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The kid was forever asking questions.


‘What are those people doing, Dad?’


‘I don’t know, son. Just looking.’


‘Why?’


‘Why what?’


‘Why are they looking?’


‘It’s some kind of building site. The contractors put those high fences round for safety, but some people like to see what’s going on, so they make little windows in the panels.’


‘What’s a contractor, Dad?’


‘Never mind.’


‘Can I look through the little windows?’


‘Not now, son. We don’t have time.’


‘Please.’


‘No.’


The kid had been taught the basic courtesies and he was smart enough to use them to get his way. ‘Please, Dad. Please.’


‘Only for a moment, then.’


They crossed the road to the hoardings and of course the observation window was too high for the kid, so the father had to lift him.


‘What’s that, Dad?’


‘I can’t see while I’m holding you.’


‘That big ball.’


‘What are you talking about? Let’s have a look.’ The  father held the kid aside for a moment. ‘I see what you mean. That’s a wrecking ball, son. You don’t see them much these days. They’re demolishing some old houses.’ This, he now decided as a caring parent, was not such a waste of time, but should be part of the kid’s education. ‘It’s using what we call kinetic energy. The ball is solid steel, really heavy and hanging on a chain from the top of the crane high above the houses. The man in control pulls the ball back towards his cab with another chain and gives it a good swing at the building, like the conkers you and I played with last year. It smashes into the wall and knocks it down.’ He shouted, ‘Wow! Just like that.’


‘Can I see? Let me see, Dad.’


‘Yeah. I suppose.’ The destruction was so compelling that he’d forgotten the kid had his nose to the panel and couldn’t see a thing. He replaced him at the window.


‘Is it going to smash the house down?’


‘Not in one go. See if the ball is being hoisted back.’


‘It is, Dad.’


‘Good. Watch what happens, son.’ Shame the peephole wasn’t big enough for two to look through at the same time.


‘Crrrrrrrrash!’ yelled the kid. And then on a disappointed note, ‘It’s still there.’


‘I told you it takes several goes. Let’s see.’ The kid was thrust aside again. ‘Yes, he’s hauling it back for another try.’


‘Let me see.’


‘In a tick.’


‘Da-a-d.’


‘Hold on, son.’


The ball smacked into the top floor of the end house of the terrace and produced a cloud of dust. Destruction is appealing. All along the barrier, people at the observation windows gave cries of satisfaction.


‘Da-a-a-ad.’


Like everyone else, the father was waiting for the dust to disperse to see the hole in the masonry.


‘Nice one.’


Belatedly the kid was given his chance to check the damage.


‘Now you know what happens.’ The show wasn’t over, but the father had decided it was time to move on. He lowered the kid to the ground.


‘I didn’t see.’


‘Course you did.’


‘Give me another look. Please.’


It was true that the kid had missed the best action. The father peered through again to check that the secondary steel rope was taut in preparation for another smack at the building. ‘Last time, then.’ He lifted the kid again.


More shouts greeted another hit from the wrecking ball.


The kid said with delight, ‘Crrrrrrrrash!’


‘Impressive, eh? That’s enough, then. We’ve got to get on.’


‘Dad, what’s that man doing?’


‘What man?’


‘The man in the house.’


‘There’s nobody in the house, son. It’s empty. It’s being demolished.’


‘A man in funny clothes sitting in a chair. Look.’


‘I’ve told you before, you mustn’t make things up.’ He shifted the kid from the window and looked for himself. ‘Oh Christ.’


In the attic of the end house, now ripped open, was a crumpled figure in an armchair. The dust from the demolition had coated it liberally and it was a parody of the human form held together by what appeared to be long outmoded garments: olive green frock coat, cravat, grey breeches, wrinkled white stockings. The head, sunk grotesquely into the shoulder bones and partially covered by a long black wig, was a skull and the hands resting on the chair arms were skeletal.


‘Can you see the man now, Dad?’


‘I can.’


‘Is he dead?’


Spectacularly, irreversibly, abso-bloody-lutely dead, but you couldn’t say that to a small child. ‘Em, he could be just a dummy like you see in dress shop windows.’


‘I’ve never seen a dummy like that. Can I have another look?’


‘Definitely not. We’re leaving.’


In the next hour, the observation windows were more in use than ever on the demolition site in Twerton, the south-westerly suburb of Bath. People were waiting their turn for a look. All work had ceased. The foreman had called the police. A number of patrol cars and vans were lined up on what had once been a narrow road in front of the condemned terrace. But no one had yet started any kind of close examination of the occupant of the attic. Slumped in its chair, exposed to the daylight, the weather and the gaze of everyone, the skeleton was a treat for voyeurs and a rebuke for anyone who believed in respecting the dead. Normally a forensic tent would have been erected by now, giving the deceased some kind of privacy.


The difficulty was that the wrecking ball had rendered the building unsafe. The floor might well give way if anyone tried using a ladder to get near.


‘What we need,’ the senior police officer on the ground said, ‘is one of those basket cranes they use to inspect street lamps.’


‘Cherry picker,’ his assistant said.


‘Right. See if you can get one. If nothing else, we’ll get a closer look at the poor blighter.’


‘One is already on its way,’ someone else spoke up.


‘You mean I’m not the first to come up with this brilliant suggestion?’ Detective Superintendent Peter Diamond swung around to see who had spoken. ‘Oh, you,’ he said to Dr Higgins, the police surgeon who routinely attended fatal incidents. ‘Should have guessed you’d be here chucking your weight about.’


‘That’s rich, coming from you,’ Higgins said, but with a grin. He was about half Diamond’s size. ‘It was my call, so it’s my cherry picker and my duty to inspect the corpse and decide whether life is extinct.’


‘Isn’t that obvious?’


‘It’s the law, Peter, and you know it.’


After making a show of another long look, Diamond said, ‘Unless my eyes are deceiving me, that thing up there is a skeleton. He’s been out of it a few years. A few hundred years, if his clothes are anything to go by. No one here is going to report you if you declare him dead without getting close up.’


‘Sorry. You’ll have to wait your turn.’ The doctor meant business. He was already wearing a bright yellow hard hat.


Diamond turned back to his assistant, Keith Halliwell. ‘What’s his game?’


‘Dunno, guv. Does he want a ride in the cherry picker? Some people never grow up.’


‘Where’s the site manager?’


‘Gone. They all buggered off home.’


‘Do we know who owns these houses?’


‘Some private landlord. There was subsidence reported a couple of years ago and when the borough surveyor was called he declared the whole terrace unfit for habitation, so the tenants had to leave and it was boarded up while the legal formalities were gone through.’


‘That figures,’ Diamond said. ‘There’s an appeal process.’


‘Meanwhile some squatters found their way in and occupied it.’


‘They would.’


‘Finally a demolition order was made by the council and here we are.’


