

This novel is dedicated to all those who dream.
Never give up and never give in – Lucinda didn’t.

—Lucinda’s family




Glossary of terms


	AA	Alcoholics Anonymous, an organization that helps alcoholics achieve sobriety.

	ASBO	An antisocial behaviour order given out by a court to stop a person behaving in a certain way.

	CID	Criminal Investigation Department: the branch of a police force to which most detectives belong.

	CPS	The Crown Prosecution Service.

	PM	A post-mortem examination; an autopsy.

	San	Short for ‘sanatorium’. Some boarding schools have these as a sick bay for pupils.

	SOCO	A scene of crime officer. Their job is to recover and record evidence, such as fingerprints and DNA samples, from a crime scene.






Foreword

Dear reader,

I hope you are as excited as I am to be turning the pages of a brand-new Lucinda Riley novel. Perhaps you are an avid fan of The Seven Sisters series, and are eagerly waiting for Lucinda to transport you to a new and vivid realm. Maybe, though, you are new to her writing, intrigued by the promise of this fresh and compelling crime novel. In this case, very sadly, I must start at the end, to contextualise the pages you are about to devour. For those not aware, Lucinda – Mum – died on 11 June 2021, following an oesophageal cancer diagnosis in 2017. I am Lucinda’s eldest son and co-author (not of this project, I hasten to add). Together, we created the Guardian Angels series for children, and I am tasked with fulfilling her enormous literary legacy by completing the eighth and final novel in The Seven Sisters series.

For this reason, I wish to tell you how The Murders at Fleat House came to be. Firstly, although it has never seen the light of day, it was written in 2006. Once her youngest children had started school, Lucinda penned three novels without a publisher, two of which have subsequently been released to great acclaim – The Olive Tree (also called Helena’s Secret) and The Butterfly Room. It was always her plan to publish the third of these novels, which you currently hold in your hands, after the conclusion of The Seven Sisters series.

In the case of The Olive Tree and The Butterfly Room, Lucinda undertook extensive rewrites (as any author revisiting a project after a decade would wish to). Mum has not had that opportunity in the case of The Murders at Fleat House. As such, I faced a quandary when taking the decision to release this book. Was it my responsibility to edit, adapt and update the text, as she would have wished to? After much contemplation, I felt that preserving Mum’s voice should take precedence. With this in mind, only the bare minimum editorial work has been undertaken.

All that you will read, therefore, is Lucinda’s work from 2006.

Mum was hugely proud of this project. It is the only crime novel she ever wrote, but loyal readers will instantly recognise her unrivalled ability to capture a sense of place. I’m sure it will interest you to know that, at the time of writing, my family lived in the vast, mysterious landscape in which the story is set. What’s more, the Norfolk school featured in the book was heavily inspired by the one which we, her own children, attended. Thankfully, I can confirm that nothing so dramatic actually took place in the corridors of the boarding houses.

As you might expect, hidden secrets from the past strongly influence present-day events, and we are treated to some typically superb characterisation in the form of DI Jazz Hunter, who I’m sure you’ll agree has the potential to anchor a series of her own.

Perhaps she would have, in another life.

Harry Whittaker, 2021




Prologue

St Stephen’s School, Norfolk 
January 2005

As the figure took the stairs leading to the sixth-form corridor – a maze of shoebox-sized studies, one per boy – the only sounds were the clanking and stirring coming from the antiquated radiators, inefficient cast-iron sentinels that had struggled to warm Fleat House and the boys within it for the past fifty years.

One of the eight boarding houses that made up St Stephen’s School, Fleat House had taken its name from the headmaster at the time it was built a hundred and fifty years ago. Known as ‘Fleapit’ by its current inhabitants, the ugly red-brick Victorian building had been converted into student accommodation just after the war.

It was also the last house to benefit from much-needed refurbishments. Within six months, the corridors, stairs, dormitories and common rooms would be stripped bare of the torn, black linoleum that covered the floors; the yellowing walls would be re-papered and freshened with magnolia and the archaic shower blocks would be re-equipped with glistening stainless-steel fitments and glossy white tiles. This, to appease today’s demanding parents who insisted their children live and learn in comfort akin to a hotel, not a hovel.

Outside Study Number Seven, the figure paused for a moment, listening. Being a Friday, the eight boys on this floor would have signed out and walked to the pub in the nearby market town of Foltesham, but it was as well to be sure. Hearing nothing, the figure turned the handle and went in.

Closing the door quietly and switching on the light, the figure was aware almost immediately of the ingrained, musty smell of teenager: a mixture of unwashed socks, sweat and raging hormones which had, over the years, permeated every nook and cranny of Fleat House.

Shuddering, the smell triggering painful memories, the figure nearly stumbled on a pile of underwear thrown carelessly onto the floor. Then, reaching for the two white tablets placed on the boy’s locker every night and replacing them with identical ones, the figure turned, switched off the light and left the room.

On the nearby staircase, a small figure in pyjamas froze as he heard approaching footsteps. In a panic, he dived into the small alcove under the stairs on the landing below, merging with the shadows. Being caught out of bed at ten o’clock would get him punished and he couldn’t take any more of that tonight.

Rigid in the darkness, his heart hammering, eyes squeezed tightly shut as if this would somehow help, he listened, breathless, as the footsteps climbed the stairs inches above his head, passed him, then mercifully retreated into the distance. Shaking with relief, he crept out from his hiding place and hurried along the corridor to his dormitory. Climbing into bed and checking the time on his alarm clock, knowing there was an hour before he could allow himself the sanctuary of sleep, he pulled the blankets up over his head and, finally, let the tears come.

Approximately one hour later, Charlie Cavendish entered Study Number Seven and flung himself onto his bed.

Eighteen years old, eleven o’clock on a Friday night and he was gated like a child in this crap-heap of a rabbit hutch.

And he had to be up for bloody chapel at seven tomorrow. He’d missed it twice so far this term and couldn’t afford to do so again. He’d already been hauled into Jones’s office over that stupid thing with Millar. Jones had made noises about expulsion if he didn’t mend his ways but it galled Charlie to have to keep his nose clean. His father had made it clear he wouldn’t fund his gap year without a decent set of A level results and a school report to match.

Which would be a goddamned bloody disaster.

His father didn’t approve of a gap year in any case. Hedonism was anathema to him and the thought of his son lolling on some Thai beach, probably high on drugs, was not what he had in mind, especially if he was the one paying for it.

They’d had an almighty row about Charlie’s future just before the beginning of term. His father, William Cavendish, was a high-flying barrister in London and it had always been assumed that Charlie would follow in his footsteps. Growing up, Charlie had never given it much thought.

Then, as he headed into his late teens, it had slowly dawned on him what was expected, seemingly without regard for his own wishes.

