course. Both of you should⁠—”

      “Sorry, guv.” Bhar’s missing breakfast was clearly forgotten; his black eyes, usually snapping with good humor, widened as if he had a winning lottery ticket in hand. “Did you say she’s taken to her bed?”

      Hetheridge gave Bhar a curt nod.

      Bhar hooted with laughter. Kate joined in, slapping Bhar on the back. Hetheridge let them get the mirth out, and then silenced them with one loud, theatrical sigh.

      “For a woman of Mrs. Snell’s generation, not to mention a man of mine, the phrase is hardly unknown. Given her long years of dedicated, tireless, and apparently unappreciated service, the least we can do is call upon her at home.”

      Hetheridge smiled, waiting for the full meaning of this last to sink in.

      “We?“ Bhar burst out. Kate looked stunned.

      “Yes,” Hetheridge said. “We three form a unit. We interact with Mrs. Snell throughout the week and depend upon her help. Surely we should visit her bedside together, to emphasize how much we care?”
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        * * *

      

      They took the Bentley, which Harvey brought back to the Yard in record time since the morning gridlock had allowed him to get only halfway home. Hetheridge, ever-conscious of public impropriety when it came to Kate, took the passenger seat, leaving Kate and Bhar to spread out in the Bentley’s leather-upholstered, wood-paneled interior. They did so in mutinous silence, clearly missing their accustomed morning orgy of carbohydrates, caffeine, and fat.

      “I don’t feel guilty about disliking her. She’s racist,” Bhar announced as the Bentley drew within sight of Mrs. Snell’s neighborhood, Muswell Hill.

      “Hah!”  Kate laughed. “Everything she says and does sets women back a hundred years. That makes her sexist, too.”

      “Mrs. Snell,” Hetheridge said, not bothering to turn his head since his voice projected easily within the car, “is neither racist nor sexist. You misunderstand her hostility. She detests the two of you as human beings.”

      “Here we are, sir,” Harvey said. He had a gift for speaking up at precisely the right moment. Now he slid the long, black Bentley to a halt outside a row of neat, well-kept red brick houses, each with matching white trim, triple-stack chimneys, peaks, and gables. Despite all the changes the world had seen in the last fifty years, despite the spillover of riots just a summer ago, this little corner of Muswell Hill looked as delightful as ever.

      “Thank you, Harvey. We’ll meet you back here at about—half-nine, let’s say?”

      “Very good, sir.”

      Hetheridge waited until Harvey pulled away from the curb. Then he turned to his team, both of whom seemed poised to argue against the wisdom of such a visit.

      “Since you’ve both aired your opinions of Mrs. Snell time and again, there’s no need for you to revisit them here, practically on the poor woman’s doorstep.” Hetheridge gestured at no. 129, a house identical to all the others, except for white lace curtains in the front window. “So let me say this. Our goal is to encourage Mrs. Snell to return to work as soon as possible. Should either of you prove less than convincing, I’ll have no choice but to enact certain changes. For one thing, I’ll require all reports to be turned in on deadline, no more extensions, to assure proper turnaround. For another, I’ll expect you both in the office for a half-day every weekend, no exceptions, to cover the basic fact-checking formerly entrusted to Mrs. Snell. As for breakfast, you’ll find it served only in the canteen. Do I make myself clear?”

      Bhar and Kate exchanged glances. Any leftover rebellious impulses appeared to be fading fast.

      “Yes, guv.” Bhar examined the pavement.

      “Sure, guv.” Kate’s hazel eyes were trained on her manicure. Hetheridge pretended not to notice the lack of enthusiasm. It was possible that sometime that evening, he’d pay for pulling rank. Could man and wife work together within Scotland Yard’s rigid hierarchy, one answering to the other? No doubt they’d find out. And if Hetheridge found himself in a spot of trouble with Kate later that night, well—he bit back a smile. Behind closed doors, that sort of friction made the eventual reconciliation all the sweeter.

      An old woman, at least eighty, answered the door after Hetheridge rang the bell a third time. Judging by her prehistoric peplum house dress and the rollers in her thin white hair, callers were not expected.

