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    To Dad and Averil,


  




  

    ‘Although the world is full of suffering, it is also full of the overcoming of it.’




    —Helen Keller




  




  

    ‘For when my outward action doth demonstrate




    The native act and figure of my heart




    In complement extern, ’tis not long after




    But I will wear my heart upon my sleeve




    For daws to peck at; I am not what I am.’




    —William Shakespeare, Othello.


  




  

    ‘The poison is working!’




    —Puccini, Tosca.
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      Detective Inspector Annie Cabbot thought it was a great shame that she had to spend one of the most beautiful days of the year so far at a crime scene, especially a hanging. She hated hangings. And on a Friday afternoon, too.




      Annie had been dispatched, along with Detective Sergeant Winsome Jackman, to Hindswell Woods, just south of Eastvale Castle, where some schoolboys spending the last day of their half-term holiday splashing in the River Swain had phoned to say they thought they had seen a body.




      The river ran swift, broad and shallow here, the colour of freshly pumped beer, frothing around the mossy stones. Along the riverside footpath, the trees were mostly ash, alder and wych-elm, their leaves a pale, almost translucent green, trembling in the faint breeze. The scent of wild garlic filled the air, clusters of midges hovered over the water, and on the other side the meadows were full of buttercups, pignut and cranesbill. Tewits twittered and flitted back and forth, nervous about people encroaching on their ground nests. A few fluffy clouds drifted across the sky.




      Four schoolboys, all aged about ten or eleven, sat hunched on the boulders by the water, draped in towels or damp T-shirts, strips of pale skin, white as tripe, exposed here and there, all the spirit crushed out of their joyous play. They’d told the police that one of them had chased another off the path into the woods above the river, and they had stumbled upon a body hanging from one of the few oaks that still grew there. They had mobiles, so one of them dialled 999 and they waited by the riverside. When the police patrol officers and the ambulance crew arrived and took a look at the body, they agreed there was nothing they could do, so they stayed well back and radioed for the heavy brigade. Now it was Annie’s job to assess the situation and decide on what action should be taken.




      Annie left Winsome to take statements from the kids and followed the patrol officer up the slope into the woods. Through the trees to her left, she could see the ruins of Eastvale Castle high on its hill. Before long, just over the rise, she caught a glimpse of a figure hanging from a length of yellow clothesline on a low bough ahead of her, its feet about eighteen inches off the ground. It made a striking contrast to the light green of the woods because it – Annie couldn’t tell yet whether the shape was a man or a woman – was dressed in an orange shirt and black trousers.




      The tree was an old oak with a gnarled, thick trunk and knotty branches, and it stood alone in a small copse. Annie had noticed it before on her walks through the woods, where there were so few oaks that it stood out. She had even made a sketch or two of the scene but had never translated them into a fully fledged painting.




      The uniformed officers had taped off the area around the tree, into which entry would be severely restricted. ‘You checked for any signs of life, I assume?’ Annie asked the young constable making his way through the undergrowth beside her.




      ‘The paramedic did, ma’am,’ he answered. ‘As best he could without disturbing the scene.’ He paused. ‘But you don’t have to get that close to see that he’s dead.’




      A man, then. Annie ducked under the police tape and inched forward. Twigs snapped under her feet and last autumn’s leaves crackled. She didn’t want to get so close that she might destroy or contaminate any important trace evidence, but she needed a clearer idea of what she was dealing with. As she stopped about ten feet away, she could hear a golden plover whistling somewhere near by. Further up, towards the moorland, a curlew piped its mournful call. Closer by, Annie was aware of the officer panting behind her after their trot up the hill, and of the lightest of breezes soughing through leaves too fresh and moist to rustle.




      Then there was the absolute stillness of the body.




      Annie could see for herself that he was a man now. His head was closely shaved, and what hair remained had been dyed blond. He wasn’t twisting at the end of the rope, the way corpses do in movies, but hanging heavy and silent as a rock from the taut yellow clothesline, which had almost buried itself in the livid skin of his neck, now an inch or two longer than it had originally been. His lips and ears were tinged blue with cyanosis. Burst capillaries dotted his bulging eyes, making them appear red from where Annie was standing. She guessed his age at somewhere between forty and forty-five, but it was only a rough estimate. His fingernails were bitten or cut short, and she saw the cyanosis there, too. He also seemed to have a lot of blood on him for a hanging victim.




      Most hangings were suicides, Annie knew, not murders, for the obvious reason that it was very difficult to hang a man while he was still alive and kicking. Unless it was the work of a lynch mob, of course, or he had been drugged first.




      If it was a suicide, why had the victim chosen this particular place to end his life? Annie wondered. This tree? Did it have strong personal associations for him or had it simply been convenient? Had he ever realised that children might find him, and what effect seeing his body might have on them? Probably not, she guessed. When you’re that close to ending it all, you don’t think much about others. Suicide is the ultimate act of selfishness.




      Annie knew she needed the Scenes of Crime Officers here as soon as possible. It was a suspicious death, and she would be far better off pulling out all the stops than jumping to the conclusion that nothing much need be done. She took out her mobile and rang Stefan Nowak, the Crime Scene Manager, who told her to wait and said he’d organise his team. Next, she left a message for Detective Superintendent Catherine Gervaise, who was in a meeting at County HQ in Northallerton. It was too early to determine the level of investigation yet, but the super needed to know what was happening.




      Then there was Banks – Detective Chief Inspector Alan Banks, her immediate boss – who would normally be Senior Investigating Officer on something as serious as this. Should she call him? He had taken off early for the weekend, driving down to London that morning to stay with his girlfriend. Annie couldn’t complain. Banks had plenty of time off due to him, and she herself had recently got back from a two-week stay with her father in St Ives, mostly sketching and lounging around on the beach, convalescing and recharging after a traumatic period in her life.




      In the end she decided that Banks could wait. It was time to get back to the river and see what Winsome had found out from the kids. Poor buggers, Annie thought as she tottered down the slope behind the patrol officer, arms out to keep her balance. On the other hand, kids were resilient, and when they got back to school on Monday morning, they’d have one hell of a story to tell their mates. She wondered whether English teachers still handed out ‘what I did on my holidays’ assignments. If they did, they’d be in for a big surprise.




       




      After the schoolchildren had been sent home to their parents and the uniformed officers had been sent to the car park across the river to see whether the victim had left his car there, Annie leaned against a tree in companionable silence with Winsome and watched the SOCOs, along with police surgeon Dr Burns and crime scene photographer Peter Darby, work the scene in their disposable white oversuits. When they had finished photographing and examining the body in situ, they cut it down, careful to preserve the knot, and laid it on a stretcher the coroner’s officer supplied.




      There was something unnatural about all that morbid activity on such a beautiful day, Annie thought, as if it were merely some sort of exercise or practice run. But a man was dead; that much she knew. Counting her blessings, she realised that they had managed to get this far without reporters or TV cameras showing up.




      The kids hadn’t known much. About the only piece of interesting information Winsome had gleaned from them was that when they had first approached the shallows along the riverside path from Eastvale at about one o’clock, just after lunch, one of them had chased another up the slope and there had been no sign of the hanging man. It was 3.17 when the 999 call had been logged, which gave a window of just over two hours. With any luck, the SOCOs and Dr Glendenning, the Home Office pathologist, would establish cause of death pretty quickly, and she wouldn’t have to watch her weekend go down the tubes as she had so many times in the past.




      Not that she had any grandiose plans, only house-cleaning, washing, lunch with an old colleague from Harkside station on Saturday. But over the last couple of months, Annie had started taking more control of her life, and she valued her hours alone. She had cut down on her drinking and started exercising more, even going so far as to join the Eastvale fitness centre. She also spent more time on yoga and meditation at home, and she was feeling so much the better for it all.




      DI Stefan Nowak slipped off his face mask and goggles, ducked under the tape and walked towards Annie and Winsome over the stepping plates that now marked the common approach path to and from the scene. His pace was unhurried, but then it always was. Annie was glad that he had finally got his promotion to detective inspector and had been appointed Crime Scene Manager. Sometimes the invasion of police work by business terminology made her cynical – it seemed to be all managers, executives and vision statements these days – but she had to admit that a crime scene was a bit like a business in some ways, and it did have to be carefully managed.




      Winsome whistled ‘Who Are You?’




      Nowak rolled his eyes and ignored her. ‘You’re in luck,’ he said.




      ‘Suicide?’




      ‘The post-mortem should verify our findings, but from what Dr Burns and I saw, the only wound on his throat was that caused by the rope, and it was in exactly the place you’d expect it to be. Of course, there’s no saying he wasn’t poisoned first, and we’ll certainly ask for a full toxicology report, but there are no visible signs of serious physical trauma to the body other than those that can be related to the hanging. I take it Dr Glendenning is back on the job?’




      ‘Yes,’ said Annie. ‘He’s back. What about all the blood, if that’s what it was?’




      ‘It was. We’ve taken samples, of course. The only thing is…’ Nowak frowned.




      ‘Yes?’




