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Prologue

You’re a blow-in. An outsider. It’s not your fault, of course, but it’s the reason you had to die.

Your first mistake was to think you could ever be one of us. I know you thought you were all about the community and that what you were doing was for some greater good, but that’s because people like you don’t understand people like us. You tried. I mean, that’s why you’re here in the first place, isn’t it? Because you care about community, but it’s not as easy as all that. Our DNA reaches deep into our history. It bonds us and shapes us into something you can never be a part of. And to think you could ever know more about this land and its secrets is beyond the pale. That’s why you’ll never belong.

You see, we have always protected each other from blow-ins, in whatever form they might arrive, and there have been many. It is why we have survived this long, and it is why we will continue to survive. If only you had understood that, things would have been different.

All you had to do was keep quiet and carry on as normal. No one would have ever known a thing, but that wasn’t in your nature, was it? No, you had to say something. You had to try and spoil everything. But blackmail? That was beneath even you. But I want you to know that I am sorry, I really am. I liked you and, if I could have found another way out of this, I would have. 

I am not a violent person, and I am certainly not a killer, but I couldn’t ignore this. You brought it on yourself. Your little ruse would have ruined everything, not just for me, but for the entire community. It would have been the end of us all. Believe me, when I say the alternative would have been far worse. That is why I had to stop you. In a way, your death is for the greater good. 

My only real crime is that I love Maidcombe. It’s my home, and everything I have ever done was to protect this community. That is why it had to be this way.
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Damn and blast. He’d planned to do it immediately, just like he promised Grace, but he couldn’t help himself. As always, women were his weakness, his Achilles heel. He just couldn’t say no to them.

At least he tried to explain the situation to her, but she wouldn’t listen. Instead, she just kept telling him how she had never loved any man as much as she loved him. He couldn’t resist that. Any man who said he could was a liar.

Grace never spoke to him like that, not even in the early days of their relationship, but that didn’t mean he would leave her. Grace was his wife, and was loyal, like his black lab, Lillie. She’d stood by him, despite the humiliation, which he deeply regretted but seemed unable to do anything about. They got on well, mostly, aside from his dalliances. Even then, as long as he wasn’t too public, she put up with them. Grace was a good sort. Eventually, she understood and maybe he was even doing her a favour in not pestering her in the bedroom. 

He wished Grace had been enough, of course he did, but he just wasn’t built that way. He had needs that she couldn’t fulfil. What they had now was a love, of sorts, an arrangement that suited them both. Or so he thought. She’d completely blindsided him when she told him to break it off with his latest floozy, as she called her, otherwise she would divorce him. 

She seemed to interpret the horror on his face as some sign that he could not contemplate life without her. In fact his first thought was the decimating effect divorce would have on his finances, which would derail everything he had worked for. That was far more important to him than a few stolen fumbles, so he agreed he would finish it. In any case, once the dust had settled, there would no doubt be other opportunities.

So, he told her it had been fun, but the relationship had run its course. Fun, she said, but she was in love with him. In love? He wasn’t even sure what that meant. They had sex, obviously. How could they not after she told him how much she desired him? But surely people his age didn’t fall in love. 

As she left, she said she’d be in touch, that what they had was too good to walk away from, and he realized then she hadn’t got the message. 

He’d have to block her, tell Janet not to put her calls through anymore, and then he’d be done. Maybe he should go back to using escorts. They were more discreet. He’d just have to get over how they faked their desire for him.

As he got up, the white sheet slid from his mountainous stomach, like an avalanche, releasing a freshly laundered scent. He’d miss this place. It was so much better than a hotel room. A driftwood sculpture on the windowsill, some kind of trinket box on the dressing table – just enough touches to make it feel homely, but nothing to remind him of Grace. 

He swung his legs off the bed, hauled himself into the en suite and turned on the shower. Jets of steaming hot water stung his skin, stripping his body of the lingering aroma of sex. Now he thought about it, he enjoyed the tiny needles of pain. Maybe he should try S&M. 

He pressed the dispenser labelled ocean swell, infusing the steamy shower cubicle with lemon grass and eucalyptus. Rubbing himself vigorously, he enjoyed how the soft water in these parts made the soap foam so easily. His hand flat against the shower wall, he tilted his head upwards and shook it, rinsing the suds away. It was then that he noticed he had a headache. No surprises there. She could be a little intense, and those kinds of conversations always left him feeling fuzzy-headed. He paused. His temples were pounding. Maybe he was coming down with something. Now he came to think of it, he felt a little light-headed too. The water was probably too hot. 

He turned the shower off and the steam quickly dissipated. A wave of nausea followed. Maybe it was food poisoning, although whatever it was had pervaded his entire body. His breath shortened as if someone had suddenly cut off the air supply. As he reached for the shower curtain to steady himself, pain pierced his rib cage. Christ, he was having a heart attack. He needed to get to his phone in the bedroom and call an ambulance. Clutching his chest, he tried to draw the curtain, but he couldn’t move, the pain was too great. 

He pressed his back against the glass side panel, hoping to anchor himself, but his legs buckled and he was powerless to stop himself sliding down the wall. Slumped on the shower floor, he lay panting like a dog, trying to summon the energy to crawl to the bedroom, but the room had dissolved into a blur.

If he could just reach his phone he’d be safe, but collapsed in a corner of the shower, naked and cold, he felt so very tired. He just wanted to sleep.




