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			Prelude

			People talked about the jet stream all winter. They said it was too far south and way too violent. Bentner, especially when he was drunk, likened it to a conveyor belt totally out of control, bringing storm after storm crashing in from the Atlantic. People – strangers especially – were a little wary of him but they couldn’t argue with the evidence.

			Beachside cafés on the coast reduced to matchwood. Whole streets underwater. Yachts dragged from their moorings and tossed miles upriver. The main line to Cornwall left dangling over a huge breach in the Dawlish sea wall. In nearby Exmouth, storm watchers gathered in the windy darkness as wave after wave burst over the promenade, bringing more ruin. The sea had become an animal, they agreed. Voracious. All-powerful. Terrifying.

			Then, in late spring, a big fat bubble of high pressure settled gently over the estuary, consigning a nightmare winter to the history books. The temperatures climbed. Kids paddled. Bird­watchers queued at Exmouth Quay for the morning cruise upriver. There were godwits, oyster catchers and an especially fine gathering of avocets. Nature, after a savage blip, had reset itself. No one, at first, seemed to notice the absence of the salmon.

			They’d arrived at this moment in the cycle of the seasons ever since anyone could remember, near exhausted after their long migration from the depths of the Atlantic. A pair of grey seals patrolled the narrows where the river met the sea. Poachers prepared their nets a mile or so further inland. Local restaurateurs made a quiet call or two, reserving the first of the catch. But nothing happened.

			The local pubs – in Exmouth, Lympstone, Topsham – were full of speculation. Fishermen blamed the farmers upcountry. Too many nitrates. Too much cow shit. A devout Baptist ­writing to the Journal suspected the hand of God. Only Bentner knew better.

			From his precious patch of garden, down by the harbour in the village of Lympstone, he watched the river, listened to his neighbours and brooded. Earlier in the week those same neighbours had noticed the candles he used in his study still burning way past midnight. Then came the morning of his disappearance. It happened to be a Monday.

			His line manager at the Hadley Centre, a woman called Sheila, phoned around midday. No reply. His mobile likewise was switched off. Late that afternoon she drove down from Exeter. Lympstone was a small waterside village which she barely knew: picturesque, intimate, not cheap. With the aid of a map, she found the street down by the harbour where Bentner lived.

			Bentner’s address had long been a joke at the Centre. Two Degrees. Was there any other climatologist who took his work that seriously? Who’d nailed a prediction about global warming on his front gate? For the benefit of the postman – and anyone else who might be interested in the future of the human race? Sheila, parking her car, thought not.

			The house lay at one end of a small terrace. She paused by the gate, realising that the house name had been changed. The sign on the gate looked new, hand-lettered black script against a white background. Five Degrees, it read. She lingered, taking it in. She knew about this stuff. Everyone at the Hadley Centre knew about this stuff. A five-degree Celsius increase in global temperatures would be endgame. Over. Finished. Cooked. Gone.

			Sheila knocked at the door. Waited. Knocked again. Nothing. She tried the door. It was unlocked. She wondered about going inside, then had second thoughts.

			A path around the side of the terrace led to a scrap of pebble beach. The tiny back gardens of the terrace of houses ended in a brick wall that overlooked the beach. She paused for a moment, gazing out at the view. It was high tide, not a whisper of wind. The sun was still warm in a cloudless sky. Boats sat idly at their moorings. From way out across the water came the liquid cry of a curlew. Beautiful.

			Five degrees? Hard to imagine.

			On the beach she turned and studied the back of Bentner’s house. A weathered wooden table sat on a scruffy oblong of paving stones. Two ancient camping chairs, the canvas seats bleached and frayed, were arranged for the view. A pair of unwashed plastic plates lay on the table. A wicker basket beside the door brimmed with empty cans and bottles. In the garden next door a line of flags hung motionless.

			She eyed the wall, wondering whether she might be able to clamber over, but knew there was no point. If she wanted to get into the house, the door at the front was open.

			Sheila retraced her footsteps, knocked a couple more times, then stepped in. A minute hall gave way to the sitting room. Through the window at the far end she could see the table in the garden and the water beyond. The sitting room was narrow and cluttered: threadbare carpet, piles of books, two battered armchairs, a card table with more books, a small TV, plus a couple of house plants that badly needed watering.

			‘Alois?’ She called Bentner’s name. No response.

			The kitchen lay beside the sitting room. At first she put the flies down to rotting food – the smell too – but on closer inspection there was nothing edible to be seen. A four-ring electric stove blackly caked with ancient spills. A couple of days’ washing-up in the sink. A lopsided fridge with a very noisy motor. Cupboards painted institutional green. She found herself smiling. To no one’s surprise, least of all hers, the world of fitted kitchens had passed the legendary curmudgeon by.

			She retreated to the hall, peering up the narrow wooden stairs, wondering just how far her responsibilities extended. Was it her business to check the whole place? Or was this the moment to head back out into the sunshine and phone for help?

			Sheila tussled with the decision a moment longer, then came a movement in the darkness at the head of the stairs. Her blood iced. A cat stepped down into the light. It was a tabby. It looked at her and then turned and headed upstairs again.

			She followed it, one step at a time, one hand extended, feeling for the scabby plaster on the walls. At the top of the stairs was a narrow landing. She counted three doors. The cat had dis­appeared but the smell, and the insistent buzzing, was stronger.

			‘Alois?’ Almost a whisper this time. ‘Are you there?’

			She knew he wasn’t. She knew something terrible had happened to him. Over the past couple of months his drinking and his temper had become an open secret. Alois Bentner was brilliant – everyone who knew him agreed on that – but the man had become his own worst enemy: ungovernable, erratic, given to wild explosions of something she could only describe as rage. Last weekend, at a barbecue at a canalside pub, he’d been physically restrained after a younger colleague had made a joke about the Siberian tundra farting methane. In Bentner’s world, superheated or otherwise, there was no longer any room for jokes.

