



[image: Cover Image]









[image: image]


[image: image]







This ebook edition first published in 2017 by


Quercus Editions Ltd
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2017 Isabelle Grey


The moral right of Isabelle Grey to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 78429 284 3


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


Cover design © Blacksheep


www.quercusbooks.co.uk




Also by Isabelle Grey


Out of Sight


The Bad Mother


The DI Grace Fisher series


Good Girls Don’t Die


Shot Through the Heart




For Jo Strevens




1


Detective Inspector Grace Fisher heard an owl hoot as she got out of the car. It was somewhere off away in the thick darkness of the woods on the opposite side of the road. The faintest whisper of a breeze in the night air rustled the treetops and brushed her cheek as she inhaled the dry, earthy smell of last winter’s leaf litter.


‘What genius thought it would be a good idea to stop there?’ she asked, shaking her head at the two marked police cars pulled up on the verge beside a five-bar gate. ‘Right where the perpetrator might have left a vehicle if they had one.’


‘Idiots,’ agreed Detective Sergeant Blake Langley.


Although she had invited Blake’s comment, it annoyed her, and she reminded herself to leave her own negative thoughts unspoken. Chiding herself for her lapse and trying to undo it, she nodded towards the uniformed constable who stood beside the gate ready to escort them to the body. ‘It’s probably not his fault,’ she said. ‘No fun hanging about here for an hour in the dark waiting for us to show up.’


‘He must have done something to draw the short straw.’


Grace sighed. Not for the first time since Blake had joined the Major Investigation Team in Colchester three months ago, she missed her familiar wingman, DS Lance Cooper. Still, this was neither the time nor the place for regrets; she would just have to keep in mind that the new sergeant had a good reputation as a thief-taker and was easy enough to get along with as long as she ignored his default-mode scornful attitude.


Taking a forensic suit from the boot of their car, she went ahead to identify herself to the young constable and thank him for what she hoped hadn’t been too long a wait. ‘So where exactly are we?’ she asked him.


‘On the northern perimeter of the grounds of Wryford Hall,’ he said. ‘The village, that’s Long Wryford, is off to the west.’


‘And this road, where does it go?’


‘Nowhere really. It winds around a few farms and a small hamlet about three miles away before joining back up with the main Long Wryford to East Fordholt road. Most people just take that.’


‘So you mean we’re slap bang in the middle of nowhere,’ said Blake, joining them.


‘Pretty much,’ the constable agreed.


‘At least house-to-house won’t use up too much manpower then,’ said Blake cheerfully.


‘There are some people staying at the hall,’ said the constable. ‘Or camping in the grounds, anyway.’


‘OK,’ said Grace. ‘Lead on.’


It was a week or so before the summer solstice, and even well after midnight some light remained in the sky. Under the canopy of the woodland, however, it quickly became dark, and even with a torch Grace was glad the constable seemed to know where they were heading.


‘Have we managed to identify our victim yet?’ she asked.


‘A Dr Tim Merrick. Mr Thomas, who owns the hall, recognized him. He found him when he took his dog out last thing and called the emergency services. Says that Dr Merrick was here with the party that’s camping.’


Ahead of her Grace could see a huddle of officers. Beyond them, wound around a wide ring of tree trunks, her torch picked out blue and white police tape. She greeted the local officers and went forward to look beyond the tape. A white trainer caught the light, and she tracked the beam along khaki chinos and a smeared sweatshirt to short brown hair glistening with what she could only assume was blood. The face lay hidden in the scrubby leaf cover beneath the trees, but the exposed skin of the back of his neck looked hauntingly young.


‘Can you give me more light?’ she called. Those officers with flashlights illuminated what they could of the body and surrounding area. The ground was dry and hard, but there was enough woodland debris to show signs of disturbance – a scuffle, a sexual assignation, a life-or-death struggle? – and, a few feet from the body, a thick branch that looked as if it had been recently moved – perhaps picked up and then flung aside?


‘I want Dr Tripathi to take a look before anyone else touches him,’ she told Blake. ‘Give him a call and see how soon he can attend. And then get Wendy and a scene-of-crime team down here. Ask them to call me as soon as they arrive.’ She turned to the local uniformed sergeant who had summoned her. ‘I want proper lighting, and two officers on duty here at all times to keep the scene secure. We don’t want any foxes or whatever sniffing around. The rest of you can leave carefully in single file. Can one of you please show me the way to Wryford Hall?’


‘I’ll take you over there, ma’am,’ said the uniformed sergeant. ‘But I’d like any spare officers to go over to the campsite. There’s kids there.’


‘Good idea, thanks.’


He fell into step beside her. The tree cover soon gave way to open parkland. Underfoot the grass felt parched and crunchy, more like mown hay than lawn. After a short walk the meadow ended at a gravel driveway on to which spilled light from a line of tall windows, four on each side of wide steps leading up to a front door topped by a curved transom light. Bathed in moonlight, the hall was a handsome flat-fronted, two-storey house. Outlined against the starry sky, Grace could see a pronounced dip in the roof line where ancient beams had settled over the centuries. Apart from a few large pots planted with geraniums, no attempt appeared to have been made to create a garden.


‘They don’t really use the front door,’ said the sergeant. ‘Best to go in through the back.’ He led the way around the side of the house. ‘My daughter got married in the tithe barn here. I got to know Minnie and Toby Thomas quite well. They’re very nice people.’


A low door under a sloping roof led directly into a large kitchen. An elderly chocolate Labrador lying in a frayed tartan dog bed slapped its tail against the tiled floor in greeting. Every surface, including a massive pine table that took up the centre of the room, was covered with an assortment of crockery, pans, food, wine bottles, candlesticks, appliances, books, newspapers, wicker baskets filled with yet more stuff and two sleeping cats. A couple of empty champagne bottles sat among the hurriedly cleared remnants of an evening meal. At the Aga, waiting for a huge kettle to boil, stood a tall slender grey-haired woman in frayed jeans, a man’s shirt and flip-flops. As she turned to look at them, Grace was struck by the beauty of her face, especially her eyes, which were dark and lustrous under finely arched brows.