2

‘Sorry I’m late,’ I say, sidling in next to Liam at the back of the packed village hall.

Liam smiles and kisses me lightly on the cheek.

‘How was it?’ he asks, referring to the house I’ve just viewed. 

‘A shithole, but at least it’s a shithole I can afford,’ I reply.

‘So you’re taking it?’

‘Yes. Just the paperwork to do then we can move in.’

‘Megan’s over there. I volunteered her and friends for tea duty,’ he says, tilting his head to where my daughter is standing behind a trestle table, straining under a tea urn and hundreds of white cups. She’s chatting to Lianne who she met on her first day at college in September. Standing slightly apart from them is a young-looking boy, dressed in a camouflage jacket with a camera around his neck. 

‘Thanks for picking her up from college. I recognize Lianne, but who’s the lad?’

‘Her cousin, Alden Reed.’ 

He says this like I’m meant to know the boy, but until I started officially seeing Liam a few months ago, I rarely visited Maidcombe. My normal clientele shuns this tiny but picturesque coastal village because it’s mostly second homes, owned by wealthy out-of-towners, and when it comes to their security, the rich take it very seriously. That and there’s only one road in.

‘Who is that?’ I ask.

‘Sorry,’ says Liam. ‘Alden is Marie Reed’s son.’

‘Nope.’ I shrug. ‘Still none the wiser.’

‘They live up past The Stinging Nettle Bistro.’ 

‘Right,’ I say, finally recognizing the name of the only restaurant in Maidcombe. ‘So what’s happening? Has the meeting finished?’ 

‘No. We’re on a break. It was starting to get out of hand,’ says Liam, rolling his eyes.

‘Over a village school closing?’

‘You know what people are like, they take any opportunity to air their grievances.’

‘Such as?’

‘How long have you got?’ He grimaces. ‘The fact the landslip on the road hasn’t been fixed in years, the fact the police haven’t even bothered to attend to some graffiti that apparently appeared behind the gift shop. Oh, and that old favourite, the ongoing invasion of second homers,’ he says, his fingers ticking them off, one by one. ‘Anyway, it looks like it’s about to start again.’ 

A hush descends as Inspector Gordon Gaits takes centre stage.

‘That’s your mate, isn’t it?’ Liam grins.

Liam is being sarcastic. Inspector Gaits and I do not get along, mainly because of his tendency to turn up to my crime scenes, where he’s neither wanted nor needed, and deposit his DNA everywhere. That last time, I complained to his superintendent which, I heard, resulted in a very public dressing-down. Since then our relationship has been somewhat frosty to say the least.

‘What’s he doing here?’

‘Part PR and part policing. He must have got wind it could turn nasty. A lot of people are very upset about the school.’

‘I see he’s got back-up,’ I say, exchanging smiles with my old colleague, PC Bryan Rogers who is leaning against the side wall with a slightly bored air. ‘Let’s hope Gaits is better at keeping order than he is preserving crime scenes.’

Inspector Gaits clears his throat.

‘Right, let’s try again, shall we? As you all know, we’re here to discuss rumours circulating about Maidcombe Primary School. Councillor Wade has called this meeting to discuss the County Council’s plans for the school, will now take use through the latest from the council.’

The police officer nods at the middle-aged man sitting behind him dressed in navy slacks and a jumper, bearing a logo that’s too far away from to make out. 

‘Do you know him?’ I ask Liam in a low voice.

‘Yeah, Martyn runs a security firm. Used to be a cop too,’ says Liam, filling me in. ‘He’s also Lianne’s father.’

‘Thanks for coming, everyone.’ Gaits takes his seat as Councillor Martyn Wade gets to his feet. ‘The rumour mill has certainly been working overtime on Facebook, hence why I called this meeting. I’ve spoken to the County Council and, unfortunately, it is true. They are considering closing the village school.’

‘Knew it,’ says someone in the audience, sending a ripple of agreement through the crowd. Several people pat the shoulders of a young man sitting on the edge of a row. Liam follows my gaze.

‘That’s Ollie. He teaches at the school,’ he says.

‘The reality is,’ continues Wade, ‘numbers have fallen consistently over the years. At the moment, there are just fifty-six children enrolled. Now, there’s no legal minimum on the number of pupils needed to keep a school open, but the Council believes these children would be better served attending Bidecombe Primary, which has better resources. For that reason, they plan to close the school by next September.’

Three rows from the back, just in front of Liam and me, a man, who’d I’d judge to be in his sixties, leaps to his feet.

‘See,’ he shouts. ‘This is exactly what I’m talking about.’

‘Dick Turner, I told you to stop interrupting before,’ says Inspector Gaits. ‘You’ll get your chance to ask questions at the end of the meeting.’

‘It’s no one’s fault, Dick,’ says Councillor Wade calmly.

‘So it’s nothing to do with the fact that two-thirds of the houses in Maidcombe are Airbnbs then?’ says Dick to more murmurs of support. ‘There are no kids anymore. That’s why the school is closing. The village is a ghost town until the Ocado vans arrive and the Tarquins and Augustas rock up in their Chelsea Tractors.’

The crowd titters. 

‘I told you we’re not here to talk about holiday lets,’ persists Gaits to no avail.

‘What’s worse is that they’re all owned by him.’ Dick jabs a finger in the direction of a man sitting on the front row, his back to the crowd. ‘I don’t even know what he thinks he’s doing here. Bloody cheek. I tell you this – Rex Sampford is exactly what’s wrong with the place.’