			The first door opened on to a bathroom – cramped, dirty, with a dripping tap. The second door belonged to a room empty except for a pile of cardboard boxes and an air bed, semi-­deflated, on the bare wooden floorboards. Through the grubbiness of the window she could see her own parked Astra. Was now the time to go downstairs, close the door and leave? She thought not. The least she owed Alois Bentner was to try the third door, to pursue the smell and the flies to their source. To do anything less would be a betrayal.

			Sheila pushed at the door, felt it give under the pressure, let it open. For a second she couldn’t believe what lay beyond. Then she backed away, gasping.

			And fled.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			One

			Monday, 9 June 2014, 18.35

			It was Oona who took the call. Jimmy Suttle, in the shower after a day’s recreational stoning of the force riot squad, saw her outstretched hand through the steam.

			‘Carole,’ she mouthed.

			DI Carole Houghton was Suttle’s boss on the Major Crimes Investigation Team. Thanks to a riotous curry in an Exeter restaurant only weeks ago, the two women had become friends.

			‘Boss?’ Suttle was already reaching for a towel.

			‘Lympstone, Jimmy. Soon as.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Murder. Ghastly scene. Truly horrible. If you’re planning dinner …’ She broke off to talk to someone else, then she was back again. The job had been called in by a woman from the Met Office. Scenes of Crime had just turned up and were debating what to do. Det-Supt Malcolm Nandy, meanwhile, was driving over from another job in Brixham.

			‘Address, boss?’

			‘Down by the harbour. Terrace of little houses. You can’t miss us. Quick time, yeah?’ The phone went dead.

			Suttle padded into the bedroom. Oona had retreated beneath the duvet, only her face visible. She’d arrived an hour earlier, bearing gifts, a routine she and Suttle adopted when their shift patterns offered the chance for an evening together.

			Now she was watching Suttle as he threw on a shirt and tie. She’d already started on the first bottle of Rioja and was halfway through a bowl of hummus and olives. Suttle eyed her in the mirror. One of the many things he loved about this woman was her talent for hiding disappointment.

			Dressed, he stood beside the bed. She extended a hand, gestured him lower, ran her fingertips across his ruined face.

			‘Later, my lovely?’

			‘Later,’ he agreed.

			Lympstone was ten minutes away. Mid-evening, the light was dying over the soft ridge lines of the Haldon Hills as Suttle drove down into the village. Mention of the terrace of houses beside the water took him back a couple of years. Eamon Lenahan, a key witness on another job a couple of years ago, had lived in one of these houses, and Suttle remembered his first sight of the view before he’d rung the bell and brought the little man to the door: the water lapping at the footings of the garden, the way the boats flirted with the tide on their moorings beyond the tiny bay, the broad reach of the river as it gathered and fell back, day after day, year after year.

			Wee Eamon had let this rhythm seep into his life. No TV. None of the me-me crap that passed for real life these days. A wandering doctor fresh out of Africa, he’d embraced the silence and the ever-changing fall of light through his window, and now – with a similar view from his rented Exmouth flat – Suttle knew exactly how important that could be.

			‘Skip?’ Luke Golding was bent to the driver’s window. He was wearing a grey one-piece forensic suit a size too big.

			Suttle wound the window down. Golding was still one of the youngest DCs on the squad. He’d just returned from a week in Turkey, and it showed in the peeling skin across his forehead.

			‘Good time?’

			‘Crap, skip.’ He nodded back towards the end house. ‘You’re not going to believe this one.’

			Suttle got out of the car and limped towards the Crime Scene Manager, who was standing beside the front gate. The CSM was on the phone. He had a pile of bagged forensic suits at his feet and he tossed one to Suttle as he approached. Golding wanted to know why Suttle was limping.

			‘Day out with the Public Order lot.’ He was tearing at the polythene around the suit. ‘I did OK with the baton rounds, and the petrol bombs worked a treat. Then a bunch of them caught me. My own fault.’

			‘And?’

			‘I’m limping. As you noticed.’

			‘This was a jolly, right?’ Golding took care of the polythene as Suttle clambered awkwardly into the suit.

			‘Right.’

			‘You go out to some forlorn bloody place and pretend to be the EDL, yes?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘So the hooligans in the ninja gear can beat the shit out of you? Am I wrong?’

			‘Not at all. It seemed a good idea at the time. In fact I was flattered to be asked.’

			‘Sure. So can anyone volunteer? Or do you have to be really mental?’

			Shaking his head, Golding led the way to the open door. A line of treading plates disappeared into the house. A CSI was already at work on the ground floor. Suttle, aware of the smell, wanted to know what Serafin had made of Marmaris.

			‘Loved it, skip. Big time. Brought the Asian out in her. Couldn’t get enough of the heat.’

			They were climbing the stairs now. Serafin was Golding’s latest trophy acquisition, a tribute to Internet dating. She had a degree in metallurgy and wonderful legs. Suttle had only met her once but knew she had the measure of Luke Golding.

			‘This one, skip. The pathologist’s due within the hour. Deep breath now.’ Golding had stopped beside one of the upstairs doors. He had a couple of paper face masks in his pocket. He handed one to Suttle. Suttle put it on, then took it off again.

			‘Who’s been wearing this?’

			‘Me.’

			‘Since when did you smoke?’

			‘Last week, skip. I’m blaming Serafin. She drove me nuts, if you want the truth. Never stopped bloody talking. Yak, yak, yak. You need to stop drinking so much. We need to commit to each other. We need to take this thing seriously.’

			‘Thing?’

			‘Her. Me. Us. Here …’ He pushed the door open with his foot. ‘Help yourself.’

			Suttle, on the point of stepping into the room, stopped. A woman’s body lay on the bed. She was naked, her legs splayed, her stomach ripped open. She looked late thirties, early forties. Coils of intestine spilled onto the blood-pinked duvet.

			Suttle eased himself into the room. The stench – heavy, ­viscous, cloying – made him put the mask back on. The woman’s face was battered and swollen, the bruises already yellowing. She was wearing a single gold ring on the third finger of her right hand, and a thin silver chain with a Celtic cross was looped around her left breast. Like Golding, she must have been away recently. Her skin was golden, and beneath the wreckage of her belly Suttle could see the outline of a bikini-bottom tan line.