      ‘It could have come from the superficial scratches he got when he climbed the tree – we do have plenty of indication from the ground and the bark that he did that alone, by the way, without the help of a lynch mob – but there’s rather a lot more blood than I would expect from a few scratches. We can get typing done pretty quickly, even this weekend, but, as you know, DNA and tox screens take quite a bit longer.’




      ‘Soon as you can,’ Annie said. ‘The rope?’




      ‘Cheap nylon washing line, the kind you can buy almost anywhere.’




      ‘And the knot?’




      ‘Perfectly consistent with the kind of knot a potential suicide might tie. Hardly a hangman’s knot. You wouldn’t even have to be a boy scout. It was on the left side, by the way, which indicates a left-handed person, and given that he was wearing his wristwatch on his right hand…I’d say all the indications we have here point to a suicide by hanging.’




      ‘Any idea who he was, a name, address?’




      ‘No,’ said Nowak. ‘He didn’t have a wallet with him.’




      ‘Keys?’




      ‘No. It’s my guess that he drove out here and left them in his car, maybe in his jacket. He wouldn’t have had any further use for them, would he?’




      ‘I suppose not,’ said Annie. ‘We’ll have to find out who his next of kin is. Any signs of a suicide note?’




      ‘Not on or near him, no. Again, it’s possible he left something in the car.’




      ‘We’ll check when we find it. I’d also like to know what his movements were this afternoon. As far as we know, he killed himself some time between one and three. Suicide or not, there are a few gaps we have to try to fill in before we go home. Most of all, we need to know who he was.’




      ‘That’s easy,’ said one of SOCOs, a civilian soil expert by the name of Tim Mallory.




      Annie hadn’t noticed him come up behind them. ‘It is?’ she asked.




      ‘Sure. I don’t know his second name, but everyone called him Mark.’




      ‘Everyone?’




      ‘At the Eastvale Theatre. That’s where he worked. You know, the restored Georgian theatre on Market Street.’




      ‘I know where you mean,’ said Annie. For years the local amateur dramatic and operatic societies had put on their Terence Rattigans or Gilbert and Sullivans at the Community Centre and in various church halls around the Dale, but the Town Council, aided by an Arts Council lottery grant and private funding from local businesses, had recently restored an old Georgian theatre, which had been used as a carpet warehouse and then left in a state of disrepair for years. For the past year and a half, it had been the centre for all thespian endeavours in town, along with the occasional folk or chamber music concert. ‘Are you sure it’s him?’ she asked.




      ‘Certain,’ said Mallory.




      ‘What did he do there?’




      ‘He had something to do with props and scenery, that sort of thing. Backstage stuff. The wife’s a member of the amateur operatic society,’ Mallory added. ‘That’s how I know.’




      ‘Know anything else about him?’




      ‘Nah, not really.’ Mallory flapped his wrist. ‘Except that he’s a bit flamboyant, you might say.’




      ‘He’s gay?’




      ‘He didn’t hide it. It’s pretty common knowledge around the place.’




      ‘Know where he lived?’




      ‘No, but one of the theatre crowd would.’




      ‘Any family?’




      ‘No idea.’




      ‘I don’t suppose you know what kind of car he drives, do you?’




      ‘Sorry.’




      ‘OK. Thanks.’ What Mallory and Nowak had told her should certainly make her job a lot easier. Now she was beginning to believe that she and Winsome might get home before dark. She nudged Winsome. ‘Come on, let’s get over to the theatre,’ she said. ‘There’s nothing more we can do here.’




      Just then a young PC came trotting up the path, out of breath. ‘Excuse me, ma’am, but we think we’ve found the car. Want to see it now?’




       




      The car was a dark green Toyota, an even earlier model than Annie’s old purple Astra, and it had definitely seen better days. It stood in the tarmacked parking area beside the caravan site, between the river and the main Swainsdale road. There were only three other cars in the car park, which was how the officers had found it so quickly. They couldn’t be certain it belonged to the victim yet, of course, but as soon as Annie saw the jack-in-a-box with its paint peeling off and the elephant’s-foot umbrella stand on the back seat, she immediately thought of theatrical props.




      And the driver’s door was unlocked, the key in the ignition, which was what had drawn the attention of the uniformed officers. The inside was a mess, but it was only the kind of a mess a person makes in his or her own car, to which Annie could well attest. Maps, petrol receipts, sweet wrappers and CD cases littered the passenger seat. The CDs were mostly opera, Annie noticed, something Banks would have appreciated. In the back, along with the props, were a broken windscreen wiper, an unopened bag of pork scratchings and a roll of cling film. There was also a black zip-up windcheater.




      Annie found the victim’s wallet in a side pocket of the windcheater, along with a set of keys. He had forty-five pounds in notes, credit and debit cards in the name of Mark G. Hardcastle, a couple of business cards of local cabinetmakers and theatrical suppliers, a driving licence complete with photograph and an address not far from the centre of town, along with a date of birth that put his age at forty-six. As far as Annie could see, there was no suicide note. She rifled through the wallet again, then went through the pile of stuff on the passenger seat and on the floor, under the seats. Nothing. Next she checked the boot and found only a large cardboard box full of old magazines and newspapers for recycling, a flat spare tyre and a few plastic containers full of antifreeze and window-washing fluid.




      Annie took a deep breath of fresh air.




      ‘Anything?’ Winsome asked.




      ‘Do you think he just happened to be carrying a length of clothesline with him?’




      ‘Unlikely,’ Winsome answered. She jerked her head towards the car. ‘But just look at some of the other stuff he had in there. Who knows? Maybe it was a theatrical prop.’




      ‘True enough. Anyway, I was thinking there might be a receipt. Obviously if he was planning to hang himself, and he didn’t have any rope conveniently stashed in his car, he’d have had to buy some, wouldn’t he? We’ll get Harry Potter to check the local shops. It shouldn’t be too difficult to trace.’ Annie showed Winsome a handful of receipts from Hardcastle’s wallet. ‘Three of these are from London – Waterstone’s, HMV and a Zizzi’s restaurant. All dated this past Wednesday. There’s also a petrol receipt from an M1 service station at Watford Gap dated Thursday morning.’




      ‘Any signs of a mobile phone?’ Winsome asked.




      ‘None.’




      ‘What next, then?’




      Annie glanced back at the car, then over the river at the woods. ‘I think we’d better make a few enquiries around the theatre, if there’s anyone there at this time of day,’ she said. ‘But now that we’ve got his address, we should call at his home first. God forbid there’s someone there waiting for him.’




       




      Branwell Court branches off Market Street just a hundred yards or so south of the square. A broad, cobbled street lined with plane trees on both sides, its main features of interest are a pub called the Cock and Bull and the Roman Catholic church. The houses, among the oldest in Eastvale, are all weathered limestone with flagstone roofs, cheek to jowl but varying greatly in width and height, often with ginnels running between them. Many have been renovated and divided into flats.




      Number twenty-six had a purple door with the name MARK G. HARDCASTLE engraved in a brass plate beside the doorbell to the upper floor. Just in case there was somebody home, Annie rang. She could hear the sound echo inside the building, but nothing else. Nobody came down the stairs.




      Annie tried the keys she had taken from the pocket of Mark Hardcastle’s wind cheater. The third one fitted, allowing them into a whitewashed hall leading to a flight of uneven wooden stairs. A raincoat hung on one of the hooks behind the door. A few letters lay scattered on the floor. Annie picked them up to examine later, then climbed the narrow, creaking staircase, Winsome behind her.




      The flat, once the upper floor of a small cottage, was tiny. There was hardly space in the living room for the television set and sofa, and the dining area was a narrow passage with a table and four chairs, between the living room and the kitchen, which was nothing more than a few feet of linoleum-covered floor surrounded by countertop, tall storage cupboard, oven and fridge. The toilet was beyond the kitchen, a sort of capsule attached to the side of the building at the back. A ladder led up from the dining area to the converted loft with a double bed at the centre of the claustrophobic inverted V of timber beams. Annie climbed up. There was barely room for a bedside table and a chest of drawers. Very quaint, she thought, but almost uninhabitable. It made her little cottage in Harkside feel like Harewood House.




      ‘Strange place to live, isn’t it?’ said Winsome, catching up with her in the attic, standing with her head and shoulders bowed, not out of reverence, but because she was over six feet tall and there was no way she could stand upright there.




      ‘Definitely bijou.’




      ‘At least there’s no one waiting for him at home.’




      ‘I doubt there’d be room,’ said Annie.




      The bed had been slept in, its flower-patterned duvet askew, pillows used, but it was impossible to tell whether one or two people had lain there. Winsome checked the dresser drawers and found only socks, underwear and a few folded T-shirts. A well-thumbed Penguin Plays volume of Tennessee Williams sat on the bedside table next to the reading lamp.




