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For Cathy, love of my life




Chapter 1


The Happening


On a golden evening in July, two hundred art lovers assembled at an über-hip gallery in Somerset.


Flicking the locks on expensive cars, they meandered through the swaying grasses of the gardens towards a fibreglass pavilion shaped like a giant womb on stilts.


Amongst the chosen ones were critics, London art dealers, stars of music and TV, and friends of the artist.


In the noisy interior of the pavilion, cheeks were kissed, selfies taken, glasses sparkled and bare shoulders gleamed as ponytailed waiters hovered with canapés and champagne. A bewildered group of local dignitaries huddled near the vaginal doorway.


All around the hemispherical walls, grainy film flickered. The cultured throng needed no reminder that the silent footage of a naked and shockingly beautiful young artist – head flung back in ecstasy, entangled in the limbs of her lover – comprised scenes from her infamous student work, Preconception.


It wasn’t just the film that crackled with electricity; the notorious performance artist, Kristal Havfruen, had been absent from the art scene for many years. A feeling of anticipation permeated the air. If Kristal had chosen tonight to re-emerge, she would do so explosively.


There were rumours of another happening.


Havfruen fans enthused loudly: the woman was a life force … an artist with the imagination of Frida Kahlo and the theatricality of Marina Abramović. In the shadows, a few sceptics grumbled about a career defined by appropriation. Havfruen was an artist who divided opinion.


‘Well, is she here or isn’t she?’ asked a heavily bearded man in a skirt.


‘Of course she’s here,’ replied his companion. ‘After all, Kristal is the art!’


At 7.45 precisely, the hubbub in the pavilion was silenced by the silvery tinkle of a spoon on a champagne flute. All eyes turned towards an angular man in a tartan suit with an ironic pencil moustache on his slightly sweaty upper lip.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Meat Hook Gallery. For those who don’t know me, my name is Saul Spencer. It has been my immense honour to curate this seminal retrospective show. I am sure you are as excited as I am to view the life work of Kristal Havfruen, brought together in one place at long last. I have heard much speculation about whether Kristal will be joining us tonight … I could tease you a little longer, or tell you that the artist is indeed in the house. In fact, Kristal has spent nearly a month overseeing the breathtaking show we are about to enjoy.


‘The exhibition has been laid out in chronological order, and I am thrilled to announce that Kristal has created a major new work exclusively for Meat Hook, which will be revealed in the master gallery as the climax to our evening. This work has been a closely guarded secret, which even I have not been allowed to see. So, a thrilling night lies ahead. If you would kindly follow me, we will make our way to the galleries. Do please take the time to enjoy the gardens, which are looking absolutely splendid tonight, and take care as we pass the ponds.’


Like children following the Pied Piper, the guests fell in behind Spencer’s gaunt frame, filing out of the womb, along the gravelled paths towards the galleries. A single dragonfly hovered over the water. Pashminas were tightened against a slight nip in the air, as the last rays of sunshine cast Giacometti shadows across the lawns.


And now they entered the splendid Meat Hook Gallery, an elegant marriage of Elizabethan farm buildings and postmodern glass and steel.


Over their heads a banner proclaimed:


KRISTAL HAVFRUEN – A LIFE


Beside the door, a smaller notice cautioned:


Some exhibits may be unsuitable for minors.


Discretion is advised.


In the first room they were greeted by another film projected across an entire wall. This piece was the sequel to the footage in the pavilion, and although the movie had that slightly yellowing quality that came with age, it still managed to elicit intakes of breath from the guests. This was Kristal’s infamous degree show from Falmouth School of Art. It showed a dramatically spotlit mattress on the stage of a densely crowded theatre. On the mattress, a young Kristal Havfruen was struggling in the last stages of labour. With one final convulsion, her ivory body heaved, and a wailing baby slid and tumbled into the world. The first sound that met his tiny ears was applause.


Whatever people thought of Havfruen, no one came close for sheer chutzpah. And of course, the extraordinary thing was that the baby was here … right here amongst them tonight: Kristal Havfruen’s son, Art.


Now aged twenty-four, Art was a successful advertising executive. He had been spotted earlier, dressed in a fashionably crumpled suit and long pointy boots. But where was he now?