The sergeant made the introductions before excusing himself and disappearing back out into the night as Minnie Thomas leaned across the table to shake hands. ‘Is he really dead?’ she asked.


‘I’m afraid so,’ said Grace. ‘I’m very sorry.’


‘I can’t believe it. I’ve been praying that somehow Toby and the paramedics got it wrong. I took rugs and things down there, just in case, but Toby wouldn’t let me anywhere near.’


‘A sensible precaution. We haven’t formally identified the victim yet, but your husband recognized him. Is that right?’


‘Yes. He said it’s Tim Merrick.’


‘Did you know him well?’


‘No, not really. Hardly at all.’ Steam emerged vigorously from the kettle and Minnie poured water into a large brown pot. ‘Tea?’


‘No, thanks,’ said Grace. She would have loved a cup but needed to get the measure of the situation first. ‘Can you tell me anything about him?’


Minnie shook her head. ‘He was young, polite, helpful. His first time here with the summer camp.’


‘Summer camp?’


‘Ned will explain it better than me. Professor Ned Chesham. He runs the eating disorders unit at St Botolph’s Hospital in London. You must have heard of him.’


The name did seem familiar, but Grace couldn’t recall a face to go with it. She shook her head.


‘Well, he brings a group of them here every summer,’ said Minnie. ‘They camp for a week. Proper camping with tents and singing around the fire and swimming in the lake.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘They were due to go home tomorrow. Today,’ she added, glancing at the big wall-clock.


‘The constable said Tim Merrick was a doctor. Was he also at St Botolph’s?’


‘I assume so. Ned usually brings a couple of the junior staff to help out. Says it’s good training for them. This year it’s Tim and Crystal Douglad. She’s a nurse, and has been here before.’


‘We’ll need the names of everyone staying here.’


‘Ned will give you those. It’s a busy time of year for us. We do weddings and B and B,’ she explained. ‘Besides, Ned knows the ropes far better than we do. We just let him get on with it really.’


The back door opened, and a rotund apple-cheeked man, about the same age as Minnie but a good head shorter, came in. He wore faded red corduroy trousers and a moth-eaten navy sweater. The Labrador immediately heaved itself out of bed and went to thrust its nose into his hand. Grace liked the way he smiled absently down at the dog. Blake followed, shutting the door behind him.


‘Toby Thomas.’ The man held out his hand to Grace and gave hers a firm shake. ‘Thank you for coming. Dreadful business.’


Grace introduced herself and looked over his shoulder at Blake, lifting her eyebrows in an unspoken question.


‘Dr Tripathi and the CSIs are on their way, boss.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Another half-hour probably.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I went over to let Ned know what’s happening,’ Toby told his wife. ‘Everything’s quiet down there. Ned decided not to wake anyone up until he has to.’


Grace also turned to Minnie. ‘If it’s OK, I will have that cup of tea while we wait for the pathologist.’


Grace watched Toby and his wife commune quietly by the Aga as Minnie mustered four chipped mugs and a pretty milk jug that looked like a family heirloom. Toby invited them both to sit down, sweeping things aside to make room at the cluttered table.


‘If you don’t mind, Mr Thomas, could you please talk us through finding the body?’


Blake got ready to take notes as Toby heaved a deep sigh, preparing to relive his earlier shock. ‘I was later than usual taking the dog out for her bedtime run. We’d been celebrating.’ He smiled for the first time. ‘The birthday honours. Ned got a knighthood. Jolly well deserved!’


‘Ned and Toby have been friends since Cambridge,’ explained Minnie.


‘We’d had a fair bit to drink, so I wasn’t terribly alert. Would’ve walked right past him if it hadn’t been for Daisy.’ Hearing her name, the dog raised her head. ‘At first I thought it was an injured animal lying there, a deer or a badger or something, but Daisy kept on whining and wouldn’t come when I called. Luckily I had my phone in my pocket, and as soon as I got some light and saw it was a man and how badly hurt he was, I called 999. I was pretty sure he was dead. He felt cold and I couldn’t find a pulse. But I rang Minnie to bring down some blankets, and called Ned so he knew to keep an eye out in case some maniac was running around.’


‘Did you see anyone else while you were walking the dog?’


‘No. It must have been well past eleven. And Ned runs a pretty tight ship down at the camp.’


‘Does anyone else live here in the house with you?’


‘Only our youngest now, but he’s away at university. It’s not the end of term yet.’


‘And on the estate?’


‘There’s no estate,’ said Toby with a smile. ‘Those days are long gone.’


‘Where is the campsite?’


‘Down by the lake. There’s a cricket pavilion nearby with basic bathroom and kitchen facilities. My great-great-grandfather built it and laid out the pitch. It’s not much to write home about now, but the village likes to use it, so we keep the place in working order.’


‘Where’s that in relation to where you found Tim Merrick?’


‘In the opposite direction, on the far side of the park. I’ll find you a map. We treat the camp as out of bounds while Ned’s here.’


‘Except for food,’ said Minnie as Toby left the room in search of a map. ‘Ned pays me to do the shopping and some basic preparation, and the girls are on a rota to come and fetch each day’s supplies. It’s all part of the treatment.’


‘The treatment?’ asked Grace.


‘The girls are patients at his unit,’ said Minnie. ‘They all have eating disorders. Anorexia mainly.’


Grace tried to review what she knew about anorexia nervosa. Even though the ‘slimmer’s disease’ was a pervasive illness among girls and young women, she’d never known anyone who suffered from it. Her understanding of the condition was culled solely from articles in magazines and the occasional celebrity story or fashion industry scandal.


‘Wouldn’t it have been safer to bring them indoors?’ she asked.


‘They’re all fast asleep,’ said Blake. ‘And there are now at least two officers down there with them.’


‘I assume their parents have been called?’


‘Ned decided it would be better to wait until dawn,’ said Minnie. ‘He didn’t want to risk a parent turning up in the middle of the night and getting them all hysterical.’ She must have seen Grace’s expression. ‘If you saw them . . . Even though the ones here are recovering, they’re still so fragile. It’s desperately sad.’