Charlie was a wheeler-dealer, an adrenalin merchant; that’s how he saw himself. He enjoyed living on the edge. The thought of a life stuck in the hierarchical, stuffy atmosphere of Inner Temple turned his stomach.

Besides, his father’s idea of ‘getting on’ was completely outdated. It was all different these days; you could do what you wanted. All that respectability bollocks belonged to his parents’ generation.

Charlie wanted to be a DJ and watch beautiful, half-naked women prancing around a dance floor in Ibiza. Yeah. That was more like it! And . . . you could make loads being a DJ.

Not that money was ever going to be a serious issue. Unless his unmarried, fifty-seven-year-old uncle suddenly decided to start having kids, Charlie was going to inherit the family estate with thousands of acres of farmland.

He had plans for that too. All he had to do was sell off a few acres with planning permission to a developer and he’d make a bloody fortune!

No, it wasn’t his future finances; it was the fact that his tight-arsed father held fiscal dominion over him now.

He was young. He wanted to have some fun.

These were the thoughts cascading through Charlie Cavendish’s mind as, absent-mindedly, he reached for the two tablets he had taken every night since the age of five and picked up the glass of water left there for him by Matron.

Placing the tablets on his tongue, he took a generous swig of water to wash them down before replacing the glass on his bedside locker.

For a full minute, nothing happened and Charlie, sighing, continued to ruminate on the unfairness of his situation. But then, almost imperceptibly, he felt his body begin to shake.

‘What the hell . . .?!’

The shaking intensified, becoming uncontrollable, and suddenly Charlie felt his throat constricting. Panicking now, uncomprehending and gasping for breath, he managed to stagger the few steps to the door. He grasped the handle but in his increasing terror, he fumbled with it, unable to turn it before collapsing semi-conscious, one hand at his throat, his mouth foaming. Deprived of oxygen, the lethal toxins coursing through him, his vital organs gradually shut down. Then his bowels relaxed and, little by little, the young man who had once been Charlie Cavendish simply ceased to exist.





Chapter One

Robert Jones, headmaster of St Stephen’s School, stood with his hands in his pockets – a habit he constantly chastised his charges for – and stared out of his study window.

Below him, he saw pupils crossing Chapel Lawn on their way to and from lessons. His hands were damp with sweat, his heart still racing from the adrenalin, as it had done constantly since the accident.

He left the window and went to sit behind his desk. There was a mounting pile of paperwork that remained untouched and a list of telephone messages he had yet to reply to.

Taking out his handkerchief, he wiped the top of his bald head, then sighed heavily.

There were any number of potentially nightmarish situations facing a headmaster in charge of hundreds of teenage boys and girls: drugs, bullies and, in these days of mixed-gender boarding schools, the unstoppable phantom that was sex.

During his fourteen years as headmaster of St Stephen’s, Robert had dealt, to some degree, with them all.

But all these crises had paled in comparison to what had happened last Friday. This was the ultimate head’s nightmare: the death of a pupil in his care.

If there was a way to leave a school’s reputation in tatters, this was it. The details of how the boy had died were almost irrelevant. Robert could visualise hordes of parents currently shopping for boarding schools crossing St Stephen’s off their lists.

Yet, Robert sought comfort in the fact that the school had survived for more than four hundred years – and looking through the records, he saw this kind of tragedy had occurred before. Perhaps the numbers would fall short term, but as time passed, surely what had happened last Friday would eventually be forgotten.

The last schoolboy death had been back in 1979. A boy had been found dead in the trunk room in the cellar. He’d hanged himself with a piece of cord tied to a hook on the ceiling. The incident had become part of school folklore. The kids loved to perpetrate the myth that the boy’s spirit haunted Fleat House.

Young Rory Millar had looked like a ghost himself when he’d been found hammering on the door, having spent the night locked in there.

Charlie Cavendish, without question the perpetrator, had denied everything as usual and, worse, found it funny . . . Robert Jones shivered uncomfortably, wishing he could find it in him to mourn the loss of his young life and finding he couldn’t.

That boy had been trouble from the moment he’d set foot in the school. And, thanks to his death, Robert’s future was now in question. At fifty-six years of age, he’d been looking forward to retiring in four years on a full pension. If he was forced to resign, there would be little hope of getting a position elsewhere.

At the emergency meeting of the board of governors last night, he’d offered his resignation. The governors, however, had stood by their headmaster.

Cavendish’s death was an accident . . . natural causes. He’d died of an epileptic fit.

This was Robert’s one ray of hope. As long as the coroner returned a verdict of death by natural causes and media coverage was kept to a minimum, it was possible the damage could be limited.

But until this was confirmed, his reputation and future were hanging by a tenuous thread. They had promised to call this morning.

The telephone rang shrilly on his desk. He pressed the speakerphone. ‘Yes, Jenny?’

‘It’s the coroner’s office for you.’

‘Put them through.’

‘Mr Jones?’

‘Yes, speaking.’

‘It’s Malcolm Glenister here, the local coroner. I wanted to discuss the results of the post-mortem conducted yesterday on Charlie Cavendish.’

Robert swallowed hard. ‘Of course. Fire away.’

‘The pathologist has concluded that Charlie did not die of an epileptic fit. He died of anaphylactic shock.’

‘I see.’ Robert swallowed again, trying to clear his throat. ‘And . . . what was the cause?’

‘Well, as you must know, his medical records show he was violently allergic to aspirin. Six hundred milligrams of it were found in his bloodstream, which would correspond to two over-the-counter tablets.’

Robert couldn’t reply, his throat now too dry to speak.

‘Other than traces of the drug Epilim, which Charlie took every day to control his epilepsy, and minimal alcohol levels, the pathologist found nothing else. He was perfectly healthy.’

Robert found his voice. ‘If he’d been found sooner, might he have survived?’

‘If he’d been given treatment immediately, then yes, almost certainly. However, the likelihood of him being able to call for help in the couple of minutes before falling unconscious were slim. It’s understandable no one found him until next morning.’

Robert paused, feeling a small trickle of relief enter his veins. ‘So, what happens next?’ he asked.

‘Well, we know how he died. The question is, why? His parents have confirmed Charlie knew he was allergic to aspirin; he’d always known.’

‘He must have swallowed the tablets by mistake. There’s no other explanation, is there?’

‘It’s not my job to speculate without the full facts, Headmaster, but there are one or two unanswered questions. And I’m afraid there’s going to be a police investigation.’

Robert felt the blood drain from his face. ‘I see,’ he said quietly. ‘How will that affect the day-to-day running of the school?’

‘You’ll have to discuss it with the detective in charge.’

‘When will the police come?’

‘Sharpish, I would think. They’ll be in touch with you shortly to make the arrangements. Goodbye now.’

‘Goodbye.’

Robert switched the speakerphone off, feeling dizzy. He took three or four long, deep breaths.

A police investigation . . . He shook his head. It was the worst possible news.

