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  To Judy, for tolerating my near-incommunicado state over the four months it took me to create this story, and also to my wonderful colleagues in newsrooms, on papers,

  television and especially at BBC local radio in Cumbria. And, of course, to the lakes and fells themselves; a stunning revelation of natural beauty to a young city boy. Salad days, and happy

  times.




  





  PROLOGUE




  JULY 1976




  It was still early but the lake was warm. Unnaturally warm, she thought, as she walked steadily into its shallows, her bare feet casting the first disturbance of the day across

  the glassy surface. In all her solitary visits here over the years, she had never known the water to be as smooth and balmy and as welcoming as this.




  Beyond the immediate shimmering ripples she had created, the reflection of the parched, sun-baked hills surrounding the lake had extraordinary clarity. She could have been looking into a vast,

  perfectly polished mirror. The sky, waiting for the sun to make its entrance from behind a brooding shoulder of scorched mountain to the east, was the same vivid blue in these still waters as in

  the cloudless bowl above her.




  But there was something wrong with the lake this year.




  It was shrunken; diminished; humbled by the pitiless sun.




  She had to hobble across unfamiliar flat rocks that were normally hidden beneath the surface, before at last reaching a strange new shoreline. She considered it for a few moments and then

  quickly undressed.




  There was no one else in sight; it was the lake in the next valley that was attracting curious visitors this extraordinary, stretched, unprecedented summer. The waters there had now receded so

  far that the roofs and walls of a long-drowned village were beginning to emerge. She hadn’t driven over yet to see it herself, but those who had reported that it looked eerie, like the bones

  of a corpse slowly rising, dripping, to the surface. Some said that the crooked medieval church steeple, which had been the first ruined fragment to silently reappear, resembled a witch’s

  hat. The place was oddly unsettling and almost everyone drawn to the banks of the dark, shrinking waters found themselves increasingly uneasy. Few loitered there.




  She waded further out into the lake so that it began to rise above her thighs. It remained tepid, even this far from the shore. Today, swimming naked would be an uncomplicated pleasure and not

  the physical challenge it usually was; one that, if she was honest, she only enjoyed afterwards as she towelled herself dry, glowing with puritanical pleasure.




  She flexed her knees slightly and stood on tiptoe, pushing her body forward and down. The lake caressed and upheld her. Slowly she swam, breaststroke, moving further and further away from the

  shore, revelling in the Mediterranean warmth. She dipped deeper beneath the surface.




  Ten seconds later, she began to drown.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘Bugger . . . oh, shit.’




  Seb Richmond stabbed helplessly at the pause button on the big steel tape deck and watched in dismay as the twin spools of recording tape twirled and bunched into a glistening cat’s

  cradle.




  The machine juddered to a halt with an ear-splitting metallic shriek and the radio station’s technical engineer put his head around the editing suite’s door. ‘Problems, Seb?

  Again?’




  The younger man sighed. ‘How do you always bloody know when I screw up, Jess? I thought this studio was meant to be soundproof.’




  ‘Thirty years at the BBC gives you an ear for trouble, son. Especially where new boys like you’re concerned, and it’s no different here in commercial radio. Not exactly suited

  to the life of a radio reporter, are you? Should have stayed on that London paper of yours.’




  ‘Yeah, tell me about it.’ Seb hesitated. ‘Between you and me I phoned up my old editor yesterday, asked if they’d have me back. Not a chance. They haven’t even

  replaced me – cost-cutting. I’m stuck up here on Lake District FM. Well, until I get the chop, that is; my three months’ probation’s almost up. Even I wouldn’t keep me

  on.’ He tugged ineffectually at the tangle in front of him. ‘Jesus, Jess – look at this mess.’




  ‘Wow, and he’s a poet, too. What was on it?’




  ‘Only my bloody interview with Thatcher at the Cumbria Conservative fete earlier. The network’s meant to be taking it down the line on the news feed at midnight. It’s for Good

  Morning UK tomorrow. Fat chance now. I could untie the Gordian knot quicker.’ He kicked back his chair on its castors and rubbed at his eyes with both fists. ‘Never mind probation

  – it’ll be the sack for Seb this time.’




  The technician eased himself further into the tiny room and looked calmly over the reporter’s shoulder, trying to conceal his natural sympathy. The new boy was young enough to be his son.

  ‘Yup, it’s a grade-A foul-up,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Looks like one of my kids’ fishing lines when they’d cocked up a cast on Windermere. Tell you what –

  you go get me a coffee – milk, one sugar – while I straighten it out. How many edits does it need?’




  Seb stared at him in disbelief. ‘You mean you can actually save this? Jess, you’re a walking miracle.’ He scrambled out of his chair and stood for a moment, considering.




  ‘Let’s see . . . about three cuts, that should do it. Lose my opening question to her completely – I was all nervous gabble. I’ll write the sense of it into the

  presenter’s live studio cue. Start with her first answer.’ He scratched his chin.




