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The Prius slowed at the front gate and the driver twisted around in his seat. His name was Mo, which Lulu assumed was short for Mohammed. He was in his mid-forties and had been the perfect Uber driver, offering her hand sanitizer, breath mints and bottled water before setting off from Oxford city centre and asking her what music she would like played during their journey. He had looked surprised when she had walked up with Conrad sitting on her shoulders, but if he had any objections at all to riding with a calico cat, he had kept them to himself. Conrad was standing on the seat next to Lulu, his paws up against the glass as he peered at the house in the distance. Lulu could see his reflection in the glass – the right side of his head was mainly black with a white patch around the nose and mouth, and the left side was brown and white.

‘Is this it?’ Mo asked. ‘It looks like a hotel.’

‘It does, doesn’t it?’

‘You said it was a house. But this is where the GPS is bringing me.’

‘Then this must be it,’ said Lulu.

‘Sometimes the GPS is wrong.’

There were two black wrought-iron gates, each almost twelve feet high, and they were open. There were weathered stone turrets either side of the gates set into an eight-foot-high stone wall. A tarmac driveway cut through several acres of manicured lawns, leading to a Georgian mansion with four massive chimney stacks. There were several cars and vans parked outside and Mo was right – it definitely had the look of a hotel.

Conrad twisted around and looked at Lulu. ‘Meow!’ he said and pointedly looked back at the turret on the right. There was a brass sign set into the stonework: HEPWORTH HOUSE.

‘This is definitely it,’ said Lulu.

‘So this is a house?’ Mo took both his hands off the steering wheel and opened his palms wide. ‘For one family?’

‘My friends don’t have children,’ said Lulu.

‘So just two people live here?’ He shook his head. ‘Unbelievable. They must be very rich.’

‘I think they are, now,’ said Lulu.

Mo put his hands back on the steering wheel, turned the Prius into the driveway and drove slowly towards the house, muttering under his breath. Lulu could understand his astonishment. The house was breathtakingly beautiful, and so big that it really didn’t make sense that only two people lived there. It was a far cry from the last home that Julia and Bernard Grenville had lived in, a small terraced house in what could only be described as a deprived area of Oxford. The house was nice enough but the area had one of the highest crime rates in the city and during dinner at least half a dozen car alarms had gone off. But that was six years ago, back when Bernard was a struggling antique shop owner and Julia was working as a lab researcher. Things had taken a turn for the better since those days, clearly.

Lulu and Julia had been firm friends for more than thirty years. Their paths had first crossed when Julia had been a forensic investigator while Lulu had been walking a beat in Stoke Newington. The friendship had lasted even though Julia and her husband had left London for Oxford. The invitation to Bernard’s sixtieth birthday party had come out of the blue, but Lulu had eagerly accepted – she had nothing pressing to do and was keen to catch up with them. Julia had mentioned that they had come into some money now that her company was about to go public, but clearly ‘some money’ was a gross understatement.

Mo brought the Prius to a stop next to a gleaming white Bentley. ‘Have a nice day,’ he said. He looked at the Bentley and sighed. ‘Now that is a wicked car.’

‘It is, isn’t it?’ said Lulu. The last time she had seen Bernard and Julia, they were driving a three-year-old Ford Fiesta. She opened the door and Conrad jumped off the seat and onto the ground. Lulu climbed out, picked him up, and closed the door. Mo flashed the Bentley another jealous glance and drove off.

Lulu held Conrad up so that he could climb onto her shoulders and settle around her neck. ‘This house is amazing,’ he said. Conrad hadn’t said a word during the twenty-minute drive from the city centre. Lulu was the only person he ever spoke to; he never said anything other than ‘meow’ when there was anyone else around. Lulu had come to accept that Conrad could talk, but there were times when she still thought that perhaps she was dreaming and that one day she would wake up. Cats didn’t talk, obviously. That was a fact of life. Except that Conrad did. He was an exceptional cat, perhaps one of a kind. He was a calico cat. Often referred to as a tortoiseshell but Lulu never liked that name as Conrad looked nothing like a tortoise. Most calico cats were female, but Conrad was indeed exceptional. In so many ways.

‘It’s not what I expected,’ said Lulu. She looked over at the vehicles parked in a line to their left. One was a Mercedes Sprinter van in the livery of Thames Valley Police, another was a nondescript blue Ford Mondeo which she instinctively recognized as a police vehicle. There was also a white BMW, a grey Volvo and a blue Range Rover, both less than a year old.

‘They’re scientists, you said.’

‘Julia was; she studied forensic science at university but then did a PhD in virology. Her husband is an art dealer. Well, antiques really. But these days he mainly helps her run the company.’

‘What does it do, again? This company?’

‘Julia did explain but I couldn’t really follow it. It’s something to do with vaccines but the techniques they use have wider implications for all sorts of illnesses.’ She reached up and rubbed him under the chin and he purred. ‘I’ll tell you what, I’ll ask her to explain it to me again and you can hear it from the horse’s mouth.’

‘See now, I have never understood that phrase. Horses don’t talk. Have you ever heard a horse talk? No. So why don’t they say “from the cat’s mouth” instead?’

‘Well, strictly speaking, cats don’t usually talk, either.’

‘That’s true. I am special.’ He wrinkled his nose.

‘Oh, I would say unique.’