And then it struck him: for the past few days, all he’d been able to think about was the school’s reputation. But if the police were involved, then the coroner must have doubts about Cavendish taking the aspirin by mistake.

‘Jesus Christ.’ Surely they couldn’t think it was murder?

Robert shook his head again. No, it was probably just a formality. In fact, come to think of it, Charlie’s father would have the clout to insist on it. He thought back to the number of times Cavendish had stood in front of his desk, gazing down at him insouciantly as he was reprimanded. It was always the same routine: Robert would remind him that the ancient pastime of using the boys as servants had ended years ago and that he was not to bully them into subservience if they didn’t co-operate. Charlie would accept his punishment, then carry on as if nothing had happened.

Charlie, originally down for Eton, had failed the entrance exam. From the day he’d arrived at St Stephen’s he’d made it clear he considered the school, its headmaster and his fellow pupils beneath him. His arrogance had been breathtaking.

In search of inspiration, Robert stared at the painting of Lord Grenville Dudley, the sixteenth-century founder of the school, then, looking at his watch, realised it was almost lunchtime. He jabbed at the intercom button.

‘Yes, Mr Jones?’

‘Jenny, could you come through, please?’

The comforting form of Jenny Colman appeared through his door a few seconds later. She’d worked at the school for the past thirty years, initially as a dinner lady, then, after a secretarial course, as an admin assistant in the bursar’s office. When Robert had arrived fourteen years ago and found his secretary about to retire, he’d chosen Jenny as her replacement.

She’d been far from the most sophisticated candidate, but Robert liked her calm, unflappable style and her knowledge of the school had been invaluable as he’d settled into his headship.

Everyone loved Jenny, from the cleaners to the governors. She knew each child by name and her loyalty to the school was beyond question. Three years older than Robert, she was further down the road to retirement and Robert had often wondered how he would cope when she left. Now, he realised miserably, he’d probably be leaving before her.

Jenny had been absent all of last term, due to a hip operation. Her replacement had been competent, and probably far more up to speed on office technology, but Robert had missed Jenny’s motherly demeanour and was glad to see her back again. At the ready with her notebook and pen, Jenny settled her rotund frame into a chair in front of the desk, a look of deep concern on her face.

‘You’re a right funny colour, Mr Jones. Can I get you a glass of water?’ She spoke with a Norfolk burr.

Robert had a sudden urge to put his head against Jenny’s ample bosom, to feel her maternal arms wrap around him and find comfort in them.

‘That was the coroner’s office,’ he said, dismissing the thought. ‘It’s not good news. There’s going to be a police investigation.’

Jenny raised her bushy eyebrows. ‘No! Surely not.’

‘Let’s just hope they get it over with quickly. It’s going to be disruptive and destabilising for everyone having the police snooping around.’

‘I’ll say,’ agreed Jenny. ‘Do you think we’ll all have to be interviewed?’

‘No idea, but we’ll obviously have to alert everyone. Apparently, a detective is phoning me any minute. I’ll know more when I’ve spoken to him. But perhaps it might be best to call a school assembly in Main Hall tomorrow morning, warn everyone of what’s going to happen. That means all staff, too, from the kitchen porters up. Can you organise that for me?’

‘Of course, Mr Jones. I’ll do it now.’

‘Thanks, Jenny.’

She stood up, then said, ‘Have you called David Millar back yet? He’s rung again three times this morning.’

The last thing Robert needed was a deranged alcoholic parent panicking about his son.

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘Well, he rang several times yesterday evening and left messages, something about Rory being upset on the phone.’

‘I know, you said. He’ll just have to wait. I’ve got more important things on my mind at the moment.’

‘How about some tea? You look as though your sugar levels could do with a boost. It’s ever so good for shock.’

‘Thank you, that would be nice.’ He nodded gratefully.

The telephone rang on his desk. Jenny got there first and picked it up.

‘Headmaster’s office.’

She listened for a moment, then shielded the receiver with the palm of her hand and whispered, ‘It’s a Commissioner Norton to speak to you.’

‘Thanks.’ Robert took the receiver and waited until Jenny had bustled out of the door. ‘Headmaster speaking.’

‘Headmaster, Assistant Commissioner Norton from the CID here. I presume you know what this call is regarding.’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought I should alert you to the fact that I’m sending a couple of detectives in to investigate the death of Charlie Cavendish.’

‘Right, yes. Yes.’ Robert Jones did not know what else to say.

‘They’ll be descending on you tomorrow morning.’

‘From where?’

‘London.’

‘London?’

‘Yes. The case has been passed to us at CID Special Ops. We’ll be working in conjunction with the North Norfolk Constabulary.’

‘I appreciate you must do your job, Commissioner, but I’m obviously concerned about the disruption to the school, not to mention the panic factor.’

‘My colleagues are very experienced in dealing with cases like this, Headmaster. I’m sure they’ll handle the situation sensitively, and advise you on how to handle the staff and pupils.’

‘Yes. I was going to call a full school assembly tomorrow anyway.’

‘Excellent idea. That will give my team an opportunity to brief the school, and perhaps stem some nerves about our presence amongst them.’

‘I’ll do that, then.’

‘Right.’

‘Can you give me the names of the detectives you’ll be sending in?’

There was a slight pause on the line, before the commissioner said, ‘Not sure yet, but I’ll call you to confirm by the end of the day. Thank you for your time.’

‘Thank you, Commissioner. Goodbye.’

Thank you for what? Robert Jones asked himself as he replaced the receiver. He put his head in his hands. ‘Oh God,’ he mumbled.

These police guys would be probing into everyone’s background . . . their private lives . . . You never knew what they might drag up. He himself might become a suspect . . .

Numbers had been down for the past three years. There was so much competition these days. This was the last thing the school needed. Or, more selfishly, he thought, as he picked up the receiver to call the head of the governors, the last thing he needed.




Chapter Two

Jazmine Hunter-Coughlin – Jazz to her friends, Detective Inspector Hunter to her former work colleagues – drew back the curtains and glanced out of her small bedroom window. The view was limited, the condensation blurring the landscape of the Salthouse Marshes and the dour North Sea beyond. Automatically drawing her initials on the glass, the way she had done as a child, she studied the JHC for a moment, then smudged out the C with a determined swipe.

She glanced at the numerous cardboard boxes littering the floor of her bedroom. She’d moved in three days ago, but apart from unearthing essentials such as her pyjamas, the kettle and some soap, she had left the rest untouched.

This tiny cottage was the polar opposite of the white-walled, minimalist Docklands apartment she had shared with her ex-husband. And she loved it. Usually pathologically tidy, her unwillingness to unpack stemmed from the fact that the cottage would have to endure invasive renovations in the coming weeks. The plumber was booked for a week’s time to put in the central heating, the joiner was calling tomorrow to measure up for the kitchen units, and she’d left messages with a couple of local decorators.

Jazz hoped that in a couple of months Marsh Cottage would look as picturesque on the inside as it promised from without.