‘So why bring them camping?’ asked Grace.


‘They love it,’ said Minnie simply. ‘He’s done it every year, ever since Toby’s parents’ time. And it always goes well, never even been too unlucky with the weather.’


Toby returned carrying a large framed watercolour. ‘This will give you the lie of the land. The map is nearly two hundred years old, I’m afraid, but not much has changed.’


Grace and Blake came to stand beside Toby, who angled the picture so that the overhead light did not reflect off the glass. The antique map, faded but still beautiful, reminded her of an illustration in a Tolkien book. The points of the compass were marked in red in a top corner, and at one side the woods where Tim Merrick’s body now lay were washed in pale green with neat rows of individual trees symbolically outlined in ink. On the other side, concentric ripples spread out from a tiny fish jumping in the blue lake. There should be no place in such a bucolic scene for the sharp image that sprang into Grace’s mind of the young man sprawled in the darkness with a crushed skull and blood-matted hair. Perhaps, she thought, the edge of the map should be inscribed, Here be monsters.
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It was dawn before Samit Tripathi, the local Home Office pathologist, had completed his examination of the body and agreed with Grace that it could be moved. The corpse was stiffening but not yet rigid, and combined with its temperature, this suggested that Tim Merrick had been dead for around an hour before he was found. Dr Tripathi’s opinion at this stage was that the victim had been floored by a blow or blows from the broken branch found nearby and then hit repeatedly on the head and face once he was on the ground. There were defensive wounds on his forearms and excessive damage around the mouth and jaw, probably inflicted by a blood-stained rock found a few yards away.


Once Samit had gone, Grace left Wendy, the crime scene manager, to direct a fingertip search of the dusty woodland floor. The sun had risen enough for Grace to find her way back to the hall without a torch, yet, despite the chorus of birdsong, the colourless dawn light felt bleak and surreal. Tim Merrick had been in the full bloom of life, handsome and strong-limbed. The attack on him had been savage. What had he been doing out there in the darkness under the trees last night?


Grace had called ahead to ask Blake to have Ned Chesham at the hall ready to speak to her before his young campers began to stir. She found Blake in the kitchen waiting to lead her through to the drawing room, a long, high and narrow chamber into which the unused front door opened directly. Much of the wall opposite the door was taken up by a vast fireplace surmounted by a tarnished mirror in a gilt frame. Two well-worn velvet-covered sofas faced each other in front of the fireplace, one already occupied by the two cats, which had moved from the warmth of the Aga into the first patch of pale sunlight. Chesham was sitting on the other, intent on his phone. Grace could hardly believe he had been at university with Toby. He appeared a good ten years younger, of middle height, slim and athletic, with fair hair and blue eyes that matched the colour of his shirt. He looked weary but jumped up as soon as he saw them.


‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he said, holding up his phone. ‘I was texting my secretary to ask her to find the contact details for Tim’s next of kin.’


‘If you wouldn’t mind passing them on to us first,’ said Grace, ‘we’ll send someone to break the news in person.’


‘Of course. Whatever I can do to help.’


Grace dislodged a cat so she could sit facing him. Blake positioned himself beside the front door, slightly out of Chesham’s line of sight. Chesham sat back, crossing his legs and resting his hands in his lap, ready to listen. Grace imagined that the impression he gave of having all the time in the world must be a valuable professional skill.


‘When did you last see Dr Merrick?’ she asked.


‘About a quarter to eight, when I left to come here for supper.’


‘And where was he then? Who was he with?’


Chesham took a moment to remember, a slight frown on his face. ‘He was supervising the washing-up in the pavilion. I wouldn’t normally leave the camp, but’ – he shrugged bashfully – ‘Minnie and Toby insisted we celebrate.’


‘Yes,’ said Grace. ‘Congratulations on your knighthood.’


‘Thank you. It’s an accolade for everyone who works on the unit.’ He spoke as if he genuinely meant it. ‘Helpful to the hospital too.’


‘Did you leave the hall at any time last night? To check on the girls or anything?’ Chesham’s hosts had already told her that the three of them had spent the entire evening together, with Chesham returning to the campsite only when Toby left to take Daisy for her walk.


Chesham shook his head. ‘They were in safe hands with Tim and Crystal. Little did I realize it would be Tim who was at risk.’


‘Who else was in the pavilion when you spoke to him?’


‘Beth and Meghan were on washing-up duty,’ he answered promptly. ‘Tim shooed me away, told me to go and have a good time, that the kids would be fine. They were excited for me. I was very touched. So off I went.’


‘So how had things been this week? Did everyone get on? Did Tim have any problems with anyone?’


‘Life is never going to be problem-free when you’re dealing with adolescents, let alone adolescents with eating disorders.’ Chesham smiled. ‘But aside from the usual dramas, the week has gone well. I always bring some of the younger staff. I’ll introduce you to Crystal, one of our specialist mental health nurses, once we’re finished here.’


‘Does she know what’s happened?’ asked Grace.


‘Not yet. She shares a tent with two of the youngest girls, so I didn’t want to wake her in case I disturbed them.’


‘But she’s definitely there?’


‘Yes, don’t worry. I did a headcount as soon as Toby called me last night. I share a tent with Tim so was already wondering where he’d got to.’


‘He’d not been unexpectedly absent at any other time?’


‘No. The week is pretty full-on for the staff who elect to come, but it’s good for them to spend 24/7 time with their patients. It helps them understand the kind of pressure the families have to withstand. I was pleased when Tim asked to come. He was a very promising young doctor.’ Chesham sighed and bent down absently to stroke the dislodged cat, which was rubbing its arched back against his legs and purring loudly. ‘I don’t suppose you can tell me what happened to him?’


‘Not yet,’ said Grace. ‘Can you think of a reason why Dr Merrick would have been on the other side of the park?’


‘No. None at all. He should never have left the camp.’


‘Might he have just gone for a walk – stretch his legs before turning in?’