Lulu walked up to the front door. There was a large brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head in the centre, but on the wall to the right was a brass bell push. She pressed it but didn’t hear anything from inside the house. ‘Do you think it’s working?’ she said.

‘Hard to tell,’ said Conrad. ‘Maybe the maid has to find the under butler and the under butler has to find the butler and then the butler will have to make his way to the front door.’

Lulu laughed. ‘It is a very big house, isn’t it?’

‘It’s enormous,’ said Conrad. ‘It’s a mansion.’

They heard footsteps and then the handle turned and the door opened. Lulu had half expected to be greeted by a liveried butler so she was pleasantly surprised to see that it was Julia. She was wearing a pretty blue cotton dress and had her blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. If anything her hair colour was even brighter than last time Lulu had seen her. Lulu had stopped dyeing her hair years ago and had embraced her greyness, which her hairdresser always kindly referred to as platinum.

Julia’s face broke into a beaming smile. ‘Lulu, my goodness, you’re here.’

‘Well, yes. You invited me, remember?’

Julia frowned. ‘And there’s a cat on your shoulders.’

‘Yes, there is.’

‘No, there’s a cat on your shoulders. Why is there a cat on your shoulders?’

‘This is Conrad,’ said Lulu.

Julia laughed. ‘Your date?’

‘Very much so.’

‘Meow,’ said Conrad.

‘Oh my goodness, he talks.’

‘Yes,’ said Lulu. ‘He does.’

Conrad jumped down off her shoulders and landed with a dull plop on the doorstep.

Julia looked over Lulu’s shoulder. ‘Where’s your car?’

‘We took an Uber.’

‘From London?’

‘From Oxford. We came on The Lark.’

‘The Lark?’

‘My narrowboat.’

‘You sailed from Maida Vale?’

‘You drive a narrowboat rather than sail her, but yes.’

‘But don’t they travel at five miles an hour or something?’

‘Between three or four. Pretty much walking pace.’

Julia frowned. ‘So how long did it take?’

‘Well, we weren’t rushing, so eight days.’ She gestured at the Sprinter van. ‘Julia, why are the police here?’

‘I’m so glad you came, Lulu,’ said Julia, stepping forward and hugging her. She air-kissed her on both cheeks and then hugged her again. ‘It’s just that something rather awful happened yesterday.’

‘What? What happened?’

Julia put her arm around Lulu and guided her through the doorway. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea and tell you all about it,’ she said.

They walked into a double-height hall with a sweeping double marble staircase that curved around a chandelier that must have been fifteen feet tall and composed of thousands of pieces of glass. It had the look of a crystal waterfall and it shimmered as Lulu looked up at it.

‘This way,’ said Julia, taking Lulu down a hallway to the left. The hallway was lined with modern paintings, large canvases with splashes of colour. There were doors leading off both sides. The kitchen was at the end of the hallway; it was ultra-modern, with gleaming white marble and stainless-steel appliances and a huge white oak island surrounded by half a dozen chrome-and-leather stools, above which hung a set of copper pans.

‘Oh, this is lovely,’ said Lulu.

‘Really? I think it looks like a hotel kitchen, ready to serve up two dozen English breakfasts at a moment’s notice. Bernard is the chef in the family, I can barely boil an egg.’

‘Where is Bernard?’

‘Well, that’s the thing, Lulu. Look, I really don’t want to drink tea – how would you feel about champagne?’

‘Champagne?’

Julia opened one side of a large fridge to reveal half a dozen bottles of champagne. ‘I really could do with a drink and seeing you after so long would seem to be the perfect excuse. And I have fresh orange juice too if you wanted a Buck’s Fizz.’

‘I’m always happy to have an excuse for a drink,’ said Lulu.

‘Excellent.’ Julia put the champagne on the island, then took a pitcher of orange juice from the fridge and gave it to Lulu. ‘You hold this and we’ll go through to the conservatory. And what about Conrad? What does he drink?’

‘Water would be great,’ said Lulu.

‘Tap water?’

‘Meow!’ said Conrad, looking up at Julia with his bright green eyes.

‘I’ll take that as a definite no,’ said Julia.

‘He likes Evian.’

‘Well, of course he does,’ said Julia. She took a bottle of Evian from the fridge and gave it to Lulu. ‘Through there,’ she said, nodding at two sliding doors that led to a large conservatory. She picked up two flutes and a glass bowl, retrieved the champagne and followed Lulu through the doors.

The conservatory overlooked the expansive grounds, which included a small lake, a wooden gazebo and several greenhouses and outbuildings. There was a wood in the distance. ‘This is just lovely, Julia,’ said Lulu, admiring the view. ‘It’s like a stately home.’

‘It’s not a home yet,’ said Julia. ‘But we’re getting there.’ Two large wooden-bladed fans were turning overhead. There were three rattan sofas with overstuffed floral cushions around a circular glass-topped rattan table. Julia put the glasses, bowl and champagne onto the table and sat down with a sigh.

Lulu put the orange juice and the Evian bottle down and then she sat next to Julia. There was clearly something wrong with Bernard, but she figured it was best to let Julia talk about it in her own time. Lulu had been a police officer in a previous life and had carried out more than her fair share of interrogations. Sometimes it was best to simply say nothing and to wait for the other person to fill the silence.