  ‘Then take out the whole bit about whether she thinks she’ll be our next PM,’ he continued, as the engineer began to untangle the mangled tape with practised deftness.

  ‘She completely stonewalled me. Eyes like bloody chips of ice. Oh, and cut the end part completely: Maggie wouldn’t talk about her husband Denis or the kids or how she really

  got to be Tory leader. I come across as whiney and desperate and she just sounds irritated. I don’t blame her.’




  Seb sighed. ‘I thought that this radio lark would be easy, but I just can’t do it. I was fine with my notebook and pen, but stick a mic in my hand and I completely lose the plot . .

  . Christ, Jess, how are you doing that?’




  The tape had been efficiently re-spooled and was winding smoothly back to the start on fast return.




  ‘Your problem is that you’re too impatient, Seb. I’ve been watching you. You busk everything, don’t take time to learn. Now . . . let’s have us a listen.’

  Jess punched play and after some hissing white noise, a nervy, breathy voice could be heard, stammering the opening question to the leader of Her Majesty’s Opposition.




  The reporter closed his eyes. ‘Christ, listen to me . . . see what I mean? I sound about seventeen.’




  ‘You are about seventeen.’




  ‘I was twenty-eight last week.’




  ‘If you say so, punk . . . actually, forget that coffee; go nick us both a cold drink from the station manager’s fridge while I edit this. It’s stifling in here.’




  ‘And out here,’ Seb said as he moved into the corridor. He paused. ‘I thought it was supposed to be cooler up in the frozen north. Since I got here it’s felt more like

  Greece. Thirty-two degrees again tomorrow.’




  ‘Yup. Ninety in old money.’ The engineer nodded and reached for a razor blade to start slicing the tape. ‘I’ve never known a summer like it. Haven’t seen a cloud in

  weeks, have you? My lawn looks like a piece of toast. Still, not as hot up here as your precious London, eh? They’re dropping like flies on the pavements down there. At least that’s

  something to make you glad you quit Fleet Street for us hicks in the sticks, eh?’




  Seb gave a short laugh.




  ‘You have to be bloody joking, Jess. I wish I’d never left.’




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  No one could remember a heatwave like it. People old enough to have lived through the legendary Spitfire Summer of thirty-six years earlier, when snarling British and German

  fighter planes left their gleaming white contrails twisting against endless china-blue skies, agreed that 1976 was in a league of its own. Weeks of uninterrupted sunshine had blazed unbroken from

  sunrise to sunset and still there was no sign of the great heat breaking.




  Cloudless day followed cloudless day. There hadn’t been even a single thunderstorm to break the pattern. True, once in a while a scattering of mackerel-shaped clouds would appear high

  overhead, like a sparse shoal of fish moving slowly through a barren ocean. Far below them the brilliant sunlight dimmed a little, briefly filtered and denied its full strength. But soon, always,

  the skies became spotless again and the faint promise of relief quietly evaporated.




  It was hot, hot, hot.




  To begin with, almost everyone was ecstatic that a Mediterranean summer had banished Britain’s Atlantic depressions far from its shores. Roads to the coast around the country were jammed,

  especially at weekends. Car dealers couldn’t lay their hands on enough convertibles. Barbecue sales rocketed. Air-conditioning units, long seen as a pointless extravagance on a mostly rainy,

  cloudy island, were suddenly in demand for the first time and quickly sold out. Fresh units were hastily flown in from America and went for absurd prices.




  Ancient shibboleths and customs melted away like an iceberg drifting on a summer sea. In the City, gentlemen’s clubs relaxed their ‘jacket at all times’ code. During a

  celebrated trial at the Old Bailey, the judge allowed barristers to remove their horse-hair wigs, from under which perspiration had been dripping steadily onto their case notes. His Lordship, too,

  gave himself permission to hear the case bare-headed.




  In the countryside, dust-devils danced like tiny tornadoes across the parched wheat fields. Trees seemed to pray for rain and for some reason the birds fell strangely silent. Perhaps it was just

  too hot for them to sing. Pig farmers reported that their stock was suffering from severe cases of sunburn; if the animals could not be kept indoors, their backs were slathered in sunscreen bought

  in bulk from the nearest chemist. One Fleet Street wag dubbed it ‘swine-tan lotion’.




  Out in the meadows, the shallow horse ponds shrank and dwindled and eventually evaporated completely. Dry, cracked mud greeted thirsty cattle desperate to drink; they bellowed and stamped the

  ground in frustration. Farmers rigged up metal drinking troughs, filling them with water from milk churns dragged clanking across the parched fields by tractor.




  All this – the discomfort, the inconvenience, the sleepless nights with windows flung open onto airless streets and gardens – was at first, in that peculiarly British way, almost

  perversely celebrated. But after weeks of Roman-hot days and nights, the mood began to shift, subtly, but distinctly. This endless, glorious sunshine was all well and good, but . . . it

  wasn’t natural, was it? A decent fine spell was one thing: this was starting to feel like something far more profound, an endless gavotte with the sun and the moon and the stars that

  meant . . . well, what, exactly? A fundamental shift in the planet’s weather patterns? Why not? It had happened before, hadn’t it? Look at the Ice Age, or even the mini-ice age

  of a few centuries earlier, when winter fairs were held on a frozen Thames.