			‘We’ve got an ID?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘So who is she?’

			‘Her name’s Harriet Reilly.’

			‘She lives here?’

			‘No. She’s got another place in the village.’

			Suttle was circling the body, trying to commit every detail to memory. The sightless eyes. The artfully permed hair. The silver piercings in one ear.

			‘Weapon?’

			‘Just the knife. There. Look.’ Golding pointed at the floor on the other side of the bed. It looked like a kitchen knife. Serrated blade. Black plastic handle.

			‘It was lying there?’

			‘That’s the assumption. No one’s touched a thing.’

			‘So who owns the house?’

			‘Guy called Bentner. Alois Bentner.’

			‘So where is he?’

			‘No one knows.’

			Suttle’s mobile began to ring. It was DI Houghton. She needed a word. Suttle met her out in the street. It was starting to get dark now, and lights were on in the neighbouring properties. Twitching curtains. Faces at windows.

			‘Boss?’ Suttle loosened the drawstring at the neck of the suit. He felt sullied, dirty. The fresh air tasted indescribably sweet.

			Houghton tallied the actions she wanted him to take care of. Suttle knew the list by heart. Build the intel file on the victim and on the missing Alois Bentner. The latter, for the time being, was prime suspect. Talk to his friends, to his workmates, to anyone who might have crossed his path over the last few days and weeks. Same for Harriet Reilly. According to a woman across the road, she’d been a regular visitor at Bentner’s place. Explore the relationship. Build the bigger picture. Why her? Why here? Why now?

			‘So who is she, exactly, boss?’

			‘We believe she’s a GP. Word is, she works in an Exeter practice.’

			‘Any other leads, boss?’

			‘Nothing specific, but Bentner seems to be in some kind of trouble. Drinks too much. Thinks too hard.’

			‘Ugly combination.’

			‘Exactly. You need to start with the woman who called the job in. Her name’s Sheila Forshaw. She’s his boss. Bentner works at the Met Office. Heads up some kind of unit at the Hadley Centre. Bit of a star, the way we’re hearing it.’

			‘Hadley Centre?’

			‘They deal in climate change. Ask Forshaw.’

			‘Where do I find her?’

			‘Heavitree nick. She’s waiting for you. Operation Buzzard, by the way. Make a note.’

			Houghton’s phone rang. She was a big woman in every respect, but lately a crash diet had taken its toll. Her eyes were pouched in darkness, and in a certain light, like now, she looked ill. She answered the call, the frown on her face deepening by the second. The pathologist had been held up for some reason. Nandy was demanding yet another update. There were staffing problems with setting up the Major Incident Room for Operation Buzzard. All the usual gotchas.

			‘Take it easy, boss.’ Suttle stepped out of the suit, remembering some advice she’d given him only months ago. ‘Just another job, yeah?’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Two

			

			Monday, 9 June 2014, 19.31

			Taking the train down to Exeter for a long weekend had been Lizzie’s idea. She’d met him at the station, driven him back to her new house and shown him the wilderness that passed as the garden in the last of the light before they’d spent the rest of the evening in bed. Billy McTierney, she was pleased to discover, still did it for her. The months apart while she attended to all the post-publication rituals had, if anything, sharpened her appetite for his presence, and his body, and for the moments in the middle of the night when she jerked awake to find him propped on one elbow, a smile on his face, just looking at her.

			Kissing him goodbye at the station, she’d told him to come back soon. Next weekend. The weekend after. For ever, if he fancied it. He held her for a long moment, told her she was fantasising, promised to stay in touch, and then – with a smile and a wave – he and the train were gone.

			Driving back to the white stucco Victorian ruin which had relaunched her life, she felt warm, and wanted, and unaccountably lucky. The house lay close to the city centre, yet retained its privacy. The tall sash windows, golden in the last of the sunset. The huge front door, badly in need of a little TLC. The quarter-acre of garden with its encircling wall, mellow red brick dripping with honeysuckle and clematis.

			She’d fallen in love with the property at first sight, undaunted by the years of work it would need to restore any kind of decora­tive order. The huge kitchen hadn’t been touched for decades, the central heating was a liability, and finding a use for five bedrooms would be a serious challenge. Yet the place had a presence and a quirkiness with which she felt immediately at home. Lizzie Hodson. The author of Mine. Praised in the broadsheets. Feted on local television. Already on the must-invite lists of countless literary festivals. And now the proud owner and sole inhabitant of The Plantation. Perfect.

			Later that same evening, making the bed she and Billy had abandoned only hours earlier, Lizzie found the note he’d left her. It was tucked under the pillow, sealed in an envelope. She began to rip it open then had second thoughts. Another glass of wine, she thought. Give yourself time. Savour the moment.

			Now, curled in front of an electric fire in the draughty sitting room, she laid the envelope on the rug and looked at it. In truth she’d been nervous about the weekend. Billy had helped her through the nightmare months after Grace’s abduction and death. She’d been in pieces, incoherent with grief, but somehow he’d managed to bring her solace and comfort and the kind of undramatic but solid advice that had finally persuaded her that life was worth another shot.

			In some kind of vague and wholly desperate way she’d always had a book in mind, but it had been Billy’s idea to write it through the eyes of Claire herself. Claire Dillon had always been the monster in all this. It was Claire who had taken Grace, Claire who had hidden the little girl away, Claire who had silenced her crying with the overdose that had killed her, and Claire who had finally jumped from the seventh-floor balcony with Grace’s limp little body in her arms.

			If you were looking for blame then it had Claire Dillon’s name in marquee letters all over it, yet a couple of months of exploring every bend in this girl’s journey had taught Lizzie that life was never as simple as pain and retribution demanded. The woman had become a stranger to herself. Not only that, but as the weeks of writing sped by, and the pile of printed-out pages grew higher, Lizzie had concluded that – one way or another – we all had a bit of Claire Dillon in us.

			She’d shared this thought with Billy over the weekend. That could have been me, she said. Given certain circumstances, I might have appointed myself Grace’s guardian, Grace’s best friend, the one good person in a bad, bad world to truly understand why this little girl had to be saved.