      Downstairs again, they checked the kitchen cabinets, which held a few pots and pans and tins of mushroom soup, salmon and tuna, along with various condiments. The fridge was home to several wilting lettuce leaves, an almost empty tub of Flora, some wafer-sliced ham with a sell-by date of 21 May, and a half-full carton of semi-skimmed milk. There were two butter-and-garlic Chicken Kievs and a stone-baked margherita pizza in the freezer. The tiny sideboard in the dining area held knives, forks and spoons and a set of plain white plates and bowls. Three bottles of bargain-price wine and a selection of cookbooks sat on top of it. Half a loaf of stale Hovis almost filled the bread-box.




      In the living room, there were no family photographs on the mantelpiece, and there certainly wasn’t a convenient suicide note propped up against the brass clock. In the bookcase next to the television were a few popular paperbacks, a French – English dictionary, several historical books on costumes and a cheap complete works of Shakespeare. The few DVDs Mark Hardcastle owned centred on TV comedy and drama – The Catherine Tate Show, That Mitchell and Webb Look, Doctor Who and Life on Mars. There were also a few ‘Carry On’ movies and some old John Wayne westerns. The CDs were mostly operas and show tunes: South Pacific, Chicago, Oklahoma. A search behind the cushions of the sofa yielded a twenty-pence piece and a white button. Hanging over the fireplace was an old poster for a Stoke-on-Trent repertory production of Look Back in Anger with Mark Hardcastle’s name listed in the stage credits.




      Annie scanned the letters she had left on the coffee table. The oldest was postmarked the previous week, and they were either utility bills or special offers. Still, Annie thought, that was hardly surprising. Since email, letter-writing had become a dying art. People just didn’t write to one another any more. She remembered a pen pal she had once had in Australia when she was very young, how exciting it had been receiving airmail letters with the SYDNEY postmark and the exotic stamps and reading all about Bondi Beach and The Rock. She wondered whether people had pen pals these days. She wondered what hers was doing now.




      ‘What do you think?’ Winsome asked.




      ‘There’s nothing really personal here, have you noticed?’ Annie said. ‘No address book, no diary. Not even a computer or a telephone. It’s as if he only lived here part time, or he only lived part of his life here.’




      ‘Maybe he did,’ Winsome offered.




      ‘Then let’s see if we can find out where he lived the rest of it,’ said Annie. ‘Fancy going to the theatre?’




       




      The Eastvale Theatre was a masterpiece of restoration, Annie thought, and it managed to pack a great deal into two storeys hardly more than forty feet wide. Clearly its original patrons hadn’t cared much about wine bars and cafés, so they had been added on to the side of the original building in the same stone and design. Only the large, long plate-glass windows on the addition bowed in the direction of a more modern style. Beside the entrance were posters for the major production now running, the Eastvale Amateur Dramatic Society’s version of Othello.




      The foyer was far livelier than she would have imagined at that time of day, mostly because a children’s matinee of Calamity Jane put on by the Amateur Operatic Society had just finished. Annie and Winsome went first to the box office, where an overly made-up woman sat talking on her mobile phone.




      They showed their warrant cards. ‘Excuse me,’ Annie said. ‘Is the manager here?’




      The woman held the phone against her ample bosom and said, ‘Manager? Do you mean the stage manager, dearie?’




      ‘I mean the person in charge,’ said Annie.




      A gang of children dashed by singing ‘The Deadwood Stage’ and pretending to shoot at one another. They almost knocked Annie over. One of them apologised as he backed away, but the rest just ran on as if they hadn’t even noticed her. One of them whistled at Winsome.




      The woman in the box office smiled. ‘Kids,’ she said. ‘You should see the job our cleaning staff have to do after these shows. Chewing gum, sticky sweet wrappers, spilled Coke. You name it.’




      It sounded like the local fleapit Annie used to go to with her boyfriend in St Ives. ‘The manager?’ Annie said.




      The woman excused herself, spoke into her mobile for a few moments, then ended her call. ‘There isn’t one, really,’ she said. ‘I mean, I suppose there’s the stage manager, or the director, but he’s not really—’




      ‘How about someone who works with the props, sets?’




      ‘Ah, that’ll be Vernon Ross. He’s in charge of all the technical stuff.’ The woman squinted at Annie. ‘What’s this about?’




      ‘Please?’ said Annie. ‘We’re in a hurry.’




      ‘And the rest of us aren’t? I’ve been here since—’




      ‘If you’d just point us in the right direction, you can go home,’ said Winsome, smiling.




      ‘Yes, well…’ The woman frowned at Winsome and nodded towards the theatre entrance. ‘If you walk through those doors down the aisle to the stage, you should find Vernon. If he’s not there, go through one of the doors beside it. They’ll be clearing up, getting ready for tonight.’




      ‘OK. Thanks,’ said Annie.




      They headed through the double doors. Both stalls and circle were fitted with the restored wooden benches, cramped like pews. There were also a few boxes close to the stage for dignitaries. It might have been better if the renovators had modernised the interior, Annie thought, though she understood why they wanted to keep the authentic Georgian experience. But the seats were hard and uncomfortable. She had watched a performance of The Mikado there once, her only visit, shortly after the grand opening. The mayor had looked miserable in his box most of the evening, constantly shifting in his seat, his wife glowering beside him, and Annie’s bum and back had ached for a week. She knew that Banks had taken Sophia to see concerts by Kathryn Tickell, Kate Rusby and Eliza Carthy there, even though Annie gathered she didn’t really like folk music, but he hadn’t complained. No doubt his bum had been floating a foot above the hard surface on a cushion of bliss. Love.




      The house lights were on, and a group of people in jeans and old T-shirts were carrying around pieces of furniture and shifting backdrops. A young woman glanced over as Annie and Winsome approached.




      ‘The performance is over,’ she said. ‘Sorry. We’re closed.’




      ‘I know,’ said Annie. ‘I’d like to talk to Vernon Ross.’




      A man came down from the stage and walked towards her. Older than the rest, he had curly grey hair and a red complexion, as if the exertion had got to him. He was wearing khaki overalls and a checked work shirt with the sleeves rolled up. There were cuts on his hairy forearms. ‘I’m Vernon Ross,’ he said, extending his hand to both of them in turn. ‘How can I help you?’




      The young woman returned to her duties, glancing back occasionally. Annie could tell that her ears were well attuned to what was going on. She shook Vernon Ross’s hand. ‘DI Annie Cabbot and DSWinsome Jackman, Western Area Major Crimes.’




      Ross frowned. ‘Well, that’s quite a mouthful,’ he said. ‘But as far as I’m aware we haven’t had any major crimes around here.’




      ‘No,’ said Annie with a smile. ‘At least, we hope not.’




      ‘What’s it about, then?’




      ‘Were you a friend of Mark Hardcastle’s?’




      ‘Was I? We all are. Yes. Why?’ His forehead creased into a frown. ‘What is it? Has something happened to Mark? Has there been an accident?’




      Annie became aware that work had ceased on and around the stage. People put down the chairs, plates, tables or whatever they were carrying, sat on the edge and looked towards her and Ross. Winsome had her notebook out. ‘Do you happen to know if he has any next of kin?’ Annie asked.




      ‘My God,’ said Ross, ‘so this is serious?’




      ‘Sir?’




      ‘No. No,’ said Ross. ‘His parents are dead. He did once mention an aunt in Australia, but I don’t think they were at all close. Why? What—’




      Annie turned to face everyone. ‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings,’ she said, ‘but it very much seems as if Mark Hardcastle has been found dead in Hindswell Woods.’ She turned back to Vernon Ross. ‘Perhaps you can help us identify the body, sir, after I’ve asked you all a few questions?’




      As Annie had expected, a deep hush followed the collective intake of breath at her announcement. Vernon Ross turned pale. ‘Mark? But how? Why?’




      ‘We don’t have the answers yet,’ said Annie. ‘That’s partly why I’m here. Did any of you see Mr Hardcastle today?’




      ‘No. He didn’t come in,’ said Ross. ‘I…I’m sorry, but I can’t quite manage to take this in right now.’




      ‘That’s understandable, sir,’ Annie said. ‘Would you like to sit down?’




      ‘No, no. I’ll be all right.’ He rubbed the backs of his hands across his eyes and leaned against the edge of the stage. ‘Please, carry on with your questions. Let’s get this over with.’




      ‘Very well. Excuse me if I sound as if I don’t know what I’m talking about, because so far we’ve got practically nothing to go on. Was Mr Hardcastle expected in to work today?’




      ‘Well, he said he was going to try and come by. He was going down to London for a couple of days with Derek Wyman, the am dram director.’




      ‘Is Mr Wyman here today?’




      ‘No. He’s still in London. He’s due back tomorrow.’




      ‘You don’t need him for tonight’s performance, or this afternoon’s?’




      ‘No. Calamity Jane is being put on by the Amateur Operatic Society. They have their own director and cast. Quite separate.’ He gestured to his co-workers. ‘Mark and us are the only ones actually employed by the theatre – along with the box-office staff, of course. We’re the only constants, you might say. And everything’s in place for tonight. We can manage without Derek for a couple of nights.’




      ‘So Derek Wyman isn’t employed by the theatre, but Mr Hardcastle was?’