  Such speculation, idle at first, gradually took on an unmistakable edge of seriousness, even panic. Science writers aired increasingly crackpot theories in the newspapers. Perhaps the Earth had

  somehow deviated from its usual course through the heavens. Could it have wobbled on its axis, effecting a small but crucial shift in the planet’s aspect to the sun?




  In other words, was this thing going to be permanent?




  It had certainly become lethal. Deaths from sunstroke were multiplying, which was to be expected. That was a problem mainly affecting the south.




  But hundreds of miles north, in the beautiful shining waters that lapped scorched screes and sparkled under bone-dry mountain tops, there was another penalty to be paid for such implacable,

  sweltering heat.




  The drownings had started.




  





  CHAPTER THREE




  She didn’t mean a word of it, of course. Not a word. God, she wasn’t some kind of homicidal maniac. Far from it – she even had trouble killing flies; if she

  could shoo them out of a door or window instead, she would. She was terrified of wasps but it troubled her conscience whenever she swatted one. Which was stupid, really; she’d once read that

  wasps serve no useful function whatsoever in the chain of life. Nature would be quite undisturbed if the horrible things became extinct overnight.




  But if anyone ever found her diary – the secret one; the one she wrote every few months, always late at night when her husband was asleep, and which she kept hidden under an old towel at

  the back of the airing cupboard – well, God knows what they’d think. They’d assume that either she was a frustrated horror writer, a sort of Stephen King manqué,

  or a total psycho.




  She was neither. She was just . . . what, exactly? Bloody miserable, obviously, in her fucked-up, god-awful marriage to Cameron. Even after eleven years she still couldn’t quite

  believe the levels of psychological cruelty the man was capable of. My God, how well he hid all that during their courtship and early days of marriage. And from her, of all people! Meriel Kidd, the

  famous, award-winning, feminist agony aunt, with her own weekly radio show and a column in one of the more upmarket Sunday tabloids. The expert on standing up to abusive men and cutting control

  freaks and bullies down to size – or efficiently out of your life.




  It would be almost funny if it wasn’t so tragic. But her listeners and readers must never, ever know the truth about Cameron and what she routinely had to put up with from him. Her

  credibility would evaporate overnight and she would become a national figure of pity, perhaps even contempt. Because how many times over the airwaves or in print had she counselled women in

  marriages exactly like hers – tied to abusive, mean-spirited, boorish and supremely selfish men like Cameron? Her advice to them was always firm, always unambiguous.




  You give him one ultimatum to change his ways. ONE. If he doesn’t? LEAVE. HIM. Get out from under and start again. You’re worth much more than this. You can do it. You know you

  can. You’re a lot stronger than you think.




  Her public would demand to know why she couldn’t follow her own counsel.




  In her defence, it had been a gradual descent into the nightmare with Cameron. She hadn’t woken up one morning in their sprawling Victorian house at the foot of the Cumbrian fells to find

  that her husband had metamorphosed overnight into a controlling monster. It wasn’t as if a bad fairy had hovered over their bed as they slept and cast an evil spell over the union.




  No, the depredations had been subtle, almost unnoticeable to begin with. The occasional sneering comment directed at something she had just said or done, swiftly followed by a contrite

  apology.




  But the put-downs gradually grew more frequent and the apologies less so. Then the dominating behaviour began to emerge. Especially over money.




  Cameron was not only much older than her – she was thirty-one, he was fifty-nine – he was wealthier, too. A lot wealthier. By the time he was forty he’d made his first

  million and he was worth many times that today after making a series of killings on the stock market. As soon as they married, in what seemed to her at the time to be a sincere and generous act,

  he’d insisted on adding her name to all three of his private bank accounts.




  ‘But I earn a fraction of what you do,’ she protested. ‘It doesn’t seem fair.’




  ‘What’s mine is yours,’ he told her firmly and, with a mixture of guilt and gratitude, she had agreed.




  Now, the joint accounts were joint in name only. Cameron had slowly asserted complete control over every aspect of their financial affairs. What had begun as the occasional good-natured question

  from him at the breakfast table when he opened their bank statement (‘Hello, what’s this about? I don’t remember taking out a hundred pounds from the cashpoint in Kendal

  last Thursday. That must have been you, darling. What did you need it for?’) had become a forensic weekly inquisition.




  He went through their statements line-by-line, using a clear Perspex ruler, peering over rimless reading glasses at each entry as he moved remorselessly down the page. He insisted she account

  for everything. Last year she’d made a short local speaking tour around the Lakes and the Scottish borders and had quietly asked the organisers to pay her expenses in cash. The fees

  weren’t much more than token payments but at least, she thought, she’d have a few pounds of her own to spend how she liked without being grilled.