‘But a ten-foot fence makes me suspicious. There’s more to this than demolition.’


‘Someone must have paid for the perimeter fence.’


‘That’s what I’m saying. Anywhere in Bath is a prime site. Mark my words, Keith – some sharp dealing has been done here.’


‘Speculators?’


‘They like to call themselves developers. And nobody thought to tell the guy in the attic.’


Halliwell had worked with Diamond long enough to treat his deadpan remarks as serious conversation. ‘No one knew he was there. It’s not a proper attic room from what I can see. I’d call it a loft.’


The cherry picker trundled in soon after and took up a position in front of the gaping building. Dr Higgins in his hard hat stepped into the basket as if he was about to lift off from Cape Canaveral, pressed the right buttons on the control panel and was hydraulically raised to the level of what remained of the roof.


‘Get your stethoscope out, doc!’ Diamond shouted up. ‘We’re all watching.’


There was no response from above, but the diagnosis didn’t take long.


Only after the machine was lowered did Higgins say, ‘There was no call for sarcasm, Peter. It could have been a plastic skeleton put there by students. Didn’t that cross your mind?’


‘Actually, no. Are you satisfied he’s real?’


‘I am now. Real – and well and truly dead.’


‘Job done, then,’ Diamond said. ‘I’ll go up and introduce myself. How does this thing work?’


‘Haven’t you used one before? You’ll need the hard hat.’


‘I’m not going to fall out of the bloody basket.’


‘Health and safety. I’m a doctor, remember.’


‘Ridiculous.’


With so many witnesses, Diamond was forced reluctantly to comply. Being stubborn, he borrowed a white Avon and Somerset helmet from a police motorcyclist and wore it with the visor up and the straps hanging loose.


The advisability of protective headgear was proved at once. His efforts at the controls were cack-handed. There were smiles all round when the basket made a jerky ascent.


He didn’t learn much from his first close look at the skeleton. The figure was well coated in every sense. No doubt it had gathered dust from centuries in the loft, and the latest covering of powdered mortar had spread over that wherever it could settle. Only in a few places did the fabric of the eighteenth-century clothes show through. The skull with its lopsided black wig was at a weird angle, supported by the left shoulder. It was toothless.


As for the chair, it could have been from any period, with sturdy wooden legs, high upholstered back and armrests. There didn’t seem to be any other furniture about, but not much of the loft space was visible. Broken tiles were scattered across the floor.


How does a thing like this happen? Diamond asked himself. ‘I’m just going up into the loft, dear, and I may be some time.’ Heart attack, stroke, overdose? The poor guy had found some privacy here, for sure, but why hadn’t anyone gone looking for him? A missing person must have caused some concern, even a century or more before the police were created.


The big detective gripped the crossbar and leaned as far forward as he dared for a better view. Too far forward.


To his alarm he lost balance and felt himself tipping. His face came within inches of the skull. Only by flexing his legs and hanging on to the bar did he avoid a catastrophic nosedive.


In the middle of this undignified manoeuvre, something flashed.


‘Sonofabitch.’ He knew what it was. Should have expected it. ‘Keith, grab that camera.’


A great picture for the papers, him in his police helmet leaning out of the cherry picker like Narcissus face to face with his reflection, except it was the skeleton. Muttering obscenities, he fiddled with the controls until one swung the boom left and another jerked him savagely to terra firma.


Halliwell had gone in pursuit of the press photographer, but with little chance of success. The age gap was probably twenty years. Presently he returned, panting and apologetic. ‘None of us spotted him on the site, guv. We were all watching you.’


This investigation was off to a bad start.


Little else could be done that afternoon. They ordered scaffolding for the front of the building, but the crew couldn’t start for at least an hour and then it wouldn’t be simple. A platform for access would have to be constructed and a waterproof canopy rigged over the top.


‘This is going to eat into our budget,’ Diamond complained to Halliwell. ‘It’s already a major operation and it isn’t even a crime scene.’


‘It could be.’


‘If it is, it’s a cold case and they don’t come colder than this.’
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Peter Diamond’s picture was in close-up in every newspaper next morning, his startled face under the police helmet near enough to kiss the skull. The caption-writers had excelled themselves:


DO YOU KNOW WHY I PULLED YOU OVER?


WHAT DO YOU MEAN, ‘NO COMMENT’?


YOU’RE NICKED – 300 YEARS TOO LATE


YOU HAVE THE RIGHT TO REMAIN SILENT


RESPONSE TIMES SCANDAL


And some of the reporting was just as barbed. ‘Veteran detective Peter Diamond …’ Veteran – an insult to a man still in his prime. ‘… commandeered a cherry picker yesterday to interview a suspicious character lurking in the loft of a half-demolished building in Bath and was surprised to find himself face to face with someone older than himself: a complete skeleton in frock coat and breeches seated in an armchair. It is believed from the style of clothes that the unfortunate victim must have been hidden there for up to three hundred years. Because of the dangerous state of the building it was not possible yesterday to remove the skeleton from the loft. “We have no idea of his identity,” a police spokesman said, “and we are unable to speculate on possible causes of death. Detective Superintendent Diamond will issue a statement in due course.”’


Police spokesman, indeed. Total bollocks. No one from the press had come near the police after the snatched photograph.


Social media had gone viral on the story. The picture was all over Facebook and every other interactive site. Something about Diamond’s expression, the staring, drop-jawed alarm in the pudgy, helmeted face, made it a classic.


In his latest workplace, the new CID office in Concorde House, an undistinguished block in Emersons Green on the edge of Bristol, the man himself was under siege. Calls were coming in from press people across the world wanting follow-up interviews. Officially he was unavailable for comment, in meetings all day, dealing with matters of much more importance. In reality he was with Georgina Dallymore, the assistant chief constable, talking about damage limitation.


‘Couldn’t you have sent up someone else in the cherry picker?’ Georgina asked.


‘What difference would that have made? The press would still have got their picture. I can’t understand what the fuss is about.’


‘It’s you, Peter. Your face.’


‘What’s so special about my face? I’m not one of these celebrities they’re always banging on about. The public don’t know who I am.’


‘They do now.’


‘I don’t get it.’


‘Everyone else does. That’s the point. It’s comical. You’re pop-eyed, like some kid on a rollercoaster.’


‘I was pop-eyed with panic because I nearly fell out of the basket. I barely managed to save myself. None of the papers mention that.’


‘Just as well. It wouldn’t make it any less amusing.’


‘It will all be forgotten tomorrow.’


‘Don’t count on it,’ Georgina said. ‘Everyone in this place has it on their handheld device. I’ve got it on mine. We’ll be sharing it for months to come.’


His opinion of humanity at large had always been low, and now it took another dive. ‘Did you call me in about this nonsense, ma’am?’