			Billy had been unconvinced.

			‘That doesn’t work,’ he had said. ‘You were Grace’s ­guardian. You were her best friend. You were also her mother. And that makes a difference.’

			‘But you don’t understand. We’re all closer to the edge than we think we are. And you, of all people, must know that.’

			Billy dealt with mentally ill people every day of his working life. He was an expert in the field. In a previous life he’d also been a professional climber, paid well for it, a man on intimate terms with gravity, the science of belays, karabiners and chockstones, the whole shtick. He knew about mountains, about keeping your balance – your sanity – on near-vertical faces of ice and slate, never admitting that there might ever be a problem that guts, and experience, and sheer nerve couldn’t resolve. Billy McTierney had always been his own man, and that was one of the many reasons she’d quietly fallen in love with him. Nothing urgent. Nothing must-have. Simply the comforting knowledge that they were already, in countless unannounced ways, together.

			She reached for the envelope. Then came the summons of an arriving email. She got up and settled herself behind her PC, the portal that had taken her to Mine and everything that had followed. She owed the PC her new home, her peace of mind and the weekend that had turned out to be such a success.

			The email came from one of the handful of local contacts who’d signed up to the investigative website she’d launched. Bespoken had grand ambitions, not least to free itself from the tyranny of print media, but these were early days and she wasn’t at all sure where this new adventure – funded on the proceeds of Mine – might lead. Were there really enough stories out there to attract a significant readership? And if so, did she have the financial resources and the sheer nerve to bet her investigative instincts against an army of litigious so-called victims? To both questions, on a cosy Monday night, she had no answer, but she bent to the screen, eager to know who might have touched base.

			The message was both enticing and blunt. ‘A local GP,’ it read, ‘is supposed to be in deep shit. It seems the woman plays God. Post-Shipman, this shouldn’t be happening. Are we interested?’

			Lizzie studied the screen for a long moment. Were we talking mercy killings? Something more sinister? Or what? She didn’t know, couldn’t make up her mind. What was the strength of the evidence? Where might an investigation like this lead? She shook her head. Exeter was a city for the young. So was Portsmouth. But there were places down on the coast that had become warehouses for the elderly.

			The last time she’d been down to Exmouth to see her ­estranged husband, to tell him that the scars they both carried would one day heal, she’d been astonished at the sheer numbers of old folk around. They were everywhere: in the street, queuing at the bus stops, wandering uncertainly through the town-centre supermarket. With budgets squeezed and life getting tougher by the month, might people like these welcome the attentions of a rogue GP?

			Back beside the electric fire, still uncertain, she at last opened the envelope. To her surprise, the note inside was typed. Billy hadn’t arrived with a laptop and he’d never asked to borrow her PC. He must have composed it in Portsmouth, she thought. Even before he took the train west.

			The note was short, written in the kind of carefully measured prose that clogged the arteries of corporate organisations. He was really glad about the success that the book had brought her. He’d hoped something like this might be on the cards but he’d never expected it to happen so fast. Getting her first book into the Sunday Times top ten was a real achievement. She nodded to herself, only too aware that this was the good news. He’d said something very similar on Friday night. What next?

			‘You’re free now. You’ve really done it. You’re home safe. You don’t need me any more. It’s been a real pleasure and a real privilege but for both our sakes I suspect we’ve come to the end of the road. Your book will open a million doors. I’ll be thinking of you when I next open a copy of the Sunday Times. My fingers are crossed. Go well.’

			She sat on the rug, staring at the note. ‘Pleasure’? ‘Privilege’? ‘End of the road’? ‘Go well’? Where did words like these belong in the relationship she thought they’d had? He must have ­carried this news in his head throughout the weekend. He must have known that every smile, every touch, every lingering kiss would end with this.

			For a moment she toyed with phoning him. He’d be on the train. He’d probably be deep in a book. She wanted to know whether he was sitting there in an agony of guilt wanting to change his mind. She wanted to be told that everything she’d thought they had was real and true and meant.

			She was crying now but she was angry too. Angry that she’d lulled herself into believing in something that would never happen. Angry because – in ways she couldn’t yet voice – he’d taken advantage of her. Bastard, she thought, struggling to her feet.

			At her PC she reread the email about the rogue GP. Then she reached for the keyboard.

			‘Yes,’ she typed. ‘Let’s do it.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Three

			

			Monday, 9 June 2014, 20.34

			Sheila Forshaw was struggling to put her feelings into words.

			‘I expected it to be him …’ she said. ‘Alois. That’s what shocked me.’

			‘Alois Bentner?’

			‘Of course. It was his house. He lived there. If something bad had happened, something awful … it had to be him on the bed … didn’t it?’

			Suttle had met her downstairs, in the Custody Suite at Heavitree police station, where she was nursing a mug of stewed tea. Now they were sharing one of the adjoining interview rooms.

			Sheila Forshaw was in her late forties, trim figure, office suit, barely any make-up. The image of the woman’s body in the bedroom, she said, would stay with her for a very long time. On field trips abroad she’d seen plenty of bodies, often bloated in the heat. In Africa she’d watched what a lion could do to an antelope it had just run down. But nothing could compare to this. So raw. So savage. So ugly. So still.

			Suttle wanted to know more about Bentner. Was she close to the man?

			‘No one’s close to him. He’s a loner, always was. Apparently there was a wife some while back, but I don’t know anyone who ever met her.’

			‘Is she still around? The wife?’

			‘I don’t know. You could check with HR, but they don’t always keep that kind of information. Maybe she died. Or maybe she just left him and moved on. I know it sounds harsh, but I’m not sure I’d blame her.’

			‘So no real friends at work? Is that what you’re saying?’

			She nodded. Bentner, she said, had been at the Hadley Centre since it moved down from Bracknell in 2003. He was German by birth but had spent most of his childhood and early adult years in the States. She knew he’d landed a big job at NCAR at a very young age and had subsequently produced the string of papers that had finally brought him to the Hadley Centre.