Rex Sampford is one name I have heard before. He’s a local property developer who’s about to buy Seven Hills, the holiday park in Bidecombe where I’ve lived for the last eleven years. 

The room falls silent with anticipation. Tall, and dressed in a dark suit, as if he’s just come straight from a board meeting, Rex Sampford hauls himself to his feet with a weariness that suggests he’s heard this all before.

‘Firstly, as you all know, I live in Maidcombe. This is my home too. I care what happens here. I’m as passionate about this community as the next man, and, Dick, it’s just business.’ 

‘Well, you’ve a funny way of showing it. And I hear you’ve bagged Seven Hills over in Bidecombe.’

‘Oh, shit,’ I mutter under my breath. Aware that Sampford isn’t particularly popular in North Devon, Penny, the park’s owner, has been trying to keep the sale under wraps.

‘I haven’t come here to discuss my business plans,’ says Sampford.

‘I knew it,’ says Dick with a level of satisfaction. ‘Still, no surprises. That Penny Fields is just another blow-in, no loyalty to the area.’

Liam grabs my arm, but he’s too late. 

‘Hang on a minute.’ Dozens twist around in the seats to look at me. ‘For your information, the Seven Hills development includes affordable housing and the fact that Penny isn’t from North Devon isn’t relevant to anything.’

Dick Turner’s eye skits over my jet-black hair and Mediterranean skin, dark enough to hint at a place of origin many miles from North Devon. 

‘Well, it’s obvious you’re not from here either, so you would say that.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

A voice from the crowd answers me.

‘It doesn’t take a genius to work it out.’

‘Okay, let’s not resort to dog-whistle politics, mate,’ Liam says in the general direction of the culprit.

‘Liam’s right,’ says Councillor Wade and the crowd turns their attentions back to the stage. ‘Let’s keep this civil, but seeing as you brought up the issue of Airbnb, we’re currently looking at introducing a licensing system . . .’

‘What good will that do?’ scoffs Dick. ‘The only thing that’s ever stopped Rex Sampford is bats.’

‘Did I hear right?’ I whisper to Liam. ‘Did he just say bats?’

Liam accompanies his nod with another eyeroll.

‘It’s a long story which I suspect Dick is about share.’

‘Yes,’ says Dick. ‘If it hadn’t been for the lad there’ – he nods at the boy Liam said was called Alden Reed, who appears horrified at being singled out – ‘he’d have torn down Death Watch Cottage.’

Before I even ask, Liam leans in to my ear to explain.

‘Dick lives down the road from Death Watch Cottage. Rex owns it. Years ago, he tried to get planning to demolish it to make way for holiday homes, but Alden found a whole community of bats nesting in the cave nearby. They’re protected . . .’

‘So Sampford dropped his application,’ I say, playing catch-up.

‘Yes.’

‘We could have fought it,’ says Sampford, defensively. ‘but for the good of the environment, we chose not to.’

‘Environment? You don’t give a damn about the environment,’ sneers Dick. Sampford’s face hardens, but it’s a teenage boy two rows behind Dick who has the last word.

‘Give it up, Dick, no one wants to hear it.’

Dick glares at the boy.

‘You’re not too old for a hiding, son. And it’s Mr Turner to you.’

‘I’d like to see you try.’

The boy’s sneer is too much for Dick who lunges at him, accompanied by the scraping of a dozen or so chairs as people scatter to avoid the man’s blows whilst PC Rogers charges forward, grabbing Dick’s arm just as he’s about to take another swing. 

Liam is also in the thick of it, trying to contain the sneery boy in a bear hug and drag him out of Dick’s range while Inspector Gaits appears to be frozen to the stage.

Liam and PC Rogers wrestle Dick and the boy apart, but others seize the opportunity to settle old scores, and minor scuffles break out all over the hall. As the room descends into mayhem, I check Megan is out of harm’s way; an errant fist can do a lot of damage, but she’s safe behind the trestle table where she’s watching the proceedings with bemusement while Lianne films it all. Alden, the boy who discovered the bats nesting near Death Watch Cottage, looks on impassively. 

Councillor Wade places his hand on the sneering boy’s shoulder, instantly calming him.

‘I’ve got him, Liam.’

‘Okay,’ says Liam reluctant to let him go. Wriggling free, the boy scowls at Dick but lets the councillor guide him to the edge of the hall. Dick shrugs Bryan off and, exhausted by the effort, others step back from the fray. 

‘Right,’ says Gaits, still on the stage. ‘I’ve never seen—’

But he’s interrupted by a loud bang, like a gunshot. Several people, including myself, jump. Others gasp. A woman in the crowd squeals.

Seeking the source of the noise, all eyes fall on a red-faced young man steadying himself against the main door to the hall, fighting for breath, his hair damp with sweat. The sight of him silences the room as his panicked eyes scan our faces until they land on Rex Sampford.

‘Dad?’ gasps the boy.

Sampford walks toward him while people move aside so he can reach his son.

‘What is it, Jasper?’

‘There’s a dead body.’

‘What? Where?’

‘Death Watch Cottage.’
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PC Bryan Rogers and I stare down at the naked man at our feet. His stomach sagging between his splayed legs, one hand rests in front of his genitals as if his final act was to protect his modesty while the other still grips the shower curtain, torn from its rail and draped over his shins. This is death at its ugliest: sudden, violent, undignified.