At that precise moment, Art was locked in a cubicle in the Meat Hook’s unisex toilets, busily hoovering lines of snowy CK1, his current drug of choice – cocaine mixed with a low dose of ketamine.


When he was done, he wiped his nostrils with the back of a frail hand and washed his face at the pig-trough sink. Then, fortified by the sweetly balanced double punch of marching powder and equine tranquilliser, Art Havfruen glided back into the galleries, feeling his groin stir at the sight of the willowy art aficionados around him.


The guests had crowded into a high-ceilinged room, formerly a cowshed, dominated by an early sculptural work. The piece was a full-sized Day-glo tree, festooned with what appeared to be multicoloured apples, but which on closer examination proved to be immaculately rendered resin foetuses. A printed card explained that the work was entitled Forbidden Fruit and that the somewhat withered snake-like entity in a formaldehyde-filled tank amongst the roots was the umbilical cord of Havfruen’s newborn child.


Not surprising then that Art Havfruen felt a tad paranoid and queasy as he levitated into a cobbled yard for air. It was a strange and heavy burden to be not just the subject of so many of his mother’s famous pieces, but the work itself.


In the courtyard, he was met by another vision of his mother: a gargantuan squatting superwoman named Pissing Kristal. The hyper-real effigy showed the artist in her trademark short lacy white dress and oversized cherry-red Dr Marten boots, and it had been ingeniously engineered to emit a never-ending gurgling stream of water.


The Meat Hook guards, who sat discreetly on stools throughout the show, overheard the mumbled observations of the guests – shock, fascination, and mutterings of plagiarism or derivation from artists such as Damien Hirst, Ron Mueck and Yayoi Kusama.


It was no secret that Havfruen did not make the works herself; instead she engaged the services of skilled technicians in workshops and foundries all around the West Country. As she had famously declared to a sceptical Channel 4 arts correspondent: ‘Anyone can make, but few dare to dream.’


In the luminous galleries, a group of the artist’s family and friends from the early days had reunited for the evening. The years had wrinkled, stooped and whitened, in some cases quite shockingly. Marlene Moss, the former head of painting at Falmouth School of Art, was now as frail as a bird in her wheelchair; pushed in turn by her devoted former students, whom she often described as her children. Notable amongst her protégés was Kristal’s husband, Callum Oak, a talented artist in his own right, though far more conventional than his wife. The likeness to their son, Art, was plain to see; Callum was a handsome, curly-haired man, still boyish in his forties. Another former student and lifelong friend of the Havfruen-Oak family was Oliver Sweetman, an ever-smiling ginger giant, who had, by virtue of his ubiquitous presence over the years, become Kristal’s assistant and photographer.


The guests proceeded into the older galleries, ancient piggeries, barns and slaughterhouses that had been transformed into airy whitewashed spaces where the eponymous meat hooks still hung. These rooms were crammed with works from Havfruen’s middle period. Here were shining tanks in which shockingly lifelike figures floated or dived through amniotic liquid. The model and star of these aquatic tableaus was, in every case, the narcissistic figure of Kristal herself, creepily small or alarmingly large, always in a short lacy white dress and red boots.


Along a corridor, a row of screens showed interviews from arts programmes and archive footage of the artist at work in her studios. Kristal was mesmerising to watch, so assertively articulate that it was easy to forget that English was her second language. But the strange thing about her was that she never smiled. Yes, those green eyes sparkled, but the deliberately smudged lips remained tightly drawn over pearly teeth.


It was a little after 8.30 when the tartan-suited curator, Saul Spencer, paused by the industrial hammered doors of the master gallery. The light here was an insipid yellow, giving him the sinister appearance of a master of ceremonies at a freak show as he waited patiently for the last stragglers to arrive. Then he drew himself on tiptoe and whispered theatrically:


‘Ladies and gentlemen, beyond these portals we will discover … what? Who knows? I certainly do not. Even those who have disparaged Kristal will acknowledge how she plays with our emotions. She is indeed a sculptor of sensations. I have no doubt that something unforgettable awaits. Are you ready, ladies and gentlemen? Then throw wide the gates!’


Behind him, uniformed attendants slid back the well-oiled doors, and Saul Spencer led the feverish crowd into the final room.