Julia uncorked the champagne with an ease that suggested she had done it many times before. She poured some into the two flutes and then added orange juice, while Lulu opened the bottle of Evian and sloshed some into the bowl. Lulu put the bowl down in front of Conrad and he lapped at it.

Julia handed a glass of Buck’s Fizz to Lulu. ‘I’m so happy to see you again,’ said Julia. They clinked glasses and drank. Conrad curled up at Lulu’s feet and rested his chin on his paws. ‘How long has it been?’

Lulu forced a smile. ‘Since Simon’s funeral, I suppose.’ Lulu’s husband had died, and not long afterwards she had moved onto The Lark. A new start.

‘Oh my gosh, yes. It was. I’m so sorry I let things slide, we were just so busy with the company. We literally haven’t had a day off in the last year.’ She sipped her drink, then looked out over the gardens. She was clearly getting ready to say something, so Lulu stayed quiet. Julia sighed. ‘Something terrible happened yesterday, Lulu. I’m still in shock. There was a robbery here, some paintings were stolen, and a man was killed. Bernard was hurt; he’s in bed at the moment.’

‘Julia! Why didn’t you say something?’

Julia smiled ruefully. ‘I’m saying something now. It wouldn’t have been right to hit you with it before you’d crossed the threshold, would it?’

‘Is Bernard okay?’

‘The doctor says he’ll be fine. They gave him a scan yesterday and they told him to take it easy, but there’s no lasting damage.’

Lulu covered her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh, Julia, that’s terrible. Why didn’t you cancel tomorrow’s party? Everyone would have understood.’

‘We talked about it, but it was such a terrible thing to happen that we didn’t want it to overshadow Bernard’s birthday. If we allow it to affect us, it’ll affect us for ever. His birthday will always be a reminder that someone was killed in our house – it would be blighted. This way, we just keep that room closed, we have the party, we bring fresh life into the house and we move on.’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

‘There is no suppose so, Lulu. It was a terrible thing to happen but we can’t allow it to control the way we behave. Plus a lot of VIPs have been invited, people that are involved with our company. We don’t want to mess them around by cancelling at such short notice.’

‘And the police are okay with that? All those people trampling over a crime scene?’

Julia grinned. ‘They weren’t happy at all. But Bernard is in the local Rotary Club with the assistant chief constable and he rang him up and explained everything. Bernard’s friend fast-tracked the forensic investigation and they should be finished by this evening.’

Lulu nodded, then sipped her drink. ‘Could I see the room where it happened?’

Julia laughed. ‘You really can never forget that you were a police officer, can you?’

Lulu smiled. ‘Guilty as charged. Is the room still being treated as a crime scene?’

‘I’m afraid so. The very nice detective who came along said she thought we might have the room back this afternoon, but if you really want a peep, I can show you through the window.’

‘No, it’s okay.’

‘You are so funny, Lulu. I know you really want to have a snoop around, it’s your nature. And you can’t fight your nature.’

Lulu laughed. ‘I’m sorry, you know me too well.’

Julia put down her glass and stood up. ‘Come on.’ She looked at the glass and smiled. ‘On second thoughts, I’ll take this with me.’ She picked up the glass again.

Lulu looked down at Conrad. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’

Conrad got to his feet, stretched, and jumped up onto the sofa. He meowed and then jumped up onto her shoulders. Lulu stood up carefully and Conrad adjusted his position before settling down.

‘That is amazing,’ said Julia. ‘Did it take a lot of training?’

‘I got the hang of it pretty quickly,’ said Lulu.

‘No, I meant . . .’ She laughed as she realized that Lulu was joking. ‘Right. I walked into that one, didn’t I?’

Julia opened a sliding door and stepped out onto a flagged walkway. She turned right and Lulu followed her. ‘How many acres do you have here?’ Lulu asked as she looked out over the garden.

‘There’s about five acres that make up the grounds, which is marked by the stone wall. But we own several of the adjoining fields. They’re rented out to local farmers.’

‘How do you take care of it all?’

‘Oh, there’s a gardening firm does all the hard work, though Bernard is threatening to get one of those ride-on lawnmowers.’

Ahead of them was a stone barn that had been renovated, with a new slate roof. ‘This will be Bernard’s studio, when he eventually starts painting again.’

‘He was such a good artist, I remember.’

‘Past tense is right,’ said Julia. ‘It’s been twenty-five years since he picked up a brush. He could never make any money from it. But if everything goes as planned he’ll have time to paint again, and that’s where he’ll be doing it.’

She turned around the corner and led the way towards a large raised terrace with massive stone urns at each corner. There were steps on three sides leading up to the terrace. In the distance were woods and Lulu saw movement. She shaded her eyes with her hand and realized that there were half a dozen uniformed police officers moving among the trees. ‘Julia, what’s happening over there?’ she asked, pointing at the woods.

Julia turned to look. ‘Ah, they’re doing a search. That’s where the thieves went. I suppose they’re looking for clues.’

Julia walked up the steps and Lulu went up after her. There were several trees in large ornate ceramic pots that had been trimmed into the shapes of animals. There was a sitting dog, a dolphin, a lion and some sort of bird. There were strips of blue and white police crime scene tape running between the two urns closest to the building, clearly to stop anyone going through the French windows.

‘That is the study,’ said Julia. ‘Bernard and I both work there, it’s one of our favourite rooms in the house. Though whether it remains that way after what happened – well, we’ll see.’ She smiled grimly.