‘It doesn’t look good, Dymond,’ says Bryan. 

Although the dead man is leaning against the white shower tiles, his head hangs too low, stretching his neck in a way that suggests his muscles no longer have the ability to hold its weight. 

‘No, it doesn’t.’

Bryan drops to his haunches and presses two fingers to the man’s neck.

‘He’s definitely gone,’ he says after a few moments. ‘I’ll let the control room know. I’d put money on it being a heart attack. Looks like he had the temperature on max too. His skin’s all mottled where he’s been scalded. Perhaps he nudged the dial when he was having the attack.’ 

‘Maybe.’ 

Bryan looks at me.

‘What is it? Are your spidey senses telling you something?’

I look around the room. There are no toiletries by the sink. Just like there was no luggage in the bedroom, and Bryan is right, the man’s skin is red and mottled in a way I’ve never seen before.

‘No,’ I reply. ‘But the cautious part of me is telling me to secure the scene.’

‘Are you serious? This has heart failure written all over it,’ says Bryan, eyeing the man’s protruding stomach.

‘I’ll just tape it off anyway and give DI Moore the heads-up. We’ll see what Alex has to say. I can always call the DI back and tell her not to bother coming out.’

‘Fair enough. Whatever you think’s best.’ Still on his haunches, Bryan leans in closer trying to discern the man’s features under his bald pate. ‘Does he look familiar to you?’

I drop down beside Bryan, instinctively keeping my knees off the ground, to minimize contact. I go in as close as I can without toppling over, studying the man’s tightened jowls and hooked nose. Never forgetting a face comes with the territory of being a CSI, and even with closed eyes, his is distinctive.

‘No, I’d know if we’d met. Why?’

‘I’m sure I’ve seen him somewhere, but I can’t work out where. This is a holiday let so I’m guessing he’s a tourist. No matter.’ Bryan shrugs. ‘How long do you think he’s been dead?’

‘I’m not a pathologist, Bryan. That’s Alex’s job.’

‘Don’t give me that. You’ve seen enough bodies in your time. Just a rough estimate would be useful.’

‘Okay, well, the muscles in his hands are stiffening which means rigor mortis has set in, so at least a few hours.’ 

‘Not the best end to your holiday, is it?’ says Bryan standing up. 

‘Looks like he travels light too. I didn’t notice any bags on the way in.’

‘Me neither. Odd,’ says Bryan. ‘Maybe you’re right, Dymond, maybe there is something off about this. Right, I’ll get control to contact the pathologist, and then I’ll get this guy ID’d ASAP. 

‘I saw a phone by the bedside but I’d rather you didn’t touch that unless you have to. I know you’re on file, but please don’t touch anything else. Just in case.’

‘I know, I know,’ he says, rolling his eyes. ‘You’ve spent the last eight years bloody nagging me and every other poor sod in this force about scene contamination.’

‘Yeah, well, you might have got the message, but there are plenty who haven’t. Keep your filthy mitts to yourself. How difficult is that for cops to understand?’

‘You’re preaching to the converted here. I’ll go carefully, but I bet you a tenner it’s natural causes.’

I’ve long learnt that in policing first impressions are not always the right ones. Neither are second or third. 

‘Better to be safe.’ I smile. ‘I called Jake too,’ I add, referring to my young colleague who’s just joined Major Investigations. ‘It’ll be quicker with the two of us. We’ll get the area taped off and wait for Alex.’

‘Great. We’ll have this sorted in no time.’

As we return to the bedroom, the sound of raised voices reaches us from outside the cottage.

Bryan frowns at me.

‘What the hell is going on out there?’

Outside, we discover Jake has already arrived and is bobbing side to side to prevent Inspector Gaits entering the cottage.

‘What’s going on here, Jake?’

Jake turns to answer but is interrupted by Gaits.

‘Oh, I might have known you’d have something to do with this.’

‘Do with what?’

‘Your colleague is refusing to let me see the scene. I’m guessing you put him up to it.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about but—’

‘Right,’ says Gaits, cutting me off. ‘I’ve spoken to Jasper Sampford, and I understand we’re looking at the body of a white middle-aged male who was found in the shower cubicle.’

I take a beat and decide to ignore his rudeness. The atmosphere is already charged. A body on his patch has sent Gait’s adrenaline soaring. I’ve seen it before. Office-bound ranks spend their days moving police resources around like it’s a wargame. A corpse turns up and all of sudden they want to be involved. For the moment, however, I give Gaits the benefit of the doubt.

‘That’s correct. Bryan searched for signs of life. He’s content there are none. The ambulance is already on its way. Bryan’s trying to ID the man now and we’re just waiting for the pathologist to arrive. I’m going to secure the scene in case this turns out to be something bigger than natural causes. Everything’s under control,’ I say, hoping he takes the hint.

‘Good. I need to see the body.’

‘No, you don’t,’ I say, stepping between Jake and him. ‘For reasons I suspect my colleague here has already explained to you.’

The inspector stiffens. He’s not used to being told no. None of his underlings would dare, but I’m a civilian and I don’t answer to him.

‘Wait a minute—’ 

But it’s my turn to interrupt.

‘No, you wait. There’s absolutely no need for you to see the crime scene. Not yet anyway.’

‘But we don’t know if it is a crime scene.’

‘That’s true, but I’m not prepared to take any chances.’

‘I don’t think you understand,’ he says, using his height to tower over my slight stature. ‘I’m the sector inspector and this is my patch.’