The master gallery was a vast, cathedral-like space, high-ceilinged and stone-walled. The art lovers peered about in the semi-darkness. There was only one work here. One dark object positioned carefully on a podium in the dead centre of the room. It was a rectangular glass tank, no bigger than a small fridge.


The onlookers formed a reverential circle. The only sound was a slight sniffing from Art Havfruen, and the trundle of wheels as Marlene Moss was rolled across the flagstones.


And then, in an ear-splitting instant, the silence exploded into the deafening blasts of Beethoven’s Choral Symphony. As one, the guests leapt an inch off the floor, but before they could recover, half a dozen laser-bright spotlights converged on the tank.


Above the booming music came the laughs, gasps, cries and sighs of the uneasy audience.


On the sealed lid of the tank sat a gleaming pair of red Dr Marten boots.


Inside the tank floated an ethereal vision of beauty – a shockingly realistic model of Kristal Havfruen, suspended delicately in a foetal position. Her green eyes were open wide. Long fingers trailed. Her knees were raised like an Inca mummy, and her slim body was draped in white lace that billowed like a christening gown as she drifted in the amber liquid.


The craftsmanship was astonishing, but what made the piece so deeply unsettling was that, unlike anything she had created before, this image of Kristal was precisely life-sized, showing her as she was now: a forty-three-year-old woman with protuberant bones and subtle wrinkles on her lovely face. And when you looked closely, you noticed that it was not made of rigid resin or fibreglass. Instead, the skin seemed soft, the perfectly crafted limbs waved like delicate tendrils. Her blonde hair flowed and rippled in a shimmering halo.


Some at the back could not see, and they pushed towards the phosphorescent tank.


‘Astonishingly lifelike,’ muttered a woman.


‘Incredibly so,’ someone agreed.


‘Every pore. Every detail.’


‘The crow’s feet around the eyes.’


‘And is that … a trickle of blood from the side of the neck? Do you see?’


And now, as the guests gazed in alarm, a few tiny bubbles burbled from those painted lips, and drifted upwards like a necklace of pearls.


In the shadows, Saul Spencer felt dread creep over him like fog. Frantically he caught the attention of one of his attendants. Raising his little finger and thumb, he mimed a phone, and at the same time mouthed a single, unmistakable word:


‘Police!’




Chapter 2


The Clammy Odour of Death


When the phone vibrated in her pocket, Detective Inspector Shanti Joyce was focused on a mouse in a forest.


She had reached the part where the mouse meets the wart-nosed Gruffalo, and she was relieved to notice that her son, Paul, had finally dropped off to sleep.


‘This had better be important, Benno,’ she hissed, stepping onto the landing and quietly closing the bedroom door. ‘I mean, life-and-death important.’


‘Looks like both those things, boss.’


Shanti felt her pulse quicken. Part of her had been waiting for this call.


Downstairs in the kitchen she swallowed half a cup of tepid coffee as Benno filled her in on the goings-on at the Meat Hook Gallery. Pulling on trainers and grabbing her jacket, Shanti called to her mum, who was watching TV in the living room.


A few minutes ago, she’d been set for a couple of glasses of Merlot, a bath, an hour’s junk TV and a microwave dinner with Mum, followed by the gentle slide to sleep. But Benno’s call had slapped her into wakefulness. She pulled on her seat belt and accelerated out of the quiet cul-de-sac.


The story was bizarre: the body of an artist floating in a tank of formaldehyde at her own private view.


Shanti recalled the first time she’d smelt the heady chemical – standing alongside her fellow rookies on a morgue visit during her training. The corpse was many months old, so the flesh had become rubbery and yellow, but it was the smell that haunted her: a low, invasive stench that crept beyond your nostrils to the very back of your skull, where it lingered for a long, long time. The men had recoiled at the experience, one even passing out. But not Shanti Joyce. She was made of tough stuff, and that steel core was why she’d become a DI in her early thirties.


But that was a long time ago. Before the botched case and the move to the West Country. Before the shit divorce.


Now the determination to set things right seemed to power the Saab 900 along the leafy Somerset roads towards her destination. The satnav showed the gallery just fourteen miles along the A359. She’d be there in nine minutes.


Shanti’s eye was caught by the pile of detritus in the footwell – discarded sandwich wrappers, a pair of Paul’s football socks, and several folders of unattended paperwork. She winced at the sight. Named Shantala by her parents, she’d been Shanti since she was a little girl, and inevitably, her colleagues back in north London had referred to her chaotic office as Shanti Town.