‘If you want a straight answer, yes. I’m trying to restore some dignity to our department. We need to be clear about what happens next in this affair. The eyes of the world are on us. One more episode like yesterday and we might as well all hand in our resignations. What are you doing about the man in the loft?’


‘Nothing.’


‘I beg your pardon.’


‘It’s not a CID matter. There’s no crime I’m aware of. Someone from uniform should take over.’


‘But you promised to report on further developments. It’s in the paper.’


‘I promised nothing. Some pressman made that up. Anyhow, the building’s unsafe. Until the scaffolding is in place no one can get at him without dropping through the floor.’


‘We don’t know for certain how he died.’


‘And we may never know, ma’am. Anyone can see it’s an ancient set of bones. It’s history, almost archaeology.’


‘I’m surprised to hear you talk like this, Peter. There are deeply troubling elements in the case. How did the poor man come to be shut in the loft in the first place?’


‘I doubt if we’ll ever know. He could have gone up there for some peace and quiet, in which case he has my sympathy.’


‘He was in a wooden armchair, I gather?’


‘Probably in the habit of using it as a bolthole.’


‘And died there?’


‘It happens. Not a bad way to go, sitting in your favourite chair.’


‘Was he elderly?’


‘Hard to tell from where I was.’


‘You must have seen his teeth.’


‘He hasn’t got any.’


‘In that case he must be old. Mind you, “old” was probably about forty in those days. I can’t think how he could have remained undiscovered so long.’


‘I expect he lived alone.’


‘You’re not convincing me, Peter. I get the impression you’re doing your best to portray this death as natural so that you can be shot of it.’


‘Someone else might enjoy taking it on. As for me I seem to have made a right balls-up. I only got involved because it was an unexplained death and now I’m thinking it would be better from every point of view if I tiptoed away.’


Georgina drew herself up in her chair in a way that brought stress to her silver buttons and Diamond at the same time. ‘You’ve never tiptoed anywhere and you won’t now. I want this death investigated properly and you will be in charge. Thanks to your tomfoolery we’re under intense scrutiny now. You attracted all this media attention and you can deal with it. Have the building treated as a crime scene. See that the remains are collected and given a post-mortem. No shortcuts. Get to it, Peter.’


He knew when it was useless to interrupt. ‘Tomfoolery’ was below the belt, but he let it pass. In this mood Georgina was implacable.


Only one space in Concorde House was suitable for a private session with the entire CID team. Known as the meeting room, it was so little used it still smelt of paint, but nobody complained when they gathered around the large table. They were pleased to get away from their computer screens.


Diamond could have taken a seat like the rest of them, but he chose to stand. His authority had been dented and he felt the need to remind them who was boss. ‘I know what you’ve got on your mobile phones,’ he said, getting straight to the source of his indignity. ‘That photographer shouldn’t have been on the site yesterday and if it takes me the rest of this year I’m going to find out who he is and stuff his Nikon where the sun never shines.’ He paused and switched to a more reasoned tone. ‘But that’s not what this is about. I just came out of a meeting with the ACC and she has instructed us to investigate the death of the skeleton in the loft. If, like me, you’re thinking we’re about three hundred years too late, then think again. To quote Georgina, the eyes of the world are on us. She wants a result.’


‘What kind of result?’ Halliwell asked. ‘We’re not going to find his name.’


Negativity like that from any of them would have been deplorable. From Keith, his deputy, it came as a shock.


‘Get with it, all of you,’ Diamond said, slamming one hand on the table and making a fist of the other. ‘We’re professionals. We’ve faced bigger challenges than this. Who knows what we might find when we pull out all the stops? We haven’t searched his pockets and we haven’t sent in the scenes of crime team yet.’


‘Was there a crime?’ John Leaman asked. He was the logic man, ever ready to pick holes. Like Halliwell, he needed bringing into line.


‘That’s what we need to find out.’


Leaman raised an eyebrow and said nothing.


Now Sergeant Ingeborg Smith spoke up, and she wasn’t entirely unhelpful. ‘Is the body still in place, guv?’


‘Can’t call it a body or John will object. Bones is all it is. Yes, it’s there, but no longer on public view. Scaffolding and a canopy are being erected as we speak. The trouble is that the whole building is dangerously unstable and they can’t work from inside. He’ll have to remain there until we find a safe way to remove him.’


‘A crane?’ Leaman said.


‘For lifting a skeleton? No way. It would fall apart and leave us with a heap of bones. There must be people who specialise in this kind of recovery exercise. It’s delicate work.’


‘The Velvet Glove Pick-up People,’ Halliwell said.


‘Where are they based?’


‘Joke.’


‘What?’


‘I’m trying to lower the tension.’


Diamond glared at Halliwell. Maybe that was really the intention. Better give him the benefit of the doubt. ‘I walked into that, didn’t I? Well, I’m dead serious.’ He switched attention to Ingeborg. ‘See if you can locate someone capable of taking this on.’


She gave a nod and touched the controls on her tablet.


Diamond told Leaman to research the history of the house. ‘I assume it was built in the eighteenth century. There may be documents in the local records office.’


‘If it’s that old, it must be listed,’ Leaman said. ‘I’ll try the Preservation Trust.’ Try them he would, in more ways than one. Nobody was more thorough than Leaman. He’d pester the life out of the people in the records office and the trust.


‘Good idea.’ Diamond didn’t mind giving credit for a positive contribution, the first indication that he might be winning the team over. ‘Looking ahead, when we succeed in recovering the body, we’ll insist on a proper post-mortem. Just because the corpse is reduced to bones, I don’t want some junior doctor given the job. See that we get the best available, Keith.’


It almost went without saying that Halliwell would be the police presence at the autopsy. He regularly stood in for his squeamish boss when the pathologist was at work on a body. ‘We might be better off with a forensic anthropologist.’


‘Oh yes?’ The big man was wary. He’d taken more than enough flak from his deputy this morning. ‘What’s that when it’s at home?’


‘A bones man.’


He gave a nod. Halliwell might be trying to redeem himself. ‘Good thinking. Is there one locally?’


‘Must be. I’ll make enquiries.’


‘You can find out a lot from bones,’ Leaman said. Ingeborg looked up from her internet search. ‘You watch far too much TV.’


‘Then there are the clothes,’ Diamond said, ‘what’s left of them. A fashion expert can tell you within five years or so when a garment was made. I happen to know someone who can help here.’


No one winked or nudged the person next to them, even if the temptation was there. The ‘someone’ was undoubtedly Paloma Kean, Diamond’s friend and occasional lover. Paloma owned a successful agency providing costume illustrations for television, film and the stage.


‘Has anyone taken photos?’ DC Paul Gilbert asked. He was the youngest on the team, eager to be involved, and sometimes forgotten.


Diamond eyed him. Photography was a sore point. But the remark seemed to have been innocent. ‘Done. A cameraman went up in the cherry picker and got good shots from several angles.’ He frowned. ‘Now that I think about it, five or six people went up in that damned contraption for a look yesterday. Why was I the unlucky one who got his picture in the papers?’