‘And I don’t think you understand,’ I say, pointing to the cottage over my shoulder, ‘that is my scene, and I don’t want any more bodies in there than is absolutely necessary. And that includes yours. It’s been contaminated enough as it is.’

‘I think I know how to behave at a crime scene.’

Gaits tries to move past me again. My patience fast evaporating, I press my hand firmly against his chest to stop him. He’s appalled. Technically, it’s assault, but arresting a CSI at a scene is not a good look. In my peripheral vision, Jake shifts nervously.

‘That’s the problem, Inspector. You don’t know how to behave. If you did, you’d back the fuck off until the pathologist gets here.’ Gaits isn’t going to give way without a gentle reminder. ‘I’ve already had to speak to your boss about you,’ I say. ‘Don’t make me do it again.’

Gaits glances to his side where a couple of detectives from the local CID propped against their cars are enjoying the spectacle. 

‘You haven’t heard the last of this,’ he says, turning and stalking off towards his car. 

‘Oh, I think I have.’

‘Wow,’ says Jake. ‘That was intense. He’s pretty pissed off.’

‘Yeah, we have history. We had a massive blow-up outside a crime scene a month or two ago. I was hoping he’d learnt his lesson.’

‘Don’t worry about him.’ Bryan laughs, having caught the end of the show. ‘He’s so far up his own arse he hasn’t seen daylight in decades.’

‘Couldn’t have put it better myself.’ I turn to Jake. ‘You’re going to have to get used to that. Once you arrive at a scene, it’s yours. You call the shots. It doesn’t matter how senior anyone else is.’ 

‘Dymond’s right,’ says Bryan. ‘The more pips they have on their shoulders, the more they behave like idiots.’

‘Looks like we might have another one incoming,’ says Jake.

We all turn to see Rex Sampford stomping up the drive. Watching him from his car, Gaits refuses to carry out the one useful function he could perform, which is to stop members of the public getting close to the scene. He leaves it to Bryan to intercept him.

‘I can’t let you go any further, Mr Sampford.’

‘But it’s my house. I own it.’

‘You’ll have to wait, I’m afraid. We haven’t finished. We’re about to tape the whole house off.’

‘Tape it off? Why?’

‘In case it’s a crime scene,’ I say.

‘No one’s going in until we work out what exactly has gone on here,’ says Bryan.

‘That’s precisely the point, Officer,’ says Sampford, releasing an exasperated sigh as if this is the fifth and not the first time of telling. ‘Nothing should have gone on here tonight.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Sampford turns to look at the building. 

‘Death Watch Cottage hasn’t been rented out for at least a week. Whoever that is in my property right now, alive or dead, has no right to be there.’
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Alex, the Home Office pathologist, gets out of his car and greets me with a warm smile of recognition. Alex and I go back a long way. Over the years, we’ve traded enough family details, holiday plans and opinions over the mortuary table - safe in the knowledge that no-one is listening - that we know each other surprisingly well, given that it’s the only time we ever meet. 

‘Hello, Ally. I wondered if I’d have the pleasure of your company. I heard you were back on MI.’

‘Sheer chance. The young lad who found the body happened to burst in on a public meeting I was attending.’

‘Public meeting? Sounds serious.’

‘Maidcombe village school is under threat of closure.’

‘I thought Megan was at college now.’ He frowns.

‘She is, but I arranged to meet her there. I was viewing a house yesterday so my, er boyfriend, Liam . . .’ It still sounds odd hearing myself refer to Liam as my boyfriend. ‘Picked her up from college for me. He lives in Maidcombe. He’s big into community and he felt he should be at the meeting so Megan didn’t have much choice but to go too.’

‘So why is the school closing?’

‘Falling rolls, there aren’t enough pupils.’

‘Ah, the curse of Airbnb and second homers no doubt. My boys’ old primary school in Yarnsworthy has already closed. Although I can’t talk, Margery and I have a place in the Dordogne. I heard Seven Hills was up for sale.’

‘Yes, Penny has moved in with Will. She’s due to have a baby any day now.’

‘Time moves on for all of us, eh? Nice place, was it?’

‘Sorry?’

‘The house you were looking at.’

‘Not really, but beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘Sorry I can’t help you, unless you want to move to France. Anyway, what have you got for me?’

‘A middle-aged male, appears to have died whilst taking a shower. Bryan thinks it might be a heart attack, although his colour is a bit strange.’

‘Is it now?’ says Alex, suddenly perking up at the prospect that something out of the ordinary might be awaiting him.

‘I won’t join you. The less people in the place the better. Just follow the plates I’ve laid.’

‘Quite right too,’ says Alex. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll be as quick as I can.’

Alex disappears inside the cottage. There’s nothing more I can do now. The waiting game begins. This is the part you don’t see on the television or read about in novels. The part where all of us: Jake, Bryan, Gaits, the two detectives, the paramedics and myself will while away the minutes which often become hours, unable to continue with our jobs until Alex finishes his.

Everyone has already retreated to the outer cordon at the bottom of the driveway to await further instruction. I find myself alone for the first time since Bryan and I raced to the cottage in the hope Jasper Sampford was wrong and we’d find the person was still alive.

I take a moment to survey the place. A simple, one storey building, set into the side of a slope, on the edge of dense woods, it’s easy to see how its isolation would appeal to the stressed city dweller searching for a rural idyll. But there’s something unsettling about its tiny windows, misaligned and deep set beneath an ageing thatched roof. Maybe the original occupants didn’t want anyone to see in. Or rather they didn’t want to see out. 