  But Cameron had found the money – he went through her purse one evening when she was in the bath – and there’d been a terrible row. ‘You can’t have it both ways,

  you deceitful bitch!’ he’d roared, waving the pathetic handful of banknotes in her face. ‘If what’s mine is yours, what’s yours is mine. I’m putting this

  straight in the bank tomorrow. Actually, I’m not. You’re going to. And I’ve bloody counted it so you’d better not keep any of it back. I’ll know if you

  do.’




  Belatedly she’d realised that Cameron’s insistence on adding her name (and of course her income) to his bank accounts had nothing whatsoever to do with generosity of spirit. From the

  start his motive had been to keep her under constant observation, supervision and constraint. It begged the question she knew would mystify any dispassionate observer: why on earth was a strong,

  self-confident woman like Meriel Kidd sticking with her marriage to a total shit like Cameron Bruton?




  She knew the answer and it shamed her. She was doing it to preserve her career. There was no lie she wouldn’t tell to preserve the public fiction that she enjoyed the happiest of

  marriages. ‘I’m very lucky,’ she’d told Woman’s Own only last month. ‘I know it sounds like a terrible old cliché, but Cameron and I were quite

  simply made for each other.’




  Perhaps if she had left him years ago, as soon as she realised the kind of man he really was, it would have been all right. More than all right; it would have demonstrated that she practised

  what she preached.




  But divorce him now? It was simply too much for her to risk. Her career gave her self-worth and public standing and respect. It was the only thing she had left (Cameron had made it clear he had

  no interest in becoming a father) and she was damned if she was going to risk losing it. She’d just have to carry on, chin up, smile firmly in place.




  For now.




  Always that caveat at the back of her mind. For now. One day, she knew she’d find a way out. It was that quiet certainty, unsupported by any actual plan of action, which

  kept her going.




  That, and the secret diary.




  She’d bought it on impulse years before from a second-hand bookshop in Windermere. God knows who it had originally belonged to, but whoever it was, they hadn’t written a single word

  on the thick white pages that were bound inside an expensive-looking supple black leather jacket. A red silk ribbon was attached to the spine to mark entries and, just beneath it, a hollow leather

  tube, a sort of holster, to hold a pen.




  There were no lines on the pages, no margins, no dates. The diary was perfectly blank. Meriel couldn’t help thinking that it had been waiting for her, and her alone, to buy it. She

  couldn’t really understand her compulsion to do so, but it was absolute and not to be denied.




  Her marriage to Cameron had yet to descend into the abyss; she was still relatively happy on the day she bought the diary.




  But for some reason, she didn’t tell him about it. She hid it from her husband right from the start.




  Cameron never listened to Meriel’s show – he made a point of telling her that, pleasantly describing it as ‘your brainless apology for a programme’

  – but if he had, how he would have laughed. ‘Healer, heal thyself,’ he would surely mock when she arrived home (Cameron was fond of Biblical aphorisms). He knew exactly how

  unhappy she was with him. Of course he did. Her misery was his hobby.




  Her hobby was her secret.




  She’d begun writing the diary five years earlier, when she’d finally admitted to herself her catastrophic mistake in marrying Cameron. The first entry was inspired by a letter from

  one of her listeners, a woman who had poured her heart out to Meriel in half a dozen anguished pages that described the emotional abuse she was suffering at her husband’s hands.




  Meriel had identified with the woman’s wretchedness, but it was what was scribbled below the signature that had caught her imagination.




  

    

      

        PS. Thank you for reading this. Even if you are unable to reply, I can’t tell you what a difference it has made just to write all of it down. I feel so much

        better for it. I think I might start keeping some sort of a diary. I believe it could help, whatever I eventually decide to do.


      


    


  




  That very night Meriel made her first entry in her diary, while Cameron slept upstairs.




  It was an extraordinarily vicious fantasy. When she’d finished, Meriel could scarcely credit herself with writing it. It was practically pornographic; an outpouring of graphic, almost

  maniacal violence.




  And it was utterly, wonderfully cathartic; a calming effect that lingered for weeks.




  She wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if Cameron ever caught her making one of her entries. He’d certainly snatch the black, leather-bound book from her grasp and read its

  explosively angry pages.




  He’d realise immediately that it was about him, his wife’s secret outlet for her fantasy revenges on him.




  And what revenges they were.




  Would he strike her? She doubted it. He’d never actually hit her; she’d go straight to the police if he did. In fact, she sometimes found herself perversely wishing that he’d

  punch her in the face, kick her kidneys, tear out her hair, try to throttle her. Because then she’d have him. By God, she’d have the bastard. It would be her ticket out of the impasse

  she’d got herself into. Worth a few cuts and bruises to see Cameron hauled off by the scruff of his neck to a police cell, and later hanging his head in the dock.




  ‘It came as a total shock,’ she’d tell her earnestly sympathetic TV hosts as she did the obligatory round of talk shows. ‘Of course, I divorced him on the spot. No woman

  should ever put up with abuse, be it mental or physical. I just hope that my experience acts as a positive example to others.’ There might even be a book deal in it.