‘No. We have to be on the lookout all the time. A common feature of anorexia is secrecy and deceit, and we usually find at least one girl trying her best to sneak away so she can work off a few extra calories. He was supposed to be on watch.’


‘Anything going on between Tim and Crystal?’


Chesham looked surprised. ‘I very much doubt it. And they’d both know of the extremely dim view I’d take of anything that might destabilize the patients.’ He looked at his watch. ‘They’ll be waking up soon. I should be there.’


‘We’ll need to speak to each of the girls before they go home,’ said Grace. ‘Is that going to be a problem?’


‘Yes, of course it is. They’re young and their psychological well-being is already precarious.’


‘We can wait for their parents to get here before speaking to them separately,’ said Grace, ‘but I think we need to let them know what’s happened before rumours start flying around.’


He nodded reluctantly. ‘Once you’ve seen how they react to the news, maybe you can tell me how you want to play it and I’ll do everything I can to assist.’


‘Thank you.’ She glanced at Blake. Had she overlooked anything?


‘What time would the girls have gone to bed?’ he asked.


‘They have to be ready for bed at nine,’ said Chesham. ‘Then it’s quiet time until lights out at nine thirty. The youngest here with us this year is twelve. And we’re all up early.’


‘Be great if you could you explain for me the purpose of the camping holiday,’ said Blake. ‘How exactly does it work?’


‘Sure,’ said Chesham. ‘These are kids who feel like they’re being watched all the time, and who also obsessively police themselves. They are world experts in self-denial. They’re not used to playing or taking risks. But here they can spend time away from home, swim in the lake, climb trees, toast marshmallows on the fire, watch the stars, but in a safe environment alongside the people supervising their treatment. Our aim is to establish a healthy adolescent identity and increase personal autonomy.’ Chesham laughed. ‘Sorry, that’s my little presentation speech! But coming here does seem to work. We’ve been doing it for nearly twenty years.’


‘OK, thanks,’ said Blake. He signalled to Grace that he had no more questions.


‘Professor Chesham—’


‘Ned. Please. Everyone calls me Ned.’


Grace smiled. ‘Do you have any thoughts on who might have had a reason to kill Dr Merrick?’


‘Absolutely none. He’d only been with us a few months, but he seemed open, pleasant, uncomplicated.’


‘What about any of your patients?’


Chesham stiffened. ‘They’re children.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘And I’m not suggesting they’re capable of murder, but I have to ask.’


‘The fact that these kids are psychiatric patients doesn’t make them violent,’ he said. ‘Quite the opposite. Their destructive urges are all turned inwards. That’s what we’re battling to overcome. You have to understand that anorexia is a life-threatening condition. Ten per cent of anorexics die, and for others it’s a lifelong disease. There’s no quick fix. These kids and their families really suffer.’


‘I didn’t realize the outcome was so serious,’ Grace said. ‘If, later, any of them come to you with information, anything they saw or heard, or if they say anything to their parents, you will let us know?’


‘Of course.’


‘Thank you. I think that’s it for now.’


Chesham stood up, brushing cat hair off his jeans. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m needed back at the camp.’


‘If you could hang on for a minute,’ said Grace, ‘we’ll walk over with you.’


Chesham nodded. ‘I’ll wait in the kitchen.’


Blake shut his notebook and went to close the door behind him. ‘So what do you think, boss?’


The disparagement in his tone made her impatient. ‘Why? Do you think he was keeping something back?’


‘No, he was fine.’ Blake’s mouth pinched in disapproval. ‘Though you have to admit, it’s a pretty odd set-up.’
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With the sun higher in the sky the park seemed bigger and more expansive than it had an hour earlier. In the distance, beyond a magnificent spreading cedar, lay the woodland where Tim Merrick’s body had been found. Turning in the other direction, Grace and Blake followed Ned Chesham past an ancient barn and down a slight slope. A new vista opened before them of a small lake fringed on the far side by silver birch. Mirroring the curve of the water were four khaki-coloured tents that reminded Grace of an old-fashioned scout camp. Beyond them was an expanse of grass which, in contrast to the parched meadows of the park, was green and neatly cut. Overlooking the cricket pitch stood a white-painted pavilion fronted by a fretwork-decorated veranda, its tiled roof topped by a weathervane. It was, she thought, the kind of classic English scene that Agatha Christie would have loved: idyllic on the surface but with dark emotions seething beneath.


‘They’re up,’ said Chesham, nodding to the young figures flitting between the tents and the pavilion. Keeping an eye on the girls was an older woman in knee-length shorts, flip-flops and a white T-shirt pristine against her black skin. Seeing them approach she came to meet them.


‘Ned.’ She sounded relieved. ‘Do you know where Tim’s got to?’ Her words carried a slight West Indian lilt.


‘Crystal, this is Detective Inspector Fisher and Detective Sergeant Langley,’ he replied.


‘Good morning,’ said Grace.


Crystal’s eyes showed natural anxiety that turned to shock as Grace briefly outlined how Tim Merrick had died. Her hand unconsciously grasped the gold cross that hung on a chain around her neck. ‘God rest his soul.’


‘When did you last see or speak to him?’ asked Grace.


Crystal frowned, taking time to remember precisely. ‘It must have been a little after nine o’clock, once the girls were all tucked up. I usually stay with the younger ones, reading my book, until they nod off. We do the rounds alternately, so I wouldn’t have expected to see him after that. Not until morning.’


‘So you check regularly that the girls are in their tents?’


‘At least until we’re certain they’re all fast asleep.’


‘Had Tim said anything to you that might explain why he’d leave the camp?’


Crystal shook her head. ‘He was fine. Maybe a bit preoccupied, but then we’re coming to the end of a pretty exhausting week.’


‘OK, thanks.’ After her own sleepless night, and despite several cups of Minnie’s strong tea, Grace could empathize with tiredness. Noticing that a couple of the girls were casting curious glances in their direction, she turned to Ned. ‘If you could gather them together, we’d better break the news.’