Two hours pass before DI Harriet Moore and DS Henry Whiteley of the Major Investigations Team pull up next to the ambulance at the bottom of the drive. Based on preliminary findings, which he chose to keep to himself, Alex recommended that I call them. 

Picked out by headlights, I watch through the trees as Henry flicks the crime scene tape over both their heads. Switching on his torch, he then guides them up the drive, followed by Jake. 

‘We’d have been here sooner if it wasn’t for the traffic lights on the road in to the village,’ says Harriet, slightly out of breath. ‘Right on the corner, Henry nearly ploughed straight into them. What the hell are they doing there?’

‘Landslip. It must be five years ago now. It happened after a storm, one of many. They haven’t got round to fixing it.’

Harriet rolls her eyes. She transferred from London less than a year ago, but she’s still assimilating. The past may be a different country, but for Harriet so too, it appears, is Devon. 

‘We’ll have to take another route home, Henry.’

‘There isn’t one.’

‘Of course there isn’t.’ She sighs. ‘Okay, Bryan has filled me in on what we know so far.’ Something swoops in low over Harriet’s head. ‘What the hell is that?’ 

‘A bat, I think. They’re nesting in a cave behind the cottage.’

‘A bat? I never thought I’d say this, but God, I miss Brixton sometimes.’ She squints into the darkness. ‘At least we had street lights.’

‘Excellent timing, Detective Inspector.’ We turn to see Alex strolling towards us. ‘I’ve just finished.’ 

‘Good, I’m hoping you’re about to tell me I can go home to my nice warm bed and leave the local plod to clear up.’

‘’Fraid not, Harriet. The gentleman died of carbon monoxide poisoning.’

‘CO poisoning?’ 

‘Obviously, it’ll take a PM to confirm it,’ says Alex. ‘But I’ve been to a few of these in my time. The skin goes cherry red when the CO-Hb concentrations exceed thirty per cent, hence the discolouration of the skin, so I’m pretty confident of my findings.’

‘Where would the carbon monoxide have come from?’ I ask.

‘The man was found in the shower so we’re likely looking at a faulty heating system. It’s surprisingly common. CO is a deadly killer. It’s odourless and colourless. Victims really don’t stand a chance. You can be overcome in a matter of minutes.’

‘But if it’s a holiday home, won’t there be CO alarms fitted in the rooms?’ Harriet asks.

‘Yes, there’s one in the bathroom. They’re loud too so I can only surmise that it didn’t go off,’ says Alex.

‘A faulty alarm?’ says Harriet.

‘It would appear so, but that’s one for you.’ He smiles.
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Alex leads Harriet into the cottage while Henry, Jake and I return to the outer cordon where we find PC Bryan Rogers talking to a blonde-haired lady holding a tray of coffees.

‘Looks like we’re just in time.’ I smile.

‘Yes, this very nice lady—’

‘Samantha,’ the woman interjects. ‘Or Sam, either is good.’

‘Yes, Samantha from The Stinging Nettle Bistro up the road came down to see what all the commotion was, and brought us all a mug of coffee.’

I choose the black one and take a grateful sip.

‘Thank you, Sam. I’m ready for this.’

‘You flagging, Dymond?’ asks Bryan.

‘A little. Not as young as I was, Bryan.’

‘None of us are.’ He grins. 

‘So, Sam,’ I say, making conversation. ‘You run The Stinging Nettle Bistro?’

‘Yes, with my husband, Angus. He’s just making you all a nice bacon butty.’

‘Even better,’ says Bryan.

‘Soph, my girlfriend, and I love the Nettle. We were there last weekend,’ says Jake.

‘Thank you.’ She smiles. ‘We’ve run it for about ten years now.’

‘You probably know Liam McKinlay then,’ says Bryan suddenly. He lives in Maidcombe.

‘Liam? Yes, of course.’

‘Dymond’s going out with him. Aren’t you, Dymond?’

‘Yes,’ I say, frowning at Bryan for his odd choice of conversation. 

‘He runs the Coffee Shack down at Morte Sands. Lovely man. I hope things pick up for him. The season has been tough on all of us,’ says Sam.

We all nod in agreement before slipping back into our own thoughts. 

‘Poor Dick,’ says Samantha, breaking the silence. ‘His health’s not been good since Colleen left. Although after five years you’d think he’d be over her by now.’

‘He seemed in fine voice at the meeting I was at earlier,’ I say.

‘Oh, so what are you doing outside his house then?’

‘This isn’t about Dick. We’re responding to an incident at Death Watch Cottage.’

‘The cottage?’ says Samantha, the police car headlights catching the flash of surprise in her eyes.

‘Yes.’ 

‘Oh.’ She glances over my shoulder. Instinctively, I shift to block her view, waiting for the inevitable questions about what’s going on. ‘Um. Right. Well,’ she says instead. ‘You know, I think I’ll just leave these with you. Angus will be down with the sandwiches in a few minutes.’

She places the tray on the bonnet of an unmarked police car, and with head slightly bowed, she walks quickly back up the narrow road leading towards the bistro, just as Harriet and Alex return. 

‘So are we going to hand it over to local CID?’ asks Henry.

‘Not yet,’ says Harriet. ‘A CO leak suggests the water heating system is faulty in some way.’