      “Who’re you meant to be?” She squinted at Hetheridge. “Got cataracts. Can’t see properly when the sun does that.” The old woman gestured toward the east as if inconvenienced by the sun’s habit of rising. “Are you the man who flogs satellite TV?”

      “Indeed, I am not. My name is Anthony Hetheridge. Chief Superintendent for Scotland Yard. I’m told Vera was taken ill?”

      Behind him, Hetheridge heard a suspicious intake of breath. Without turning, he suspected Bhar had laughed to hear his nemesis called “Vera,” and Kate had silenced him with an elbow to the ribs.

      “Scotland Yard. Oh, my heavens. I’m Vera’s mum.” The old woman, perhaps five feet tall, raised on her toes to peer straight up Hetheridge’s nose. “Never thought you’d come. Not with all those murderers about. Whole world’s gone to the devil. I told Vera, come off it, my girl. You could die up there and the Met would go right on without you. Nothing special, my Vera, no matter what airs she puts on. And now she’s made you take time away from the sort of thing that really matters,” the woman, apparently Mrs. Snell’s mother, sniffed. “Pakis buying up all the corner shops. Jamaicans thicker than Jews in some parts. Muslims everywhere on motorbikes…”

      “With bombs hidden under their burkas,” came a familiar voice just behind Hetheridge. Then another muffled oof.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Mrs. Snell’s mother agreed, missing Bhar’s cheerful sarcasm entirely. “Well, I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time, but our Vera’s headstrong. When she says she’s well, she’s well, even with a fever of a hundred and two. And when she says she’s sick and won’t see anyone, there’s naught you can do but go about your business, I expect.”

      Hetheridge was considering his next approach when he heard the sound of a throat being cleared. Behind the old woman, up the flight of stairs but still hidden on the landing one floor above, someone had made her presence known.

      “Did you hear something?” The old woman clutched at the neck of her housedress. “Not safe in your own home these days... ”

      “Mum. I’ll see him.” Mrs. Snell spoke quietly, still concealed on the landing.

      “Sounds like voices.” Mrs. Snell’s mother looked wildly from side to side. “Lord help me, have I got tinnitus now?”

      “Mum! I said I’m well enough to receive the chief superintendent!” Mrs. Snell snapped.

      “Oh. It’s only our Vera.” The old woman shrugged at Hetheridge. “Risen from the dead, as it were. Come in, let me take your coat. And who are all these?” she asked, squinting at Kate and Bhar.

      “My team. Detective Sergeant Kate Wakefield and Detective Sergeant Paul Bhar.”

      Mrs. Snell’s mother accepted Bhar’s Marc Jacobs coat with obvious suspicion. “What sort of person are you, young man?”

      “Black Irish. Named for St. Paul,” Bhar said, putting on an accent thicker than a leprechaun’s.

      “Irish,” she repeated, frowning at the coat. The reassurance didn’t stop her from hanging it on a hook, as if placement on the coat tree next to Kate’s and Hetheridge’s was a bit more ethnic fraternization than she was willing to permit in her own home.

      To Hetheridge’s relief, Mrs. Snell’s mum chose to put the kettle on rather than follow them upstairs. Over the last thirty years, his long-widowed administrative assistant had been almost entirely closed-mouthed about her personal life, including her relationship with her mother. But it didn’t require a detective’s training to deduce, when it came to issuing friendly encouragement, the old woman in the violent pink hair curlers hadn’t the foggiest notion how.

      “In here,” Mrs. Snell called as Hetheridge gained the landing. “First door on the left.”

      The bedroom, neat and spare, was nothing like Hetheridge had imagined. Of course, Bhar had long claimed Mrs. Snell was the love child of Dame Edna Everage and the Queen, a mysterious, unnatural being with clothing from 1960 and a mindset from 1690, if not before. Unable to deny such accusations, at least as far as Mrs. Snell’s wardrobe was concerned, Hetheridge entered her room expecting tea cozies, vintage dolls, and porcelain kittens. Instead, he found himself confronted by white walls dotted with framed black and white photos. The bookshelf held a collection of guides for the self-taught photographer. On Mrs. Snell’s bedside table sat an alarm clock, a silver pill box, and what he suspected was a top-of-the-line Nikon digital camera.