			‘NCAR?’

			‘National Centre for Atmospheric Research. It’s the top insti­tute for climate research in the States. Boulder, Colorado. Up among the ski slopes. Lucky Alois.’

			‘And the Hadley Centre? How do you rate?’

			‘We’re good, as good as NCAR. In fact in some respects we’re probably better. World class, whichever way you cut it.’

			‘Is that why Bentner came on board?’

			‘Partly, I guess so. The other reason was much simpler. The States had started to piss him off. These are his words, not mine. He thought it was a country full of kids. Press the right button and he’d bang on about them for hours. How greedy they were, how wasteful they were, how they never spared a thought for tomorrow. Huge cars, vast fridges, everyone grossly overweight. Before the drinking got out of hand, some of this stuff could be quite amusing, though we had to be careful about who was listening.’

			The Met Office, she said, attracted climatologists from every corner of the planet. Many of them were visiting Americans, aware of the Hadley Centre’s reputation and wanting to find out more. In the early days on the new Exeter site, Bentner would never pass up an opportunity to berate his ex-colleagues. As a nation, he was convinced they’d converted a crisis into a disaster, partly by hogging way more than their fair share of resources and partly by frustrating other countries’ attempts to rein in global warming.

			‘He was right, of course,’ she said, ‘but that wasn’t the point. There was always something very biblical about Alois. He wasn’t just a climatologist, he was a prophet. One day, when he was being particularly obnoxious, I told him he belonged in the Old Testament. He loved that. It was one of the few times I heard him laugh.’

			‘So what does this guy actually do?’

			‘He analyses climate impacts. His big speciality has always been trees. Forest ecosystems are often where you look first if you want to figure out what we’re doing to the planet. Every tree tells you a story, and I guess Alois made a friend of the trees pretty early on. He certainly prefers them to people.’

			Suttle smiled. He liked this woman. He liked her easy intelligence, her candour about Alois Bentner and the way the jargon of her trade, lightly Americanised, sat so sweetly on her lips.

			‘But Bentner’s good?’

			‘The best. That’s partly an issue of standards. He never puts up with bullshit. He can smell a half-baked theory within ­seconds. He’s truly rigorous, and in our business that matters. In the end we’re scientists not tree-huggers, though Alois always lays claim to both.’

			It was a neat phrase. Suttle wondered how many other times she’d used it.

			‘And you’re his boss? Have I got that right?’

			‘I run his team. Though Alois is a bit of a stranger to the team idea.’

			‘So you indulge him?’

			‘I cut him lots of slack. Always have done. There aren’t too many Alois Bentners in the world, and that’s maybe a good thing, but we’d struggle to replace him.’

			‘And he knows that?’

			‘Of course he does. In fact he was probably the first to tell me.’

			‘A bully, then?’

			‘Without question. With people like Alois you fight or flee. The ones who flee are off his radar. He likes the ones who fight.’

			‘And you?’

			‘I’m his boss. That’s supposed to make a difference.’

			‘But you stand up to him?’

			‘When it truly matters. Because that’s the only option. Other­wise I’d be the punchbag.’

			Suttle was thinking about the body on the bed.

			‘Does he ever talk to you about his private life?’

			‘Never. There’d be no point. In his view it wouldn’t be ­relevant.’

			‘He never mentioned a girlfriend?’

			‘Never.’

			‘A woman called Harriet? Harriet Reilly?’

			A shake of the head this time. And then something close to a frown.

			‘This is the woman I saw at his place?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you’re telling me they were friends?’

			‘I’m asking you whether he ever mentioned her.’

			‘Then the answer’s no, but that means nothing. They could have been married for years and we still wouldn’t know. This is a man who walls off bits of his life. Maybe it’s a German thing. I’ve no idea.’ She paused. Something else even more troubling had occurred to her. ‘You’re suggesting Alois did that? To the woman on the bed?’

			‘It’s a possibility. Of course it is. According to the neighbours, she was a regular visitor. She knew the house. She died in his bedroom. And now we can’t find him.’ He held her gaze. ‘In my trade we call that a clue.’

			‘Christ.’ She sat back, shocked. ‘Alois? Are you serious?’

			

			The Major Incident Room, Operation Buzzard’s home for the coming days and weeks, lay in the Devon and Cornwall oper­a­tional headquarters at Middlemoor, in Exeter. Suttle logged himself in at 21.57.

			Det-Supt Nandy had arrived and was in conference with DI Houghton when Suttle rapped on their office door. Nandy, he thought, looked as knackered as Houghton. In a world of ever-deepening budget cuts, keeping the serious crime machine in working order was a constant battle, and a drug-related kidnapping in Brixham hadn’t helped.

			‘Son?’ Nandy, sat behind a desk, wanted an update.

			Suttle told him about Bentner’s workplace reputation. Brilliant climatologist. Crap human being.

			‘Crap how?’

			‘Classic Mr Grumpy. Zero people skills. Hated the rest of the human race and told them so.’

			‘Should be here then, with this lot. Sounds very ACPO.’ Nandy barked with laughter. His ongoing feud with the bosses upstairs was common knowledge.

			‘Are we thinking he did it, Jimmy?’ This from Houghton.

			‘I’ve no idea, boss. He’s obviously in the frame. What’s the scene telling us?’

			‘Dodman thinks she was killed in situ. There’s no blood anywhere else.’

			‘None at all?’

			‘Not that the guys have found so far. She had a key to the house in her bag so access wouldn’t have been a problem.’

			‘Prints on the knife?’

			‘Two sets. One of them hers.’

			‘Hers?’

			‘Yes. It means nothing, Jimmy. She could have been using the knife downstairs. We think it came from the kitchen.’

			‘And the other set?’

			‘We’re thinking Bentner. They match with other prints elsewhere. But again it proves nothing.’

			‘Except it might rule out a third party?’

			‘Sure, son.’ Nandy was studying his mobile. ‘Unless they were wearing gloves.’