      ‘That’s right. Derek teaches drama at Eastvale Comprehensive. Amateur dramatics is only his hobby. Mark trained professionally in theatrical costume and set design.’




      ‘Do the actors all have other jobs, like Mr Wyman?’




      ‘Yes. It’s an amateur company.’




      ‘I’ll need to talk to Mr Wyman when he gets back.’




      ‘Of course. Sally in the box office should be able to give you his address.’




      ‘When did Mark Hardcastle go to London?’




      ‘Wednesday.’




      ‘Was he supposed to be back here this morning?’




      ‘He said he was driving back up Thursday afternoon.’




      ‘Weren’t you concerned when he didn’t show up for work today?’




      ‘Not really. As I said, Mark’s our set and costume designer. His job is mostly done by opening night. We’re the ones who do the donkey work. He doesn’t carry lamps and bookcases around the stage – though in all fairness he helps out with the heavy stuff when we need him. Mostly he creates the vision of the production, the blueprint of how every scene and costume should appear. Along with the director, of course.’




      ‘In this case Derek Wyman?’




      ‘Yes. For some reason, they settled on German Expressionist sets for Othello, so it’s all big, unusual cut-out shapes, light and dark, angles and shadows. Very Nosferatu. That’s why they went to London, why Derek’s still there, actually. There’s a celebration of German Expressionist cinema at the National Film Theatre.’




      ‘Do you know if Mark Hardcastle had a mobile phone?’




      ‘No. He hated them. Used to go spare every time one went off during a performance. And that was more often than it should be, despite the warnings. What’s happened to Mark? I still can’t make any sense of this. You say he’s been found dead. Has there been an accident? Did someone kill him?’




      The others all sat on the edge of the stage listening closely. ‘What makes you think that?’ Winsome asked.




      Ross looked at her. ‘Well, you’re here, aren’t you? Major Crimes.’




      ‘We don’t know what we’re dealing with yet, Mr Ross,’ Winsome said. ‘In all cases of suspicious death there are certain protocols to follow, certain procedures.’




      ‘So he didn’t just drop dead of a heart attack, then?’




      ‘Did he have a bad heart?’




      ‘It was just a figure of speech.’




      ‘No, he didn’t drop dead of a heart attack. Was he ill?’




      ‘His health was fine,’ said Ross. ‘As far as we knew. I mean, he was always healthy enough, lively, full of energy and vitality. Mark loved life.’




      ‘Did he take drugs?’ Annie asked.




      ‘Not that I was aware of.’




      ‘Anyone?’ Annie glanced around the room. They all shook their heads. She counted six people on the stage; that made seven including Ross. ‘I’ll need to talk to you all individually at some point,’ she said. ‘For the moment, though, can any of you tell me anything at all about Mr Hardcastle’s recent state of mind?’




      ‘Did he commit suicide?’ asked the young woman who had been paying close attention from the start. She had a pleasant, heart-shaped face, free of make-up, and her light brown hair was tied back in a ponytail. Like the rest, she wore jeans and a T-shirt.




      ‘And you are?’ Annie asked.




      ‘Maria. Maria Wolsey.’




      ‘Well, Maria, why do you ask?’




      ‘I don’t know. Just the way the two of you are talking. If it wasn’t an accident or a heart attack, and he wasn’t killed…’




      ‘Suicide is one possibility,’ Annie said. ‘Was he depressed or upset about anything?’




      ‘He’d been a bit edgy lately,’ Maria said. ‘That’s all.’




      ‘Edgy? In what way? Why?’




      ‘I don’t know why. Just…maybe, like there was something worrying him.’




      ‘I understand that Mr Hardcastle was gay,’ Annie said.




      ‘Mark was quite open about his sexuality,’ said Vernon Ross. ‘Open without being…well, without overdoing it, if you understand what I mean.’




      ‘This trip to London with Derek Wyman,’ Annie went on. ‘Anything in it?’




      Comprehension dawned on Ross’s face. ‘Good Lord, no,’ he said. ‘Derek’s a happily married man. With children. Has been for years. They’re just colleagues with a shared interest in theatre and film, that’s all.’




      ‘Did Mark Hardcastle have a partner?’




      ‘I think so,’ said Ross, clearly a bit embarrassed by the whole idea.




      ‘Maria?’




      ‘Yes, he did. Laurence.’




      ‘Do you know his surname?’




      ‘I don’t think it ever came up.’




      ‘Were you a particularly close friend of Mark’s?’




      ‘I suppose so. I like to think so. I mean, as much as you could be. He never let you really close. I think things had been difficult for him. He’d had a hard life. But he was one of the best men I’ve ever known. Surely he can’t be dead? Just like that?’




      ‘Was this relationship recent?’




      ‘Six months or so. Just before Christmas, I think,’ said Maria. ‘He was very happy.’




      ‘What was he like before?’




      Maria paused, then she said, ‘I wouldn’t say he was unhappy, but he was definitely more restless and superficial. He lived for his work, and I also got the impression that he was doing the rounds, you know, going through the motions, sexually, like, but that he wasn’t very happy. Don’t get me wrong. On the surface he was always cheerful and had a kind word for everyone. But deep down I think he was very unhappy and unfulfilled in his life until he met Laurence.’




      ‘For God’s sake,’ said Ross. Then he turned to Annie. ‘You’ll have to forgive Maria,’ he said. ‘She’s our resident romantic.’




      Maria blushed, with equal parts of anger and embarrassment, Annie guessed. ‘I can forgive her that,’ she said to Ross, then turned to Maria again. ‘Did he talk much about this relationship?’




      ‘Not in any sort of detail. He was just more…comfortable, more settled, relaxed than I’d seen him before.’




      ‘Until recently?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘Did you ever meet Laurence?’




      ‘A few times, when he came to the theatre.’




      ‘Could you describe him?’




      ‘About six foot, handsome, a bit sort of upper class. Dark hair with a touch of grey at the temples. Slender, athletic. Very charming, but rather remote. Maybe a bit of a snob. You know, a sort of public school type, to the manor born.’




      ‘Do you know what Laurence does? What his job is?’




      ‘Mark never mentioned anything. I think he might be retired. Or maybe he buys and sells antiques, works of art, something like that.’




      ‘How old?’




      ‘Early fifties, I’d say.’




      ‘Do you know where he lives? We really need to find him.’




      ‘Sorry,’ said Maria. ‘I don’t know. I think he’s fairly well off, though, at least his mother is, so he’s probably got a posh house. I know Mark was spending more and more time with him. I mean, they were practically living together.’




      Annie saw Winsome make a note of that. ‘This change you noticed in Mr Hardcastle lately,’ she went on. ‘Can you tell me a bit more about it?’




      ‘He’d just been a bit moody this past couple of weeks, that’s all,’ Maria said. ‘He shouted at me once for putting a table in the wrong place on the stage. He never usually does that.’




      ‘When was this?’




      ‘I don’t remember exactly. Maybe about ten days ago.’




      Vernon Ross glared at Maria as if she were betraying state secrets. ‘Lover’s tiff, I should imagine,’ he said.




      ‘Lasting two weeks?’ Annie said.




      Ross gave Maria another stern look. ‘It didn’t appear serious at the time,’ he said. ‘Maria did position that table in the wrong place. It was a silly mistake. It would have put the actor completely off his timing. But that was all. It wasn’t that serious. Mark was just in a bad mood. It happens to all of us. There was nothing that would drive him to suicide, for crying out loud.’




      ‘If he did commit suicide,’ said Annie. ‘Do you have any idea what it was all about, Mr Ross?’




      ‘Me. No.’




      ‘Do any of you know if Mr Hardcastle did have anyone he was close to, outside the theatre scene? Someone he might have talked to, shared his problems with. Other than Derek Wyman.’




      No one said anything.




      ‘Anyone know where he was from?’




      ‘Barnsley,’ said Maria.




      ‘How do you know that?’




      ‘He made jokes about it, said he had to support the local football team when he was growing up, or people would think he was a poof. Naturally, it came up when Barnsley got to Wembley for the FA Cup semi-final and everyone was talking about them beating Liverpool and Chelsea. Pity they didn’t go all the way. And Mark mentioned his dad once. Said he worked down the pit. I got the impression it was a tough place to grow up gay.’




      ‘I should imagine so,’ said Annie, who had never been to Barnsley. All she knew about it was that it was in South Yorkshire and used to have a lot of coal mines. Certainly she wouldn’t have expected most mining communities to be sympathetic towards gays.




      She addressed the others. ‘Is there anyone else here apart from Ms Wolsey and Mr Ross who was close to Mark Hardcastle?’




      One of the other girls spoke up. ‘We all felt close to Mark. He made you feel special. You could talk to him about anything. And there was nobody more generous.’




      ‘Did he talk to you about his problems?’




      ‘No,’ the girl said. ‘But he’d listen to yours and give you advice if you wanted it. He wouldn’t push it on you. He was so wise. I just can’t believe it. I can’t believe any of this.’ She started crying and took out a handkerchief.