She and Blake hung back as doctor and nurse went ahead to herd the eight girls gently into the cricket pavilion. She could see them becoming alarmed and was struck by how each was like a little island. When she’d been that age, she and most of her friends would have linked arms or been draped inseparably around one another, oblivious to the tedious interruptions of the adult world; these kids had vigilant eyes, hands bunched under the long sleeves of extra-baggy tops and shoulders hunched against the outside world. Still, they were not the skeletal wraiths she had feared. Skinny and immature for their age, maybe, children rather than teenagers, but not like some of the stick figures with sunken cheeks and grimacing mouths that she occasionally saw exercising to burn off more calories when she was out running.


‘Come on,’ she said to Blake. ‘And keep your eyes peeled for any behaviour that stands out.’


‘Not envisaging a Lord of the Flies scenario, are we, boss?’


‘Hardly. But I doubt there’s much that escapes these kids.’


Blake nodded and strode off towards the pavilion. Grace followed more slowly, dreading the words she would have to say.


In the event she was struck most of all by their self-restraint. As Professor Chesham had said, they did indeed police themselves and their emotions rigorously. Tania and Meghan were the youngest at twelve and thirteen, Beth, Lara, Ali, Kim and Mia were all fourteen, and Reena was the eldest at fifteen. Their eyes grew even wider, Meghan and Lara shrank further into themselves, wrapping their arms around their ribcages, and Beth and Reena wiped away tears with their long sleeves.


Crystal shook her head and appeared to mouth a prayer. Grace had noted earlier that the skin on the nurse’s hands and arms was smooth and flawless – no sign of defensive or other wounds – and if she was covering up any knowledge of Tim Merrick’s murder then she must be a very fine actor.


Grace explained to the girls that until their parents arrived – which would be soon – they must all remain together in the pavilion and not discuss the events of last night. ‘We’ll need to ask each of you where and when you last saw Dr Merrick, so that we can piece together his movements,’ she said. ‘None of you are in any trouble, but we need to gather all the information we can. And if any of you did see or hear anything that might shed light on what took place, however insignificant it might seem, then you can tell us privately.’


Her heart went out to the little group, already so forlorn and marginalized, all of them apparently afraid to grow up and take hold of life. Was Blake right that this was an odd set-up? Or had everyone become so concerned with political correctness and bureaucratic health-and-safety restrictions that going out on a limb and organizing something as unconventional as this camping holiday seemed almost crazy? Yet Chesham had said he’d brought vulnerable kids here for twenty years without incident. Now, like the adults, they would have to describe their movements, submit to showing their hands and arms, account for any fresh marks or scratches, and allow all their clothes to be checked for bloodstains. However unlikely it was that one of them was a killer, each would have to be scrupulously ruled out as a suspect.
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Later that day, in Colchester, Grace watched as Blake fixed a recent photograph of the twenty-eight-year-old victim to the murder wall alongside the maps and crime scene photographs. Despite all the digital tech now available, she liked to keep the old-fashioned essentials of a case in plain view. The photograph was a holiday snap of Tim Merrick looking happy atop a mountain peak and had been supplied by his parents, who had travelled to Essex that morning and, in a daze of grief, formally identified their son’s body. Each time Grace witnessed this process, she felt even more strongly that no one deserved to lose a loved one to violence. All she could do was assure them that she and her team would do everything in their power to identify who had taken Tim away from them and bring them to justice, even though the reality was that so far the Major Investigation Team had precious little to go on.


The essential members of the team had been called away from their various summer Sunday-afternoon activities to attend the briefing, including their boss, Detective Superintendent Colin Pitman. Rangy in black jeans and a box-fresh white shirt, he remained at the edge of the circle, leaning against a desk and listening attentively as Grace, feeling grainy-eyed and over-caffeinated, summarized Samit’s preliminary post-mortem report. There was little new to add: Tim had been healthy, showed no sign of recent sexual activity, and had defensive wounds on both forearms.


‘Dr Tripathi thinks there was only one attacker,’ she said. ‘The weapons were a fallen branch and a rock, so it does not appear that the perpetrator came equipped or necessarily expecting to kill. And there’s no evidence to suggest that the victim either fought back or was the initial aggressor.’


‘I doubt there’d be poachers around at this time of year,’ said DC Duncan Gregg, ‘but what if Merrick disturbed his killer doing something they shouldn’t?’


‘It’s a possibility,’ said Grace. ‘The concentration of injuries around the mouth, breaking the jaw and several teeth, were almost certainly inflicted once the victim was already on the ground.’


‘Do we think that’s significant?’ asked Colin Pitman.


‘It might be,’ said Grace. ‘Especially if Tim Merrick stumbled upon the killer doing something they were ashamed of. Blake, can you give us his last known movements?’


‘The last sighting was by Crystal Douglad, the clinical nurse specialist, shortly after 9 p.m. Two of the girls confirmed that Crystal checked on them at nine thirty and again around ten,’ said Blake. ‘Professor Chesham spent the evening at the hall with Mr and Mrs Thomas. They were in each other’s company throughout. The only other people we know to have been within the grounds of Wryford Hall last night were the eight young girls who were camping there, who Crystal confirms were all where they should have been.’


‘Samit believes it’s highly unlikely that an undernourished teenage girl could have overcome a fit and healthy six-foot man,’ said Grace.


‘Not impossible, though, if she had the element of surprise?’ suggested Colin.


‘No,’ she admitted. Chesham had told her that no dangerously underweight patients were allowed to come on the summer camp and explained that, because starvation robs the brain of the ability to think normally, his first aim was always to get an anorexic patient back to a weight where therapy might actually have some effect. He had also warned, however, that regained weight should never be mistaken for restored psychological health.


‘We shouldn’t entirely rule them out as suspects,’ she said. ‘So I want background checks on each of the girls and their families.’


‘None had any visible defensive wounds,’ said Blake. ‘One of the girls had recent scars on her arms – and thighs too, apparently – but Crystal confirmed it was from self-harming.’


‘For medical confidentiality we agreed not to record her name,’ said Grace.