It was brighter outside today, and Jazz decided to go for a morning stomp across the marshes to the sea. She put on boots and a Barbour, opened the front door and stepped outside, breathing in the rejuvenating fresh sea air.

Her cottage was situated on the coast road that separated the village from the marshes and the sea. In the summer, the road became congested with tourists using it to gain access to the beaches and coastal villages of North Norfolk, but today, at the end of January, it was deserted.

Jazz felt a small glimmer of contentment as she studied the view. Its flatness and lack of trees presented a bleak, unwelcoming picture, but Jazz coveted its rawness. There was nothing pretty about the landscape, nothing to break up the starkness of a horizon that stretched for miles on either side. The simple elegance of the land’s distant curvature with the sea and the sheer vastness of the vista appealed to her unfussy nature.

As she crossed the road, she caught sight of a man coming out of the post office out of the corner of her eye, fifty or so yards away. Continuing across the road and onto the rough, marshy grass, she was focused on the comforting squelch of water underfoot when she thought she heard someone calling her name.

Dismissing it as the screeches of curlews that had gathered in a circle to the right of her, she continued up the incline, the only protection the cottage had from flooding – a moot point when she had been trying to secure a mortgage.

‘Jazmine! DI Hunter! Please, wait a second!’

This time there was no mistaking it. She stopped and turned to look back at the road.

Christ! What the hell’s he doing here? Jazz was appalled as she retraced her footsteps. She stopped a few yards away, offering him a small smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

‘Hello, DI Hunter.’

‘Why are you here, Sir?’

‘Nice to see you too,’ said Norton, offering his hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ she sighed, finally, walking towards him and taking it, ‘I wasn’t expecting you, that’s all.’

‘It’s quite all right. Now, are you going to invite me in before I freeze to death in this flimsy suit?’

‘Yes, of course. Come in.’

Once inside, Jazz settled Norton on the sofa and stoked up the fire. She made them coffee, then perched on a wooden dining chair.

‘Nice little place,’ he said. ‘Cosy.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘I like it.’

There was an awkward pause.

‘So, Jazmine, how are you?’

It was odd hearing Norton call her by her first name. It underlined the extent to which her life had changed over the past months, but it also felt patronising.

‘I’m fine,’ she said.

‘You look . . . better. Got a bit more colour since I last saw you.’

‘Yes, it’s warm in Italy, even in winter.’ Another pause and Jazz wished he’d get to the point. ‘How did you know I was here?’ she asked finally, not ready to start the ball rolling herself. ‘I only moved in three days ago.’

Norton chuckled. ‘I’m surprised you need to ask, having worked at the Yard, although even our computer could only manage Twenty-Nine Salthouse Road. When I got here and couldn’t find any numbers on the doors, I asked at the post office.’

‘Ah,’ said Jazz.

‘Why here?’ he asked.

‘Childhood holidays, I suppose. I’ve always loved Norfolk and it seemed as good as anywhere. Near my parents, too.’

‘Yes. Of course.’

Another pause.

‘So,’ said Norton, suddenly businesslike, sensing her impatience, ‘you want to know why I drove more than a hundred miles to see you first thing on a frosty January morning. I did try your mobile, but apparently you’ve cancelled it.’

‘I left it behind when I went to Italy. And when I got back I decided I didn’t really need it.’

Norton nodded. ‘Not much point in North Norfolk, anyway. Mine hasn’t had a signal since Norwich. Anyway, the reason I’m here . . . is because I want you to come back to work.’

Jazz was silent for a moment. ‘I thought I’d made things pretty clear,’ she said quietly.

‘You did. But that was seven months ago. You’ve had a sabbatical, got your divorce, found somewhere to live—’

‘Which I’ve no intention of leaving to go back to London,’ Jazz interjected sharply.

‘I’m sure you haven’t.’ Norton seemed unfazed.

‘Besides, how could I possibly come back? What makes you think I’d want to come back?’

‘Jazmine, if you’d just stop the defensive routine for a minute and hear me out.’ There was a sudden hard timbre in his voice.

‘Sorry, Sir,’ she said, ‘but you’ll forgive me if I’m not that keen to revisit the past.’ Jazz knew she was being hostile but she couldn’t help it.

‘Yes, I can see . . .’ He looked up at her. ‘What I want to know, though, is why you’re so angry with me? I didn’t cheat on you.’

‘That’s a low blow, Sir.’

‘Well’ – Norton studied his immaculately manicured nails – ‘perhaps you felt I did.’

‘Sir, I accept you could do nothing about my husband. I was already disillusioned by that time anyway and—’

‘That was the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back.’ Norton sipped his coffee and looked at her. ‘Jazmine, do you know how much it costs to recruit and train a DI?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Well, if I said a ballpark figure would buy you another cottage . . .’

‘Are you trying to make me feel guilty?’

‘If it works, yes.’ Norton managed a half-smile. ‘You didn’t even give me a chance to talk things through with you. One week you were at your desk, the next you’d hotfooted it off to Italy.’

‘I had no choice.’

‘So you say. I’d have hoped that the good working relationship we’d forged would have meant you felt you could come to me and discuss it, that’s all. If we’d agreed your resignation was the only alternative, I wouldn’t have stood in your way. Instead of which, you just . . . ran off, no debriefing, nothing!’

Jazz’s face was impassive. ‘Oh. So, that’s why you’re here, is it? To debrief me?’

Norton gave a small sigh of frustration. ‘Come now, I’m doing my best here. You’re acting like a truculent teenager. The fact is, technically, you’re still employed by us.’ He pulled an envelope out of his inner breast pocket and pushed it towards her.

‘What’s this?’ she murmured, frowning. Inside were payslips, correspondence relating to the account she’d shared with Patrick, the monthly statements which had continued to be sent to her old home and which, obviously, she hadn’t seen. Also in the envelope was the resignation letter she’d hurriedly scribbled at the airport and posted before she got on the plane to Pisa.

‘Not a very . . . professional departure, was it?’

‘No, I suppose it wasn’t, though I can’t see that it matters now.’ Jazz tucked the letter back into the envelope and offered it to him. ‘There you are, Sir. I’m handing this to you officially. I resign. Will that do?’

‘Yes, if that’s the way you want it. Look, Jazmine, I do understand; I know you felt let down and demoralised and your personal life was in ruins. You probably needed some time to think things through . . .’

‘Yup! That just about covers it, Sir.’ She nodded vehemently.

‘And because you were angry and bitter, you acted on your instincts and, at the time, your instincts told you to run. But you were also blinded by them. Can’t you see that?’

Jazz didn’t say anything.

‘And,’ Norton continued, ‘because you were blinded you made a spur of the moment decision, which, in addition to ruining a promising career, lost me one of my best officers. Look,’ he smiled gently, ‘I’m not an idiot. I knew what was going on. Finding out about your husband, especially if you were practically the last to know about it, must have been awful.’