      Annie glanced at Winsome to let her know they were done, then she took some cards from her briefcase and handed them out.




      ‘If any of you think of anything, please don’t hesitate to call,’ she said. Then she looked at Vernon Ross again and said, ‘Mr Ross, can you come to the mortuary with us now, please, if it’s convenient?’
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      ‘Got it!’ said Annie, punching the air in victory. It was half past eight on Saturday morning, and she and Winsome were in the Western Area HQ squad room with DC Doug Wilson. They had called it a day at seven o’clock the previous evening, after Vernon Ross had identified Mark Hardcastle’s body, and after a quick drink they had both gone their separate ways home.




      Wilson had trawled the local shops and discovered that Mark Hardcastle had bought the yellow clothesline from a hardware shop owned by a Mr Oliver Grainger at about a quarter to one on Friday afternoon. He had blood on his hands and face, and Grainger had thought he might have cut himself doing some carpentry. When he had asked about this, Hardcastle had shrugged it off. He had been wearing his black windcheater zipped up, so Grainger hadn’t been able to see whether there was also blood on his arms. Hardcastle had also smelled strongly of whisky, though he hadn’t acted drunk. According to Grainger, he had appeared oddly calm and subdued.




      Now, while sorting through the SOCO reports on her desk, Annie discovered that a thorough search of Mark Hardcastle’s car had produced a letter mixed in among the newspapers and magazines in the boot. The letter was nothing in itself, just an old special wine offer from John Lewis, but it was addressed to a Laurence Silbert at 15 Castleview Heights, and somehow it had got mixed in with the papers for recycling. Castleview Heights was nothing if it wasn’t posh.




      ‘Got what?’ said Winsome.




      ‘I think I’ve found the lover. He’s called Laurence Silbert. Lives on the Heights.’ Annie got up and grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair. ‘Winsome,’ she said, ‘could you hold the fort here and start the interviews if I’m not back in time?’




      ‘Of course,’ said Winsome.




      Annie turned to Doug Wilson. With his youthful looks – which, along with the glasses, had earned him the nickname of ‘Harry Potter’ around the station – his hesitant manner and a tendency to stutter when under stress, he wasn’t the right person to conduct the interviews, but all he needed, Annie reckoned, was a bit more self-confidence, and only on-the-job experience would give him that. ‘Want to come along, Doug?’ she asked.




      Winsome gave Wilson a nod, assuring him it was OK, that she wasn’t feeling slighted. ‘Yes, guv,’ he said. ‘Absolutely.’




      ‘Shouldn’t we find out a bit more about the situation first?’ Winsome said.




      But Annie was already at the door, Wilson at her heels. Annie turned. ‘Like what?’




      ‘Well…you know…it’s a pretty posh area, the Heights. Maybe this Silbert is married or something? I mean, you shouldn’t just go barging in there without knowing a bit more about the lie of the land, should you? What if he’s got a wife and kids?’




      ‘I shouldn’t think he has, if Maria Wolsey was right when she said he and Mark were practically living together,’ said Annie. ‘But if Laurence Silbert is married with children, I’d say his wife and kids deserve to know about Mark Hardcastle, wouldn’t you?’




      ‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Winsome. ‘Just tread softly, that’s all I’m saying. Don’t tread on any toes. A lot of people up there are friends with the Chief Constable and ACC McLaughlin, you know. You’ll ring and let me know what happens?’




      ‘Yes, Mother.’ Annie smiled to soften the barb. ‘As soon as I know myself,’ she added. ‘Bye.’




      DC Wilson put on his glasses and dashed out of the door behind her.




       




      Winsome was perhaps understating it when she described the Heights, as the area was known locally, as ‘a bit’ posh, Annie thought as DC Wilson parked on the street outside number 15. It was a lot posh, with the reputation of being an exclusive club for Eastvale’s wealthy and privileged. You wouldn’t get much change from a million quid for a house up there. If you could find one on the market, and if the tenants’ association and neighbourhood watch committee approved of your credentials. They must have approved of Laurence Silbert, Annie thought, which meant that he had money and status. The homosexuality would not necessarily be a problem so long as he was discreet about it. All-night raves with rent boys, on the other hand, might attract a bit of local disapproval.




      Getting out of the car, Annie could see why the locals did their best to protect and preserve their habitat from hoi polloi. She had been up there once or twice before during her time at Eastvale, but had almost forgotten how magnificent the view was.




      To the south, straight ahead, she could see over the slate and flagstone rooftops and crooked chimneys of the terraced streets below to the cobbled market square, with its tiny dots dashing about their business. Just to the left of the Norman church tower, beyond The Maze, stood the ruined castle on its hill, and below that, at the bottom of the colourful hillside gardens, the River Swain tripped over a series of little waterfalls, sending up white spray and foam. Directly across the water stood The Green, with its Georgian semis and mighty old trees. Things got uglier after that, with the East Side Estate poking its redbrick terraces, two tower blocks and maisonettes through the gaps in the greenery, and then came railway lines. Even further out, Annie could see all the way across the Vale of York to the steep rise of Sutton Bank.




      South, past the square and the castle, on the left riverbank, she could also see the beginnings of Hindswell Woods, but the spot where Mark Hardcastle’s body had been discovered came after a bend in the river and was hidden from view.




      Annie breathed in the air. It was another beautiful day, fragrant and mild. DC Wilson stood waiting for instructions, hands in his pockets, and Annie turned to the house. It was an impressive sight: a walled garden with a black wrought-iron gate surrounded the gabled mansion, built of local limestone, with large mullioned windows and ivy and clematis climbing up the walls.




      A short gravel drive led from the gates to the front door. Just to the right stood an old coach house, the lower half of which had been converted into a garage. The double doors were open, and inside was an extremely sleek, beautiful and expensive silver Jaguar. There would be plenty of room to hide Hardcastle’s old Toyota in there, too, Annie thought. It wasn’t the kind of car the neighbours would appreciate seeing parked on their street, though the houses were generally far enough apart here, and sufficiently separated by high walls and broad lawns, that the people who lived in them need have as little to do with one another as possible.




      So Mark Hardcastle hadn’t only got lucky in love; he had also found himself a rich boyfriend into the bargain. Annie wondered how much that had mattered to him. It was a long journey for the son of a Barnsley coal miner, and it made Annie feel even more intrigued to meet the mysterious Laurence Silbert.




      Annie banged the brass lion’s-head knocker on the front door. The sound echoed throughout the entire neighbourhood, quiet but for the sounds of traffic from the town below and the twittering of birds in the trees. But from inside there was nothing. She knocked again. Still nothing. She turned the handle. The door was locked.




      ‘Shall we try round the back, guv?’ asked Wilson.




      Annie peered in through the front windows but could see only dim, empty rooms. ‘Might as well,’ she said.




      The path led between the coach house and the main building into a spacious back garden complete with hedges, well-kept lawn, wooden garden shed, flower beds and a winding stone path. On their way, Annie put her hand on the Jaguar’s bonnet. Cool. In the garden, a white metal table and four chairs stood under the shade of a sycamore.




      ‘Seems like everyone’s away, doesn’t it?’ said Wilson. ‘Perhaps this Silbert bloke’s on holiday?’




      ‘But his car’s in the garage,’ Annie reminded him.




      ‘Maybe he’s got more than one? Bloke this rich…Range Rover or something? Visiting his country estates?’




      Wilson had imagination; Annie had to grant him that. There was a spacious conservatory attached to the back of the house, complete with rough whitewashed walls and rustic wooden table and chairs. She tried the door and found that it was open. A small pile of newspapers lay on the table, dated the previous Sunday.




      The door that led through to the main house was locked, however, so she knocked and called out Silbert’s name. Her attempts were met with nothing but a silence that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Something was wrong; she knew it. Could she justify breaking in without a warrant? She thought so. A man had been found dead, and a letter in his possession clearly linked him to this address.




      Annie wrapped her hand in one of the newspapers and punched out the pane of glass directly above the area of the lock. She was in luck. Inside was a large key that opened the deadbolt when she turned it. They were in.




      The interior of the house was gloomy and cool after the bright, warm conservatory, but as her vision adjusted and she found herself in the living room, Annie noticed that it was cheerfully enough decorated, with vibrant modern paintings on the walls – Chagall and Kandinsky prints – and paint and wallpaper in light, airy colours. It just didn’t get much light downstairs. The room was empty except for a three-piece suite, a black grand piano and a series of bookcases built into the walls, mostly holding old leather-bound volumes.




      They walked through to the kitchen, which was state of the art, all gleaming white tiles, brushed steel surfaces and every utensil a master chef would ever need. Everything was spotless. The cooking area itself was separated from the dining room by a long island. Clearly, Hardcastle and Silbert liked to entertain at home, and one of them, at least, probably enjoyed cooking.




      A broad, carpeted staircase with gleaming banisters and wainscoting led upstairs from the hallway. As they walked up, every once in a while Annie called out Silbert’s name in case he was somewhere else in the house where he hadn’t been able to hear them earlier, but she was still met with that same chill and eerie silence. The dark, patterned carpet on the landing was thick, and their feet made no noise as they padded around, checking the rooms.