As she swung into the softly lit car park, she lowered the window to speak to the uniform at the gate.


‘Don’t let anyone leave or enter, Dunster. Not even Jesus Christ himself.’


‘Yes, boss. Paramedics are on their way. What shall I do if Jesus is driving?’


‘Listen, Dunster. If you’d prefer a job as a stand-up, that could be arranged.’


She parked alongside four patrol cars and a big van belonging to the HazChem team. She took in the converted farm buildings and a series of incomprehensible sculptures around the courtyard. Then she stepped into the pulsing blue night.


Sergeant Bennett, the man who’d thwarted the encounter between the mouse and the Gruffalo, approached her. Shanti liked Benno. He was an older cop with teenage daughters. One of the few male officers whose eyes didn’t circumnavigate her anatomy as they spoke.


‘First thoughts, Benno?’


‘Weird. With a capital W. But it’s doubly tricky because we have a chem spill on our hands. I’ve evacuated the premises and we’ve got a couple of hundred guests waiting outside. But until HazChem give the all clear, no one’s allowed inside.’


‘I need access, Benno.’


‘I know that, boss. You’ll have to tog up.’


He led Shanti into the Meat Hook gift shop, where a thin man with a pencil moustache was waiting. The faint smell of formaldehyde clung to his tartan suit.


‘Saul Spencer,’ he said, extending a tremulous hand. ‘I’m the curator. This is like a nightmare. I keep thinking I’m going to wake and—’


‘The thing about nightmares, Mr Spencer, is they don’t smell. This place reeks like Frankenstein’s workshop, so let’s assume it’s the real thing.’


It came out harder than she’d intended, but inside Shanti was morphing from mum to cop, and gallows humour was part of her armour. She followed Benno and Spencer between baffling artworks, and with every step the sinister stench grew stronger.


‘The master gallery is through there,’ said Spencer, ashen-faced. And then, clutching a paisley handkerchief to his mouth, he retched violently and fled along the corridor like a spindly spider.


A man in a blue hooded suit with fitted goggles and respirator guarded the huge metal doors.


He reached out a gloved hand and handed them each a package of protective clothing. When they were fully togged up, Shanti felt as if she had entered a world of restricted sensations in which communication was diminished and visibility began a few feet from her body.


The HazChem officer checked them both for weak spots around the gloves and tops of their boots. Finally he nodded and hauled back the metal door.


Shanti thought she had seen it all in the old job, but the spectacle made her gasp. Inside the immense room, alien figures moved slowly in the lunar gloom. On a spotlit podium beside an upturned tank, a masked officer was attempting CPR on the limp and dripping body of a woman in a white dress. A pair of red DMs lay in a spreading pool of amber liquid.


Benno tapped Shanti on the shoulder, and when she turned to face him, she saw that he was signing. Two fingers across the throat and a solemn shake of the head meant the same thing in any language – the porcelain woman was deceased.


In minutes, Shanti assumed control. Photos to be taken of the corpse. This area should be cordoned off … and that one too. She identified points of entry – a large double door with a ramp for forklifts and wheelchairs, which had already been thrown wide. In addition, there were two fire exits. These she examined and then opened carefully with fingertips, to increase ventilation.


This was the golden hour, in which clues could slip away like blood down a drain.


Outside, the night pulsated like a fairground as more emergency vehicles arrived. On the gravelled area and the lawn beyond, a hundred or more elegantly dressed art lovers stood blubbering and choking like paid mourners at a Roman funeral. In contrast to the selfie-taking crowds that assembled at crime scenes in London, this lot had backed as far as possible from the scene, and some were being treated by first-aiders for streaming eyes or irritable throats.


Gesturing for Benno to join her, Shanti stepped outside and pulled back her hood and respirator. The inside of her suit was like a sauna, and the cool air bathed her lungs.


‘Jesus, Benno, any one of these people could be a witness. Look at them wandering all over the place. Is there somewhere we can assemble them and start getting statements?’


‘The HazChem guys have given the restaurant the all-clear,’ said Benno. ‘Shall we put them in there?’


‘OK, but obviously they can’t go back through the gallery.’


‘There’s access round the side.’