‘That’s one for health and safety, isn’t it?’ says Henry.

‘Yes, it is, but I want to check something first. There’s a vent in the bathroom that goes outside. I want you to take a look at it for me, Henry.’

‘On it, boss.’

Henry swings the crime scene tape over his head and strides back up the path.

‘Hold on a second,’ I say, following close behind him.

‘What is it?’ 

‘If the vent has been tampered with, and I realize it’s a big if, then that’s evidence.’

‘Okay,’ says Henry. ‘What do you suggest?’

‘Over to you, Jake.’





Henry, Jake and I are standing outside Death Watch Cottage. 

‘Okay,’ says Jake, pointing towards a patch of exceptionally thick undergrowth. ‘I think we should go this way. Stay close.’

‘But there’s no path,’ says Henry.

‘Exactly.’ Jake grins. ‘If there is a perp, I think it’s safe to say they didn’t go that way.’

‘The scenic route it is then,’ says Henry.

The two of us follow Jake as he tramples brambles and pushes aside branches until we arrive a few metres from the wall of the cottage. I watch with no small measure of pride at how he checks his surroundings, noting if anyone has been through. He tentatively tamps down the nettles, until we reach what we calculate to be the bathroom window.

Jake’s flashlight lands on a pipe jutting out of the wall.

‘That it?’ says Jake.

‘I think so,’ says Henry. 

None of us move while Jake sweeps the torchlight beneath the pipe, over a patch of earth, churned with mud and leaves. As if tracking prey, the three of us drop to our haunches to inspect the ground at close quarters.

‘I reckon that’s a shoe print there, don’t you?’ says Henry.

Jake steadies the torch over an indent in the mud that appears to be in the shape of a heel.

‘What do you think, Jake?’ I say, encouraging him to take control.

‘I think DS Whiteley is right,’ he says. ‘It’s a shoe mark. Could be workmen.’

‘Could be,’ says Henry, getting up. ‘Can you shine the light on the end of the pipe for me?’

Jake does as he’s told. It takes a few moments to work out what we’re looking at.

‘I think there’s something in it,’ says Henry.

Jake shifts the torch’s angle.

‘Yes, it looks like it’s been stuffed with leaves and mud.’

‘Could it have blown in?’ Henry asks.

Jake looks at me, too young in service to be willing to answer a question like that, a question that could determine if this becomes a major investigation.

I take the torch from him and swing it upwards towards the pitch-black sky overhead. No overhanging trees, no creepers climb the eaves.

‘No. It’s been put there on purpose.’ 
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No one likes a body to remain at a scene any longer than is necessary, so Jake and I get to work as quickly as we can after Harriet informed Inspector Gaits that Death Watch Cottage is now the scene of a major investigation. He and the local detectives have now left. Bryan has been posted on scene duty. 

Once we have completed our examination of the en suite, including the CO alarm, we move into the bedroom where the bed has been slept in but little else has been disturbed. 

‘What are your thoughts, Jake?’

‘We do the usual; video and photograph everything. I would use STK paper on the bedsheet to see if there’s been any sexual activity.’

STK is special paper that detects the presence of sperm.

‘Good.’

‘Then we can remove the sheets and start on the surfaces. Shouldn’t take long, there are only two bedside cabinets and a dressing table.’ He twists around. ‘There are also very few items. Just a sculpture on the windowsill. A vintage brush and mirror set, and what’s that? Some kind of ring box.’

We study the tiny box next to the vanity set on the dressing table.

‘It looks like it. Or a pill box? Maybe it belongs to the victim,’ I say.

‘It’s a bit fancy for a man, it’s covered in those micro mosaics so they’re not going to be great to fingerprint.’

‘What about DNA?’

‘Well, if our victim has touched it, his DNA will be on it, but that doesn’t prove anything other than he held it.’

‘What about the potential perp?’

‘If we’re looking at murder and the perp tampered with the alarm and the vent then there’s no reason for them to touch the ring box. Surely, they’d enter and leave as quickly as possible. Why would they move it?’

‘There’s one way to find out.’ I lift the box carefully by the sides. Beneath it is a tiny dark patch, edged with a layer of dust. ‘There’s your answer. It hasn’t been moved since this place was last cleaned.’

‘In that case, I’d photograph it, document it, and then leave it. Same with the mirror set and sculpture. Honestly, it doesn’t look like it’s been touched. None of it does. It looks like the guy walked in, got into bed, then had a shower and died.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘What about the lamps?’ he asks, turning his attention to four tall corner lamps. ‘There’s loads of them, but then the windows are tiny. It probably gets really dark in here.’

‘We’ll dust them for prints. Right, you crack on here. I’m going to take a look around, see if anything else has been disturbed.’

I leave Jake and go back into the hallway and the kitchen with a lounge off to one side. The cushions are placed like a row of blue diamonds against the cream sofa. On the glass coffee table in front of it, lies a neat stack of Country Living magazines, surrounded by a thin layer of pristine dust. Two TV remotes sit side by side on the mantelpiece above an unused log burner, next to a log pyramid. There is no sense that the victim entered the living room area, or if they did, they either didn’t touch anything or they replaced everything exactly as it was. In this game, either scenario could be right. 