‘We checked everyone’s clothing for bloodstains and found nothing,’ said Blake. ‘Crime scene will be examining the bedding and so on in the tents.’


‘For now we should concentrate on the nearby gate that led to the road,’ said Grace. ‘This could be a random killing by a stranger.’


‘Or by someone Tim Merrick had arranged to meet there,’ said Blake.


She nodded. ‘Absolutely. We’ll get on to victimology in a moment. Duncan, what about local inquiries?’


‘No record of any similar crimes in the area,’ he said. ‘Nothing going on locally that seems significant; no one of interest to us living nearby, and no reports of any disagreements between the hall and the village.’


Grace turned to the crime scene manager. ‘Wendy, did you find anything to help us?’


Wendy shook her head. ‘Afraid not. No rain in the past fortnight. The ground was hard and dry. We found plenty of blood spatter, which we’re running for DNA, although no consistent patterns because of disturbance and the nature of the scene. It’s highly likely the perpetrator’s clothes will be heavily bloodstained, but we found nothing on the ground or, as yet, on the victim’s clothes that will give us a lead. There’s nothing to indicate how the offender arrived at or left the scene, although, given its relative isolation, I’d expect some means of transport – car, motorbike, bicycle. Sorry not to be of more help.’


‘Thanks anyway.’


‘One thing to bear in mind,’ said Wendy. ‘Although the perpetrator left nothing behind, it doesn’t mean they took nothing away.’


‘OK, we’ll remember that.’


‘What else do we know about the victim?’ asked Colin. Grace could see that he was becoming impatient at the lack of actionable leads.


‘Dr Timothy Robert Merrick. No criminal record. Full safeguarding checks. Finances seem in order.’ Blake ticked each point off his notebook. ‘He joined Professor Chesham’s unit at the end of January as a psychotherapy registrar. No steady girlfriend. He didn’t have a laptop or tablet with him, and we’re waiting on his phone records, although use of all mobile devices was supposedly banned at the camp. Crystal Douglad said Dr Merrick was well-liked, easy-going, would make a good psychiatrist. She’s in her mid-thirties, married with two small children, an experienced nurse who’s been at St Botolph’s for three years.’


‘He must have had a good reason to leave the campsite,’ said Grace. ‘Especially when they were short-handed, with Professor Chesham having dinner at the hall. So had he planned to meet someone? Did he know anyone locally? Had he reported any kind of harassment or threat? And why was he near the gate to the road? Did he know it was there? Had he been there before? How familiar was he with the layout of the park?’


Blake and the rest of the team scribbled notes. Duncan received and read a message on his phone and went over to check something on his computer.


‘So what’s with this camping business?’ said Colin. ‘Is it, like, Girl Guiding for anorexics or what?’


Blake smiled in sympathy with the comment. Grace saw Colin glance at him in approval and hoped her boss wouldn’t be swayed by the sergeant’s cynicism. As Blake folded his arms across his navy polo shirt, making his well-toned biceps bulge beneath the short sleeves, she made a mental note to have a quiet word with him later, point out that, as far as she was concerned, there was no place in this inquiry for such casual scorn.


All the same, there was no hiding the fact that Ned’s annual summer camp was not officially sanctioned by the hospital. Toby and Minnie, who had moved into the hall two years previously after the death of Toby’s mother had forced his eighty-five-year-old father into sheltered accommodation, had simply accepted the camp’s continued existence along with the hall’s leaking roof. The set-up was idiosyncratic to say the least, but she supposed that if Professor Chesham had stopped to untangle all the red tape, these breaks from hospital routine would have had to stop for good.


‘I spoke to all of the parents when they arrived to take their children home,’ she told Colin. ‘They’d all been thrilled when their daughters were picked because they’d heard such glowing reports from families whose kids had been before.’ She saw the superintendent look again at Blake, who made no attempt to hide his scepticism. ‘OK, so it’s all a bit Famous Five nostalgic,’ she said, ‘and I imagine Professor Chesham will now have to take a lot of flak for not jumping through the right hoops, but I think what he’s trying to do there seems rather refreshing.’


‘I’ve got a teenage daughter,’ said Colin. ‘Every time she makes a fuss over some bit of food, I start praying she won’t go anorexic on us. It’s every parent’s worst nightmare. Given Professor Chesham’s track record, I’m not surprised that people just let him get on with it.’


Grace hadn’t expected such understanding, especially when she knew how Colin had championed Blake’s appointment. Aware that her boss still blamed her for Lance Cooper’s abrupt departure, she hadn’t been in a position to argue too strongly for her own choice of candidate, but it was nevertheless ridiculous for her to hold Colin’s approval against the new member of the team. It wasn’t Blake’s fault that Colin combined being a smart operator as a cop with being an untrustworthy weasel of a man, and having Colin’s support did not make Blake in any way suspect. She resolved to try harder not to judge him.


‘I want you all to do your best on this,’ she told the assembled team. ‘Tim Merrick was a promising young doctor with his life before him. He died as a result of a sustained attack by a violent assailant. We’re going to get whoever did this and put them behind bars where they belong.’


‘Boss?’ Duncan looked up from his computer screen. ‘We’ve just been sent Tim Merrick’s phone records. He made only one call from Wryford. It was yesterday, at 6.47 p.m., lasting nearly ten minutes.’


‘Find out who the call was to,’ said Grace. ‘See if we can speak to the person today. Maybe he or she can finally shed some light on what this was all about.’
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Clive Goodwin drained the pasta and waited for the steam to evaporate. He needed those extra few seconds to prepare himself for the ordeal of another family mealtime and prayed silently to the mound of spaghetti that this brutal murder wasn’t going to throw his daughter’s treatment off course. He and Gillian had been told that Meghan’s recovery would be a slow process. Professor Ned had warned them it wasn’t like surgery: there was no quick fix, no magic bullet, not even after she regained enough weight to appear normal again. They had to be prepared for setbacks. And yet life had, almost unbelievably, gradually improved over the few months since Meghan had been accepted as a patient at St Botolph’s. He’d almost begun to believe that his perfect, joyful, busy little girl really would come back to them. But now this. What was Dr Merrick’s death if not a setback?