Silence.

Norton sighed. ‘It all comes back to the same thing: relationships at work are dangerous, especially doing what we do. I told DCI Coughlin that when he told me you two wanted to get married.’

Jazz looked up. ‘Did he? Patrick told me you’d given us your blessing.’

‘I actually suggested that one of you transfer to another division so that at least you wouldn’t be tripping over each other. He begged me to let you stay where you were. So rather than lose both of you I decided to give it a try, against my better judgement, I might add.’

‘Er, Sir, did you say DCI?’

‘Yes. Your ex-husband has recently been promoted.’

‘Don’t bother to send him my congratulations.’

‘Rest assured, I won’t.’

Looking at him, Jazz thought how out of place Norton seemed in his Savile Row suit, his long legs bent almost up to his chest on the low sofa.

‘Did you know, Sir? About Patrick and . . . her?’

‘I’d heard a rumour, but I couldn’t interfere. If it makes you feel any better, she put in for a transfer to Paddington Green a couple of weeks after you left. She knew she couldn’t hope to compete with you. Everyone in the team cold-shouldered her with a vengeance. You were very popular, you know. They all miss you.’

Norton smiled broadly, showing a good strong set of white teeth. Jazz couldn’t help thinking, with his thick black hair greying at the temples, his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, how growing older was only enhancing his physical gravitas.

‘Well, that’s nice to know, I suppose. Anyway, what Patrick and his pet DC do now is up to them. I’m not interested any more. Mind you,’ Jazz quipped, ‘you might warn her that at the first sniff of competition, she’ll get a knife in her back.’

‘I don’t doubt it. Your ex is a talented officer, but he’s also ruthlessly ambitious. The one thing he couldn’t deal with was a wife who was potentially better than he was. I knew what he was up to, undermining you, constantly putting you down, but because you never came to me, I couldn’t do anything about it.’

‘I was in an impossible situation. He was my husband.’

‘I accept that. Anyway, as long as he learns to keep his trousers zipped I daresay he’ll get what he’s after, in the end.’

‘He can screw the entire department if he wants. I really don’t care.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ Norton replied cheerily. ‘So, are you sure you want me to take this letter back? It’ll make it official, you know.’ He waved the envelope at her.

‘Yes, I do.’

‘Okay, DI Hunter,’ Norton said, suddenly formal, ‘having had the opportunity to discuss the situation with you, you’ve made it clear you are determined to leave the force. I will take this letter and return to London with my tail firmly between my legs and not mention the other options I had in mind.’

The image of Norton with his tail between his legs made Jazz smile. She raised her eyebrows and sighed. ‘Go on then, you might as well tell me, as you’ve come such a long way.’

‘Believe it or not, there are other CID divisions. I might have suggested you transfer to one of those.’

‘Paddington Green perhaps? Then I could share cosy tête-à-têtes with my ex-husband’s lover.’

‘I’m going to ignore that childish remark. But it does bring me to the point rather neatly. The question is, did you resign because of the situation vis-à-vis Patrick? Or because you no longer wanted to be part of the force?’

‘Both,’ Jazz answered honestly.

‘All right, let me put it another way: here you are, thirty-four years of age, a highly trained CID officer, living in a Norfolk backwater like an old spinster. What on earth are you going to do with yourself?’

‘I’m going to paint.’

Norton raised his eyebrows. ‘Paint? I see. What, professionally, you mean?’

‘God knows. If I hadn’t joined the force, I was going to the Royal College of Art, once I’d got my degree at Cambridge. I had a place on the foundation course.’

‘Really?’ Norton looked surprised. ‘Well, perhaps that’s where you get your eye for detail.’

‘Maybe, but anyway, that’s the plan. I’m going to convert the outhouse into a studio. I’ve got enough left over from the sale of our old apartment to see me through for a while. Plus, there’s a course at UEA I might apply for next year.’

‘Admittedly, this isn’t a bad place to rediscover your creativity,’ agreed Norton.

‘Rediscovering is right, Sir,’ Jazz said vehemently. ‘The force took me over. I’d lost sight of the person I used to be.’

‘Hmm.’ Norton nodded. ‘I understand that, but strikes me you’ve found her again. Your fighting spirit certainly seems to have made a return.’

‘It has.’

‘Look.’ He sighed, serious again. ‘How long are you going to keep on running? I don’t think it was the force that got you down, but a man who was determined to undermine you and your confidence at every turn. I’ve watched you, Jazmine. You thrive on the adrenalin. You’re an exceptional detective. And I’m not the only one who thinks so.’

‘That’s . . . kind of you, Sir.’

‘I deal in facts, not kindness. It just galls me to watch someone of your ability throwing in the towel purely because her marriage didn’t work out. I’ve seen you fighting against male chauvinism day in, day out, over the years. Are you really going to let Patrick win?’

Jazz remained silent and studied the carpet intently.

‘Now, listen,’ he said. ‘Cutting to the chase, something’s come up. What if I said I had a case only a few miles down the road from here?’

‘A case here in Norfolk? How come?’

‘There’s been an incident at the local boarding school just outside Foltesham. A pupil was found dead in his study last Saturday morning. I was called because he’s the son of a lawyer who’s just managed to get a couple of major terrorists extradited to the UK. I’ve been asked to send some people along and double-check there’s no foul play.’

Norton looked into Jazmine’s clear green eyes and registered the small flicker of excitement.

‘By the father?’

‘The call came from the commissioner actually. As you know, the Met wouldn’t usually be involved with something like this but—’

‘What it is to have friends in high places.’ Jazz smiled as she finished the sentence for him.

‘Quite.’

‘So how did the boy die?’

‘He was an epileptic. The paramedics who arrived at the scene said the body presented all the hallmarks of a fit. However, his father rightly insisted on a post-mortem. The coroner contacted me this morning and it looks as if there might be more to it than meets the eye.’

‘Such as?’

‘I can’t say any more until you’ve told me whether you’re interested or not.’

They both knew she was.

‘Maybe, as long as I can be home in time to paint the next Mona Lisa,’ Jazz replied casually.

‘And I’ll send DS Miles down to give you a hand.’ Norton’s eyes were twinkling now.

‘Give me a day to think about it, will you, Sir?’

‘No time, I’m afraid. I need you on the case as of now. You’re booked to see the boy’s mother at two this afternoon. She lives a good hour and a half’s drive from here. That means’ – Norton checked his watch – ‘you have approximately one hour to make up your mind. Otherwise I must send someone else in. Here’s the file.’

Norton handed Jazz a thick brown envelope.

She looked at him helplessly.

‘An hour?’

‘Yes. Seems like you’re going to have to make another one of your famous spur of the moment decisions, DI Hunter. Looking back on your career, I’d say they’ve never served you wrong – apart from your decision to up and leave, of course.’ Norton checked his watch. ‘I must make a move. Said I’d be back in town for a meeting at two and these country roads are a nightmare.’