Not a question any member of the team was willing to answer. All eyes turned to the windows or the ceiling.


‘If you like,’ Gilbert said, ‘I could start a display board with the photos, like we have in an incident room.’


‘Waste of time,’ Leaman said.


Diamond agreed with him really. The days of whiteboards in incident rooms were over, if they had ever existed except on TV shows, but he didn’t like the way clever-clogs had said it. ‘For this enquiry, seeing as none of us knows much about the eighteenth century, that’s not a bad suggestion.’


‘In here?’ Gilbert asked.


‘Why not? We’ll stake our claim for this as our base. Is there anything I’ve overlooked?’


‘We’re getting a big response to your picture in the paper,’ Ingeborg said.


He bristled again. ‘Is this another dig at me?’


‘Let me rephrase it, guv. There’s a lot of interest in the skeleton. People like nothing better than a mystery. Most of what comes in will be no help, but I’m saying all suggestions ought to be examined, just in case.’


‘Have you looked at any of this stuff yourself?’


‘I did this morning. Two or three callers said the skeleton might be that of Beau Nash.’


‘Beau Nash?’ The name was familiar to anyone who had lived in Bath for any length of time, central to the history of the place. Familiar, but hardly a missing person.


Leaman rolled his eyes and said, ‘Because he’s the only eighteenth-century man they’ve heard of.’


‘It’s indisputable that he lived here.’


‘In a small terraced house in Twerton? Give me strength.’


Ingeborg shot Leaman a look that would have pierced armour plating. ‘Do you want to hear about this, or not?’


Diamond said, ‘Go on, Inge.’


‘The caller said the description of the clothes matched the things Nash usually wore. He had a black wig, which was unusual in those days. Most of them wore white ones. He dared to be different.’


‘I can’t say I know much about the man. He made Bath fashionable, didn’t he? The Beau bit turns me off.’


‘The skeleton was wearing a black wig,’ Ingeborg said, in case the point had been missed.


‘It was, I grant you. See what you can bring up on your tablet about this guy, will you? And, yes, you’re right about the public response. We always take an interest in what people have to say.’


‘What exactly is the ACC expecting us to do?’ Halliwell asked.


‘What we’d do for any unexplained death,’ Diamond said. ‘Investigate and discover whatever we can for the coroner.’


‘And the media,’ Leaman murmured.


‘Screw the media. I’m not pandering to that lot.’


Brave words, but everyone knew that media interest was driving this enquiry.


Ingeborg had been busy on the internet. ‘Beau Nash was a Welshman, born in Swansea in 1674, and quite a ladies’ man, going by this. Sent down from Jesus College, Oxford, for neglecting his studies and getting engaged to one of the local girls.’


‘Was that against the rules?’ Halliwell said.


‘He was only sixteen at the time. He tried the army next, liking the idea of a red coat, and that didn’t last long either when he found there was more to soldiering than showing off, so he moved to London to study law at the Middle Temple.’


‘And show off in a wig and gown?’


‘I expect so.’ She was quick to digest the information and rehash it for the team. ‘Doesn’t seem to have spent much time with his law books. Lives beyond his means, buys expensive clothes and gets a reputation as a dandy. You’d think it was a recipe for disaster, but he’d found the thing he excelled at. And when the king – that’s William III – makes a visit to the Middle Temple, Nash is the only possible choice to stage a royal pageant. Naturally the show is a stunning success and the king offers him a knighthood, which he declines.’


‘Why?’


‘Hang on,’ she said, scrolling some more. ‘You’re getting ahead of me.’


She didn’t take long to catch up.


‘He was only twenty at the time and on his beam ends and you needed funds – a small fortune, in fact – to live the life of a titled man. But his reputation was made and from that time he was a fashion leader and an arbiter of good taste. He seems to have been extremely popular with women and’ – she clicked her tongue as she read on – ‘a big spender of their money. At one time, someone questioned all this high living and said his money must have been acquired dishonestly, so Nash produced a wad of love letters from twenty girls who, basically, were keeping him.’


‘Unknown to each other?’


‘You bet,’ Halliwell said.


Ingeborg looked up from the tablet. ‘I don’t like saying this about my own sex, but when they’re daft they’re really daft. He must have broken a lot of hearts.’


‘I’ve never thought of him as a letch,’ Halliwell said. ‘Anyone with a name like Beau Nash sounds to me like some old queen.’


‘Please,’ Ingeborg said with a look she normally reserved for stale bread. ‘A beau was a good-looking guy who knew how to chat up girls. Do you want me to go on, or have you heard enough?’


‘Can we fast forward to when he arrives in Bath?’


She took a moment more to check. ‘That’s 1705, it says here.’


‘Listen up, people,’ Diamond said. ‘We’ve come to the crunch.’ He hoped it was the crunch. He’d encouraged Ingeborg to contribute, but the chance of any of this stuff being useful to the enquiry was remote.


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘This is where his life really takes off. Bath was the eighteenth-century equivalent of Vegas. Entertainments of all kinds: music, dances, eating, the theatre, riding in sedan chairs, bathing in and drinking the spa water, but the main attraction was the gambling. Gamesters came to the public rooms and huge sums were won and lost at dice games and cards. Nash had got a taste for it and in his first season he had an amazing run of luck at the tables, winning over a thousand pounds.’


‘How much is that in modern money?’ Halliwell asked.


‘At least a hundred and fifty grand,’ Leaman, the walking encyclopedia, informed them.


‘From then on he was made,’ Ingeborg went on. ‘Everyone wanted to know him. The master of ceremonies, a Captain Webster, invited him to be his ADC.’


‘What’s that?’ young Gilbert asked.


‘Aide-de-camp. Military term,’ Leaman said.


‘Personal assistant,’ Ingeborg said. ‘A massive honour. The MC presided over all the big occasions, so Nash got to see how things were done. And shortly after that there was another extraordinary piece of luck. Captain Webster got into an argument with a man who’d lost heavily to him in a game of cards. He was challenged to a duel that took place by torchlight in Orange Grove and was killed. That was the bad news. The good news was that Beau Nash was the only possible choice as his replacement.’


‘Convenient,’ Leaman said.


‘Too bloody convenient,’ Halliwell said. ‘If the police were any use they’d have wanted to know more about that duel.’


‘What police?’ Leaman said.


‘They had watchmen and constables, didn’t they?’


‘Are you thinking Nash had something to do with it?’ Paul Gilbert said.


‘Don’t you know anything about duelling?’ Leaman said. ‘They always brought along friends as seconds. Nash was Webster’s ADC, so it’s more than likely he was involved. Webster was a military man and ought to have known how to use a sword, but he was killed. Did Nash have anything to do with it? You bet he did.’


