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Chapter 1

The first dog burst out like fizzy lemonade from a shaken bottle before the door to the cottage was fully open. It was followed closely by a second much larger dog, and then, at a more sedate pace, by Clarice.

The garden was still white at 6.30 a.m., after a night temperature of minus four. The frosty ground cracked underfoot as Clarice walked the two-acre boundary.

The first dog, Jazz, was brown and white, a long-haired bitch unidentifiable as belonging to a single breed. Her legs were short, her ears big, and her tail, going around in circles of excitement, appeared to be far too long for her body. Behind her, Blue, a thickset black Labrador cross, with a splash of white on her chest, tried to keep up, determined not to drop the red rubber bone clamped between her teeth.

Trailing behind them, Clarice, slim and over six feet tall, strode forward purposefully. Her long glove-covered fingers were pushed deep into her jacket pockets, her auburn hair tucked up inside a tan-brown woollen hat that matched in colour her calf-length fur-lined boots. The muffler around her neck and face did not hide the exhale of her breath, showing as a moving cloud of white.

The property, enlarged over the years by various incumbents, dated back to 1855. Much of the garden was now given over to a wildlife meadow, trees and hedging, with a vegetable patch and herb garden nestling close to the cottage. Beyond lay the outbuildings: Clarice’s workshop, which looked like a small bungalow; a barn converted to a garage; another old semi-derelict barn; and a long, low building surrounded by an outside enclosure, a temporary home to feral cats.

A year ago, she had walked the boundaries of the garden with Rick. They’d been seeing each other for three weeks when he came to visit for a weekend and, getting married along the way, stayed for thirteen years. He was her confidante, husband and lover. Conversations started as soon as one walked into a room occupied by the other, the picking-up of an endless, unbroken thread, neither wanting to put space between them. And then a year ago, it had changed. That she, who was known for her awareness and intuition, did not immediately recognise what was happening, and the speed at which it happened, astonished her. They became as an evolving species, one living organism that, having become toxic and in order to survive, had split in two. They had been estranged for six months.

The dogs ran back and forth exuberantly. After doing three circuits of the boundary, Clarice went into her workshop to turn up the heating, before going back out, leaving the dogs inside, to walk to the enclosure.

She stopped, reaching a point halfway, to look at the willow. It stood as a lone presence, stripped by the god of winter, throwing upwards beseechingly its frost-white naked arms. Its beauty deepened her sense of sorrow. Her face contorted for a fraction of a second. She pulled the heavy rainproof jacket tighter to her body, as if, by keeping the warmth in, the sadness might be driven out.

Reaching the enclosure, she unlocked and removed the Yale lock to go through the first gate, a wooden frame with mesh infill, then, less than five feet away, the second. The two-door double-lock system created a barrier so that none of the feral cats within could escape. The low brick building was about thirty feet from the second gate, the enclosure resembling a small wired-in garden. As she opened the door, she was greeted by a hiss.

‘Good morning, Lucy.’

The ginger tortoiseshell cat strolled slowly past her to go outside. The relationship between woman and cat was one of compromise: Clarice fed Lucy and her litter, and Lucy in return had stopped growling and allowed her kittens to be handled. Clarice waited for Lucy to do a U-turn and go back inside, aware that the cat’s protective instincts would not yet allow anyone to remain alone with her brood.

Standing in the centre of the room, she looked around. The bare brick walls accommodated cupboards and cabinets, a sink with a drainer, a kettle next to a jar of instant coffee, and a small fridge. On the tiled floor stood wooden hiding boxes, each with a circular hole cut out on one side for the kittens to enter and feel safe. A radio, an important part of the kittens’ learning process, familiarising them with different noises, was fixed to a wall so it could not be knocked over. She pressed the switch and it came to life with the pips that preceded Radio 4’s 7 a.m. news.

As she sat down on a plastic chair near the table, she was immediately pounced upon. The four kittens were five weeks old, and, having been socialised by handling and play, all but one were confident, doing well in their progress towards adoption.

‘Hello, Lula, you are the pushiest girl,’ she said to the small creature, while running her fingers down its back. Noise from the nearest cat box alerted her to activity as one ginger body rushed out pursued by another – Larry and Lenny, indistinguishable from each other. Although she was aware that new owners would rename them, it was her habit to christen members of each family group by working through the letters of the alphabet. This particular family comprised mother Lucy and her kittens Lula, Larry, Lenny and Liza – also known as Miss Shy Boots.