      “Chief Superintendent, I deeply regret causing such a disruption to your day,” Mrs. Snell said. Wrapped in a faded pink dressing gown, she sat propped up against pillows, covers pulled to her waist. Her white hair was permed as tightly as ever; her horsey face seemed to have picked up an extra line or two. Behind her thick spectacles, hugely magnified eyes flicked toward Kate and Bhar. “No doubt you could all be far better employed.”

      “You really must return. We can’t go on without you, Mrs. Snell,” Bhar blurted.

      Hetheridge found himself smiling. It was what he always did when Bhar stopped skirting the edge, usually to topple off face-first.

      “Not until you’re better, of course,” Kate said, filling the breach in her most earnest tones. She, at least, knew how to make a humiliating concession without sounding like a complete nutter. Or, worse, a standup comedian. “We just want you to know how important you are. Is there, er, anything we can get you?”

      Mrs. Snell stared at Kate, unblinking, until even Hetheridge felt a tickle of unease beneath his collar. Not that anything so trivial could unnerve him; over the course of his long career, he’d stood his ground against psychopaths, murderers and gunmen with nothing to lose. Probably Harvey had gone overboard with the fabric softener again.

      “Is there anything you might bring me?” Mrs. Snell said at last, restating Kate’s statement to more genteel effect, though her tone was frigid. “No. I think not. But thanks all the same for considering me.”

      Hetheridge dug under his collar with a forefinger. Fabric softener wasn’t at fault. And the more he allowed Kate and Bhar to thrash about issuing ridiculous sentiments, the more fiendish this knot would prove in the end.

      “DS Wakefield. DS Bhar. I do believe our hostess mentioned putting on the kettle? Please go down and join her for tea. I’d like some time with Mrs. Snell alone.”

      Kate and Bhar hurried out like schoolchildren unexpectedly freed from detention. Not for the first time, Hetheridge reflected that in his line of work, having children was unnecessary. Overseeing detectives was remarkably similar, with one exception: detectives never seemed to grow up.

      “Vera.” He smiled. “May I sit?”

      Mrs. Snell nodded.

      Although a chair was positioned near the bookcase, Hetheridge eased onto the bed, careful not to jar his administrative assistant in case her illness wasn’t entirely put on.

      “We’ve worked together for a long time.”

      She sniffed, eyes widening alarmingly, as if she might shed a tear. “I’ve worked for you, I think you’ll find. With the greatest pride and contentment. Best years of my life.”

      “Best years of my life, too, most likely.” Hetheridge smiled. “I’m on the downhill route now, I know. But there’s still some fight in the old man. And still some fight in you, unless I miss the mark.”

      Sniffing again, Mrs. Snell looked toward the window.

      “May I speak freely, Vera? Not as—you know. But simply as Tony Hetheridge.”

      Meeting his gaze, Mrs. Snell nodded, lifting her chin with a stoicism he’d witnessed many times in his nanny, dead forty years now. Not to mention his mum’s housekeeper, his father’s gamekeeper, and even his first fencing master at Eton. The expectation was pain and disappointment, yet the bearing was brave. Strong. Braced to endure.

      “I fear I’ve offended you by proposing matrimony to Kate. I know she joined my team under a cloud of suspicion, but that was Vic’s doing. As for the bit with the gun, it wasn’t her fault so much as mine. Surely she redeemed herself at Halloween, did she not? Paul and I both stayed alive, even if he took a knife to the shoulder.”

      “One would never know that young man had any training in self-defense.”

      “Indeed.” Hetheridge chuckled. “You’d perform better in the field, wouldn’t you?”

      Mrs. Snell was startled out of her incipient tears. “Me? Nonsense.”

      “At his age, you would have, as you very well know. Opportunities were different then. Paul is still fighting the racism almost everyone swears has ceased to exist.”

      “Not to mention delusions of his own cleverness.”

      “Yes. Whereas Kate fought her way up. She has no notion of gentility, much less cooperation between women. The outcast is her natural role.”

      “I would argue there’s nothing natural about taking on such a role.” Mrs. Snell’s gaze slid back to Hetheridge. “It’s thrust upon certain women, no matter how hard they fight the label.”