			Nandy glanced up. He’d been talking to the CSM. Scenes of Crime had recovered a stash of empty bottles – chiefly wine and spirits – plus a handful of receipts from the convenience store down the road. This was a guy who seemed to be putting away industrial quantities of alcohol. He wanted to know about Bentner’s drinking.

			Suttle nodded. He’d asked Sheila Forshaw the same question. ‘He’s always had a thirst on him, sir. That’s the impression I’m getting from his line manager. But lately it got out of hand.’

			‘How out of hand?’

			‘He’d turn up reeking of booze in the mornings. His boss got worried because he was driving, but there was nothing she could say that would make much difference.’

			‘Was he drinking at work?’

			‘She says not.’

			‘Just at home, then?’

			‘That’s the assumption.’

			‘But a lot?’

			‘Yes.’

			Suttle explained about a recent barbecue. Bentner had evidently lost it completely. Threatened to punch a younger ­colleague.

			‘Over what?’

			‘Methane emissions. In Siberia.’

			‘What?’

			‘Methane, sir. It’s a greenhouse gas. You find it in cow farts. I gather that was part of the joke.’

			‘Shit.’ Nandy’s eyes rolled.

			‘Exactly. These people are a breed apart. Seriously bright. And in Bentner’s case seriously damaged.’

			‘That’s a big word, Jimmy.’ Houghton, behind the other desk, was tapping out an email.

			‘That’s the line manager’s take, boss. Not mine. I got the impression that she thinks Bentner is a breakdown waiting to happen. The way I read it, most climatologists stick to the science and avoid thinking too hard about the consequences. Bentner doesn’t see it that way, never has done. He thinks the two go together. We pump all this shit into the atmosphere, the world heats up, and we all die. I think that’s the way it goes. That’s certainly Bentner’s line.’

			‘He changed his address recently, sir.’ Houghton was looking at Nandy. ‘The place used to be called Two Degrees. Since last week, according to the neighbours, he’s been living at Five Degrees.’

			‘Meaning what?’

			‘We’re all doomed, sir.’ This from Suttle. ‘Five degrees is where Bentner thinks we’re headed. A temperature rise that big would kebab us all.’

			‘And is he right?’

			‘I asked that.’

			‘And?’

			‘No one knows. These people are scientists. They’re into evidence.’

			‘Sure. Just like we should be. So where is Mr Bentner?’

			Houghton shook her head, said she hadn’t a clue. His ID photo from the Met Office had been circulated force-wide and would be going national tomorrow, along with details of his ancient Skoda. The media department were organising a press conference for late morning at which Nandy would be making a personal appeal to find the missing man. In the meantime local uniforms were scouring empty properties and other likely hidey-holes within a three-mile radius in case Bentner had gone to ground.

			Suttle wanted to know about Harriet Reilly. Houghton gave him the headlines. Local address, a sweet little cottage on the outskirts of the village. Worked as a GP partner in a big Exeter practice. Allegedly lived alone after the collapse of her marriage years back. DC Luke Golding had already talked to a neighbour up the lane, and tomorrow, after the first Buzzard squad meet, Houghton wanted him and Suttle to pay the GP practice ­manager a visit.

			‘Her name’s Gloria, Jimmy.’

			‘And she knows what’s happened?’

			‘She does.’

			Houghton scribbled a couple of lines and passed them across. The practice address plus a phone number.

			Suttle looked up. ‘Anything else I should know, boss?’

			‘Yes.’ She gestured at her PC screen. ‘I just had the pathologist on. He’s finishing up at Lympstone, and whether it’s germane or not, he thought we ought to know.’

			‘Know what?’

			‘Our victim was pregnant.’

			

			Oona was asleep when Suttle got home. It was nearly midnight. He checked in the bedroom then helped himself to a can of Stella from the fridge. She’d left him half a saucepan of chilli con carne and the remains of some rice left over from a takeout they’d bought over the weekend. Also, a note.

			Suttle sat in the window. ‘My beautiful one,’ she’d written. ‘What’s a girl supposed to do without you? The porn channels are useless and masturbation’s a wank. Wake me up and tell me you love me. Special prize if you mean it. XXXX’

			The big loopy letters brought a smile to Suttle’s face. In the view of many in the Job he’d nicked this amazing woman from Luke Golding. Luke and Oona had been living together for the best part of six months when she transferred her affections to Suttle. It was true that Golding couldn’t keep his hands off other women, and it was equally true that her departure hadn’t surprised him in the least. There’d been some awkwardness between the two detectives for a while, but nowadays Golding was the first to admit that Oona deserved a great deal more than his serial excursions into Exeter’s clubland, expeditions that frequently ended in sex with his latest conquest.

			Only last month, for the first time since the break-up, the three of them had risked an evening in the pub together and a curry afterwards. Serafin had promised to show but never turned up, a gesture Oona attributed to more than a lapse of memory. ‘She’s probably shagging someone else,’ she’d told Golding with a smile. ‘Long live the sisterhood.’

			Later, close to one o’clock, Suttle went to bed. Oona stirred and reached for him and then went to sleep again. Suttle lay in the darkness, his hand in hers. He loved the simplicity of the relationship. He loved that they still had separate addresses. He loved the space she allowed him and the way she seemed able to muffle the noises in his head. 

			Losing his daughter had triggered a nightmare that had threat­ened to engulf him. He had blamed her disappearance entirely on himself, but after months of talking it through with Oona, the pressing weight of guilt had begun to ease. It helped that he’d later had his own brush with death, a savage attack by a prime suspect that had nearly killed him, and whether she believed it or not, Oona had agreed that he should view the incident as payback. In the Almighty’s scheme of things, she told him, he’d now paid his debt in full. More to the point, if anyone in heaven wanted to check up, he had some magnificent scars to prove it. It was moments like these, little spasms of gleeful madness, that made him love this woman. She was whole, she was full of appetite, and she knew exactly what made him tick. After a period of the most intense darkness, she’d taught him how to laugh again.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Four

			

			Tuesday, 10 June 2014, 08.30

			The first Buzzard squad meet took place at the Middlemoor Major Incident Room at 08.30 next morning. Nandy had managed to lay hands on seventeen DCs, most of them seasoned detectives, and was determined to carpet-bomb the investigation over the next forty-eight hours. Photographs from the bedroom were passing from hand to hand, sparking little comment ­beyond an acknowledgement that the attack on Harriet Reilly had been especially savage.