Lulu walked up to the police tape. One of the panels of glass was broken. She peered through the hole into the room. It was very large and when she saw two doors leading off to the corridor she realized that it was actually two rooms knocked into one. There were desks at either end of the room. The one on the right was glass and chrome with two large Apple monitors, the other was an old oak desk that looked as if it might have belonged in a Napoleonic general’s war room.

Conrad jumped down off Lulu’s shoulders and landed on the flagstones with a dull thud.

‘So this is how they got in?’ asked Lulu.

‘Apparently, yes. And they left the same way.’ Julia waved her champagne flute at the woods. ‘They must have run across the lawn to the trees.’

‘What’s over there, behind the wood?’

‘A field. Potatoes. And beyond that is Featherdown Farm. Old Mr Reynolds runs it. He rents the field from us. I forget what he pays but it includes all the potatoes we can eat.’

Lulu looked through the windows again. ‘There doesn’t seem to be much damage?’

‘No, there isn’t. Just some blood on the floor.’

‘And the man who died – who was he?’

‘An insurance broker who was talking about policies with Bernard. They smashed their way in and attacked Bernard and the broker and then escaped with some paintings.’

‘Were you in the house?’

Julia shook her head. ‘I was at the florist’s, discussing the flower arrangements for tomorrow and checking that the cake was okay. In a way it was lucky I wasn’t here, but then if I had been here I might have . . .’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I feel guilty about not being here.’

‘How many robbers were there?’

‘I don’t really know.’

‘Well, I’m sure Bernard is just grateful that you weren’t in harm’s way.’

Conrad was pushing his nose against the glass to get a better look into the study.

‘He is so cute,’ said Julia. ‘Does he go everywhere with you?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘You said his name is Conrad? That’s an unusual name for a cat. Why did you call him that?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Oh, is he a rescue cat?’

‘I think actually he rescued me,’ said Lulu. She bent down and Conrad jumped up onto her shoulders. ‘This terrace is amazing,’ said Lulu, trying to change the subject because she didn’t want to tell Julia that Conrad had named himself. Lulu had long since become used to the fact that Conrad could talk, but as he had made it clear he wasn’t prepared to talk to anyone else, it was probably information best kept to herself.

‘The plan was to have the party out here if the weather was good,’ said Julia. ‘We were going to have tables out and a marquee on the lawn. But after what happened in the study . . .’ She grimaced and left the sentence unfinished.

‘I don’t know. If you did have a lot of people moving through the room to the terrace, you might erase the bad memories.’

‘A man died in there, Lulu.’

‘Well, yes. But this is a very old house, isn’t it? And in the old days people generally used to die at home. A lot of people have probably died here over the centuries.’

‘A fact which the estate agent neglected to mention,’ said Julia. She chuckled. ‘You’re right, of course. We need to wash the bad memories away, and what better way to do that than with a party? Let’s see what Bernard thinks.’
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They went back around the side of the house, through the conservatory and into the kitchen. They left their glasses on the island and Julia led the way down the hallway to the staircase.

‘This hall is just amazing,’ said Lulu, looking up at the massive chandelier above their heads. ‘How on earth do you clean that?’

‘Oh, you have to leave that to the professionals,’ said Julia.

‘Expensive, I’d guess?’

‘An arm and a leg,’ said Julia. ‘It was handmade in Italy, specifically for this space. I dread to think what it cost.’

‘You didn’t buy it?’

Julia shook her head. ‘The previous owner did all the work, to be honest. I mean, we tinkered with the interior design, but it’s very much his vision. It’s hard to find fault with anything he did. He had a good eye.’

‘What does he do?’

‘For a living? He runs a hedge fund.’

‘And lost all his money, so had to sell?’

Julia laughed. ‘No, he made so much money that this was too small for him. He moved to the Hamptons with his husband and they live in a place five times this big.’

‘Husband?’ Realization dawned. ‘Ah, so they were a gay couple. How nice.’

‘They’re lovely,’ said Julia. ‘He’s offered to let Bernard and me stay in his new place next time we’re in the States. He and his husband are lovely, really lovely. I think the only issue I had was their taste in art. They loved the Old Masters, oils mainly. Whereas Bernard and I go for the modern stuff. Post the Sixties, anyway.’

They went up the left arm of the sweeping staircase. There were large paintings all the way up, modern canvases with abstract splashes of colour.

They turned left at the top of the stairs, where there were more paintings. ‘Where did all the art come from?’ asked Lulu. ‘I don’t remember you having all these paintings before?’

‘Oh, Bernard and I have always collected art, you know that. We’ve been buying pieces since we left university. We had to put some of them in storage and this is really the first house we’ve had that has enough space to put them all on show. And last year we were flush with cash from our pre-IPO investors and Bernard said it was crazy to leave it in the bank when they were paying such low interest.’

‘Pre-IPO?’

Julia grinned. ‘That’s when investors buy into a company prior to the initial public offering. We had quite a large cash injection two years ago – that’s why we have the house and many of the paintings. In fact that’s how we ended up with the house in the first place. The guys who owned the house were big investors and they had us over here to hear our pitch. We fell in love with it. They invested and we bought the house.’

‘Serendipity.’

‘That’s exactly what Bernard said.’