      Hetheridge took that in. Then, before he could stop himself, he leaned closer, taking one of Mrs. Snell’s hands in both of his. “Vera, please understand. I fell in love. I didn’t think it was possible, but there it is. Kate’s not what my mum or dad would have wanted. Had my elder brother lived, he would have chosen properly, no doubt. He was reared to the barony. I took it by default.”

      Mrs. Snell didn’t pull away. “Your brother wasn’t better than you,” she said, a wealth of emotion in her usually controlled voice. “There’s no one person better than another, not in the sight of almighty God or the universe. The barony of Wellegrave came to you because it was meant to be yours.”

      Hetheridge smiled. “What would I do without you?”

      Mrs. Snell sniffed. A tear dropped; she did her best to wipe it away unobtrusively.

      “My point is this. When it comes to Kate, I fully expect to pay for my choice of what people will call the wrong woman. The incorrect woman.”

      “No one has the right to call her that.”

      Hetheridge fought back a smile. It was the first kind word Mrs. Snell had ever given Kate. “Believe me, I know it. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, and I don’t give a damn what my relatives think, or society at large. But at the Yard—well. You know better than anyone, Vera. Over the years I’ve made enemies, and they’ll be coming for my head. I may succeed in keeping my place. I may fail. But no matter how it ends, I beg of you. Don’t make me face the bastards alone.”
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        * * *

      

      “Isn’t this snug?” Hetheridge said upon entering Mrs. Snell’s kitchen, which lived up to every preconceived notion he’d ever entertained. Crocheted oven mitts, placemats, napkin rings, and tea cozies were everywhere; a porcelain cat salt shaker sat beside a porcelain dog pepper mill in the breakfast area. All that was required to complete the scene was a garden gnome, and Hetheridge, turning to smile at Mrs. Snell’s mother, saw she’d tied on a gnome-patterned apron. The white-bearded imp gave a double-thumbs up, perhaps ironically, or perhaps as a sincere affirmation of English middle class culture.

      “Afraid I don’t have any Irish breakfast tea,” the old woman told Bhar as she filled his cup, a BBC item commemorating the Pride & Prejudice miniseries starring Colin Firth.

      “This is what they had on special at Tesco,” Mrs. Snell’s mother continued, filling Kate’s cup, which featured a somewhat unflattering photo of Jennifer Ehle, the actress who’d played Elizabeth Bennett in the 1995 broadcast. “Care for sugar?”

      “Detective Sergeant Bhar takes two sugars,” Mrs. Snell announced, striding into the kitchen with pink dressing gown belted tight and chin held high. “Let me do this, Mother. I know the needs of Chief Superintendent Hetheridge’s staff better than my own.”

      “Fine. I’ll handle the entertainment, as always. With your demeanor, you could chase the grin off a skeleton.” Locating the remote, the old woman pointed it at the flat screen television mounted above the breakfast table. “I adore the twenty-four hour news cycle, don’t you, Chief?”

      “I find it a necessary evil.” Hetheridge nodded over her head at Mrs. Snell, who gave him a controlled smile in return. It was a relief to see her on the job again. For a moment, the outcome had been in doubt.

      “Fancy a bit of CNN?” Mrs. Snell’s mother asked. But before Hetheridge could say he preferred BBC News, the old woman had already snapped it on.

      “...  authorities already decline to call the death a natural occurrence,” CNN’s female newsreader said. “Now we’ll go to UK correspondent Clive Penvensy, outside Hotel Nonpareil in London’s fashionable West End. Clive, tell us about the victim. Michael Martin Hughes was a figure steeped in international controversy, was he not?”

      “He was, Jennifer,” Clive replied enthusiastically, as if getting paid by the number of teeth flashed. “In Green and ecological circles, Michael Martin Hughes was the devil, or as near as made no difference. The Peerless Petrol crude oil spill, still unresolved, happened on his watch. Worse, as CEO of Peerless Petrol, some thought Mr. Hughes refused to shoulder the blame. His statement three days after the ecological disaster, which read in part, ‘I’m ready to move on and enjoy my life,’ was seen by many as a betrayal of environmentalists, not to mention the thousands of people impacted by his company’s oil spill, the worst in history.”