‘Pure speculation,’ Halliwell said.


‘And we’re getting sidetracked,’ Diamond said, increasingly irritated by all the sniping. He gave Ingeborg the cue to go on. ‘He gets to be master of ceremonies.’


‘The king, it says here,’ she said. ‘He was known as the King of Bath, and now he was in his element. Under Captain Webster, the management had been slack. Public rooms a disgrace, people drinking to excess and arguments breaking out. The gamblers carried swords for protection and no one could feel safe because there will always be losers. The swords were often drawn as a threat and tore the women’s gowns. There were card sharps in plenty, prostitutes, beggars – and the rooms stayed open all night. Beau Nash used his authority to change all that. The carrying of swords was banned. Duelling was suppressed. The wearing of riding boots in the public rooms had to stop and women were forbidden from wearing white aprons.’


‘White aprons?’ Leaman said.


‘Why?’ Diamond asked.


‘I’m not sure. Let me read on a bit.’ She dragged the text down with her finger. ‘Ah, according to Goldsmith, only Abigails were clothed in aprons.’


‘Say that again.’


‘Historical slang for a lady’s maid. The aprons were a fashion item our man disapproved of. He once found the Duchess of Queensberry wearing one – a very smart apron made of Brussels lace – in the Assembly Rooms and snatched it from her and threw it to her ladies-in-waiting. He was just as strict with the men. If one appeared in top-boots, the Beau would march up to him and ask him archly if he had “forgot his horse”.’


‘And they tolerated this?’ Diamond said.


‘From him, yes. He sounds like a tyrant over the dress code, but he was mostly good-humoured, it says here. That duchess made no fuss. People felt safer after he insisted all dancing should end at eleven. He brought in rules that changed the way everyone behaved, and they were widely agreed to be sensible and needed. The city’s reputation improved out of all recognition and there was hardly a VIP in the land who didn’t visit. The Prince of Wales, dukes and duchesses, prime ministers, poets and novelists. And they all had to obey the rules. Even when the King’s daughter, the young Princess Amelia, only seventeen, pleaded for one more dance after the official closing of a ball at 11 p.m., Nash wouldn’t bend his rules. “But I’m a princess,” she told him. “Yes, madam,” he answered, “but I reign here.”’


‘Sounds a real bundle of joy,’ Halliwell said.


‘Actually he was admired for it. As time went on and his influence increased, he was more like a mayor than a master of ceremonies. With his young friends Ralph Allen and John Wood he transformed Bath into one of the most beautiful cities in Europe. Many of the great buildings went up during his reign as MC.’


‘He was the King of Bath,’ Halliwell said. ‘We got that. Can we cut to the chase – his sad end?’


‘In Twerton,’ Leaman said with scorn. ‘I don’t think so.’


Diamond gave them both a glare and told Ingeborg to keep going.


‘He ran into financial problems. He’d never drawn any kind of salary as master of ceremonies. He made his living out of the gaming, which was pretty smart considering how many were unsuccessful at it. He’d been living it up in a large baroque-style house he’d had built in St John’s Court that’s basically still there as the Garrick’s Head.’


‘We’ve all been there,’ Leaman said with what sounded like a yawn. ‘Remember when Georgina insisted we watched her in Sweeney Todd and bought the tickets? We all needed a drink after that.’


Ingeborg smiled at the memory. ‘Back to Beau Nash. He dressed in expensive clothes, including a distinctive white three-cornered hat. And when he visited Tunbridge Wells to play the tables he’d travel in a carriage pulled by six greys and surrounded by footmen, outriders and French horn players. He appointed himself master of ceremonies in Tunbridge as well as Bath. His reputation was huge. When the Prince of Wales visited Bath in 1738, it was Nash who acted as host and put up the obelisk in Queen Square to mark the royal visit.’


‘That whacking great column in the middle?’ Gilbert said. ‘He paid for that?’


‘It was even higher originally and surrounded by a pool.’


‘You were telling us what went wrong,’ Halliwell reminded her.


She read on. ‘The rot set in with the government bringing in gaming laws banning some of the most lucrative games like Hazard, Ace of Hearts and Faro.’


‘This is when?’ Diamond asked.


‘1739. But the gambling industry hit back. New games were introduced and one of these was EO.’


‘Say that again.’


‘EO. The letters E and O, standing for Evens and Odds.’


‘Do we have to go into all this?’ Leaman asked, looking round. There were definite stirrings of impatience.


‘Hold on. I must get this right.’ She switched to another website. ‘A simple idea that eventually was later developed into Roly Poly, or roulette.’


‘Roly Poly,’ Diamond said to lighten the mood. ‘Love it.’


‘EO is played with a wheel with forty sections marked even and odd. The wheel is turned and the punters place their bets and win or lose according to which section the ball ends up in. Get the picture, everyone?’ She swiped back to the main story. ‘Nash saw the game being played at Tunbridge Wells and cleverly decided it was the coming thing. It was going to be huge, and he was right. He decided to invest. He made an agreement with the inventor to bring EO to Bath in return for a percentage of the profits. But he soon suspected something was wrong and that the Tunbridge Wells guy had cheated him. He brought a court action, but lost the case. That was bad enough. Worse, he was forced to admit in court that he’d made his living for years by taking a cut from the professional gaming managers.’


‘Like a protection racket?’


‘There was no threat of violence.’


‘Extortion, then?’


‘I suppose you could call it that. He vetted everyone who played at the tables and ruled whether they were suitable. The gambling bosses couldn’t stay in business without his support.’


‘And nobody else knew?’


‘It was a massive scandal when the news broke. I don’t know where the public thought he got his fortune from, but his reputation went into free fall and so did his income. Eventually he was forced to exist on a handout of ten guineas a month from city funds.’


Diamond interrupted again. ‘Exist where? Where was he living?’


Ingeborg had been speed-reading from some website, summing up the key facts for the others. She was as eager as they were to discover how the story turned out.


‘According to this,’ she said, ‘he was forced to sell the large house he’d had built for himself in St John’s Court and move into a smaller place nearby in Sawclose. And that’s where he’ – she clapped her hand to her mouth – ‘where he died.’


An awkward silence followed.


John Leaman didn’t hold back for long. ‘What a fucking let-down. We’ve listened to you rabbiting on for the past twenty minutes for this? He can’t be the skeleton in the loft if he died in Sawclose.’


‘Hang on a bit, John,’ Diamond was quick to say. ‘You can lay off Inge. I was the one who asked her to give us the facts.’


Leaman couldn’t stop his rant. ‘She could have saved her breath if you’d listened to what I said at the start – that there was no way Beau Nash ended up dying in a pokey terraced house in Twerton without anyone knowing.’


Now Halliwell made the mistake of getting involved. ‘She just told us he fell on hard times.’