They reached a white door and Julia turned the handle. The bedroom had been done with an Asian feel, with Chinese chests, a beautiful antique Japanese silk kimono on display on a wall, several jade statues of dragons and horses, and a red and gold abstract painting with stylized Chinese calligraphy. The room was so big that the super-king-sized bed actually looked small. Bernard was lying propped up with three pillows, tapping on his iPad. He put it down and looked at them over the top of his glasses. ‘Lulu? How lovely to see you.’ He had a large bandage across his forehead and his right eye was badly bruised. ‘Is that a cat on your shoulder?’

‘That’s Conrad,’ said Julia. ‘Lulu’s plus one.’

Conrad jumped down off Lulu’s shoulders and landed on a Chinese-style sofa at the foot of the bed.

‘Well, you have clearly been in the wars,’ Lulu said, walking across the stripped oak floor to sit on the side of the bed. ‘What on earth were you doing?’

‘I was in the study minding my own business and two heavies wearing ski masks barged in and clubbed me over the head with a poker. And they hit the chap I was with so hard that they split his skull open.’

‘But why?’

‘Why?’ said Bernard, frowning.

‘I mean, why did they hit you?’

‘Shock and awe,’ said Bernard. ‘They stormed in, pushed us around, then one of them grabbed a poker and laid into us with it.’

‘They came in through the window? The French window?’

‘From the terrace, yes.’

‘So it was locked?’

‘Locked?’

‘Well, they broke the glass to get in.’

Bernard laughed awkwardly. ‘Are you investigating the case, Lulu?’

‘No, of course not.’ She patted his leg through the quilt. ‘I just want to make sure they catch the bastards that did this to you, that’s all.’

‘The detective they sent is very thorough,’ said Julia. ‘She had a forensic team in yesterday afternoon and they’ve been searching the grounds all day.’ She looked at Bernard. ‘Lulu said we should definitely have the party on the terrace tomorrow. Exorcise the demons.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ said Bernard.

‘Will you be okay to come down?’ asked Julia.

‘I think so. I’m feeling a lot better today.’

‘How many people are coming?’ asked Lulu.

‘About two hundred,’ said Julia.

‘Oh my goodness. That’s a lot.’

‘Quite a few will be business colleagues and contacts. So it’ll be tax deductible.’

‘Oh, so that’s why we’re having a party,’ said Bernard. ‘Nothing to do with my hitting the big six-oh.’

‘It’s everything to do with your birthday, but we might as well save some money while we’re at it. Which is another reason we have to go ahead – everyone was paid in advance.’

‘Oh, there was never any question of cancelling,’ said Bernard. ‘I’m not going to let a couple of thugs ruin my life.’

‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ asked Lulu. ‘That eye looks awful.’

‘It probably looks worse than it feels,’ he said. ‘They gave me some pretty strong painkillers at the hospital.’

‘And they’re sure there’s no internal damage?’

‘The scans were fine. They said I have a very thick skull.’

‘Well, we all knew that, darling,’ said Julia, flashing him a mischievous smile.

Bernard smiled back, then wagged his finger at her. ‘Where are you living these days?’ he asked Lulu.

‘I’m on a narrowboat,’ she said. ‘I actually drove it to Oxford from Little Venice. The entire living space I have would fit comfortably into a quarter of this room.’

‘Does one drive a boat?’

Lulu grinned. ‘One does.’

‘And does one park it or moor it?’

‘Either is fine. I’m parked at Jericho. I was lucky, a chap was just leaving as we arrived.’ She looked around. There were two sliding doors that opened into a dressing area lined with mirrored wardrobes. ‘I can’t get over how wonderful this house is.’

‘We like it,’ said Bernard.

‘And your painting collection. It’s breathtaking.’

‘Julia has great taste.’

‘Bernard, that’s not true!’ said Julia. ‘He’s the one with the good eye. Especially with the newer artists. If it was down to me we’d have pictures of dogs playing poker on the walls.’ She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Now, you get some rest. I’ll get some lunch for Lulu.’

‘I should be up for dinner,’ he said.

‘Let’s see how you feel,’ said Julia.

‘Marvellous to see you again, Lulu,’ said Bernard. ‘And it was an absolute pleasure to meet your plus one.’

‘Meow,’ said Conrad, who was still standing on the sofa.

‘Conrad said the pleasure was all his.’

‘What a wonderfully polite cat he is.’
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Lunch was a selection of Marks & Spencer nibbles and the rest of the Buck’s Fizz. Julia served it in the conservatory and they sat on separate sofas. Conrad sat next to Lulu and she put smoked salmon pate, cooked prawns and some Scottish salmon and broccoli quiche on a plate for him.

‘It was a lifesaver when Ocado started delivering M&S food,’ said Julia. ‘Tap tap tap on the mobile and a van pulls up with whatever you want.’

‘You never need to leave home,’ said Lulu.

‘Well, you’ve taken a totally different approach: you take your house with you. I envy you the freedom.’

‘Oh, how can you say that with a house as lovely as this?’ said Lulu as she helped herself to some avocado, feta and grain salad.

‘Oh, it is gorgeous, I know it is. But it ties you down. I can’t just get up and go – but you, you can go almost anywhere.’

‘Well, not anywhere. But yes, there are almost five thousand miles of navigable canals and rivers so I am spoilt for choice. I do spend most of my time in Little Venice, though. That feels like home.’

‘What about the house you used to live in? That was a lovely house.’