      “Thank you, Clive. Here’s the question everyone in the U.S. is asking: was Michael Martin Hughes murdered?”

      Hetheridge drew in his breath. Almost at the same time, Bhar and Kate did the same, tea cups halting halfway to their mouths. Only Mrs. Snell, lately on her deathbed, seemed energized by the broadcast.

      “I believe the three of you should get back to the Yard. I’ll see that a late breakfast is delivered, or failing that, brunch. My intuition tells me this situation will soon involve Chief Superintendent Hetheridge.”
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      According to travel guides, no list of London’s ugliest buildings would be complete without Hotel Nonpareil. Built by an American businessman who fancied himself a forward-thinker, the structure, a tower with a bulbous glass top, was balanced by a smaller, asymmetric pyramid. According to the London Telegraph’s architecture critic, who’d once called London’s City Hall a “glass gonad” and the Blue Fin Building “the end of civilization,” Hotel Nonpareil was “loathsome, senseless, and almost pornographically foul.”

      Apparently, this last insult rang true with the average Londoner, many of whom had begun calling it Hotel Knob-in-Peril. If one squinted, very little imagination was required to perceive the pyramid as a scalpel blade and the tower as a certain male appendage. Still, aesthetic scorn aside, Hotel Nonpareil was a roaring success. Frequently playing host to conventions and charity events, the hotel was triumphantly in the black, boasting a year-round occupancy rate of seventy-seven percent.

      “God in heaven,” Hetheridge muttered when Bhar, studying briefing details on his phone, read the statistic aloud.

      “Three hundred rooms, guv.” Bhar sounded bleak. “Assuming the hotel is three-quarters occupied⁠—”

      “Double occupied,” Kate broke in as Harvey guided the Bentley toward Hotel Nonpareil’s entrance, now police-barricaded and ringed with panda cars. “Not many people travel alone.”

      “Double occupied, that brings the number of potential witnesses and interviewees up to⁠—”

      Hetheridge’s mobile chimed. Relieved, he waved Bhar into silence. “Hello, Michael,” he greeted the assistant commissioner.

      “Tony. Good to find you on the job already.” Deaver sounded only mildly suicidal. For Hetheridge’s glass-half-full-of-hemlock superior, that was a good sign. “I’ve already called the DI in charge and buggered him blind. His slow response time will have us crucified on the ten o’clock news. The precise moment homicide was suspected, you should have been consulted.”

      “I’m flattered, of course, and happy to assist. But, sir, from what I’ve been told, Michael Martin Hughes was a self-made man. I was given to understand he resided mostly in New York and Dubai. Did he have some link to London society of which I’m unaware?”

      Deaver’s chuckle was not reassuring. “The prospect of matrimony must be rattling you to the marrow, old boy, for you to even ask. Hughes was killed during the biggest fundraiser Peerless Petrol’s ever thrown. It was the company’s attempt to show the UK, not to mention the rest of the world, they’re working to do something about the oil spill. When you examine Hotel Nonpareil’s guest list, you’ll find a virtual Who’s Who of pedigreed names. Hughes himself may have risen from common stock, but at least half your witnesses will quite likely be upper class.”

      “Splendid.” From long habit, Hetheridge managed to sound neutral, but inside, his mood turned nearly as black as Deaver’s default outlook. Any bluebloods he found himself obliged to treat, even briefly, as suspects would find it easy to retaliate. They could wreak social vengeance on the soon-to-be Lady Kate Hetheridge for decades to come.

      Is this to be the pattern of my married life? Hands tied in every major investigation unless I’m willing to subject Kate to eternal unpleasantness?

      “Splendid, is it?” Assistant Commissioner Deaver issued one of his humorless chuckles. “Then this final tidbit should gratify you even more. Two of the distinguished personages currently lodged at Hotel Nonpareil are none other than Lady Isabel Bartlow and her brother, Sir Duncan Godington.”