      It was behind the third door that they found Laurence Silbert.




      Fortunately, they didn’t have to do anything more than stand at the threshold to see the body that lay spreadeagled on the sheepskin rug in front of the hearth. Silbert – or at least Annie assumed it was Silbert – lay on his back on the rug, arms spread out, making the shape of a cross. His head had been beaten to a pulp, and a dark halo of blood soaked into the sheepskin around it. He was wearing tan chinos and a shirt that had once been white but was now mostly dark red. The area between his legs was also bloody, whether from cuts or overspill from the head injuries, Annie couldn’t tell.




      She managed to drag her eyes away from the body and look around the room. Like the rest of the house, the upstairs drawing room, complete with Adam fireplace, was a strange mix of the antique and the contemporary. A framed picture that reminded Annie very much of Jackson Pollock hung over the empty fireplace. Maybe it was a Jackson Pollock. Sunlight poured in through the high sash window, lighting the Persian carpets, antique desk and a brown leather-upholstered settee.




      Annie became vaguely aware of Wilson’s grunt and the sound of him being sick on the landing before he managed to get to the bathroom.




      Pale and trembling, she shut the door and reached for her mobile. First she rang Detective Superintendent Gervaise at home and explained the situation. It wasn’t that Annie didn’t know what to do, but something big like this, you let the boss know immediately, or things could have a nasty habit of coming back at you. As expected, Gervaise said she would call in the SOCOs, photographer and police surgeon, then she said, ‘And DI Cabbot?’




      ‘Yes?’




      ‘I think it’s time we called DCI Banks back. I know he’s supposed to be on holiday, but things could get very messy up here, and this is the Heights. We need to be seen to have a senior and experienced officer in charge. No criticism implied.’




      ‘None taken, ma’am,’ said Annie, who felt she could handle the situation perfectly well with Winsome and Doug Wilson. ‘As you wish.’




      As she leaned against the wall watching an ashen Wilson sitting on the stairs with his head in his hands and picked Banks’s mobile number from her BlackBerry’s address book, Annie thought this would certainly put the kibosh on Banks’s Saturday morning shag. Then she chastised herself for having such evil thoughts and pressed the call button.




       




      Alan Banks stretched and almost purred as he reached for the lukewarm cup of tea on the bedside table. The sun was shining, the glorious morning warmth rolling in through the slightly open window, the net curtains fluttering. Tinariwen were singing ‘Cler Achel’ on the alarm clock’s iPod dock, electric guitar weaving in and out of the Bo Diddley-style riff, and all was well with the world. The little semicircle of stained glass above the main window filtered the light red and green and gold. The first time Banks had woken up in that room he had had a bad hangover, and for a moment he had felt as if he had died and woken up in heaven.




      Sophia had had to go to work, unfortunately, but just for the morning. Banks was due to meet her outside Western House and go for lunch at a little pub they liked, the Yorkshire Grey, off Great Portland Street. That evening, they were hosting a dinner party, and they would spend the afternoon shopping for ingredients at one of her favourite farmers’ markets, probably Notting Hill. Banks knew how it worked. He had been with Sophia on previous occasions, and he loved to watch her choosing strangely shaped and oddly coloured fruits or vegetables, an expression of pure childlike wonder and concentration on her face as she weighed them in her hands and felt their firmness and the texture of their skin, tongue nipped gently between her teeth. She would chat with the stall-owners, ask them questions, and she always walked away with more than she intended to buy.




      In the evening, he would offer to help make dinner, but he knew that Sophia would only shoo him out of the way. At best he might be allowed to chop a few vegetables, or prepare the salad, then he would be banished to the garden to read and sip his wine. The special alchemy of cooking was reserved for Sophia alone. He had to admit that she did it with exquisite style and flair. He hadn’t eaten so well in ages, ever, if truth be told. After the guests had gone, he would stack the dishwasher while Sophia leaned back against the kitchen counter, a glass of wine in her hand, and quizzed him about the various courses, seeking an honest opinion.




      Banks put his cup down and lay back. He could smell the pillow where Sophia had lain beside him, her hair like the memory of apples he had picked in the orchard with his father one glorious autumn afternoon of his childhood. His fingers remembered the touch of her skin, and that brought back the one little wrinkle on the mantle of his happiness.




      Last night, making love, he had told her that she had beautiful skin, and she had laughed and replied, ‘So I’ve been told.’ It wasn’t the little vanity that bothered him, her awareness of her own beauty – he found that quite sexy – but the dark thought of the other men who had been close enough to tell her that before him. That way madness lies, he told himself, or at least misery. If he surrendered to images of Sophia naked and laughing with someone else, he didn’t know whether he would be able to hang on to his sanity. No matter how many lovers she had had, whatever he and she did together, they did for the first time. That was the only way to think of it. John and Yoko had it right: Two Virgins.




      Enough lounging around and slipping into dark thoughts, Banks told himself. It was nine o’clock, time to get up.




      After he had showered and dressed, he made his way downstairs. He thought he would go to the local Italian café this morning, read the papers and watch the world go by, then he might just have time to drop in at the HMV on Oxford Street on his way to Fitzrovia and see whether the new Isobel Campbell and Mark Lanegan was out.




      Sophia’s terrace house was in a narrow street off the King’s Road. She had got it as part of her divorce settlement, otherwise she would never have been able to afford such a location. It had to be worth a fortune today. It had a pastel blue façade that reminded Banks a little of the blue of Santorini, perhaps deliberate, as Sophia was half Greek, with white trim and white-painted wooden shutters. There was no front garden, but a low brick wall with a small gate stood about three feet or so from the front door, so it didn’t open directly on to the street. Though it looked very narrow from the outside, the plot was deep and, Tardis-like, the space opened up when you went inside: living room to the right, stairs to the left, dining room and kitchen at the end of the hall, and a little garden out back where you could sit in the shade, and where Sophia grew herbs and cultivated a couple of flower beds.




      On the second level were the two bedrooms, one with an en suite shower and toilet, and French windows leading to a tiny wrought-iron balcony with a couple of matching small chairs, a round iron table and a few plants in large terracotta urns. They hadn’t sat out for a while, either because of the rain or the never-ending and noisy renovations next door. Above the bedrooms was a converted attic area, which Sophia used as her home office.




      The house was full of things. Spindly legged tables inlaid with ivory or mother of pearl held artfully arranged displays of fossils, stone jars, amphorae, Victorian shell boxes, Limoges china, crystals, agates, seashells and smooth pebbles that Sophia had collected from all over the world. She knew where each one came from, what it was called. The walls were covered with original paintings, mostly abstract landscapes by artists she knew, and every nook and cranny was home to a piece of sculpture, contemporary in style and varying from soapstone to brass in material.




      Sophia loved masks, too, and had collected quite a few. They hung between the paintings, dark wooden ones from Africa, tiny coloured bead ones from South America, painted ceramic masks from the Far East. There were also peacock feathers, dried ferns and flowers, a chunk of the Berlin Wall, tiny animal skulls from the Nevada desert, spondylus from Peru, and many-coloured worry-beads from Istanbul hung over the mantelpiece. Sophia said she loved all these things and felt responsible for them; she was merely taking care of them temporarily, and they would continue long after she was gone.




      Quite a responsibility, Banks had said, which was why Sophia had installed a top-of-the-line security system. Sometimes he felt as if her house were a museum and she was its curator. Maybe he was an exhibit, too, he thought: her pet detective, to be brought out at artistic gatherings. But that was unfair. She had never done anything to make him feel that way. Sometimes he wished he had a clearer idea of what she was thinking, though, of what drove her and what really mattered to her. He realised that he didn’t really know her well at all; she was, at heart, a very private person who surrounded herself with people to remain hidden.




      Banks remembered to set the security code before he left. Sophia would never forgive him if he forgot and someone broke in. Insurance was no good. None of the stuff was valuable, except perhaps some of the paintings and sculptures, but to her everything was priceless. It was also just the sort of stuff on which a burglar, irritated at finding nothing he could fence, might take out his frustrations.




      Banks stopped at the newsagent’s and bought the Guardian, which he thought had the best Saturday review section, then headed to the Italian café for his espresso and a chocolate croissant. Not the healthiest of breakfasts, perhaps, but delicious. And it wasn’t as if he had a weight problem. Cholesterol was another matter. His doctor had already put him on a low dose of statin, and he had decided that that took care of the problem and allowed him to eat pretty much what he wanted. After all, he only had to be careful what he ate if he wasn’t taking the pills, surely?




      He had no sooner got his espresso and croissant and sat down to read the film and CD reviews at one of the window tables when his mobile buzzed. He pressed the answer button and put the phone to his ear. ‘Banks.’




      ‘Alan. Sorry to bother you on your weekend off,’ said Annie, ‘but we’ve got a bit of a crisis brewing up here. The super says we could use your help.’




      ‘Why? What is it?’




      He listened as Annie told him what she knew.