‘It’s rented out. I don’t want to live there again, but selling it just seems wrong. It was where Simon grew up, and I lived there when we were taking care of his mother.’

‘Sometimes you have to move on, Lulu. You can’t keep looking back.’

‘I know, I know.’ She picked up a piri piri chicken wing. ‘One step at a time.’

‘Your problem is that you don’t like change.’

‘Well, who does?’

‘Change is what makes things improve,’ said Julia. ‘That’s why we now have M&S delivered and I don’t have to drive into Oxford. And change is what our company is all about. The technologies we are using now to tackle illnesses weren’t even thought of twenty years ago. Change has paid for this house and everything in it.’

‘Yes, I understand that nothing can stay the same. But life now is just so – complicated. Everyone is on their phone all the time, they seem to live their lives on social media. People are so angry. That’s why I love the canals. People are kinder, more helpful, more considerate. They smile and wave and look out for each other.’

‘Well, I hope it stays that way,’ said Julia.

Something moved outside and Lulu started. It was a woman. A blonde woman peering through the glass. She was wearing black-framed spectacles with oblong lenses and had her hair tied back.

‘Oh, that’s Inspector Calder. She’s probably got some news for us.’ Julia stood up and opened the door.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ said the inspector. ‘I just wanted to let you know that I’m still here with a search team. We’ve worked our way across the lawn and we’ll make a start on the wood. I doubt that we’ll get everything done before dusk so we’ll be back first thing tomorrow.’ She was wearing a high-vis jacket over a dark blue suit.

‘Come in, come in, we’re just having a late lunch.’

‘Then I really won’t disturb you.’

The inspector turned away but Julia put a hand out and took her arm. ‘No, please, come and meet my friend. And have a drink. You’ve been out there all day.’

Inspector Calder seemed set to refuse, but then she smiled. ‘Why not?’ She looked at the jug on the table. ‘Orange juice?’

‘With a splash of champagne,’ said Julia. ‘Buck’s Fizz.’

‘Oh, just the orange juice for me,’ said the inspector, sitting down next to Julia. ‘I do love a Buck’s Fizz but I’m on duty, obviously.’ Lulu guessed she was in her mid to late twenties, which was young to be an inspector. It really was true that the police were getting younger. Lulu hadn’t made inspector until she was in her thirties.

‘This is Lulu Lewis, my very good friend,’ said Julia. ‘And if you were to have the merest splash of fizz in your orange juice, our lips would be sealed.’ She stood up. ‘Let me get you a glass. And help yourself to nibbles.’

As she headed to the kitchen, the inspector noticed Conrad sitting next to Lulu. ‘Oh, is that your cat?’ she asked.

‘His name is Conrad, and I rather think I’m his.’

The inspector chuckled. ‘I thought calico cats were always female.’

‘Conrad is a very unusual cat,’ said Lulu.

‘He is lovely.’

‘Meow!’ said Conrad.

‘And he talks!’

‘Yes, he does,’ said Lulu. ‘Constantly.’

Julia returned with a flute and poured orange juice into it. She handed it to the inspector and sat down. ‘Do you expect to find anything?’ she said.

The inspector shrugged. ‘Searches like this are always a long shot, but sometimes criminals do drop things.’

Julia held up the bottle of champagne and raised her eyebrows. The inspector laughed. ‘Absolutely not,’ she said. ‘Much as I’d like to, it would be more than my job’s worth.’

‘So, which direction would the burglars have headed towards, do you think?’ asked Lulu. ‘Julia said there’s a farm beyond the woods.’

‘That’s right. We think that’s where they went.’

‘Surely they couldn’t have left their vehicle there?’

‘Actually, the farmer was out all morning on the other side of the farm. And he lives alone so there was no one around to see them arrive or leave.’

‘What about tyre tracks? Any there that shouldn’t be there?’

The inspector’s eyes narrowed and she looked at Lulu for several seconds before speaking. ‘You seem very interested in the investigation.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just I used to be in the job and I can’t help myself.’

‘Oh Lulu, you’re always hiding your light under a bushel.’ Julia looked over at the inspector. ‘Lulu was a detective superintendent with the Metropolitan Police.’

‘Really? That’s impressive.’

‘Not really,’ said Lulu. ‘Mainly admin and paperwork.’

‘Lulu, really, you need to stop that.’ Julia smiled at the inspector. ‘She worked on some very big cases. But she always belittles her achievements. I’ve never understood why. I have to say, if she had pushed herself forward a bit more aggressively she could have been commissioner.’ Lulu opened her mouth to protest but Julia silenced her with a wave of a ring-encrusted hand. ‘You know it’s true, so please don’t deny it.’

‘Fine,’ said Lulu. ‘I won’t.’

‘So where were you based?’ asked the inspector.

‘Latterly at New Scotland Yard, but I started walking a beat in Stoke Newington and then I had spells in Kilburn and Ealing. Always north of the river, but they moved me around. I retired almost ten years ago.’

‘I’ve worked a few cases with Met detectives,’ said the inspector. She ran through a few names, and when she mentioned Phil Jackson Lulu’s face broke into a grin.

‘It’s definitely a small world,’ said Lulu. ‘Phil I know very well. He was my bag carrier for a while but that was a long time ago. He’s working out of Kensington Police Station in Earls Court Road these days.’