      Hetheridge bit the inside of his cheek.  When receiving truly unwelcome news, it was the only physical response he permitted himself. Twice now, in his capacity as a detective, he’d crossed paths with Sir Duncan: first, in the triple murder trial which had made the baronet a figure of unexpected public sympathy, and then again, after a Halloween bash turned deadly. With the wedding day closing in, the last thing Hetheridge wanted was another cat-and-mouse game with Sir Duncan. Like the proverbial feline, Sir Duncan enjoyed playing with his quarry as much as he enjoyed killing it. And when it came to mind games, even between intellectually well-matched players, Hetheridge knew the amoral player would always have the advantage.

      “I see,” he told Deaver. “Well. It’s unfortunate, and I’ll do what I can to expedite their processing and dismissal, of course.”

      “Good God, Tony. I appreciate a stiff upper lip as much as the next man, but this isn’t stoicism. It’s rigor mortis.”

      “Rubbish, Michael. I can’t die. Our honeymoon plane tickets are entirely non-refundable. Put Sir Duncan out of your mind,” Hetheridge said. “At least until I canvass the scene and form a few impressions.”

      Despite Hetheridge’s outwardly calm reassurance, Sir Duncan’s presence at the fundraiser rang alarm bells inside. The man was rich, but far from idle. Fossil fuel companies, especially those embroiled in environmental disasters, were precisely the entities Sir Duncan, an outspoken conservationist, worked against. Why would he agree to appear at a fundraiser thrown by Peerless Petrol? Had the disgraced company promised the sort of green concessions that would earn Sir Duncan’s approval?

      “Fair enough, Tony. One more thing,” Assistant Commissioner Deaver said. “If Sir Duncan becomes a suspect, you may have to reassign DS Bhar.”

      “Bad connection, sir,” Hetheridge said serenely. “Sorry. All this cloud cover...  .”

      “Tony—”

      “I’ll ring back as soon as I’m able.” Hetheridge disconnected, and then turned off his mobile for good measure. Although the habit frustrated his junior officers, Hetheridge, like most of his generation, scoffed at the notion he should be phone-accessible 24/7. In his experience, many a police career had been saved by an unanswered phone call or unfinished letter. Kate and Bhar’s generation, spouting off daily via text, Tweet, Facebook, or email, suffered repercussions that Hetheridge, equally hot-headed in his youth, had avoided. It was difficult, after all, to maintain righteous fury when one’s superior officer pretended, via his secretary, to be out of the office. And the effort of actually typing a vitriolic letter, signing it in black ink, and sealing it into an envelope, had twice saved Hetheridge from dire consequences, had such a letter actually been posted.

      “What was all that about?” Kate’s voice from the Bentley’s interior roused Hetheridge from his thoughts. “Some kind of bombshell from the AC?”

      “Potentially.” Turning round in his seat, Hetheridge met Kate’s eyes. “When Hughes was killed, Sir Duncan Godington was a guest in the hotel. He’s still there, awaiting his preliminary interview along with his sister, Lady Isabel.”

      “Sir Duncan?” Kate sounded disappointingly neutral. Hetheridge, aware that it was ridiculous to envy such a man, felt a stab of emotion that was surely not jealousy. Kate and Sir Duncan had met at a society function. Kate had been ravishing in a ball gown; Sir Duncan had looked handsomer than ever in evening dress. Not to mention clearly attracted to Kate, a fact Hetheridge preferred not to dwell on. Ready for a scorching outburst from Bhar, he looked back and received a groan instead.

      “I knew it. The Grim.” Bhar massaged his temples.

      “The what?”

      “A big black dog. The Grim. Omen of death.” Eyes wide, Bhar sounded aggrieved that he had to explain.

      “Oh, good Lord.” Kate looked ready to slap him. “He means Harry Potter, guv.”

      “Harry Potter?” Despite his reputation as a dinosaur, Hetheridge had seen the J. K. Rowling book series displayed in shop windows; the premiere of each movie adaptation had been an occasion of widespread national pride. But when he read for pleasure, it was never fantasy, or even novels. He heard enough fiction from confabulating witnesses and guilty parties desperate to shift the blame. These days, Hetheridge most often read history. Currently at 50% on his ereader: a new biography of Richard the Third, about as modern as Hetheridge cared to get.