Clive knew his attitude to the young doctor’s murder was selfish and callous, but he defied any father to think differently if, after watching helplessly as his beautiful child turned into a spitting, suspicious, hateful skeleton, he’d been offered the chance of a miracle. Before Professor Ned he had sometimes wanted to walk away and have nothing more to do with women’s bodies ever again. Even his decision to marry had been prompted by Gillian falling pregnant with Meghan. Not that he’d been particularly unhappy about it, and the day Meghan was born he’d fallen instantly in love, but now he had this to deal with and he didn’t feel equipped for it. It wasn’t what he’d imagined signing up for.


He stood frozen at the sink, afraid to turn and set the meal in motion. If Meghan started again with that business of scraping off every speck of sauce and cutting each single strand of spaghetti into ever smaller and smaller pieces he was afraid his heart would simply break, and that would be the end of him. He’d willingly undergo any physical torture rather than endure more of this agony.


‘Come on, darling. You’re letting the pasta get cold.’


Gillian’s voice cut through his rising panic. Composing his expression he tipped the spaghetti into a dish and carried it to the table. The Bolognese sauce, in another bowl, was already on the table. They had learned to serve salad as a separate course, so that untouched food could not be hidden beneath a lettuce leaf.


‘Help yourselves,’ he said, aiming for a tone of voice that didn’t sound too falsely bright and optimistic. Meghan hesitated – and Clive knew that Gillian too was holding her breath – before reaching for the serving spoons. She took a reasonable amount of both pasta and sauce. As he helped himself, he watched covertly as she ate her first few mouthfuls without any delaying tactics. Allowing himself to drop his guard, he found that he was hungrier than he’d thought.


None of them knew what to say. He and Gillian had agreed not to talk at the table about Dr Merrick or the summer camp, yet it seemed wrong to chat as if nothing had happened. After eating almost half of her food, Meghan put down her fork.


‘Would you believe me if I said that I just don’t feel like it? I mean, who would?’


‘Try another few mouthfuls,’ said Gillian before Clive could stop her.


‘I’m too sad,’ said Meghan, pushing away her plate. ‘I liked Doctor Tim. He was sweet.’


‘It was a horrible shock,’ said Clive. Gillian had not accompanied him on the early-morning drive to Wryford Hall. They’d had to wait their turn to speak to the police, and it had been a couple of hours before they were free to leave. ‘It’s been an incredibly stressful day,’ he said, hoping that his wife would hear his warning tone and back off. Meghan did, for she nodded at him gratefully.


‘I understand, darling,’ Gillian told Meghan. ‘But you know what Ned would say if he was here. Food is medicine. I can see how upset you are, but you still have to eat. Ned wouldn’t let you get away with it, now would he?’


‘I don’t care what Ned would say! Why does no one ever care about what I want?’


‘Meghan, we just want you to be well,’ said Gillian.


Clive watched as if in slow motion as Meghan picked up her bowl of spaghetti in both hands, held it aloft and then dashed it to the floor. Although this was a scene enacted in this room many times before, he had been lulled by the recent weeks of relative calm. As Meghan ran out and he listened to her footsteps on the stairs and then the slam of her bedroom door he felt as if he was about to collapse or have a stroke or simply lose his wits and go stark staring mad. He reminded himself of what Ned had said in a family therapy session, that this was the adrenalin coursing through his veins, a fight-or-flight response to the anxiety and frustration of dealing with a dangerously ill child who believed that food would kill her. He must keep breathing and wait for the panic-inducing rush to subside, must remind himself that this behaviour was not his beloved daughter but the anorexia fighting for its survival.


‘Shall I go up to her?’ asked Gillian.


‘Not yet,’ said Clive. He drew in a deep breath and sighed it out. ‘I hope we didn’t make a terrible mistake letting her go to the camp before she was ready.’


‘Are you blaming me?’ Gillian’s voice was shrill. ‘Because I was the one who thought it would be so good for her?’


‘No, no,’ he said wearily. ‘Not at all. It’s just such a damn shame, when she seemed to be doing so well.’


‘I feel so guilty,’ she said, going to fetch a cloth and dustpan and brush to start clearing up the mess. ‘Just imagine, all last week we were thinking how good it was to be normal again, that it was such a relief to imagine her running about and having fun like an ordinary kid.’


Clive hoped his wife wasn’t about to start crying. He wasn’t sure he could cope. He thought about going up to talk to Meghan, but he and Gillian would first have to discuss whether or not they were going to try and make her come back down and eat some more pasta. He couldn’t face either of those battles. Looking at his own congealed food in despair, he hated Tim Merrick for getting himself killed.
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Grace and Blake had decided to wait for the worst of the weekending Sunday traffic to die down before setting off for London. Grace would have liked to nip home first for a quick shower and a change of clothes, but was too eager to gain some momentum on this inquiry. They’d left Duncan to follow up a few local leads around Wryford Hall, but she had little confidence that even his diligent legwork would produce a breakthrough. She crossed her fingers that Helen Fry, whom Duncan had identified as the recipient of the call Tim Merrick had made a few hours before his death, would shed some light on what had happened.


They’d discovered what little they could about her in the time available: she was thirty years old, a clinical nurse specialist in Professor Chesham’s unit at St Botolph’s with a degree in children’s and mental health nursing. She’d been there for nearly four years and was working towards a qualification in family psychotherapy. Although her number was in Tim’s phone memory, there was no record of his having made any other call to her, and the few work-related texts they’d exchanged had been brief and practical.


‘Given the timing of Tim Merrick’s call, is it possible that he went to meet her by the gate to the road?’ Grace asked, thinking aloud.


‘You suggesting he made a booty call?’ Blake laughed.


‘Unlikely, given their previous uneventful call history, but the timeline is possible. Wryford Hall is less than two hours’ drive from London.’


‘There’s no car registered in her name,’ he said. ‘I checked before we left. Though she does have a driving licence.’