‘Right, see to it, will you, Benno? Get them seated and rustle up some coffee or something. No alcohol. Hand out blankets if they want them. I need ID and initial statements from everyone – no exceptions whatsoever. I want to hear from anyone who noticed anything funny. If anyone took photos, I want their phone. Oh yes, get them to stay off social media if you can. And send someone out to record every reg plate in the car park.’


A tall, curly-haired man huddled in a foil blanket against a wall appeared to be in a particularly bad state. His woollen suit was soaked and his shoulders heaved as several friends tried to comfort him.


‘Who’s this, Benno?’


‘That’s the widower, Callum Oak. I took a statement. He was the first person to realise it was Kristal in the tank, rather than another of her weird artworks. He tried to lever the lid but it was tightly sealed. Then he got desperate and hauled the whole thing over and eventually prised open the seal and dragged her out, along with a couple of gallons of formaldehyde. It was grim as hell because he tried to give her mouth-to-mouth; in the process he must have inhaled plenty of the stuff.’


As they spoke, the man was helped into a wheelchair and hauled backwards up some steps to an ambulance, his whole body convulsing with shock and misery. No chance of interviewing him tonight.


As Benno ushered the crowd towards the restaurant, Shanti studied their faces – some visibly distressed as they filed past, others wide-eyed with excitement. As was always the case, a few were actually complaining about the inconvenience. Towards the back of the crowd she noticed the reedy curator, Saul Spencer.


‘Quick word, Mr Spencer.’


He looked at her with mournful eyes and nodded.


‘I noticed some cameras in the roof of the big gallery; presumably there are more elsewhere. Are they in working order?’


‘Yes, there’s CCTV in every room of the building.’


‘I don’t want one millisecond of that footage to be lost. Is that clear?’


‘Yes, I’ll see to it immediately.’


‘Who set up the exhibition?’


‘Well, my team were involved with everything except the final work in the master gallery. Kristal demanded absolute secrecy in there.’


‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’


‘Not really. Kristal loved a bit of theatre.’


‘I gather there was a light show – I mean dramatic music and spotlights. Who operated that?’


‘Kristal had everything wired to a motion sensor with a time delay. It was activated as we entered the gallery.’


‘OK, I’m trying to compile a list of the key players in this incident. Besides yourself, of course.’


‘Am I a suspect?’


‘Your word, Mr Spencer. Not mine. Tell me, who else had knowledge of this artwork?’


‘Very few people. Let me think … There was her assistant, an old family friend named Oliver Sweetman. A big, funny fellow – he’s here tonight. Then I suppose her husband, Callum Oak, knew what she was planning.’


‘He’s just gone off in an ambulance.’


‘Yes, poor man. And that’s everyone. Except Art, of course.’


‘Art?’


‘Art Havfruen is Kristal and Callum’s son. You’ve heard of A Boy Named Art?’


‘You’re losing me. I’ll come back to you on that. But to be clear – the only people who knew what Kristal had planned in the master gallery were her assistant, Oliver Sweetman, her son, Art Havfruen, and possibly her husband, Callum Oak.’


‘That’s correct.’


‘But presumably someone delivered the glass tank? Tell me about that.’


‘I’m sorry, I should have said. We use a specialist art courier called MasterMoves – they’re well known in the art world … “Pay the Monet and watch our van Gogh”.’


Shanti looked bemused.


‘MasterMoves have been running back and forth between here and Kristal’s studio for weeks,’ continued Spencer. ‘They delivered all the artworks for the show. The tank in the master gallery must have been their final delivery; I saw two guys this afternoon unloading a crate on a forklift and I guess the tank was inside. It came down that ramp and into the master gallery though those double doors. The lads from MasterMoves are very quick and efficient. But we can check all of that when we get the footage from the security cams.’


‘What about the formaldehyde? When was that added to the tank?’


‘Kristal didn’t do it like that. The tank would have been delivered already filled to the top and tightly sealed. I know because there are several formaldehyde-filled tanks in the smaller galleries and I supervised their installation. They were all delivered pre-filled, otherwise the insurance would have been impossible.’


At the back of the shuffling crowd, a pasty-faced young man was noisily agitated.


‘You can’t keep me here!’ he was yelling. He wore a rumpled suit and pointy boots, fair hair sculpted into spikes. He was pacing about, gesticulating as if delivering a fiery speech.