      “Paul,” Hetheridge said. “Do you refer to those books meant for small children?”

      “Oh, please, everyone’s read them,” Bhar said. “And I wasn’t going to mention it, but yesterday evening I saw a huge black dog crouched at the end of my street, watching as I locked up the Astra. It wasn’t a neighborhood dog. Flashing eyes. Growling, too. When I got to the door, I looked back and it was gone. Vanished, like an evil spirit.”

      “I don’t believe him,” Kate told Hetheridge.

      “You don’t believe Paul saw a stray dog?”

      “I don’t believe he wasn’t going to mention it.” Punching Bhar’s upper arm, Kate grinned at his yelp. “Here you go, throwing another wobbly. Why don’t you bring Mummy on the job, so she can make the world safer for little Paulie?”

      “Stop hitting me! Did you see that?” Bhar turned to Hetheridge. “She’s always hitting me.”

      Shutting his eyes briefly, Hetheridge chose to otherwise ignore the complaint. “I’ve never heard of a ‘Grim, ‘but I’ve heard of the Black Shuck, a spectral figure of doom that haunts churchyards. Usually described as a hostile dog. Is that what you think you saw?”

      “I know I saw it.” Bhar shot Kate a sidelong glance. “And what happens to me the very next day? Yet another case where Sir Duncan Stab-a-Fork-in-His-Eye Godington turns up. This time, he’ll ruin my career for certain. I suppose the AC wants to fling me off the case? Fruit of the poisonous tree and all that?” Bhar was referring to the perception that once a police officer and a suspect interacted negatively or unethically, all subsequent dealings must be assumed tainted. In Bhar’s case, it meant, since he’d once dated Sir Duncan’s ex-girlfriend, telling her details about the triple murder case that were leaked back to Sir Duncan himself, members of the public might infer Bhar would thereafter seek vengeance. So even if he discovered legitimate evidence against the baronet, the presumption might be that such “fruit” came from a poisonous tree and could not be trusted.

      “Yes, well, lucky for us, ‘fruit of the poisonous tree’ is an American legal issue, not an English one. No matter how many Brits enjoy CSI: Miami, we need only concern ourselves with the realities of the Crown court.”

      “The AC cares about the court of public opinion, guv.” Bhar sighed. “All those campaigns to improve the public’s trust in the police service—he’ll see me on this case as a guaranteed tabloid headline, once the snouts from the Sun get wind of it.”

      “Let me handle the Assistant Commissioner,” Hetheridge said. “Kate, based on your prior interaction with Sir Duncan, you have the best chance of getting a straightforward interview out of him. If you can see your way clear to release him early, by all means, do so. If not, tread cautiously.”

      “Ever known me not to?” Kate asked seriously, and then winked. “Kidding. I’ll be professional.”

      Hetheridge had a feeling Sir Duncan would expect flattery, nervous apologies and outright arse-kissing, but kept the suspicion to himself. Since joining his team, Kate was growing into her role, but she had yet to fully accept that rich, titled, and self-consciously upper class people expected far more than a competent detective. They expected Scotland Yard’s agent to behave like a personal concierge, shielding them from unpleasantness and offering frequent expressions of gratitude, some of them tangible. More than once, Hetheridge had been the target of abusive screeds because, after an investigation, the witnesses had been offered no compensation, not even flower arrangements, theater tickets, or paid dinners. As F. Scott Fitzgerald had so famously noted, the rich were different. And one of those differences was a willingness, at least among some of them, to seek a quid pro quo arrangement for time spent, even during a murder investigation. Bhar had learned this the hard way; Kate would, too.

      Bhar still looked troubled. Ludicrous as his story about glimpsing the Grim or Black Shuck was, he obviously believed it. Hetheridge, who’d suffered two near-death experiences on the job, understood Bhar’s stabbing had affected him more deeply than Kate perhaps realized. The solution wasn’t to indulge his fantasies, but to immerse him in reality.

      “Paul, you’ll accompany me to the murder scene.”

      “I don’t see the point if the AC⁠—”

      “That was not a request.”

      “I only mean if⁠—”

      “Nor is this. Say nothing. Not another word until I give you leave.”