He stood up and, taller than Jazz at six foot two, brushed the top of his head against the ceiling.

‘If I say no, what do I do with this?’ She indicated the file.

‘Burn it on that rather sad fire of yours. Looks as if it could do with some kindling. Right, I’ll be off then.’ Norton shook her hand. ‘Thanks for the coffee.’ He walked towards the door, then turned and faced her. ‘I wouldn’t come chasing all the way to Norfolk for just anyone, DI Hunter. And I promise you, I won’t go down on bended knee again. Call me by noon. Goodbye.’

‘Bye, Sir,’ Jazz said. ‘And thanks . . . I think,’ she muttered, as an afterthought.




Chapter Three

David Millar paced up and down the small, untidy kitchen. Then, in a blaze of fury, he grabbed a milk bottle and hurled it against the far wall as hard as he could. It bounced off and fell with a clatter onto the linoleum-covered floor, but, infuriatingly, didn’t break.

‘Christ!’ he screamed, then crouched where he was, head in his hands. Tears pricked under his eyelids, his breathing heavy and ragged.

‘What the hell did I do?’ he moaned, staggering to his feet, walking through the arched alcove and throwing himself onto the sofa.

In desperation, he tried practising the exercises the therapist had given him. Breathing slowly, concentrating on each breath, his anger gradually subsided. Opening his eyes, he found himself staring at the photograph of himself with Angelina and Rory, the smiling, happy family of three years ago.

He remembered the day it had been taken. A hot July afternoon, the sun gently baking the Norfolk countryside whilst they’d sat in the garden, eating lunch from the smoking barbecue nearby.

Everything had been perfect then, hadn’t it? Everything. A beautiful wife, a gorgeous son, a new life. What he’d always dreamed of.

David had been born here, spent the first five years of his life in a small village outside Aylsham, and thereafter enjoyed childhood holidays on the coast. So when he and Angelina had talked seriously of escaping London, Norfolk had seemed the natural choice.

They’d bought a pretty farmhouse five miles from Foltesham and put a huge amount of time, effort and money into renovating it. Angelina had been in her element, choosing wallpaper and curtains; she’d been happy. She’d seemed happy, anyway. Rory had settled in at St Stephen’s Prep, a far cry from the confined city school with its two feet of playground and choking London air. That had been fantastic, watching his son starting to embrace country life, his cheeks growing pinker, his thin frame filling out.

The only downside to it all, of course, was the long, daily commute David had to endure to his desk in the City, but he didn’t even mind that. He would have done anything to keep Angelina and Rory happy.

Angelina, too, had blossomed, throwing herself into her new life, making new friends from the group of mothers she met in the school car park. Many of them had similarly escaped the London drudge, seeking a better life in the country.

She had never been busier. Book clubs, the PTA, ladies’ lunches and tennis lessons filled the long days while David was at work. She invited like-minded couples round for supper, who then returned the favour, and gradually their social life became more and more active.

Going to dinner parties, David was aware that their new friends’ houses tended to be grander than their own. The women talked a lot about designer clothes, designer shoes and holidays in Mauritius or the Caribbean; the men boasted of their wine cellars and the ‘pair of Purdeys’ they’d bought for the season’s shoot.

He felt no envy. Coming from relatively humble beginnings, David felt he’d achieved a lot. He was perfectly happy in his comfortable house with his wife and son. At the time he’d believed Angelina was, too.

Looking back, he probably should have realised. Should have sensed what was going on from Angelina’s wistful remarks: ‘Oh darling, Nicole’s husband’s just bought her the most wonderful new four-wheel-drive Mercedes!’ And, ‘Everyone seems to have rented villas in Tuscany for the summer; wouldn’t it be gorgeous if we could too?’

She began saving the property pages from the local paper, placing them discreetly on his knee to point out a particular house that had recently come onto the market. Before long David began to realise that Angelina was firmly hinting their lifestyle should match that of their smart, moneyed friends by taking a step up the property ladder themselves.

Considering Angelina had been a beauty therapist living in a terraced house in Penge when he’d met her, David felt, justifiably, that he’d already raised her some considerable distance.

But Angelina’s need to keep up with the Joneses had become insatiable. David finally gave in on the car, buying her the four-wheel-drive she so desperately craved, and which she doted on like a second child. The pleasure it gave her driving each day into the school car park made David smile. He enjoyed making her happy, but the fact she was so obviously preoccupied with social status troubled him more and more.

David was a successful broker in the City, trading in foreign currency for a steady list of clients. He had a solid reputation as a safe pair of hands but wasn’t considered a high flyer. He didn’t take risks which could result in the kind of rewards that a small handful of City boys were famous for receiving, but he also avoided the equally publicised losses that came hand in hand with those risks. He was sensible with money, insisting they live on his salary, any bonuses being lodged safely in the bank for the future. Aware that his City career could not last forever, he was determined to make sure he had a comfortable amount of cash in reserve for any enforced early retirement.

Angelina had known the money was there, but she couldn’t understand why David refused to touch it.

‘Darling, we’re still young,’ she’d complained. ‘Surely this is the moment we should be shooting for the moon? Your career’s on the up and up; I can’t think why we have to keep saving for a rainy day that may never come. We don’t want to be seventy and sitting on a wad of cash! We’ll be too old to enjoy it. Think about it, we could have the house of our dreams!’

David remembered murmuring that he thought they already had the house of their dreams, but Angelina wouldn’t let up.

Eventually, against his better judgement, he’d given in and Angelina had immediately set off with a girlfriend to see a house on the edge of Foltesham. It was an impressive if unmodernised Georgian rectory set in five acres, far too big for a family of three, but as Angelina coyly said as she and David later wandered through the eight bedrooms, maybe that number was set to grow.

‘Darling’ – she had thrown her arms around his shoulders as they entered yet another bedroom with a sagging ceiling – ‘wouldn’t this make the most divine nursery?’

‘Angie, are you serious?’

She’d nodded, her eyes shining. ‘Absolutely. I think another child is just what we need to make this house feel like a home.’

That had been the clincher. David had always wanted a second child, but until now, Angie had been adamant that she couldn’t go through the horrors of pregnancy again.

‘Not to mention the havoc it played with my body,’ she’d said, one morning, smoothing her skirt over her hard-won, taut stomach. ‘It took me a year to get my figure back. Imagine how much longer it would take second time around!’

With Rory nearly twelve, David had given up hope. He took Angelina’s change of heart on trust and put in an offer on the house.

Eighteen months later, having secured it with a huge mortgage, not to mention undertaking a programme of works that had wound up costing three times what he’d originally planned, David’s reserves of cash had all but dried up and there was still no sign of a baby.