‘That’s the son,’ Spencer whispered. ‘Art Havfruen.’


‘Excuse me, I’d better deal with this,’ said Shanti, stepping towards the commotion. ‘You need to calm down, Mr Havfruen,’ she soothed, although his behaviour was becoming more erratic by the minute.


Even in the half-light, it took her only seconds to realise that the unhealthy-looking lad was as high as an Airbus, with dilated pupils and twitchy behaviour – coke or speed, probably.


Art Havfruen was suddenly in her face. ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ he spat. ‘That’s my mother in there and I’m being treated like a petty criminal.’


Up close, Shanti noticed white specks around his nostrils and the telltale way he ground his teeth. ‘I realise this is terrible for you,’ she said, ‘but you need to step back and calm down, Mr Havfruen. We are trying to investigate what’s happened. I’m sure you’d want that for your mother.’


He began jabbing a finger inches from her eyes. ‘You’ve no fucking idea what I want.’


‘Get your finger out of my face, Mr Havfruen.’


The finger moved, only to poke hard at her shoulder. ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’


The plastic suit impeded her movements, but in a single action, Shanti swung the offending digit and the attached arm behind the boy’s back.


‘You’re hurting me, bitch!’ he screamed.


‘And you are wilfully obstructing a police officer in the execution of their duty.’


Maybe she had been a little too forceful, but Shanti had an extreme allergy to aggressive men. ‘Sergeant Bennett, would you help Mr Havfruen to the restaurant? He can choose between coffee and handcuffs, it’s all the same to me.’


‘You can’t do that,’ whined Havfruen.


‘Section 89 of the Police Act 1996 says we can,’ answered Benno.


There was one last wriggle from Havfruen, an action that bunched his jacket and loosened a plastic pouch from a pocket, which tumbled to the ground.


Shanti glanced down. ‘Oh, I think you’ve dropped something, Mr Havfruen. Let me look after this for you. I’ll leave it at Lost Property.’


As Benno guided Art Havfruen firmly by the arm, Shanti crouched to examine the packet, which had spilt a fine cloud of powder onto the gravel. Tapping the torch on her phone, she touched the powder with a fingertip and brought it to her nose. The scene-of-crime team were on their way. She’d mark the packet off and get them to bag it. At least the night was dry. That was something.


The HazChem team had fired up a noisy ventilation system to expel fumes from the gallery. As she pulled on her hood, Shanti caught that smell again – the clammy odour of death.


In the distance, she heard the echoing shouts of the Boy Named Art, arguing about harassment and human rights. She knew that she was in for a long night, but she didn’t care. Besides the sleeping eight-year-old in Yeovil, she cared about only two things: getting this investigation right, and rebuilding the reputation of DI Shanti Joyce.




Chapter 3


Beautiful Artistic Murder


By midnight, the scene in the master gallery resembled a Dada theatre production.


The main actors, Shanti and Benno, clad in white paper suits and pull-on overshoes, stood centre stage in earnest conversation beside the upturned tank.


All around them, beneath dazzling arc lamps, SOCO officers crawled like woodlice across the floor. The spillage had been mopped and flushed, and air-monitoring detectors had verified the room as non-hazardous.


The victim, Kristal Havfruen, had been pronounced dead, her dripping corpse zipped inside a body bag and wheeled away on a gurney. The guests’ initial statements had all been recorded and they had been allowed to leave.


It seemed that Shanti’s plea to keep the events away from social media had fallen on deaf ears. Benno informed her that the startling image of Kristal in the tank had already gone viral, with the hashtag #WhoKilledKristal. Even worse, there had been a number of journalists amongst the guests, and several major publications were now fighting over the story. One way or another, Kristal Havfruen was back in the limelight.


Kristal’s son, Art, whose anger had dissolved into pitiful sobs, had been taken to the station to be questioned about possession of an as-yet-to-be-confirmed substance.


Shanti spotted Dawn Knightly, the senior forensic investigator, tapping notes into an iPad in the corner of the gallery. They had only known each other a few months and Shanti was younger by several years, but there had been an instant connection between the two somewhat world-weary female professionals.


‘You an art lover, Dawn?’