‘I know – that’s where I linked up with him. We had a county lines drug gang from his patch operating in Oxford and he was a big help. A very good guy. He said he was handing in his papers soon.’

‘Phil has been saying that for years. His father left him a patch of land in Barbados and he keeps threatening to go and work for the cops there. But his mum is from Galway so he keeps thinking about moving there. And meanwhile life goes on.’

‘That’s what John Lennon said, isn’t it? Life is what happens while you’re making plans.’ She smiled and nodded. ‘So, you’re here for the birthday party?’

‘That’s right, Lulu and I have been friends for more than thirty years,’ said Julia.

‘But you weren’t a police officer, were you, Mrs Grenville?’

‘No, I was a forensic scientist. A scenes of crime officer.’

‘Oh, you didn’t mention it when SOCO were here.’

‘My SOCO days were a long time ago,’ said Julia.

‘Julia is also one for hiding her very impressive light under a bushel,’ said Lulu. ‘She was one of the best forensic investigators around.’

‘Why did you leave?’ The inspector picked up a chicken wing and nibbled it.

‘I just got fed up with seeing how terrible people can be to each other,’ said Julia. ‘I wanted to make people’s lives better rather than clearing up after them.’

‘And you’ve clearly done very well out of it. You could never have bought a house like this on a SOCO salary.’

‘That’s for sure,’ said Julia.

‘Anyway, as far as the case goes, we have dusted for prints but, as Mr Grenville says they were all wearing gloves, that probably isn’t going to be much help. We have nothing in the way of footprints, and as Mrs Lewis says, we are checking tyre prints at the farm.’

‘Please, call me Lulu.’

‘Okay, then I’m Tracey.’

‘Well if we’re all on first name terms then I’m Julia,’ said Julia. She raised her glass. ‘Girl power!’ They clinked their glasses together.

‘What I’m trying to say in my clumsy way is that we’re not expecting a quick breakthrough on this case,’ said Tracey. ‘They wore ski masks and gloves so we have no descriptions to go on, and no prints. Our best hope is to track down the paintings, which Mr Grenville tells me are distinctive and readily identifiable. Mr Grenville thinks they were white, but that’s as far as it goes.’

‘No one saw them approach the house?’ asked Lulu.

‘I know the house is big, but we don’t have a permanent staff,’ said Julia. ‘There was a cleaning team in but they didn’t see anything.’

‘What about CCTV?’

‘In the house? No. We have an alarm, but that’s it.’

Lulu looked at the inspector. ‘What about cameras on the roads? Any chance of using ANPR to track the vehicle?’

‘If we knew what sort of car they were using and if they were on a main road, yes, that’s a possibility.’

‘Have there been any similar break-ins in the area?’

If Tracey resented Lulu’s questions, she didn’t show it. ‘There have been a number, yes. Usually isolated houses that are targeted and usually at night or when the owners are away. The way the police are stretched these days, they know that most alarms aren’t even answered and if they are answered it could be hours before a patrol car arrives.’

‘But this was in broad daylight,’ said Lulu.

‘Yes. That’s true.’

‘And here’s what I don’t understand. They obviously weren’t opportunistic, they couldn’t have just walked by and looked through the window. They knew the paintings were here. That surely must mean either that they had been to the house before or that they had information on what was here.’

‘Ah, you haven’t seen the magazine,’ said Tracey.

‘What magazine?’

‘I’ll get it,’ said Julia. She stood up and disappeared into the kitchen.

‘Does the poker seem a strange choice of murder weapon to you?’ asked Lulu.

‘I’m not sure that murder was the intent,’ said the inspector.

‘Who was the victim?’

‘Chap by the name of Billy Russell. An insurance broker. It seems to me that if murder was the intent then they would probably have killed Mr Grenville too. I think they just wanted to incapacitate Mr Grenville and Mr Russell and hit Mr Russell too hard.’

Lulu opened her mouth to reply but Julia returned with a copy of a Sunday magazine. ‘This was in the local paper,’ she said. She sat down and passed it to Lulu. There was a picture of Julia on the cover, wearing a white coat and standing in a laboratory. ‘Oh my goodness, a cover girl,’ said Lulu. The headline was ‘Billion-Dollar Bugs’.

‘I was surprised myself,’ she said. ‘I knew they were doing an article on me, but I had no idea I’d be on the cover.’

‘But not Bernard?’

‘Bernard always takes a back seat when it comes to promoting the company.’

‘And billion-dollar bugs?’ asked Lulu.

Julia laughed. ‘Journalistic licence. We use microbes in the vaccine-manufacturing process.’

‘And the billion dollars?’

‘That’s the value of the company. That’s not all ours.’

‘Have a look at the article,’ said Tracey.

Lulu flicked through the magazine. The article ran to three pages, complete with graphs and charts that showed how successful the company had been and how it was projected to grow over the coming years. There were more pictures of Julia in a laboratory but there were also several photographs of Julia in various rooms of the house, including one of her sitting behind her desk in the study. ‘Ah, I see what you mean,’ Lulu said to the inspector. Paintings featured in many of the photographs, so any would-be burglar could see what was on offer.

‘Julia had never tried to conceal where she lives, so finding the house wouldn’t be difficult,’ said the inspector, ‘and some of the paintings in the photographs there are very valuable.’