Then the economy began to falter. All around him in City bars, the talk was not of how many bottles of Krug one could down in a night, but of a bear market and which firm would be next to wield the redundancy axe.

And still Angelina wanted more. The money she spent on soft furnishings began to resemble the GDP of a small Third World country and they absolutely had to put a pool in the walled garden so Rory could bring his friends round to swim.

After increasingly stomach-churning days in the office, David dreaded getting on the train to go home to a house that had become symbolic of the fact he was out of control, as well as to a wife who seemed discontented whatever he gave her.

So, rather than facing reality, he had taken to drowning his sorrows in bars after work. With five or six pints inside him followed by a whisky chaser or two, listening to Angelina’s demands and giving in to them became less painful. He took out a bank loan to cover the swimming pool, then another to cover the costs of resurfacing the tennis court and landscaping the garden.

With the added pressure, his work had suffered. His usual, careful eye was not so firmly placed on the ball as it had once been, and David had made the odd mistake. Nothing serious enough to get him sacked, but with things as tough as they currently were, it was enough for him to be surplus to requirements when the firm decided to downsize.

His boss had finally called him in and told David they were letting him go. He was unemployed as of that moment. He’d get a year’s salary but had to clear his desk and leave immediately.

David had spent a long, long evening in his favourite bar, just managing to catch the last train home.

When he’d got back, Angelina was already in bed. David had staggered into the kitchen, head already pounding, poured himself a large glass of tap water, then went to the cupboard in the pantry, where Angelina kept her first aid box, to find some painkillers.

He lifted the box out, then managed to drop the contents on the floor. Falling to his knees, he began putting the assorted creams, plasters and pills back again. One box, however, caught his eye. It contained the contraceptive pills that Angelina had taken before they’d started trying for a baby.

Then, heart racing, he saw the date they’d been dispensed: two weeks previously. David had opened the box and seen that half the blisters were empty.

In a fury, he’d stormed upstairs to their bedroom.

Angelina was propped up in


































































































Epilogue

One Month Later

When Jazz woke up and drew back her curtains, she saw blue sky and sunlight beyond the window for the first time in weeks. She opened the window and breathed in the smell of freshness that heralded spring.

Almost falling over herself to get outside and paint before the weather changed, Jazz threw on some clothes, grabbed her stool, easel and paints, and stomped across the road to the marshes.

Setting herself up at a good vantage point, and realising that the sunlight still flattered to deceive in terms of warmth, she spent a glorious couple of hours sketching the view. Normally, she’d take a much more surrealist perspective, but she wanted to paint this as accurately as possible, so she could hang it on the wall of her sitting room and remember it during the long, dark days of winter.

When she arrived back at the cottage, her fingers were icy and she couldn’t feel her toes. She jumped in the bath to warm up, dressed in a pair of jeans and a jersey, then set about making a goat’s cheese salad for lunch.

At one o’clock, she saw the car pull up outside.

She opened the door and waited for him to walk up the short path.

‘DS Miles – Alistair – how are you?’

‘I’m good, very good.’ Miles kissed her warmly on both cheeks as she led him inside.

‘Jazz, this is stunning.’ He glanced around the sitting room, loving the freshness of the cream walls, the loose-covered cream sofa, coir matting on the floor and the thick gold curtains that hung at the windows.

‘I’m glad you like it. Not too fussy, is it?’ she asked in concern.

‘Not at all. It’s warm but elegant, unfussy but comfortable, a bit like its owner.’ He smiled.

‘Love the metaphor, Alistair. Drink?’ Jazz offered, walking into the kitchen.

‘A glass of wine would go down a treat. Forgotten how far this godforsaken part of the country is. Took me almost four hours – roadworks on the A11.’ Miles followed her, noting the grey floor tiles and the clean white laminated kitchen units that set off the red Aga so well.

‘You’ve performed miracles, Jazz, really,’ he said admiringly. ‘It’s a fantastic mix of old and new.’

‘That’s what I was aiming for,’ replied Jazz happily. ‘And to try and brighten the place up a bit. Cottages can be so dark.’

Miles was looking at the large modern painting hung on the dove-coloured wall above the small kitchen table. It was painted in bold striking colours: confident blocks of white, grey and red that matched perfectly with the kitchen. ‘Where did you get that?’ he said, peering closer. ‘It’s an original, isn’t it?’

‘Well, it would be, as I painted it,’ she smiled.

Miles looked awestruck. ‘You?’

‘Yes, me.’

‘Is there no end to your talents, Ma’am?’ he teased. ‘That is seriously good. Cheers.’

‘Cheers.’ Jazz toasted him with a glass of water. Lately, she’d rather gone off alcohol. ‘Let’s go and sit down.’ She led the way through to the sitting room where the fire was building nicely.

Miles sat down. ‘This really is idyllic. You must be very happy here.’

‘I am,’ Jazz nodded. ‘It’s a perfect bachelor-girl retreat. And you’re very honoured. You’re my first official guest.’

‘It’s good to be back here, actually. When I left for London after the case, I felt claustrophobic for weeks.’ He shrugged, ‘I suppose you get used to it.’

‘Perhaps I’ll change, but I’ve no wish to return to London whatsoever,’ said Jazz with feeling.

‘So, fill me in on all the details post-case.’ Miles settled himself back on the sofa. ‘How was Jenny Colman when she met her son for the first time?’

‘Emotional, obviously. As was David Millar. We’ve got Martin Chapman to thank for that. When he was checking Rory’s trunk, he picked up David’s DNA from the fingerprints, and a hair he found inside. He remembered it when he was checking the hair sample Jenny had taken from her baby. It was identical. He then crossed it with Corin Conaught’s hair and hey presto!’

‘Wow!’ Miles replied in wonder. ‘Sometimes I hate modern forensic practices – they seem to slow down or mess up a case – but on this occasion, it had a spectacular result.’

‘It did. Jenny Colman has a new lease of life. And so does David.’

‘What about the Conaught Estate?’ questioned Miles. ‘Will David have a legitimate claim as the direct, if illegitimate heir?’

‘Absolutely. Despite her initial prejudice, Emily Conaught called to thank me a few days ago. David had been up to the house to meet her. He then took Rory with him, who of course, we both know, is the living image of his grandfather, Corin.’

‘Hugh Daneman may have got the father wrong, but it’s easy to understand why he was so fond of Rory,’ Miles said gently.

‘And died regretting his fondness,’ Jazz sighed. ‘However, the Conaughts have now got their bloodline back: David and Rory. And Emily and Edward have already offered David a cottage on the estate. They’re aware David has an alcohol problem, just like his father, and they want to keep an eye on him.’

‘They do say it can be genetic,’ Miles commented, holding out his wine glass for a top-up. ‘Unlike me, my parents are teetotal. Does Angelina Millar know that the husband she dumped unceremoniously for being a loser will eventually be a lord of the realm and inherit one of the grandest estates in Norfolk?’