Knightly, who had a plump, amiable face, was sealing the red Dr Marten boots inside a large polythene bag. ‘Prefer the pub if I’m honest, but I must admit this has my full attention. A body in a tank of formaldehyde. Never seen one of those before.’


‘Any initial thoughts?’


‘The body seems clean apart from slight bruising to the ribcage, which you’d expect after CPR. There are no defensive marks that might have come from fighting off an assailant. But I found one unusual thing …’


‘Oh yes?’


‘There’s a crude puncture wound on the side of the neck. Looks like a botched hypodermic job.’


‘That’s interesting. And any clues in the room?’


Knightly lifted the bag. ‘These boots were placed on top of the tank – part of the artwork, so I’m told. Normally a glass tank would be ideal for prints, but there were none except where Oak grabbed it to push it over.’


‘From what I’ve heard, this Kristal Havfruen was some kind of … what did you call her, Benno?’


‘A performance artist, boss.’


‘Right. Like a performer without the talent.’


‘The great and good assembled here might disagree.’


Shanti raised an eyebrow. She’d walked around the other rooms. Seen the Day-glo tree and the umbilical cord in a tank. The floating figures and the videos that looked like borderline porn. For God’s sake, who would be taken in by this stuff? It was the Emperor’s new clothes, wasn’t it? From what she could gather, the artist, Kristal, had spent her life making art about herself. A thought occurred to her.


‘Bear with me, Dawn, but given the woman’s self-obsession, how do we know she didn’t top herself? Wouldn’t that be like the ultimate performance?’


‘It crossed my mind,’ said Knightly. ‘But everything points against it. For a start, that puncture wound on the neck is inconsistent with suicide. In any case, with drowning, the body’s natural instinct kicks in and you start struggling like hell, especially in a small tank of neat formaldehyde.’


‘Take a look,’ said Benno, holding up his phone. ‘She’s floating easy as you please. That’s why everyone thought it was a model.’


The outlandish image of the foetal woman made Shanti shudder.


‘So you think she was dead before she entered the tank?’


‘I’ll bet my pension we discover she was drugged.’


‘Big stakes, Dawn.’ She reflected for a moment. ‘I suppose she could have drugged herself. Maybe she helped herself to Junior’s stash.’


‘Forget it,’ said Knightly. ‘She would either be too drowsy to climb in, or too lucid to drown. No. There’s more to it than that.’


‘Go on …’


She laid a gloved hand on the upturned tank.


‘The widower, Callum Oak, hauled the tank onto its side, and it would have been damned heavy. Guests describe him attempting to smash the glass with a chair before clawing at the lid. In the end they had to bring tools to prise it open. Eventually she tumbled out like a baby being born. Someone filmed the whole show. But here’s the thing, Shanti – that tank was sealed from the outside.’


‘Do you think she might have persuaded someone else to drug her and seal her in? You know, like a final attention-grabbing performance.’


‘Sounds far-fetched to me. But even if that was the case, we’re still looking for a killer.’


‘So what you’re saying is …’


Knightly smiled. ‘You know me. I don’t say anything till the fat corpse sings. But my money’s on murder, Shanti. Beautiful artistic murder.’


The Saab’s headlights pierced the velvety blackness of the lane. In the passenger seat, Benno shifted uncomfortably and eventually extracted a plastic stegosaurus from beneath his buttocks.


‘Excuse the mess. Still haven’t finished unpacking.’


‘No worries, boss,’ he replied unconvincingly.


She had offered the sergeant a lift because she wanted to pick his brains.


‘Listen, Benno, you heard what Dawn said, didn’t you?’


‘Murder.’


‘I trust her instincts. But do you realise what this means? Right now, we’ve got a killer wandering the West Country – I mean a demented killer. What kind of person would do that? Drug somebody, seal them in a tank of formaldehyde and put them up for public display? You’d have to have a mind as twisted as … as …’


‘As an umbilical cord in a tank.’


‘Exactly. I have to find them, Benno.’


‘I’m wondering about the motive. Money? Revenge? Jealousy? Love? Why would someone want to murder Kristal Havfruen?’


‘To be honest, her so-called artwork would be enough of a motive for me.’


‘Do you suspect the son?’


‘Snow Boy? He’s definitely worth looking at. I’d like to know what kind of relationship he had with his mum, although I doubt he has the wherewithal to engineer something that elaborate.’