‘Hard times, my arse,’ Leaman said. ‘Ten guineas a month wasn’t poverty. Scale it up to modern money values and he was well fixed. The so-called smaller house where he ended up wasn’t a hovel. It’s still there. It’s a restaurant, for Christ’s sake.’


‘Next door to the Theatre Royal?’ Paul Gilbert said.


‘You’ve got it. Am I exaggerating? Big grand entrance flanked by two stone eagles. The place is called something else now, even if most people still think of it as Popjoy’s, and if you’ve ever been inside you’ll know the rooms are big. Fine staircase, plenty of sash windows, nice fireplaces.’


‘The point is can we be certain he died there?’ Gilbert asked. Each of them was doing his best to take the sting out of Leaman’s tongue-lashing.


‘Ever looked at the plaque outside?’ Leaman said.


There was a pause. It seemed that Bath’s detective force, trained to miss nothing, didn’t read plaques.


‘Wait a bit,’ Leaman said, taking out his iPhone. ‘There.’ He brandished the image in triumph. IN THIS HOUSE RESIDED THE CELEBRATED BEAU NASH AND HERE HE DIED FEBY 1761.


From their reaction, you could believe the death had just happened.


‘If you knew all along, why didn’t you speak up earlier?’ Halliwell asked.


‘I was waiting for the twist that didn’t come.’


‘John’s right,’ Ingeborg said. She’d been using her tablet again. ‘He died in that house, aged eighty-six, nursed by his mistress, Juliana Popjoy, and he was given a funeral in the Abbey fit for the King of Bath, paid for by the Corporation. Muffled bells, a procession through the streets with choristers and the town band together with his own bandsmen from the Pump Room and six aldermen carrying the coffin.’


If Leaman had been made up to chief constable he couldn’t have looked more jubilant. ‘Enough said?’
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A summer evening in Paloma’s garden on Lyncombe Hill had done much to restore Peter Diamond’s spirits. They were seated on patio chairs at a white metal table overlooking the sloping lawn. A bottle of good red was uncorked on the table. The scent of stocks wafted to them from a raised flowerbed. The light was fading fast, but on the roof of the house a blackbird was singing its heart out.


The big detective murmured, ‘Sanctuary.’


Paloma raised her eyebrows.


‘A famous scene from The Hunchback of Notre Dame,’ he said. ‘The 1939 version, with Charles Laughton. He rescues the gypsy girl Esmeralda – that’s Maureen O’Hara – from the gallows and scales the front of the cathedral with her in his arms repeatedly shouting, “Sanctuary!”’


‘You and your old films,’ she said. ‘What put that in your head?’


‘Your garden, a place of sanctuary.’


‘Still hurting from that stupid picture in the papers, are you?’


She’d seen it, too. The whole world was enjoying the joke. He took a long sip of wine. ‘Hurting, no. Smarting, possibly.’


‘What’s this talk of sanctuary, then?’


‘Escaping from another day at the office.’


‘Don’t you like it where you are now? Bigger than Manvers Street, isn’t it? Better than the custody suite at Keynsham?’


‘I’m not on about being relocated, not today. No, it’s tensions on the team. We’re getting on one another’s nerves. They’re good detectives, all of them, but there are personality clashes not helped by a case we’re not equipped to take up.’


‘The skeleton?’


‘It grins like it’s enjoying my frustrations.’


‘Come on, Peter. They all look like that with the teeth exposed.’


‘It’s got no teeth and it still manages to grin. Jesus, what was that?’


A large explosion had shattered the idyll.


Diamond was out of his chair.


‘Fireworks, I expect,’ Paloma said, still seated, wine glass in hand. ‘Someone having a party.’


Another huge bang rattled the table. She steadied the bottle.


‘You’re right,’ Diamond said. ‘See? Above the trees. Big shower of green and red. And there goes another. It’s a bit bloody much when you can’t sit in your own garden on a summer evening. Could have been a bomb going off.’


Paloma laughed. ‘Just when you were getting gooey-eyed, talking about sanctuary, too. Shall we go indoors?’


‘I think so. This could go on some time. I was in the Met when the IRA bombing campaign came to London. 1990, just before I got the job here. A massive one went off when we were driving past the Stock Exchange. I’ve been sensitive to sudden blasts ever since.’ He hunched his shoulders. ‘There’s another.’


‘You must have been glad to escape to Bath.’


‘Until now.’


‘Oh come on.’ Paloma stood up and collected the wine glasses. ‘Would you bring the bottle?’


He closed the patio door, still muttering about the fireworks. ‘I’ve brought some photos with me.’


‘Photos of what?’


‘The skeleton.’


‘The skeleton and you together?’ she said. ‘I’ll try not to laugh.’


‘Not that damned press picture. The police photographer took these. We always get a record of the scene.’ He spread them on a coffee table, six shots taken from the cherry picker at various angles.


She faked a disappointed sigh. ‘I was wondering what you had in the envelope. Could it be a travel brochure, I thought. Venice? Florence? Foolish woman.’


‘I want your expert opinion on the clothes he’s wearing, if you can make out what they are under all the dust and debris.’


‘Haven’t you got him out yet?’


‘It’s a tricky job, impossible to do without spoiling the integrity of the scene. He’s covered with a canopy now. A special crane had to be brought in. We’re hoping to lift him out more or less in one piece tomorrow.’


She picked up one of the photos. ‘Mid-eighteenth century or shortly after, as far as I can tell from the tailoring of the frock coat. The long-skirted, loose-fitting look was on the way out by 1750. Older men might prefer it, but the smart dressers went in for tighter fits like this. I’m interested in the standing collars on the coat and the waistcoat. They would have been called high ton about 1760. This appears to have been a fine brocade once. Rather tattered now. He’s definitely a gent. Pity the shoes aren’t visible.’


‘You think the collar makes it more like 1760. That’s helpful.’


‘The dark wig is unusual for the time,’ Paloma said. ‘White or off-white wigs were almost universal. They powdered them. This is obviously coated in dust, but I’d say it’s black underneath. He may have been eccentric.’


‘Because of the wig?’


‘It’s a strong statement, more than shoulder-length. A rug like that wouldn’t have disgraced King William III.’


‘Did the kings have dark wigs?’


‘In the 1760s? No. The Hanover kings went for the short white look, George the second and third, at any rate. The first George did sport a brownish wig, but he was dead by 1730.’


‘The reason I asked,’ he said, ‘is that two or three people called in suggesting our skeleton might be Beau Nash, who was known as the King of Bath.’


‘The Beau?’ she said. ‘Are you serious?’


‘When we get a tip like that, we can’t ignore it.’ He could understand her disbelief.


Paloma laughed. ‘Forgive me, Pete. You make them sound like informers. Beau Nash is history.’


‘So we’ve been checking the history.’


She couldn’t contain her amusement. ‘What’s the thinking behind this? The wig?’