  But Cameron was clever. He never hit her. He had far too much to lose, a man of his public status, the brilliant businessman with the younger, foxy wife.




  The only book she looked like writing any time soon was a diary that no one would ever be allowed to read.




  

    

      

        I take the breadknife from the drawer and hone it one last time on the whetstone that hangs from a hook above the sink. The knife’s keen edge is

        already glitteringly sharp but I want to be absolutely sure. One stroke must be enough. I don’t want him to wake in time to fight me off before I open his throat with a single, deadly

        slash.




        I make a few final light, upward strokes, unconcerned by the squeal of metal on stone. He’s asleep up in our bedroom at the back of the cottage. Even if he were

        awake, he couldn’t hear this.




        I climb the stairs quietly as I can, taking care to keep close to the side of each tread, next to the wall, so they don’t creak. I oiled the hinges of the bedroom

        door this morning so when I gently push at it now, it slowly swings open in complete silence.




        There he is. He insists on a nightlight, the big baby, so I can see him quite clearly, snoring on his back, duvet pushed down all the way to his horrible, hairless

        knees, his revolting potbelly sticking up towards the ceiling. Beneath the swollen stomach the penis is shrivelled and shrunken. It looks like a button mushroom. It only ever feeds and grows

        on his cruelty; he can never manage it unless he declares all my perceived faults and failures, aloud, to my face, which he holds between his fat, sausage-like fingers. The exact opposite of

        a love song.




        I tiptoe to his side of the bed. I can’t believe how calm I am feeling. I steady myself, allowing him to take his last breath. His last breath. What a wonderful

        thought.




        And then I do it. I bend down, cup his stubbly, fat-folded chin in my left hand and force his head up and across to one side. He starts to mutter something but I’m

        much too quick for him. The knife is ready in my right hand and I press the hilt hard against his throat, just below the Adam’s apple, and then pull it back and down as fast as I can

        and with all the strength I have.




        A fountain of blood – it looks black in this dim light – explodes from the scimitar-shaped, gaping incision I have just made and he makes exactly the same

        kind of stupid gargling noise I hear coming from our bathroom every morning when he brushes his teeth. I step back, trying not to laugh; this is incredibly funny. I wasn’t prepared for

        that.




        Now he’s thrashing about with his arms and legs, and the gargling turns to gurgling, along with a weird, high-pitched whistling noise. I never hear that when he

        brushes his teeth. Then he abruptly goes into convulsions – proper, full-body convulsions – before giving a long, tip-to-toe shudder which goes on for a surprisingly long time.

        Eventually it subsides, and at last my wonderful husband lies utterly still.




        I’m pretty sure he didn’t actually wake up before he died.




        Pity.


      


    


  




  





  CHAPTER FOUR




  The coroner’s clerk moved grumpily down the windowed side of the impossibly stuffy little courtroom, methodically opening each top panel with the long-handled winding rod

  that his own father had used half a century before.




  He cursed under his breath as the small hinged Victorian rectangles of glass crowning each bay grudgingly squeaked open by their regulation few inches. Call this ventilation? The inquest about

  to begin into that poor girl drowning in Buttermere had better be an open-and-shut case, or the next one would be about a mass suffocation right here in this room. He half-hoped the old boy would

  adjourn the hearing to a later date when this ruddy heatwave had passed, if it was ever going to.




  A side door opened behind him and several men in shiny suits, and one woman with a shiny face, sauntered in, talking and laughing. Bloody press. No respect. Ghouls, the lot of them. What if it

  was their kid what drowned? They wouldn’t be so bloody pleased with themselves then.




  He turned his back on them in disgust and walked over to the old boy’s raised desk to make sure the case notes were in order. They’d be starting soon.




  Dr Timothy Young was probably over-qualified to be the Kendal Coroner. He’d got a first in medicine from Bristol and went on to qualify as a consultant neurologist,

  practising in one of the big London teaching hospitals.




  But to his surprise, he found he was slightly bored there. Of course, the job was demanding, sometimes exceptionally so, but still, still . . . He missed the intellectual rigour of the

  university’s union debates, and the semantic arguments that sometimes carried on well into the night long after the official jousting had ended. He was naturally opinionated, even

  disputatious, and enjoyed a good wrangle.




  He began to realise that he’d taken the wrong career path, and when he was in his mid-thirties he made his decision. Ignoring his father’s warnings about ‘changing horses in

  mid-stream, Timothy’, he quit his post at the hospital and went back to university, this time to study law.




  He qualified as a barrister in time for his forty-first birthday and moved back home to his beloved Lakes. The work in Carlisle Crown Court wasn’t as high-profile as the Bailey (where

  during his pupillage he’d been quietly told he was assuredly destined) but he didn’t care. A good argument was a good argument whichever court you were in, and when his cases adjourned

  for the day he could be at his beautiful wood-framed house overlooking the lapping waters of Bassenthwaite in less than an hour, in time for dinner with his wife.