      Eyes wide, Bhar stared at Hetheridge in consternation, lips pressed together.

      Kate looked equally startled, lips tight, but for a different reason. When push came to shove, she was loyal to her colleagues. In this case, loyalty meant doing her best not to laugh.

      Hetheridge faced forward as Harvey drew the Bentley alongside Hotel Nonpareil’s entrance. No one spoke. Hetheridge knew he’d better enjoy the silence. It was unlikely to last long.
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        * * *

      

      “We held the scene for you, sir,” the uniformed PC said, opening the Bentley’s door and quickly stepping back to stand more or less at attention. Junior officers often behaved that way around Hetheridge. At Scotland Yard, he was never called Lord Hetheridge, except as a peculiar form of reverse snobbery—as if he’d inherited the role of Chief Superintendent, just as he’d inherited the barony of Wellegrave. But when it came to the Met’s uniformed officers, the opposite was true. They often treated Hetheridge with exaggerated respect, stammers, even an occasional bow.

      At Hotel Nonpareil’s grand entrance, another uniformed PC opened the glass door for Hetheridge to stride in, unquestioned. Behind him, Kate and Bhar were stopped, obliged to flash their warrant cards to secure entry.

      “The Assistant Commissioner told Mr. Garrett to expect you,” the PC said, leading Hetheridge toward the hotel’s gilt-edged reception desk, where a short, conspicuously perspiring bald man waited. Doubtless this was the manager. And the musclebound, blue-uniformed hulk beside him could only be Hotel Nonpareil’s head of security.

      “I’m Leo Makepeace,” the little man said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief. “This is Bob Junkett, the hotel’s security chief.”

      “How do you do?” Hetheridge, accustomed to sizing up men at a glance, shook hands with both and tried not to judge. If he did, Makepeace was a frustrated sap and Junkett, an unfulfilled meathead. But that was too easy. And indeed, one of the attractions of detective work was surprising, even shocking insights into human nature. “Did you say Dr. Garrett’s on duty? Thank heavens.”

      Hetheridge had known Divisional Surgeon Peter Garrett for more than twenty years. The man’s work was impeccable, his instincts, phenomenal. He understood the requirements of the Met better than some junior officers, yet remained a fierce advocate for the dignity of the dead, never allowing a corpse to be exposed to ridicule or tabloid reporters simply for the convenience of law enforcement. If Garrett had agreed to let the body of Michael Martin Hughes, discovered sometime after midnight, languish at the crime scene until Hetheridge arrived more than eight hours later, there could be only one reason. Garrett believed the scene, surely already photographed and videoed, might contain hidden details no one but a detective could ferret out. And only if that detective was permitted to view the murder scene intact.

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Garrett’s waiting for you inside suite 800. With the body.”

      Hetheridge and Bhar followed Junkett into the lift. At the same time, Kate steered Makepeace, still dabbing at his forehead, toward a quiet corner. If raw nerves were any indication of guilt, the poor little man should have been jailed straightaway. But in Hetheridge’s experience, transparent fear early in an investigation indicated nothing, except an indication of personal neuroses. Deep down inside, many people were quivering masses of guilt, perpetually braced for an accusation. This didn’t make them culpable. At least not when it came to murder.

      One side of the lift was paneled with mirrored tiles. Bhar took the opportunity to preen, straightening his tie and smoothing his hair. Junkett, apparently unaffected by physical vanity, stared straight ahead. Giving himself a reluctant once-over, Hetheridge met his own pale blue eyes. Who was this old man, mad enough to torpedo his quiet existence and walk down the aisle at age sixty?

      The doubt, though painful, was fleeting. Not because Hetheridge wondered if he were too old for Kate—he knew he was—but because he’d lived long enough to abandon notions of perfection. Yes, in an ideal world, Hetheridge would be forty, not sixty, and Kate would work with a different unit, lessening the perception of unprofessional conduct. But in that perfect world, a corporate bastard like Michael Martin Hughes wouldn’t exist. And even if he did, murder would be off the menu, since killing one’s fellow creatures for love, money, or vengeance was far from ideal. No. Better to accept reality, warts and all, and simply get on with it.
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