			Despite the overnight search, the whereabouts of Alois Bentner remained a mystery. His house beside the harbour was still a crime scene, protected throughout the night, and the SOC team had already resumed work on the remaining rooms. Harriet Reilly’s cottage had also been sealed off, pending a full search.

			The medical evidence indicated that Reilly had been attacked at some point over the weekend. Nandy was pushing the patholo­gist for a tighter time frame but so far, on the balance of probabilities, he’d go no further than agreeing a window between Saturday evening and Sunday morning. This, said Nandy, tallied with other findings. The last time Reilly’s phone had been used was 23.47 on Saturday, when she’d called Alois Bentner’s mobile. Three incoming calls after that had gone to divert. Flash analysis of a laptop and a PC recovered from her cottage had likewise revealed no activity or outgoing traffic after 15.34 the same day.

			‘What about Bentner, sir?’ This from Jimmy Suttle. ‘Do we know where he was when he took the call from Reilly?’

			‘To the east of Exmouth. Cell site analysis won’t give us anything closer than that. After taking the call the phone was switched off. Nothing since Saturday night.’

			Another hand went up. It was a female DC who’d just arrived from Plymouth. She understood Bentner’s house was at the end of a terrace. Thin walls. Poor sound insulation. She wanted to know about the people next door.

			Nandy glanced at Carole Houghton. She was studying her notepad.

			‘We understand the property belongs to a woman called Gemma Caton. It’s unclear whether she lives there full time but we’re still trying to find her.’

			‘Was she around over the weekend?’

			‘We don’t think so. We have contact details and an address in London but she’s not answering either. There’s a retired guy in the next house down the terrace and he confirms a sighting of Reilly on Saturday afternoon. Apparently she was in the garden at the back. That seems to be the last time anyone saw her.’

			‘And Bentner?’

			‘His car wasn’t there all weekend. That means nothing, of course. Parking down by the water is a nightmare. He could have stashed the car anywhere.’

			Inquiries about Bentner’s Skoda, she said, were ongoing. Officers on house-to-house were carrying photos of a similar vehicle.

			Nandy wanted to move the meeting on. Buzzard’s prime suspect, he confirmed, was Alois Bentner. He appeared to have had a relationship with the victim, and the baby she was carry­ing may well have been his. Workplace inquiries indicated that they were dealing with a guy on the verge of some kind of breakdown. He had a serious drink problem and was known to be occasionally violent. By all accounts, Bentner was a solitary, a loner, and at this point in time Harriet Reilly seemed to have been the only person in his life. Quite why he’d attack her with such violence was still a mystery, though the fact that she’d been disembowelled might offer a clue or two.

			The same DC wanted to know more about the fetus. How long had Reilly been pregnant?

			‘Between three and four months.’

			‘Do we have any DNA from Bentner?’

			‘We’ve got hair samples from the bed and we’ve seized a couple of toothbrushes, but we need to find him to be sure.’

			The DC had yet to see the photos. One was passed to her. It was a close-up. She glanced at the tiny comma of a life to come. Then she looked up.

			‘It hasn’t got a head,’ she said. ‘Why’s that?’

			

			Luke Golding, an hour later, voiced the same question. He and Suttle were en route into Exeter to talk to the practice manager at the family health centre where Reilly had worked as a GP.

			‘Has to be seriously weird, doesn’t it, skip? Beheading something that tiny?’

			Suttle nodded. First thing this morning, still groggy after consuming the entire bottle of Rioja, Oona had pressed him for details of the latest job. He’d yet to see the photos, but the patholo­gist had described the state of the fetus, a detail he hadn’t shared with her. Oona was currently working as a scrub nurse in one of the operating theatres at the Royal Devon and Exeter Hospital, and she was no stranger to hacked-about bodies, but the last couple of months she’d been dropping heavy hints about the wasted space that was her own womb, and this particular image, he knew, would seriously upset her.

			‘Weird,’ he agreed.

			‘So what does that make Bentner?’

			‘Invisible, for the time being.’

			‘Sure, skip, but you’re not suggesting we should be looking for someone else?’

			Suttle said nothing. Golding repeated the question. Suttle slowed behind a couple of kids on bikes. His years in Major Crime teams, both here and in Pompey, had taught him the merits of keeping an open mind. Life, he wanted to remind Golding, had a habit of taking you by surprise.

			Golding hadn’t finished. He took out his wallet and put a ten-pound note on the dashboard.

			‘This says Bentner’s our guy.’

			Suttle spared him a glance, then pulled out to overtake.

			‘Make it twenty,’ he said. ‘Unless you want to go higher.’

			

			Gloria Bellamy managed the Pinhoe GP practice from a cubby­hole of an office behind the main reception area. She was a big woman, middle-aged, and wore a pair of rimless glasses on a chain around her neck.

			‘Here OK for you?’ She gestured around. There was room for one spare chair and the door wouldn’t shut.

			Suttle shook his head. They needed privacy. Was there anywhere else they could go? Otherwise he’d have to conduct the interview at a police station.

			The word interview appeared to alarm her.

			‘I thought this was a chat. About Harriet. Awful, what happened. Terrible.’

			‘I’m afraid we need somewhere quiet, Mrs Bellamy.’ Suttle was still standing in the open doorway. Already the waiting area beyond the reception desk was packed, a sea of faces staring into nowhere. ‘What about Dr Reilly’s consulting room?’

			‘We’re expecting a locum.’

			‘When?’

			‘Later this morning.’ She looked at her watch, then frowned and struggled to her feet. ‘Follow me.’

			Harriet Reilly’s consulting room was much bigger. Suttle let Mrs Bellamy take the chair behind the desk. For some reason the PC was live. Suttle could see a list of names on the screen, presumably patients. Mrs Bellamy reached for the mouse and closed the program. Harriet Reilly’s desktop background featured a range of wooded slopes rolling away into a soft blue haze. On the far horizon a jagged line of mountains was capped with snow.