  Now in his early sixties, Dr Young had been happy to slow the pace down a notch or two. He wanted to spend more time sailing his boat on Windermere, so he’d gladly accepted the local

  council’s offer the previous year to take over as Kendal Coroner.




  Thus far, there had been nothing particularly complicated or unusual about the deaths he’d examined. A couple of shotgun suicides, one case of carbon monoxide poisoning from a faulty

  farmhouse boiler, a dairyman crushed to death by an ill-tempered heifer. Routine stuff for a country coroner.




  Until this morning.




  There was something about this one he didn’t like.




  ‘. . . and therefore my conclusion is that Miss Winterton suffered death due to cardiac arrest caused by the inhalation of water.’




  ‘In other words, she drowned,’ Dr Young prompted the nervous young pathologist giving evidence.




  ‘Er, yes, sir,’ the young man replied, going rather pink. ‘She drowned.’




  ‘Hmm.’ The coroner tapped his desk lightly with a pencil. ‘Doesn’t that surprise you somewhat, doctor? We’ve heard that Miss Winterton was a physically fit young

  woman of twenty-four, an experienced swimmer. Indeed her father has told us that his daughter had swum in Buttermere almost daily since childhood. We also know that conditions on the lake on the

  day in question were flat calm. Do you have any theories as to how she could have inhaled enough water to incapacitate and kill her?’




  The pathologist looked slightly hunted.




  ‘Er . . . no, I’m afraid I don’t, your honour.’




  The older man suppressed a smile. ‘I’m not a judge, Dr Bullen. “Sir” will do.’




  ‘I’m sorry, sir.’




  ‘That’s quite all right.’ The coroner paused for a moment before continuing: ‘Am I correct in thinking you appeared before me earlier this month to give evidence in

  another case of drowning? That of a middle-aged man? He was swimming in Bassenthwaite Lake, as I recall.’




  The pathologist appeared surprised, but nodded. ‘That’s correct, your hon— . . . sir.’




  ‘I thought so. Could you refresh my memory of that particular case? I can adjourn if necessary.’




  The man opposite relaxed a little. ‘There’s no need for that, sir. I believe I may have my notes on it here with me. Bear with me a moment, please.’




  He bent to pick up his briefcase and rummaged briefly through it before removing a slim brown file. ‘Yes, I thought so. Here we are. What exactly do you wish to know, sir?’




  ‘The cause of death, please.’




  The pathologist relaxed even more. ‘Oh, I can remember that easily enough. It was cardiac arrest.’




  ‘Caused by inhalation of water?’




  ‘No. There was no water in the deceased’s lungs. It was straightforward cardiac arrest – a heart attack.’




  ‘Ah, so I was wrong just now. It wasn’t a drowning.’




  ‘No, sir, technically it wasn’t, although death did occur whilst swimming.’




  Timothy Young thought for a moment before leaning forward slightly. His instincts were telling him he was close to the edge of something.




  ‘If memory serves, Dr Bullen, your autopsy found no signs of associated heart disease.’




  The pathologist examined his file and then looked up. ‘That’s correct, sir. My examination of this . . .’ he paused again, looking back down at the papers, ‘yes, this

  forty-four-year-old male, showed the heart and surrounding arteries to be in excellent condition.’




  ‘Can you pass any conjecture, then, as to why this gentleman should suffer a fatal coronary whilst swimming in Bassenthwaite?’




  ‘I’m not a heart specialist, sir. I’m afraid you’d have to consult one of them.’




  The coroner nodded. ‘Of course. You have been most helpful, doctor. You may stand down.’ He glanced up at the clock on the opposite wall.




  ‘I see it is approaching half past twelve. I’ll take an adjournment for lunch and this hearing will reconvene at two o’clock. Mr Armstrong?’




  His clerk looked up from the desk below. ‘Sir?’




  ‘I would like to see you in my room. Now, if that’s convenient.’




  ‘Sir.’




  ‘Thank you. This hearing is adjourned.’




  Back in his cramped office directly behind the courtroom, Timothy Young poured himself and his clerk a glass of chilled water from a jug kept in a little fridge.




  ‘Bloody hot in there this morning, eh, John?’




  ‘Too right, sir,’ Armstrong replied, before gratefully gulping down the water in one long swallow. ‘I’ll bet my old man never experienced one like it in all his days

  here. I was with the Eighth Army in North Africa during the last lot and this is almost as bad. For the heat, I mean.’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘What did you want

  to see me about, sir?’




  Young drained his own glass before replying.




  ‘It concerns the period I was on holiday last month – towards the end of June. Didn’t I read in the paper that you’d had an inquest into another drowning? It was a young

  mother, wasn’t it? She got into difficulties in Thirlmere.’




  Armstrong nodded. ‘Absolutely right, sir. It was very sad. The woman had two kiddies and the poor little blighters saw the whole thing happen from the shore with their grandmother. Quite

  dreadful. The visiting coroner recorded it as accidental death.’