‘That’s a factor, yes. I gather Mr Nash saw himself as a fashion icon who wanted to be seen in his black wig. Maybe the King of Bath did as well.’


‘He did. It’s no secret. There are plenty of pictures of him. He liked to stand out from the crowd, obviously. He’s often pictured in a white tricorne, which I’m sure he chose for dramatic contrast. But none of this means he ended up in a loft space in Twerton.’


‘Agreed. We made some searches. Well, Ingeborg did, and we found he didn’t die there.’


‘He died in the house next to the theatre, now an Italian restaurant. Didn’t you lot know that?’


‘We do now.’


‘Your man is obviously someone else.’


‘Was he buried in the Abbey?’


She shrugged. ‘Nobody seems to know. There’s a large marble tablet in the south aisle, but it’s only a memorial, not a gravestone, and it wasn’t put up until about thirty years after his death.’


Paloma’s grasp of Bath lore always impressed him. She’d know about Nash as the supreme arbiter of fashion in his lifetime.


‘So if he wasn’t buried in the Abbey, where did they put him?’


‘It’s rather sad.’


He turned to look into Paloma’s face and see if she was kidding. She was good at hiding a smile, but her eyes always gave her away. Not this time. ‘You mean that?’


‘There’s a strong belief that he was buried in a pauper’s grave.’


‘Get away.’


But she was as serious as if she had just come back from the interment.


‘After a funeral on the scale he was given?’ he said. ‘A procession to the Abbey? The town band? Muffled bells? The full monty? He was the king. He made the city what it is. Would the people of Bath allow such a star to end up in an unmarked grave?’


‘Well, I can’t see them removing the corpse from the coffin and parking it in a chair in the loft of some small terraced house in Twerton, if that’s what you’re suggesting. That’s even harder to believe.’


Diamond didn’t comment. He was weighing up all kinds of bizarre possibilities. ‘Was he officially a pauper?’


‘I suppose he was. He must have run up debts. Easy to check. I’ve got books I can lend you.’


‘Thanks. I’ll look at them. It’s all balls, I reckon, but I must make the effort.’


‘You need to talk to an expert, if only to discover for sure what happened to the body,’ Paloma said. ‘Let me think about that. Meanwhile, be an angel and pour me another glass of wine while I track down those books.’


The recovery of the remains was fixed for first light when the tricky operation could be done without attracting much attention. A strong police presence controlled who entered the site. If the press came, as they probably would, they’d need to get their pictures from behind the fence. Diamond was there with Keith Halliwell, both in regulation hard hats, and so was Dr Claude Waghorn, the forensic anthropologist brought in from the university to carry out the post-mortem; a small man with a big personality who had already clashed with the manager of the recovery team. He’d insisted on directing the operation himself from the cherry picker at top-floor level and being in radio contact with the crane operator.


‘A nit-picker in a cherry picker,’ Diamond commented to Halliwell.


‘No bad thing, guv. We need an expert eye on the job.’


Halliwell was right. Only the clothes and the chair were keeping the skeleton together. Waghorn had decided the best strategy was to lift it seated in the chair, a precision assignment. A telescopic truck-mounted crane had been brought in by the contractors and the chair and its fragile occupant would be hoisted from the loft using a sling. But before that, the canopy had to be removed and all the bits of rubble round the base of the chair picked up or there was a serious risk of trapping the feet and legs and parting them from the rest of the skeleton. All this had to be done mechanically.


The task was painstaking and Dr Waghorn made it more so by personally selecting each chunk of debris to be lifted. From his basket high above everyone else he couldn’t have been more animated if he were conducting the last night of the Proms. He was saying plenty, too, but he had a barely audible voice so Diamond and Halliwell were spared the commentary. The crane driver bore the brunt.


Diamond looked at his watch. ‘Best part of two hours. I thought we’d be out of here by now. By the time we finally move him, half of Bath will be watching.’


‘Ah, but only through the observation windows. They won’t get on the site.’


‘Who are those two, then – the guys in suits on the other side? They’re not police or workmen.’


One of the two he was looking at was squat, overweight and bald. The head definitely wasn’t shaved. His pinstripe suit looked expensive and his whole demeanour oozed self-importance. In fact, he wasn’t doing anything other than watching Waghorn’s performance and making occasional comments. His brown-suited companion didn’t give out the same aura at all and seemed to be there in a supportive role, nodding agreement and saying little himself.


‘Check ’em out, Keith.’


Halliwell went over and approached the sidekick.


When asked, the man in the brown suit said, ‘What’s it to you?’ Seeing the police ID, he quickly added, ‘I’m with my boss.’


‘And who’s he?’


‘Don’t you know him? Sir Edward Paris, Edpari Properties.’


Halliwell had heard of the company, even if he didn’t know the man. Edpari was emblazoned in large letters over developments across the city. ‘Does he own this?’


A shrug. ‘If he wants to, he will before long.’


‘Do you work for him?’


‘Chauffeur mainly.’


‘Name?’


‘Spearman. Jim Spearman.’


‘The car’s nearby, is it?’


‘The Range Rover with the others. The clean one. The Bentley is being serviced.’


‘And how did you get in?’


‘Through the gate like you. Nothing gets in Sir Ed’s way.’


Halliwell returned to Diamond and reported back.


‘I’ve seen the name around. How did he say the last part?’


‘Like the French say Paris.’


‘Makes sense, I suppose, if that’s his name: Ed Paris. Is he French?’


‘I didn’t ask.’


‘Funny. I would have said it like Campari. That’s Italian.’


‘I know,’ Halliwell said, and added after a pause, ‘I do know that much.’


‘Shouldn’t be long now,’ Diamond said, returning his attention to the work going on in the loft.


How wrong he was. Fitting the huge sling was like herding cats. Each time the straps were swung towards the chair, Dr Waghorn aborted the attempt. He had his own idea how the job should be done and he wanted perfection. After numerous attempts, he came down from the cherry picker for a consultation with the site manager who was nominally in charge.


The two detectives were close enough to hear everything.


‘It’s not working,’ Waghorn said in his small, clipped voice.


‘You’re telling me, mate. It’s never going to work with you,’ he was told.


‘It’s a disarticulated skeleton. I don’t want to end up with bones flying everywhere.’


‘That floor is going to collapse sometime soon and the whole bloody lot will disarticulate and fall through the hole. Don’t hold me responsible if you won’t let us do our job. We’re not without experience. I’ve moved a Bechstein grand from the top of a tower block and it didn’t take a single scratch.’


‘This is not a piano.’


‘It’s child’s play compared to that.’


‘Speaking of experience, I have thirty-seven years of recovering bones from difficult locations,’ Dr Waghorn said through gritted teeth.


‘Can you operate the bloody crane?’


‘Of course not. I expect your people to do that.’