			Mrs Bellamy was looking at her watch again. Tuesdays were always mad, she said. The practice was under huge pressure but Tuesdays, for some reason, were especially difficult. They had half an hour of her time. Max.

			Suttle didn’t comment. He wanted to know about Harriet Reilly. How long had she been with the practice?

			‘Eight years, give or take.’

			‘Does that make her a partner?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you knew her well?’

			‘Yes. To a degree.’

			‘What does that mean?’

			The question prompted a frown. Already Suttle sensed that this women resented their presence. They were unwelcome here. He could feel it.

			‘Harriet was always her own person.’ Her eyes had strayed to the PC screen. ‘One of our other partners had a word for it. Unclubbable? Few social skills? Does that make sense?’

			‘Not really. She was a doctor. She must have met dozens of people a day. Surely—’

			‘No, Mr Suttle …’ An emphatic shake of the head. ‘You’ve got me wrong. With her patients she was wonderful. We know she was. They all speak highly of her. She had the knack. That’s less common in our business than you might think.’

			‘Knack?’

			‘Of getting through to them. Of becoming their friend. Of looking out for them. You know how much time we have to allot to each patient? Ten minutes. That’s all you’ve got. You’re sitting behind this desk and someone you’ve never seen in your life comes in through that door and they might be vague about what’s wrong with them because what they really want is a chat, someone to talk to. Harriet? She was brilliant at that. Real empathy. Like I say, her patients loved her.’

			‘And you?’

			‘Me? I’m a manager.’

			‘So was she easy to manage?’

			‘Not always, no.’

			‘Did you get on? Did you like her?’

			‘I admired her. As you’ve probably gathered.’

			‘That wasn’t my question.’

			‘I know, Mr Suttle, but it’s the best I can do. Harriet was a woman of fixed views. She was an excellent doctor. Beyond that, I’m afraid I can’t help you.’

			A woman of fixed views. In some respects, thought Suttle, Harriet Reilly was beginning to resemble Bentner: difficult, perhaps a little antisocial, doubtless impatient of people who might stand in her way.

			Luke Golding wanted to know whether Mrs Bellamy knew anything about Reilly’s private life.

			‘Do you ever go out together? Socially? As a practice?’

			‘Of course we do. Not often, but for special occasions, yes.’

			‘And did Harriet come?’

			‘Never.’

			‘Was there a man in her life? To your knowledge?’

			‘There had to be. She was pregnant.’

			‘But you didn’t know who?’

			‘She mentioned a friend a couple of times.’

			‘What’s his name? This friend?’

			‘She called him Ali.’

			‘Did you ever meet him?’

			‘Never. Harriet was a woman who kept herself to herself. We only knew she was pregnant because she warned me she’d be needing maternity leave.’

			‘Was she excited by the prospect of a child?’ This from Suttle.

			‘We never discussed it. You need two to make a conversation, Mr Suttle.’

			‘Had she been married before? Kids?’

			‘Not to my knowledge. She never mentioned any family, but who knows … ?’ She shrugged and checked her watch again. The message was plain.

			Suttle smiled. He felt like a patient sitting in this airless room with his allotted ration of precious NHS time.

			‘I believe you’ve been told about the circumstances of Harriet’s death.’

			‘I have, Mr Suttle. Not in great detail but enough. Horrible. Ghastly.’

			‘Can you think of anyone she’d upset? Anyone who might want to hurt her?’

			‘Absolutely not.’

			‘Can you think of anyone we might need to talk to? Someone close to her? Apart from this Ali?’

			‘I’m afraid not.’

			‘A friend, maybe? A relative? Someone she might have mentioned?’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you have a next of kin on your records?’

			‘Yes. I checked this morning. It was her father.’

			‘And?’

			‘He died last year. Prostate cancer. Harriet insisted on being with him at the end. I remember giving her compassionate leave.’ She offered him a chilly smile and then struggled to her feet. ‘Will that suffice, Mr Suttle? Because I have a practice to run.’

			

			Outside in the sunshine Suttle and Golding strolled across the car park. Golding was already on the phone to the MIR, talking to the D/S in charge of Outside Enquiries. DI Houghton wanted them to drive back to Lympstone. Reilly’s closest neighbours had been briefly questioned by uniforms and were happy to submit to a longer interview. Mr and Mrs Weatherall. Retired. Both ex-teachers. Beside the car, Golding ended the conversation and pocketed the phone. Then he glanced across at Suttle.

			‘Over there, skip. Brand-new Audi. Classy.’

			Suttle followed his pointing finger. ‘What about it?’

			‘The lady behind the wheel. Ring any bells?’

			Suttle looked harder. It was Lizzie. She was easing the car into a tightish space beside the surgery entrance. He walked across, waited for her to kill the engine, then bent to the lowered window.

			‘Hi.’ He did his best to muster a smile. ‘Nice motor.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘How are things?’

			‘Fine. You?’

			‘Fine. You’re registered here?’

			‘No.’

			‘Social visit?’

			‘Hardly.’ She got out of the car and locked the door. ‘Are we up for the full interview or is that it?’

			Suttle toyed with apologising but thought better of it. Since her move down from Portsmouth, he’d steered well clear of his estranged wife. For one thing, he had precious little to say to her. For another, he didn’t want to upset Oona. If a marriage has crashed and burned, she’d once told him, leave the embers well alone. Good advice.

			Lizzie wanted to know whether Suttle was on the Lympstone job.

			‘I am.’

			‘I understand the victim was a GP.’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘She worked here?’

			‘That would be an assumption on your part.’

			‘Sure.’ She shot him a sudden grin. ‘And that would be cop-speak on yours. Have a nice day, Mr Policeman.’

			She reached forward and gave his arm a squeeze. Moments later, she’d disappeared into the surgery.

			Golding was waiting in the car.

			‘What was she after, skip?’

			Suttle was reaching for his seat belt, his eyes still on the Audi beside the practice entrance.

			‘Very good question,’ he said.
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