  ‘Was it actual drowning or an unrelated cardiac arrest? Can you remember?’




  His clerk looked faintly offended.




  ‘Course I can remember, sir. It was just like the poor young lady we’ve been hearing about today. Lungs full of water. She drowned.’




  Timothy Young steepled his fingers and closed his eyes, thinking hard. After a minute he opened them again.




  ‘John, how long have you been clerk here?’




  ‘Thirty-one years, sir.’




  ‘Do you ever remember so many deaths in the water happening in such a short space of time?’




  The clerk shook his head. ‘Not separately, no. We had a ferry go down once, September 1948, I think it was. Five souls lost that afternoon. But I don’t recall three unconnected

  fatalities in as many weeks, no.’




  ‘And neither of us recalls a summer as fierce as this one, do we?’ The coroner began tapping with his pencil again. ‘I think there is a connection here, John.




  ‘In fact, I think we may have a problem.’




  





  CHAPTER FIVE




  AUGUST




  Seb Richmond hadn’t been sacked, but he was still on thin ice. His interview with Margaret Thatcher, thanks to skilful editing by Jess, had been just enough to win him a

  grudging extension to his probation at Lake District FM – three more months, one last chance to prove himself.




  ‘It’s like living under the fucking Sword of Damocles,’ Seb grumbled on the phone to his girlfriend in London. ‘Honestly, Sarah, if I didn’t have you to talk to, I

  don’t know how I’d stand it. When can you next come up here?’




  The line crackled.




  ‘Sarah? You still there? Sarah?’




  The voice at the other end had been distinctly subdued since the beginning of the conversation. Now it was almost inaudible.




  ‘Yeah, I’m still here, Seb.’ The line crackled again. ‘The thing is . . . about coming up . . . the thing is . . . look, Seb, I’ve got something to tell you . .

  .’




  He’d never been dumped before. A week later, as he drove in for the morning news conference, Seb still couldn’t quite believe it had happened to him. He’d

  always been the one to move on, with all the usual honeyed, hackneyed words and expressions.




  ‘It’s not you, it’s me . . .’ ‘It’s because I love you that I want you to be free . . .’ ‘You deserve someone so much

  better . . .’




  He had to admit that, after her initial hesitancy, Sarah had certainly got into her stride. She’d been impressively blunt.




  ‘We’re three hundred-plus miles apart, Seb, I hardly ever see you, the last time I came up you slept most of the bloody time – yes, I know you were on breakfast-show

  shifts, but still . . . All you can talk about is your rotten job and how much you hate it, and anyway, to be quite honest I’ve met someone else and d’you know what? From time to time

  he actually asks me how my day’s been. Can you believe that? I’m sorry, Seb, but I’ve had enough. Oh, and another thing, you never even think

  to—’




  Fortunately, he’d called her from the pub.




  Now, Seb parked his Triumph Spitfire two-seater sports convertible in the radio station’s car park and regarded it sadly as he pointlessly locked the door. It was the easiest car in

  Britain to break into or steal. Back in London he’d thought it looked fashionably urban with a sort of scruffy-to-naff chic about it. Up here in the Lakes it just looked naff. He sighed and

  made his way through the building’s front doors.




  The news editor was busy handing out the morning’s assignments when Seb walked into the office.




  ‘Ah, Seb. How kind of you to join us. About bleedin’ time. I want you to go down to Kendal. Take the radio car. You’re probably going to be doing a live voice piece into the

  lunchtime news and I want speech quality, not a crappy phone line.’




  The station only had one radio car. Actually it wasn’t a car, it was a big Ford Transit van with an extendable twenty-foot radio mast on the roof and if you were assigned it, it meant you

  were on a decent-sized story. Seb brightened up.




  ‘Great. What’s the job?’




  Bob Merryman, a chain-smoking ex-newspaperman from Birmingham, shook his head. ‘Not exactly sure but I’ve got a feeling about it. There’s a press conference at the town hall.

  It’s at eleven-thirty, which is why I’m pissed off you’re in late again. You’ll only just make it even if you leave now. Get weaving.’ He tossed the van’s keys

  across the newsroom and Seb caught them one-handed.




  ‘But what’s it about?’ he asked. ‘You must have some idea.’




  ‘Not a lot. It’s something to do with these drownings in the lakes this summer. The local freelance guy down there says he’s heard they’re linked in some sort of way and

  that’s what the press conference is about. The coroner and some hydrographer from Lancaster University are going to make statements. Make sure you record them and take Jess with you to do the

  edits while you write your script.’




  ‘I can do both.’




  ‘Maybe you can and maybe you can’t. But like I say, I’ve got a feeling about this and I don’t want any fuck-ups, OK?’