‘Tee hee.’ Jazz smiled. ‘Can you imagine how she’ll feel when she does? She’ll be spitting! She’s blown her chance to join the aristocracy and have half the county kowtowing to her. It’s a social climber’s dream. No doubt she’ll try and worm her way back into David’s affections. I hope he doesn’t let her, after the way she treated him.’

‘I’m so glad for David. He seemed like a genuinely nice bloke.’

‘He is,’ agreed Jazz. ‘And, as Emily pointed out, as long as he keeps off the juice, he’s got the business contacts to take the estate into the twenty-first century from his days in the City. Oh, I do like the occasional happy ending, makes this sometimes thankless job of ours seem worthwhile. Right, shall we eat?’

Jazz warmed some ciabatta, and they shared the salad companionably.

‘What about Adele Cavendish and Sebastian Frederiks? I mean really, the proceeds of Hugh Daneman’s will should have gone to David Millar. Although I suppose he’ll have plenty one day,’ commented Miles.

‘Mr Jones told me Frederiks has handed in his resignation. He and Adele are very much together apparently, and they want to make a fresh start.’

‘Not surprised, after all that’s happened. Give them both a chance to get over Charlie.’

‘Well, at least this case, for a change, had a couple of silver linings.’

‘Yes. And . . . umm . . . for me too, actually.’

Jazz saw the colour rise to Miles’s cheeks.

‘Oh yes? What?’ Jazz knew already but she wanted to let him tell her.

‘Me and Issy . . . well, we’re,’ Alistair shrugged, ‘together, I suppose.’

‘That’s wonderful news, Alistair,’ Jazz responded warmly. ‘You know how I love Issy.’

‘Seems I do too,’ he said shyly. ‘People’ve commented we make an odd couple, but I don’t think we do. Yes, she’s louder than I am, and there’s no doubt she loves to mother me, but I rather like it.’ Miles smiled. ‘Don’t know whether it’ll last, but it’s going well at the moment. And we’re both very happy.’

‘And that’s all that matters. Coffee?’ Jazz stood up and put the kettle to boil on the Aga.

‘Thanks,’ he nodded.

‘The only thing I’d say, Alistair, is be very careful. I know you’re not both coppers like Patrick and I, but you will end up working together at some point. Need I say that it proved a disaster for us and our relationship.’

‘And dare I say that Issy is not an egocentric, arrogant jerk who wanted to prove his superiority over his more able wife at every opportunity?’

Jazz nodded graciously. ‘You may.’

‘Everyone knows he’s an arsehole, Jazz. He’s not well liked at the Yard. And you’ll be pleased to know that word got around about the Millar debacle.’ Miles shrugged innocently. ‘I’ve no idea who could have spread the fact that he got a right ticking-off from Norton.’

‘Thanks, Alistair.’ Jazz patted his hand. ‘You needn’t worry. I’m over it. It’s gone. Now, I’ve got something far more important I want to talk to you about. Let’s go back in front of the fire and drink our coffee.’

Once Jazz had stoked the fire, she sat in front of it, as Miles settled himself on the sofa.

‘Alistair, me inviting you here today was not only so you could boost my ego, and admire my interior design skills, but also to put an idea to you,’ she began.

‘If you want me to pose nude for one of your life sketches, then forget it,’ he grinned. ‘Other than that, fire away.’

‘Well, I’ve been asked to set up a Special Ops branch here in East Anglia. I’m currently in the process of recruiting a team. And I’d like to know if you’re interested in coming to join me as my second in command.’

Miles looked at her, speechless. Finally, he said, ‘Sorry, Ma’am, I don’t know what to say. I really don’t.’

‘Well, you could say you’ll seriously consider it.’ Jazz could not help but be disappointed at his reaction. ‘We’ve worked together for five years very successfully. You’d be going up a scale in terms of pay, you’d have all your removal costs paid for, but I don’t know how you might feel about leaving the Yard for a much more provincial scenario.’

Miles sighed and studied his hands. ‘It’s not the Yard I’d miss, Jazz, it’s Issy. Damn!’ Miles hit the arm of the sofa in frustration. ‘A couple of months ago I’d have jumped at a new challenge, but now . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I just don’t know.’

‘I understand,’ Jazz nodded. ‘Why don’t you have a chat with Issy and see what she says?’

‘She’ll say she doesn’t “do” the country. You know what she’s like. Which means I’d have to commute. Look, let me think about it, will you?’

‘Of course. I want you, Alistair. Not in the biblical sense,’ Jazz smiled, ‘but I think we could head up a great team between us.’

‘Thanks, Jazz. The feeling’s mutual. And I like the idea of creating a department from scratch – no bad eggs already there to deal with—’

‘I won’t ask Patrick to apply then.’

‘I’d suggest not.’ Miles laughed. ‘But there is one young woman DS who’s been on secondment with us who’s really impressed me. I think you’d like her too . . .’

‘Give me her name,’ Jazz said eagerly. ‘Norton said I can’t poach anyone from the department, but if she’s on secondment, it doesn’t count. And the more girls, the merrier. We can share lipsticks and swap gossip over the length of your lots’ batons.’

Miles chuckled. ‘Ma’am, it’s so good to see your old sense of humour is coming back.’

Jazz frowned. ‘Did you think it had gone?’

‘You weren’t your usual relaxed self, Jazz, no. Actually, when I think about it, not for a long time before you left,’ he said honestly.

Jazz agreed with a sigh. ‘You’re right. But I’m feeling much more like me now.’

‘I’m glad. I’d hate to think of that prat undermining you.’

‘Rest assured, he hasn’t.’

Miles checked his watch. ‘I’ve got to get going, or I’ll get stuck on the M25.’

‘Use your siren, Alistair. Everyone does. Except me, of course.’

‘Right.’ He stood up and so did Jazz. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I can. And thanks for lunch.’

‘Anytime you’re passing, which, if I have my way, might be quite often.’ She kissed him on the cheek, and took one of his hands in his. ‘Please consider it seriously, won’t you?’

‘Definitely. Bye, Jazz, take care.’

Jazz shut the door, then went to clear the lunch away. As she was pouring the remains of Miles’s wine down the sink, she stared out at the marshes which sprawled in front of the cottage. The tide was rolling in, and in a few hours the intricate waterways and footpaths which snaked through the vast landscape would be completely hidden from view. Jazz smiled, pleased that her new home was both beautiful and emblematic.

As she watched the grey sea begin to distantly intrude upon the green of the marsh, her thoughts turned to Madelaine Smith, a woman as resolute as the tide in completing her task. Hers was a life motivated by a single, terrible purpose, fuelled by the pain and agony of the past.

Jazz’s phone buzzed on the kitchen table, and she picked it up to read a text from Jonathan.

Leaving Cambs now. See you in an hour. X

Jazz had decided that, for now, she was happy to leave the past behind. She was only concerned with the future.
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