The manager folded his arms and said nothing. The movement in a telescopic crane is controlled through hydraulics. The boom is made up of many tubes fitted inside each other and the jib at the top works from the tower, swinging the lifting apparatus through wide angles. The hoisting block is heavy and capable of damage if misused.


‘Very well,’ Waghorn said finally. ‘Attach the sling your way. I’ll watch from here – if I can bring myself to look.’


Without more fuss the sling was passed under the chair and secured.


The man in the cab had been waiting hours for this. The cables tightened and took the strain and the chair and its fragile burden ascended at a rate that seemed quite shocking after the long wait. There were some cheers and a few laughs at what was quite a comic spectacle.


‘Not very dignified,’ Diamond said. ‘I don’t think the King of Bath is enjoying this.’


‘He doesn’t have much choice,’ Halliwell said.


Looking uncannily like a rider on a chairoplane, the skeleton was swung clear of the building and out towards the deck of an open lorry, where it was lowered and steadied by a couple of assistants and secured to the sides. The skull had shifted position and some finger bones had to be recovered from the sling, but otherwise everything seemed to be in place.


‘Job done,’ Halliwell said and called out, ‘Happy, Dr Waghorn?’


‘Hardly the word I’d use,’ said the anthropologist. ‘I’ve aged ten years in the last ten minutes.’ He marched over for a closer look.


‘A coffee would be good after that,’ Halliwell said, unstrapping his hard hat.


Diamond appeared not to hear.


‘Shall we go?’ Halliwell said.


His boss was gazing at what was left of the terrace. ‘The demolition men are going to move in soon and finish the job.’


‘That’s for sure. Delays cost money in the building trade.’


‘I want one more look inside the loft before they reduce it to rubble.’


Halliwell sighed. Coffee would have to wait.


Diamond was pensive. ‘I wonder if I can do any better with the cherry picker than I did before.’


He stepped across and climbed into the basket. Waghorn had controlled the thing like a professional. Diamond needed to remind himself which of the small levers gave upward movement. The one he chose simply caused a judder. Trial and error, he told himself. Another did the job and he was borne smoothly to the height he wanted. Now it was a matter of finding forward movement.


He managed it without mishap and got his aerial view of the space the skeleton and chair had occupied. More of the boards were revealed, some of them splintered and caved in, and he saw just how unstable the flooring was. Nowhere would it be safe to stand.


A little to the left of where the chair had been was what he first took to be some sort of mould. On closer inspection he saw it was a piece of dust-covered fabric.


Curious, he manoeuvred the basket a short way to the side and then forward and leaned over cautiously for a better view.


Now he could see what it was, flat as a dried cowpat but distinctive in shape.


A white three-cornered hat.


The Archway café was the only choice for coffee in Twerton. Located under the railway embankment arches on the Lower Bristol Road, it was more spacious inside than the temporary-looking shopfront suggested. On entering and catching the whiff of fried bacon, the two detectives remembered how hungry they were and ordered the full English.


The place was busy and they were lucky to find a table for three against the wall on the far side. Not wishing anyone to join them, Diamond put a claim on the spare chair with the flattened tricorne belonging to the skeleton. Before leaving the demolition site he had borrowed a useful tool resembling a litter picker and fished the hat out of the loft with that.


‘Will it be all right there?’ Halliwell said.


‘Best place,’ Diamond said. ‘I’m not putting it on the floor.’


‘It’s a bit spooky.’


‘Why?’


‘Like Beau Nash left his hat on the chair and is coming back for it.’


‘Maybe we should order him a breakfast.’


‘You’re freaking me out, guv.’


Two mugs of coffee were put in front of them.


They had barely taken a sip when someone from behind Diamond said, ‘What’s your opinion, then, officer? Is it really Beau Nash?’


He didn’t recognise the voice. As a film buff, he thought it resembled Alfred Hitchcock’s ponderous delivery, trying to sound grand but with a touch of cockney in the vowel sounds. And when he turned, the large-bellied figure standing over him was not unlike Hitchcock. Sir Edward Paris, with Spearman the chauffeur a little to the rear.


‘Were you listening to our conversation?’ Diamond said without getting up or even making eye contact. He was annoyed at being waylaid like this and he didn’t give a toss for titled people.


‘Not at all,’ Paris said. ‘I happen to take an interest in Beau Nash, that’s all.’


At the mention of the name, Diamond looked up at him. ‘What’s your opinion, then?’


‘I’m just a humble rate-payer who helps to fund your salaries,’ Paris said. ‘You’re the investigators.’


‘We investigate crime.’


‘Is that his hat on the chair?’


‘I can move it if you want to join us.’


‘No, we just had our coffee. We’re on the way out. I didn’t want you to think we had a guilty conscience and were trying to avoid you.’


‘We hadn’t even noticed you,’ Diamond said.


‘You noticed us at the demolition site. Bloody trespassers, you thought, what do they want? We got through the security, no problem. I’m well known for that.’


‘And for other things, no doubt,’ Diamond said.


‘We won’t go into that,’ Paris said. ‘But if you have a decent-sized piece of land you want to sell, I’m your man.’ He nodded to his chauffeur and made for the door.


After watching them leave, Diamond said, ‘Pompous twit. I’m glad they didn’t stay. I’ve had enough of him already.’


‘What were they doing at the site?’ Halliwell asked.


‘I thought you asked the chauffeur that. Getting a close view, so Paris can boast about it to his friends.’


‘How would he have known?’


‘About the skeleton? Come on, it’s in all the papers, much as I wish it wasn’t.’


‘About Nash.’


‘He isn’t the first to come up with that. People have been calling since yesterday.’


‘Is the hat the clincher?’ Halliwell asked.


‘Not unless we can think of a reason why he ended up in that loft. But there are strange coincidences. Nash owned a white hat and wore a black wig. Unusual in both cases. Paloma told me the clothes are right for 1761, the year he died. There were no teeth left in the skull, which is what you’d expect of an old man. He lived to eighty-six. That ticks a lot of boxes.’


‘They can estimate someone’s age at post-mortem, but not with much accuracy.’ No one in CID was better qualified to speak about post-mortems than Keith Halliwell.


‘We’ll see what Waghorn comes up with. He may discover something else that ties in with what we’re thinking.’


‘Would DNA prove it? Can it be extracted from bones?’


‘Yes, even old bones. But it’s no use having a DNA profile if you’ve nothing to match it against.’


‘His descendants?’


‘He didn’t marry, so there’s no official bloodline. I expect there were offspring, because he put himself about, but where do you start? No, I can’t see the DNA thing helping us.’


‘It’s new territory for us, trying to work out what happened more than two hundred years ago. What was Twerton like in those days?’


‘Before the railway came? Very different. Mainly cloth mills and weaving. The industry went on for centuries. The terraced houses would have been workmen’s dwellings. Not the class of place Beau Nash was used to. I doubt if he came here very much at all.’
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