  Seb hesitated. ‘Why are you sending me, then? I thought you thought I was still—’




  Merryman lit a fresh cigarette. ‘I’m sending you, Sebastian old chap, because, believe it or not, I actually have the teeniest tiniest fragment of faith in you.’ The Brummie

  accent was very pronounced. ‘You covered some big stories when you were in London and you did OK. I’ve seen your cuttings. I think you just need something to get your teeth into and get

  your confidence back. You did good with Thatch the other day. Now piss off before I change my mind. I want you to—’




  Seb was already running down the corridor to find Jess.




  





  CHAPTER SIX




  Jess pushed the ageing Transit to its limits as they thundered down the M6 towards Kendal. All the windows were rolled down in a futile attempt to combat the heat, and the

  roaring slipstream made it almost impossible for the two men to talk. The needle on the van’s temperature gauge was moving into the red band as they raced past the pretty little market town

  of Penrith and into the wide, deepening valley that separated the steadily rising Yorkshire Dales to the east from the brooding Cumbrian fells to the west.




  A fretting Seb had neither the time nor inclination to appreciate the savage grandeur that was beginning to unfold around them. ‘D’you still think we’ll make it for

  eleven-thirty?’ he yelled at the engineer, as Jess indicated for the Kendal turn-off.




  ‘Bloody hell, Seb, how many times? I keep telling you, yes! Only just, though . . . are you all set up?’




  The reporter tapped the compact reel-to-reel tape recorder nestling in his lap and checked the mic connection yet again before giving the thumbs-up.




  ‘Yup. Good to go.’




  To their relief the noise level dropped appreciably as Jess slowed for the exit roundabout.




  ‘Right,’ he said, in a more normal voice. ‘Let’s go through it one more time. When we get to the town hall you run in while I get the mast up and establish the live link

  to base. When the press conference is over, give me the tape, tell me the sound bites you want, and I’ll get editing while you write your script. Then when we go live, I’ll play them in

  on your hand cues – just point at me very clearly each time. Got it?’




  ‘Er . . . I think so. I’ve never done a live news insert before, Jess. Hope I don’t screw up.’




  ‘Not with your Uncle Jess with you, you won’t. Ah, here we are – town centre coming up. Out of my way, matey.’ Jess performed a hair-raising overtaking manoeuvre around a

  lumbering livestock lorry full of bleating sheep, and suddenly Kendal was before them, the pale stonework of the town hall’s Victorian clock tower rising above the old rooftops, its spire

  gleaming dully in the baking heat of an already aggressive mid-morning sun.




  Directly beneath it, a story was about to break.




  Timothy Young had toyed with the idea of issuing some kind of public warning about swimming in the lakes, but in the end he decided against it. He only had a hunch that the

  cluster of deaths that summer were somehow connected, and that was hardly evidence.




  But as soon as he recorded his verdict of accidental death on the girl who had drowned in Buttermere, he phoned his daughter in London.




  Christine was a systems analyst in the City (she’d explained her job to him many times but he still didn’t really understand what it was she did) and after a few minutes of

  father–daughter banter he came to the reason for the call.




  ‘Do you remember that professor when you were a student at Lancaster? You know, the one with a bit of a thing for you, the old devil.’




  Christine laughed. ‘He wasn’t old and he wasn’t a devil either, Dad. But yes, of course I remember Brian. We went out for a few months. He was only about ten years older than

  me. He was nice.’




  ‘Didn’t he try to get you to switch courses? Study under him, if that’s the right expression.’




  His daughter laughed again. ‘He certainly did. It wasn’t entirely self-serving of him, though. I was fascinated by his subject – hydrography. You know, the study of seas and

  rivers and lakes. When Brian discovered our family lived above Bassenthwaite he was incredibly interesting about it and the Lake District generally. He used to joke that at least it couldn’t

  possibly be a dry subject.’




  ‘Yet you drifted apart.’




  ‘Oh, very funny, Pops, ha-ha! Anyway, why are we talking about Brian? It was years ago. Water under the bridge – there, gotcha back!’




  Her father smiled. ‘One-all . . . Look, Chrissie, I need to speak to him, or someone like him. An expert on lakes. Something’s going on up here that’s not right. Do you still

  have his number?’




  ‘Gosh, how intriguing! Yes, I think I do. Give me a sec.’




  Half an hour later Kendal’s coroner was talking to Professor Brian Parker of Lancaster University.




  And, like the coroner’s daughter, the professor was intrigued.




  ‘Thanks so much for this, Brian. I’m amazed you’ve turned things round so quickly – it’s less than a fortnight since we first spoke.’

  Timothy smiled gratefully at the professor as they prepared to go into the press conference together. The chief executive of the county council was with them.




  ‘Well, these guys helped,’ Parker said, nodding at the official. ‘They came up with the boats and paid for most of the equipment I needed. And it wasn’t that difficult to

  do, technically. The results were a hell of a surprise, though, in this country and this far north. Not what I was expecting at all. Just goes to show how profound this summer’s effects are

  becoming on surface-water temperature. Everything’s being influenced – human behaviour, aquatic reproduction cycles . . . I’m going to write a paper on it.’
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