A black and white badger stumbled ahead of them like a chubby convict on the run. It had been four months since the move from Camden, but Shanti doubted she’d ever get used to the nights out here. The absence of street lights. The absence of people. But then she remembered various inner-city estates in the small hours of a Sunday morning, and the West Country night seemed like a warm hug.


‘What about the husband, Benno?’


‘Callum Oak? He was clearly grief-stricken, although of course the formaldehyde had them all weeping.’


‘Where does he live?’


Benno flicked through his notebook with the light of a torch. ‘Here we go. Mangrove House, just outside Sidmouth.’


‘Where’s that?’


Benno adopted a bad West Country accent. ‘Oi’m forgettin’ you’re not from these parts. East Devon. ’Bout forty mile away.’


‘And that’s where he lived with Kristal?’


‘As far as I know.’


‘Then there’s Saul Spencer, the curator. And that big bloke, Oliver Sweetman, who’s some sort of family friend. He’s a bit odd, isn’t he? Never stops grinning.’


‘Boss, this could be simpler than you think.’


‘Why d’you say that?’


‘The galleries are jammed with CCTV. We may get lucky and see the offender at work – I mean actually opening the tank and … you know …’


‘Shoving her inside. Maybe. Or maybe Kristal was already in the tank when it was delivered. Listen, Benno, this is my first opportunity to prove myself to some of those dicks in the canteen, and it means a hell of a lot to have you on my side. Could you oversee the operation at the station so I can get out and about? Scour that CCTV footage. Go through initial statements for any anomalies. Check reg plates for previous offences, even a bloody parking ticket. Stick some names and faces on a board if it helps. Start roughing out a timeline. Most of all, I want you to study Art Havfruen. They’ve tested him, have they?’


‘Yes, the lad’s a walking chemistry set. We’ll get a full analysis in the morning.’


Shanti began to sense the familiar internal conflict, which manifested itself like indigestion. Tomorrow was Sunday and she had promised Paul they would spend the day together. But she was on fire with adrenaline. She wouldn’t sleep a wink tonight, she knew that. Endlessly questioning suspects in her head was her thing. Of course it was tough on the family, but a woman was dead, and they couldn’t keep her crazy son banged up for long. In addition, there was an urgent need to visit the widower, Callum Oak, the minute he was released from hospital. Above all, an investigation needed to be tackled while it was hot. Paul would understand that – he was dead proud of his mum. Lately he’d been saying he wanted to be a detective himself one day.


It came to her that if Benno was tied up at the station, she was going to need another pair of eyes and ears. Preferably someone who knew this part of the world as well as he did. She didn’t want to miss a detail, and two heads were better than one. She went through the other members of the team in her mind. She’d been shocked by how small the crew was on her arrival – a station trimmed to the bone by cuts. There was no one spare. Benno would need every available hand, and the weekend was always busy.


‘Know anyone who can support me, Benno? Someone good. Not a bloody plod.’


‘Hmm … there are a couple of smart guys in Wincanton and Crewkerne. But trust me, they’re not going to lend their top boys for any length of time.’


Silence settled in the car as both cops struggled with the perennial problem – how to do their job against an ever-decreasing budget.


‘There is someone …’ said Benno, his voice hesitant.


‘Go on.’


‘He’s another Yeovil DI … In fact you inherited his desk.’


Shanti had felt his ghost when she’d arrived. The immaculate desk surface, which was the complete opposite to Shanti Town. The well-ordered files and drawers, and the obsessively aligned stationery. More than a whiff of OCD, she reckoned. She recalled the mail that turned up for a while, addressed to … what was his name?


‘Caine, wasn’t it? DI Vincent Caine.’


‘On second thoughts, cancel that idea, boss. I’ll think of someone else.’


‘Why? What’s he like, Benno?’


‘This is off the record. I like the guy, but most of the team couldn’t get their tiny heads round him. Vince is a strange one. A little distant. Not interested in a pint after work. Prefers his own company. He enjoys a joke as much as the next person, but he would call out anything racist, or homophobic, or sexist, which some of the lads had trouble with. Spent his time reading weird books – Buddhism and mindfulness and all that. He had a great way with young people, but no family or kids of his own as far as anyone knew. Not detective material you would say … Except …’
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