      ‘It sounds like a murder-suicide to me,’ said Banks. ‘For Christ’s sake, Annie, can’t you and Winsome handle it? Sophia’s organising a dinner party tonight.’




      He could hear Annie’s intake of breath and the pregnant pause that followed. He knew she didn’t like Sophia and put it down to jealousy. A woman scorned, and all that. Not that he had ever really scorned her, though he had sent her packing a while ago when she had come to his cottage drunk and amorous. If anything, she had scorned him. Most people were pleased for him – his son Brian and girlfriend Emilia, his daughter Tracy, Winsome Jackman, ex Detective Superintendent Gristhorpe, his closest friend. But not Annie.




      ‘It’s not my idea,’ she said finally. ‘I don’t even know why you’d think it would be. The last thing I’d want to do is spoil Sophia’s dinner party by stealing you away. But it’s orders from above. You know we’re short staffed. Besides, it could turn into something big and nasty. There’s money involved – Castleview Heights – and the gay community. Yes, I agree, it looks like a murder-suicide so far, but we haven’t got the forensics back yet and we don’t know a great deal about the victims, either.’




      ‘And you know you won’t get forensics until the middle of next week. Maybe you should have waited until then before calling me.’




      ‘Oh, bollocks, Alan,’ said Annie. ‘I don’t need this. I’m only the messenger. Just get up here and do your job. And if you’ve got a problem with that, talk to the super.’




      And she left Banks listening to the silence, chocolate croissant halfway to his mouth.




       




      Annie stood behind the crime scene tape that zigzagged across the door of the drawing room and watched Peter Darby, their photographer, go to work for the second time in two days. She was still inwardly fuming at Banks, but on the outside she was all business. She had been shaken by what she had seen and had overreacted, simple as that, but Banks could really get up her nose without trying very hard these days. Who the hell did he think he was telling her what to do and what not to do?




      Stefan Nowak was running the show for the moment. He stood beside Annie with a clipboard in his hand, checking off actions, his SOCO team kitted up and ready to go as and when required. A couple of them were working the landing, where there were bloodstains on the carpet and smears on the wall, as if the killer had brushed against it as he ran off.




      The room wasn’t very large, and the fewer people who were in it at one time, the better, Nowak had said, so he was restricting admission and working according to a strict hierarchy of access. Everyone going in, of course, had to wear full protective clothing, and their names were entered in the log. Even Annie and Doug Wilson were properly kitted out. Dr Burns, the police surgeon, the on-scene forensic medical examiner, had already pronounced death and now he went back to work to glean what information he could from the body.




      The whole house and gardens had been cordonned off as a crime scene, but this room was the centre of it all, and it was even more scrupulously protected. Nobody but those given the OK by Nowak would get past the door, and they’d do it in the order he decided. Luckily, Annie and Wilson had discovered the body, and neither had entered the room, so for once Nowak was pleased to find that he had as close to a pristine crime scene as he could hope for.




      Annie went over to Wilson, who was still sitting on the stairs in his white oversuit, recovering, and put her arm over his shoulder. ‘All right, Douggie?’




      Wilson nodded, glasses dangling from his hand. ‘Sorry, guv, you must think I’m a right girl’s blouse.’




      ‘Not at all,’ said Annie. ‘Can I get you some water or something?’




      Wilson pulled himself unsteadily to his feet. ‘I’ll get it myself, if that’s OK,’ he said. ‘Back in the saddle and all that.’ And he wobbled off downstairs. There were SOCOs working down there, too, Annie knew, and they would make sure Wilson didn’t touch anything he shouldn’t.




      When Annie went back to the drawing-room door, Dr Burns was just finishing his external examination. As soon as he came out, Nowak sent in the trace experts to take blood, hair and whatever other samples they could find, along with a blood-spatter analyst. To the untrained eye, the place was a shambles, but an expert like Ralph Tonks could read it like a map of who had been where, done what to whom, and with what.




      Annie went in with them. She needed a closer look at the body. She didn’t blame Wilson for being sick. She had seen quite a few crime scenes in her time, but this one had shaken her, too: the sheer frenzied violence of it, the blood and brains splattered everywhere, the sense of pointless overkill. Lacquered antique tables had been knocked over and broken, vases smashed, mirrors and crystal-ware shattered, along with a bottle of single malt whisky and a decanter of port, the floor strewn with bright flowers, dark stains and shards of glass. Amidst it all, now that she was closer, Annie could make out a framed photograph on the floor, its glass spider-webbed with cracks, showing Mark Hardcastle with his arm around the shoulder of the dead man. Both were smiling into the camera.




      She could also see that one of Silbert’s eyeballs was hanging from its socket and his front teeth ran in a jagged line, the lips torn and shrunken back. He was recognisable, but barely, and Annie wouldn’t want to be the one responsible for asking a family member to identify him. DNA would be the best route to go for that.




      When she peered more closely again at the framed picture on the wall that she had taken for a Jackson Pollock, she saw that it was a woodland scene sprayed with blood. In fact, it wasn’t a painting at all, but a blown-up photograph, digital probably, and if Annie wasn’t mistaken, it was taken in Hindswell Woods, and it showed, on the far left, the very oak tree on which Mark Hardcastle had hanged himself. She felt a shiver run up her spine.




      She ducked under the tape and went back out to join Dr Burns on the landing. He was busy making notes in a black-bound book, and she waited in silence until he had finished.




      ‘Jesus Christ,’ Burns whispered, putting the notebook away and looking at her. ‘I’ve rarely seen such a vicious attack.’




      ‘Anything you can tell me?’ Annie asked.




      Burns was almost as pale as Wilson. ‘According to body temperature and the progress of rigor,’ he said, ‘I’d estimate that he’s been dead about twenty to twenty-four hours.’




      Annie made a quick back-calculation. ‘Between nine a.m. and one p.m. yesterday, then?’




      ‘Approximately.’




      ‘Cause of death?’




      Dr Burns glanced back at the body. ‘You can see that for yourself. Blows to the head with a blunt object. I can’t say yet which blow actually killed him. It could have been the one across his throat. It certainly broke his larynx and crushed his windpipe. Dr Glendenning should be able to tell you more at the post-mortem. It may even be the one to the back of his head, in which case he could have been walking away from his killer, taken by surprise. He could then have turned over when he fell, trying to struggle to his feet, so the other blows landed on the front of his skull and throat.’




      ‘When he was already down?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘Jesus. Go on.’




      ‘There are defensive wounds on the backs of his hands, and some of the knuckles have been shattered, as if he held them over his face to protect himself.’




      ‘Is the arrangement of the body natural?’




      ‘Seems that way to me,’ said Burns. ‘You’re thinking of the cross shape, did someone arrange it that way?’




      ‘Yes.’




      ‘I doubt it. I think when he gave up the ghost he just let his arms fall naturally the way they did. A posed body would appear far more symmetrical. This doesn’t. See how crooked the right arm is? It’s broken, by the way.’




      ‘Weapon?’




      Burns jerked his head back towards the room. ‘The SOCOs have it. A cricket bat.’ He gave a harsh laugh. ‘And from what I could tell, a cricket bat signed by the entire England team that won back the Ashes in 2005. Read what you will into that.’




      Annie didn’t want to read anything into it yet. Perhaps the cricket bat had just been lying around, the handiest weapon available? Or perhaps the killer had brought it with him? An angry Australian fan? Premeditated. That would be determined later. ‘What about the other wounds…you know…’ Annie said. ‘Between his legs?’




      ‘On a cursory examination I’d say they were also done with the cricket bat, and that the blood you see there was transferred from the head wounds.’




      ‘So that happened after he was dead?’




      ‘Well, he may have still been clinging on to some vestiges of life, but it was done after the head wounds, I’d say, yes. Probably a lot of internal damage. Again, the post-mortem will tell you much more.’




      ‘Sex crime?’




      ‘That’s for you to decide. I’d certainly say that the evidence points that way. Otherwise why attack the genitals after the head?’




      ‘A hate crime, perhaps? Anti-gay?’




      ‘Again, it’s possible,’ said Burns. ‘Or it could simply be a jealous lover. Such things aren’t unknown, and the element of overkill points in that direction, too. Whatever it is, you’re certainly dealing with some high-octane emotions here. I’ve never seen such rage.’




      You can say that again, thought Annie. ‘Was there any sexual interference?’




      ‘As far as I can tell, there was no anal or oral penetration, and there are no obvious signs of semen on or around the body. As you can see, though, it’s rather a mess in there, very hard to be certain of such things, so again I’d suggest you wait for the full SOCO report and Dr Glendenning’s post-mortem before forming any conclusions.’




      ‘Thank you, Doctor,’ said Annie. ‘I will.’




      And with that, Dr Burns marched off down the stairs.




      Annie was just about to follow him when Stefan Nowak came over, a small leather-bound book in his gloved hand. ‘Thought you might find this useful,’ he said. ‘It was on the desk.’