Following the plates, I enter the kitchen at the back of the house. The stale air has a faintly woody aroma, as if, when left alone, the cupboards allow themselves to breathe. Kitchen appliances are pushed back to the edge of the counters. The cupboard drawers and doors are flush. The chairs are tucked underneath the large wood-topped table. In fact, until my eye is drawn to the draining board, I’d have sworn blind no one had been in the house for days.
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As I take the road towards Seven Hills in Bidecombe, pale pinks and blue hues seep in the grey dawn sky. I pass several children in school uniform standing forlornly at a bus stop, reminding me that it feels earlier than it is as the clocks went back last weekend.

I turn into the holiday park and crawl up the drive even though there are few visitors in late October. Pulling up outside the log cabin Megan and I have called home for the last eleven years, I’m greeted by Liam sitting on one of the deck chairs on the veranda.

He leans over the rail as I get out of my car.

‘You look like shit.’ He laughs.

‘Thanks. You don’t look so great yourself.’ I lie. He is a sight for sore eyes. Nothing, not even his inexplicable liking for Hawaiian shirts, can detract from the way Liam’s eyes soften and his lips press themselves into the easiest of smiles whenever he sees me. It never fails to lift me. How the hell did it take me so long to notice?

‘Well, blame your daughter, and Lianne,’ he says, running a hand through hair tinted and tousled by a summer of surf and sun. ‘They were a little bit excitable.’

‘I guess it isn’t every day a teenager crashes a public meeting to tell everyone there’s a dead body lying in a cottage less than a mile away.’

‘I guess not. You okay?’

For so long, no one ever asked me this question. Everything else: How did they die? Was there a lot of blood? Did they still have their eyes open? But not how I was. Liam had been a cop. He gets it. He left the service because he found himself in a place where he wasn’t okay, and the truth is sometimes I’m not either. Fortunately, this is not one of those times. 

‘I’ve dealt with worse. It looks like CO poisoning,’ I tell him even though he didn’t ask. 

‘Rex Sampford will be in trouble then.’

‘No, it was deliberate.’

‘Murder? In Maidcombe?’ he says, as if it’s an impossibility.

‘In my experience, it can happen anywhere.’

‘I know, but Maidcombe.’ 

‘I don’t think they’re local. Not that that makes it better.’

‘It still impacts a community like Maidcombe, especially if they catch them.’

‘Well, hopefully, that’s where I come in.’

‘In that case, they don’t stand a chance.’ He laughs. ‘Do you want me to stay, make you some breakfast?’

‘No, thank you, I’m just going to shower and get back to it.’

‘You know where I am, if you need me,’ he says, kissing me on the lips.

‘Thanks. Oh, I met a fan of yours last night.’

‘Oh?’

‘Sam from The Stinging Nettle Bistro.’

‘Ah, yes, she runs it with her husband, Angus.’

‘Which reminds me, he never showed up with the bacon butties we were promised.’

‘The guy works 24/7. He’s constantly fretting about the business. It’ll be the death of him one day.’

‘In that case, he’s forgiven.’

‘Well, if you don’t need my chef skills, I’ll head off. I’ve got a lot on this afternoon. I’m thinking of opening another Coffee Shack further up the coast.’

‘Sounds great.’

‘Beats policing.’

‘Any jobs for me?’

‘You’d hate it.’

‘Yeah, maybe I’ll stick to being a CSI. My customers don’t talk back.’

‘Fancy a drink later at the Mermaid?’

The Mermaid Inn is in Maidcombe and has become our latest favourite pub. 

‘Sure, if I’m still awake.’

He gets into his car and glances back at me in a way that suggests he wasn’t expecting me to be still watching him. It takes a beat for that easy smile of his to return, just long enough for me to wonder if something is troubling Liam. 



My arrival home goes unnoticed by Megan and Lianne who are still in pyjamas, hunched over Lianne’s phone. Megan met Lianne on her first day at college and they have become good friends over the last couple of months, proving to Megan that she made the right decision to stay in North Devon for her college studies rather than moving to her dad’s in London. 

‘See,’ says Lianne, showing Megan her phone. ‘Nothing.’

‘Give him time.’

‘Give who time?’ I ask, in what I’m certain is a light and unobtrusive tone but still triggers Lianne to swipe her phone behind her back.

‘No one. Just messing around,’ says Megan.

‘Okay, so I take it you two don’t have any lectures this morning.’

‘Nope, not until this afternoon,’ says Megan, almost willing me to make myself scarce. ‘No half term for us.’

‘So, how are you enjoying college, Lianne?’

‘Mum,’ says Megan, more insistently.

‘Just curious.’

‘Yeah, it’s okay.’

‘Which comp did you go to? You weren’t at Bidecombe Comp with Megan, were you?’

Megan gives me a look before turning back to her friend.

‘Sorry, Lianne, like I told you, Mum works for the police.’

‘That’s okay, I don’t mind. I was at Delderfield Hall,’ Lianne replies cheerfully, referring to the public school on the edge of Exmoor. ‘I hated it, so my parents let me transfer to Barnston College for sixth-form.’

‘Your parents must have been delighted. The fees are pretty steep there.’

‘Yeah, Dad was, the fees are even more hideous in the sixth form. Dad said they couldn’t have afforded for me to stay on anyway, but Mum was gutted. She loved telling everyone her kids went to private school.’

‘What are your plans for when you finish?’

‘Well, I’ve lived in Maidcombe all my life so my main plan is to get out of the village.’ She looks at Megan. ‘You think Bidecombe is bad, you should try living in Maidcombe. It’s rank.’

I
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