‘Fair enough. And Duncan spoke to her to arrange our visit. If she was Tim’s girlfriend, you’d think she’d have said so.’


‘She might have reason to be cagey about that,’ said Blake, his eyes on the road. ‘The prof said he disapproves of relationships between staff, remember.’


Grace nodded and fell silent. She’d just have to be patient for the remainder of the journey.


The basement door to Helen Fry’s flat in a leafy road in Crouch End was opened by a willowy young woman with pale skin and silky light brown hair drawn back into a single plait. She wore jeans and, despite the warmth still lingering in the late-evening air, a pale blue sweatshirt. She welcomed them in with wary politeness. A sliding door stood open to the garden, and glasses and a jug of homemade lemonade had been put out ready on the coffee table. Grace gladly accepted a cool drink and found it delicious.


‘Your colleague said on the phone that you wanted to talk to me about Tim,’ said Helen once they were settled. She addressed Blake but it was Grace who responded.


‘Yes. How did you hear of his death?’


‘Ash called me this afternoon,’ said Helen. ‘Ash Rajani. He’s head of Adult Psychiatry. He wanted everyone to know before coming to work tomorrow. People are very upset.’


‘When did you last speak to Tim?’


Helen bit her lip, looking from Grace to Blake and back again. ‘He rang me.’


‘When was this?’


‘Yesterday evening.’ Helen’s gaze was fixed on Blake’s pen as he took down notes. ‘Saturday, about half-past six.’


‘And what did you talk about?’


Helen looked scared. ‘Do I have to say?’


Grace smiled reassuringly. ‘We’ll be as discreet as we can, but Tim was murdered. You need to tell us everything.’


Helen nodded, rubbing her hands together anxiously. ‘He said he was having inappropriate thoughts about one of the girls.’


Grace hid her surprise. ‘Go on.’


‘He rang me because he wanted guidance. He wasn’t a bad person, he really wasn’t. It was counter-transference, I told him that. It happens. It’s not real.’


‘You’ll have to explain.’ Although Grace remembered Freud’s theory from her psychology degree, the outlines had dimmed.


‘Sometimes a patient will develop feelings for a member of staff. They’re young girls, full of hormones, lonely and desperate to feel normal. Or sometimes they’ll project their fear about their own sexuality on to one of us. Either way, the other person might unconsciously start to feel what they’re feeling. So Tim was probably picking up on a patient’s attraction and maybe also their ambivalence, denial and rejection. It’s complicated. I said he should discuss it with his clinical supervisor when he got back.’


‘Would that be Professor Chesham?’


Helen shook her head. ‘We’re usually supervised by someone outside the unit, someone who can be more objective. I don’t know who Tim’s supervisor would be.’


‘Did he tell you which patient he was concerned about?’ asked Grace.


‘No.’


‘And you didn’t ask?’


‘I advised him to take it to his supervisor.’


‘You were speaking for nearly ten minutes,’ said Blake.


‘We’re trained to listen,’ said Helen. ‘To reflect back, to let the other person arrive at their own insights.’


‘Do you have any reason to think he might have gone beyond inappropriate thoughts?’ asked Grace. ‘That he could have said things or made sexual advances to one of the girls?’


‘He said it hadn’t gone that far. That’s why he called me.’


‘Do you think this started at the summer camp? Had you noticed anything or discussed his behaviour before they left?’


‘No.’


Helen got up, collected the lemonade glasses and took them through to the little kitchen that opened off the living room. Grace and Blake exchanged glances but remained silent. Grace took the opportunity to look around the room. The walls, carpet and curtains were all in neutral colours and everything was neat and spotless. The only personal touches were a vase of irises on the small dining table, a shelving unit crammed with books, and a framed photograph on the mantelpiece above the empty fireplace in which Grace recognized Ned, Crystal and Helen with a group of other people who she assumed were other staff at the unit.


Helen came back into the room, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m finding this very difficult to talk about.’


‘Of course,’ said Grace. ‘Take your time.’


‘Do you know if he called anyone else?’ Helen asked.


‘Did he mention that he might?’ Grace wanted to get a better handle on this new information before giving too much away.


‘I just thought . . . It couldn’t have been suicide, could it?’ Helen asked abruptly.


‘No, definitely not,’ said Grace. ‘Look, you mustn’t worry about where this leads. You just have to tell us everything you know and trust us to get it right.’


‘If you’re worried about one of your patients,’ said Blake with a sensitivity that Grace would not have anticipated, ‘then, in my experience, when someone ends up being killed because of a situation that has got out of hand in some way, the person responsible is often only too relieved to have it all resolved and to be offered a chance to face up to what happened.’


Helen stared at him before speaking. ‘I’m sure it was all in his head. He said he’d been having these thoughts and feeling like a voyeur. That’s all it was.’


‘And he never mentioned who it was?’


‘No.’


‘Were you and he good friends?’ asked Grace.


‘Not especially, no.’


‘Only I wonder why he didn’t speak to Crystal Douglad or Professor Chesham.’


‘Tim said he couldn’t find an opportunity at the camp when he could be sure of speaking privately. And we all work very closely together in the unit.’


‘Why didn’t you come forward with this information as soon as you heard from Dr Rajani that Dr Merrick had been murdered?’ asked Blake. ‘You must have realized its implications.’


‘I think I was in shock,’ said Helen. ‘And, you know, why malign the dead? Tim would never have been violent towards anyone. He was a good, caring doctor.’


‘And you’ve no ideas about who might have killed him?’


‘No.’


‘Can you think why he might have left the campsite? He was found on the other side of the Wryford estate.’


‘I think maybe I suggested that, if he was struggling, it might be an idea to put some distance between himself and the girls,’ said Helen. ‘I can’t really remember. I’m sorry.’


‘One last question,’ said Blake, responding to Grace’s almost imperceptible nod. ‘Routine, I’m afraid. Where were you last night?’
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‘Kept me on the edge of my seat right to the end’
Clare Mackintosh on Good Girls Don't Die