      Annie took the book from him and looked inside. It was an address book. There didn’t seem to be many entries, but there were two that interested her in particular: Mark Hardcastle at Branwell Court, and one written simply as ‘Mother’, with a phone number and address in Longborough, Gloucestershire. ‘Thanks, Stefan,’ said Annie. ‘I’ll inform the locals and make sure someone goes out there to break the news.’ Annie also remembered Maria Wolsey saying something about Silbert’s mother being wealthy, which was something to follow up on, in addition to his bank accounts. Money was always a good motive for murder.




      Annie bagged the book and watched the SOCOs at work for a few minutes, then she went in the same direction Dr Burns and Doug Wilson had gone. She needed some fresh air, and they wouldn’t be finished up here for a while. In the back garden, she found Wilson sipping water and talking to Detective Superintendent Gervaise, who had just arrived. To Annie’s surprise, Chief Constable Reginald Murray was also there.




      ‘Ma’am, sir,’ said Annie.




      ‘DI Cabbot,’ said Gervaise. ‘The Chief Constable is here because he was a friend of the victim’s.’




      ‘I wouldn’t exactly say friend,’ said Murray, fingering his collar. ‘But I knew Laurence from the golf club. We played a few holes now and then, met at some club functions. A murder on the Heights. This is a terrible business, DI Cabbot, terrible. It needs to be settled as soon as possible. I assume DCI Banks has been informed?’




      ‘He’s on his way, sir,’ said Annie.




      ‘Good,’ said Murray. ‘Good. I know ACC McLaughlin thinks highly of him. The quicker we get to the bottom of this, the better.’ He glanced at Gervaise. ‘You will tell Banks…I mean…?’




      ‘I’ll keep him on a short leash, sir,’ said Gervaise.




      Annie smiled to herself. Everyone knew that Banks wasn’t at his best around the rich and privileged. ‘Would you like to examine the crime scene, sir, seeing as you’re here?’ she asked.




      Murray turned pale. ‘I don’t think so, DI Cabbot. I have every confidence in the officers under my command.’




      ‘Of course, sir, as you wish.’




      Not known for his iron stomach, Murray wandered off, hands behind his back, to all intents and purposes as if he were examining the rose bushes.




      Gervaise gave Annie a stern look. ‘That was hardly necessary,’ she said. ‘Anyway, how goes it so far? Any immediate thoughts?’




      Annie handed Doug Wilson Silbert’s address book and asked him to go back to the station and get in touch with the Gloucestershire police. He seemed relieved to be leaving the Heights. Then she turned to Gervaise. ‘Not much yet, ma’am.’ She summarised what Dr Burns had told her. ‘The timing certainly fits a murder-suicide theory,’ she added.




      ‘You think Mark Hardcastle did this?’




      ‘Possibly, yes,’ said Annie. ‘As far as we know, he drove back to Eastvale from London on Thursday. He had a flat near the centre of town, but it looks as if he only lived there part time. Maria Wolsey at the theatre said he and Laurence Silbert were practically living together. Anyway, he could either have gone back to Branwell Court and come up here Friday morning, or he could have come straight here and stopped over Thursday night.




      ‘All we know is that Silbert was killed between nine a.m. and one p.m. on Friday, and Hardcastle hanged himself between one p.m. and three p.m. that same afternoon. Also, the amount of blood on Hardcastle’s body was inconsistent with the few scratches he might have got while climbing the tree to hang himself. Grainger, the man who sold him the rope, also said he had blood on him when he called in at the shop, and that he was oddly subdued and smelled of alcohol.’




      ‘So it may be cut and dried, after all,’ said Gervaise, almost to herself. She stood up. ‘Well, let’s hope we didn’t drag DCI Banks back from his weekend off for nothing.’




      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Annie, through gritted teeth. ‘Let’s hope not.’




       




      Getting out of London was bad enough, but the M1 was an even worse nightmare. There were roadworks near Newport Pagnell, where the motorway was reduced to one lane for two miles, though there wasn’t a workman in sight. Later, two lanes were closed because of an accident just north of Leicester. The Porsche ticked along nicely, when it wasn’t at a complete standstill, and Banks was glad he’d decided to keep it. It was shabby enough now for him to feel comfortable in it. The sound system was great, too, and Nick Lowe’s ‘Long Limbed Girl’ sounded just fine.




      Banks was still annoyed at Detective Superintendent Gervaise for giving the order to call him back. He knew it wasn’t Annie’s fault, no matter how much she seemed to have relished the task. It was true, of course; they were understaffed. They didn’t even have a replacement for Kevin Templeton yet, and he’d been gone since March. It was also true that, if nothing else, the two deaths would generate a lot of paperwork and media interest, a lot of questions to be asked and answered. Young ‘Harry Potter’ showed promise, but he was still too wet behind the ears to be trusted with something like this, and if the crime involved Eastvale’s gay community, such as it was, Detective Sergeant Hatchley could prove more of a liability than an asset. Nick Lowe finished and Banks switched to Bowie’s Pin Ups.




      Though Banks had met Sophia during a difficult murder case, he realised, this was the first time he had been called away from her on urgent business since they had been together. It was something that had happened with monotonous regularity throughout his career and marriage, and something that his ex-wife Sandra had complained of more than once, until she had decided to follow her own path and leave him. Even the kids had complained when they were growing up that they never saw their dad.




      But things had been quiet recently. No murders since he had met Sophia. Not even a spate of serious burglaries or sexual assaults, just the usual day-to-day monotony, such as stolen traffic cones. For once, Eastvale had been behaving. Until now. And it would be this weekend.




      He had been making excellent time for a while, and just past the Sheffield cooling towers, his mobile buzzed. He turned down ‘Sorrow’ and answered. It was Sophia calling from Western House.




      ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘What’s wrong? I just came out of the studio. Sorry I’m late. I got a message from Tana to call you. Where are you?’




      ‘Just north of Sheffield,’ said Banks.




      ‘What?’




      ‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine. I’ve just been called in to work, that’s all.’




      ‘That’s all! But I don’t understand. It’s your weekend off, isn’t it?’




      ‘They’re not sacrosanct, unfortunately. Not in this job.’




      ‘But the dinner party?’




      ‘I know. And I’m sorry. I promise I’ll make—’




      ‘Oh, this is too much. It’s too late to cancel at this point. And Gunther and Carla are only over from Milan for the weekend.’




      ‘Why should you cancel? Go ahead. Enjoy yourselves. I’m sure I’ll get another chance to meet them. Offer my apologies.’




      ‘A fat lot of good they’ll do. Oh, shit, Alan! I was really looking forward to this.’




      ‘Me, too,’ said Banks. ‘I’m sorry.’




      There was a short pause, then Sophia’s voice came back on again. ‘What is it, anyway? What’s so important?’




      ‘Nobody’s sure yet,’ said Banks, ‘but there are two people dead.’




      ‘Serious, then?’




      ‘Could be.’




      ‘Damn and blast your job!’




      ‘I know how you feel. There’s nothing I can do about it, though. These things happen sometimes. I’m sure I warned you.’




      ‘Couldn’t you have said no?’




      ‘I tried.’




      ‘Not very hard, obviously. Who called you?’




      ‘Annie.’




      There was another pause. ‘Surely there are other people who can deal with it? What about her? I mean, as brilliant as you are, you’re not Yorkshire’s only competent detective, are you? Isn’t she any good?’




      ‘Of course she is, but it doesn’t work like that. We’re supposed to be a team. And we’re short staffed. Annie’s doing the best she can.’




      ‘You don’t need to defend her to me.’




      ‘I’m just explaining the situation.’




      ‘How long will you be gone?’




      ‘No idea. You can still come up next weekend as planned, though, right?’




      ‘And risk spending it by myself? I don’t know about that.’




      ‘You know plenty of people up here. There’s Harriet, for a start. Won’t your parents be up, too? Aren’t we supposed to be having Sunday lunch with them? Besides, we’ve got a date for the theatre.’




      ‘A weekend with my parents and Aunt Harriet isn’t quite what I had in mind. Nor is a visit to the theatre by myself.’




      ‘I’m sure I’ll be around. Sophia, this isn’t my fault. Do you think I wouldn’t rather be with you right now than on my way to work?’




      She paused again, then replied rather sulkily, ‘I suppose so.’




      ‘You’ll go ahead with the dinner?’




      ‘I don’t have a lot of choice, do I? But I’ll miss you. It won’t be the same.’




      ‘I’ll miss you, too. Call me later?’




      ‘If I’ve got time. I’d better get moving. I’ve got a lot to do, especially now I have to do it all by myself.’




      ‘Soph—’




      But she had already ended the call. Banks cursed. No matter what she had said, she did blame him. A terrible sense of familiarity swept over him, all the rows with his ex-wife Sandra before she gave up on him. He knew he had warned Sophia that things like this might happen, that his job might disrupt other plans, but how seriously do people take warnings like that when everything is going blissfully well? Perhaps it was for the best that Sophia had found out about the demands of his job sooner rather than later.




      He turned Bowie up again. He was singing ‘Where Have All The Good Times Gone?’ Banks hoped it wasn’t prophetic.
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