‘So they would have known what paintings were here. That makes sense.’ Lulu put the magazine onto the coffee table. ‘And if they had the address then Google Maps would give them a satellite view of the house and the area.’

‘Google Maps is a housebreaker’s dream,’ said Tracey.

‘And these other robberies, they usually took place at night?’

‘Yes, or at the weekend when the occupants were away. So no descriptions. And no forensic evidence. They obviously wore gloves. No shoe prints either, so we think they were wearing shoe covers.’

‘That’s clever of them.’

‘Oh, they are definitely a professional gang. On several of the jobs they dealt with quite sophisticated alarm systems.’

‘Strange then that this time it was during the day and Julia and Bernard were getting ready for the birthday party.’

‘Yes. I thought that.’

‘And this is the first time the robberies have resulted in violence?’

‘Yes. I did ask Mr Grenville what happened but he’s still a little confused. He did take quite a bump to the head.’

‘Confused in what way?’

‘Well, why did the intruders beat them so badly. Did either of them say anything or do anything to spark the attack? Did Mr Russell lash out, for instance? I’m afraid Mr Grenville doesn’t seem to remember much in the way of details.’

‘As you said, he was hit over the head,’ said Julia. ‘He’s still in shock.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Tracey. ‘I’ll come back and see him in a couple of days; we’ll see if his memory improves. I’ll also need a list of the paintings that were stolen.’

‘Oh, I can give you that,’ said Julia. ‘We have them all photographed for insurance purposes.’

‘How easy would they be to sell?’ asked Lulu.

‘Oh, not difficult at all,’ said Julia. ‘Most of them are by well-known or up-and-coming artists. We were hoping to get a Jackson Pollock after the IPO.’

‘IPO?’ repeated Tracey.

‘Initial public offering,’ said Julia. ‘When we take the company public. We were planning to sell some of our shares and buy some really special pieces.’

‘Well if you do, make sure you put in a decent security system,’ said the inspector. ‘How much attention is given to provenance? Could someone just take a painting into any art gallery and sell it?’

‘Possibly, with some of the cheaper paintings. But the more expensive ones would need a receipt at the very least. Of course, there are plenty of private collectors around who don’t care about provenance, especially out in the Middle East and China.’

‘We’ll be looking at that,’ said Tracey. ‘I’ve already been in touch with the Met’s Art and Antiques Unit and they’re on the case.’ She finished her orange juice and put the glass on the table. ‘And with that I’ll leave you,’ she said, standing up. ‘It’s been a pleasure, Lulu. And if you do see Phil Jackson before me, please do give him my best.’

‘I will,’ said Lulu.

Julia stood up but Tracey held up a hand. ‘I’ll see myself out, I need to check on the search team.’

‘And what about the terrace and the study?’ asked Julia. ‘Are we okay to go back in there now?’

‘I’ll have them remove the crime scene tape. Our SOCO people have got everything they need. They were told to pull out all the stops on this one. Apparently the assistant chief constable has taken a personal interest in the case.’ She reached into her jacket and brought out a wallet. She opened it, took out a card, and gave it to Julia. ‘If you want to get the room professionally cleaned, these are some companies that we recommend. But from what I saw there wasn’t too much damage. We’ll be keeping the poker, obviously. But everything else is now yours to do with as you wish.’ She took another card from her wallet, this one a business card with the Thames Valley Police crest on it. ‘This is my number, and my email address. Send me a list of the missing paintings when you have it.’

‘I will. And thank you so much. Oh, and what about Mr Russell’s car? The grey Volvo. That’s not staying here, is it?’

‘No, it’s not needed as evidence. I’m told that a transporter will be collecting it later today and returning it to its owner. Well, not the owner, obviously. The owner’s wife. Widow. Mrs Russell.’ Tracey smiled awkwardly, nodded at them both, then left through the door into the garden.

‘She seems nice,’ said Lulu. ‘Very professional, too.’

‘A bit young, don’t you think? To be in charge of a murder case?’

‘I’m sure she has the right experience,’ said Lulu. ‘Her bosses must think she’s up to it.’

‘She didn’t seem too confident of catching the thieves, though.’ Julia took a piece of quiche and began eating it.

‘It’s difficult when there’s no forensics and no identification,’ said Lulu. ‘Tracing the car the thieves used is the best hope. They may well get the paintings back, but in my experience fences stay pretty tight-lipped.’

‘Honour among thieves?’

Lulu smiled. ‘Usually more a case of snitches get stitches. But don’t worry, they’ll put a lot of resources into the case because there was a murder involved. They’ll make it a priority. Who was this Mr Russell? You said he was an insurance broker?’

‘I never met him,’ said Julia. ‘Bernard had spoken to him about increasing our coverage. It’s been a while since we had our collection valued and obviously it’s gone up considerably.’

‘Wrong place, wrong time,’ said Lulu. ‘It’s often the way.’
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After they had finished their nibbles and Buck’s Fizz, they went through to the study and surveyed the damage. ‘I suppose we were lucky that the floorboards had been sanded and varnished,’ said Julia. ‘A damp cloth should get that out.’

‘I would think so,’ said Lulu. ‘Shall we clean it up now?’ They were looking down at a pool of dried blood a few feet from the fireplace. There were also flecks of blood across the floor. Spatter, it was called. Lulu knew that some people referred to it as splatter, but spatter was the term that SOCO used.

‘No, the cleaners can do it.’
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