Clarice spent half an hour talking to and playing with the three youngsters before going to look for the missing kitten. Finding her hiding behind a box, she scooped her up, to return to sit holding and stroking her until her silence was replaced by a purr. Throughout, she had been stalked by Lucy, who, sitting nearby, watched intently. Lucy had been captured by use of a cat trap, and left with Jonathan Royal at the town’s veterinary practice. Clarice liked Jonathan; he had a good sense of humour and enjoyed a gossip, generally putting a witty spin on rumours or tales as he passed them on. A squat man, small but broad, his most notable feature was his abundance of snow-white hair. He had a self-conscious habit of talking to Clarice from behind his hand, as if fearful of being overheard. ‘I know your reputation as a sleuth,’ he would say after telling her what he considered to be a juicy piece of gossip. ‘Get to the bottom of that!’

When he had asked Clarice to take Lucy, he’d described the cat as ‘a tad feisty’. She knew him well enough to interpret his words. Feisty meant she was antisocial and grumpy. The pre-attachment of ‘tad’, while folding his arms and raising his eyebrows for dramatic effect, meant that she scared the shit out of him: she was a full-on feral. Over the weeks, Clarice had made progress with her, but though no longer the hissy, spitting creature taken from Jonathan’s surgery, she would never make a pet. After being neutered, she would begin a new life as a farm and barn cat.

Clarice sat down on the floor in the centre of a circle of kittens. While she absent-mindedly knocked table tennis balls for them to chase, she looked at the boxes, remembering the weekend that Rick had made them. It was the weekend she had realised the relationship was in trouble. There had been an atmosphere of animosity, and rather than staying to help him, she’d withdrawn to her workshop. Later in the evening, they’d argued, the underlying problems of their relationship like a festering wound, raw and visible. They’d picked over the minutiae of their lives: Clarice criticising his unpredictability due to work, the time he spent with his friends and playing sport; Rick expressing annoyance at the prioritisation of her work as a ceramicist and caring for the rescue animals above spending quality time with him – he was, he said, ‘at the very bottom of the food chain’. She’d said things that were exaggerated and mean, and he had reciprocated in kind.

The relationship had limped on for several more months, but they were both guarded and critical of one another. They talked less, both being overly polite in order to avoid conflict, the physical side of the relationship diminishing over the weeks, until it ceased altogether. The marriage had died slowly of a thousand tiny pinpricks of complaint and neglect. Rick now rented a small modern house in Castlewick. Having taken it on a six-month lease, she imagined that he must be at the point of renewing it or finding another property. Some kind of decision must be on the horizon.

She considered now with guilt the sudden awareness after his departure of how much he had supported her in caring for the fostered animals. She’d sought more help from volunteers over the last six months, allowing her to relinquish and delegate many of her roles. Why had she ever imagined that she could do it all herself? And, she chastised herself, Rick had been a police officer from the beginning of their relationship; she’d known the hours his work entailed, and she knew about the number of officers whose relationships had failed due to the unsocial hours and heavy workload. So what had changed?

A table tennis ball being knocked around the floor alerted her to the fact that Liza had joined her siblings’ hooligan gang and was running amok about the room.

Returning to her workshop, Clarice let the dogs out and they accompanied her back to the cottage. Her old friends Sandra and Bob would take on the role of kitten-handling in the afternoon. Until then, she was alone.

It was late morning when she received a call from Rex, an acquaintance who lived near the town.

‘Hi, Rex,’ she said, her voice lifting. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Some news for you – good, I think.’

Clarice stayed silent, waiting for him to continue.

‘Your cat, the three-legged ginger …’

‘Yes.’ She said the word slowly, suddenly filled with hope.

‘I spotted him late last night; drove past him on my way home.’

‘It’s a shame you didn’t call earlier. He might be gone now.’

‘Sorry, Clarice, meant to; the morning just slipped away.’

She guessed immediately that he had been out drinking until late the previous evening. She imagined he would have taken the back roads home, in the hope of not being stopped and breathalysed. Now, having just woken, he was phoning with the expectation that the information might be rewarded with a pint. Rex never gave anything away for free.

‘Are you sure it was him?’

‘Yeah, full moon, ginger cat, three legs. How long has he been on walkabout?’

‘Three weeks. He belongs to Vita at Winterby Hall.’

‘Lady Vita! You do move in posh circles. He was one of yours, though, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes, she adopted him years ago. Where did you see him?’

‘It was outside the Hanging Barn; you know where that is?’

‘I do. I’ll go there now – and thanks, Rex, I owe you a pint.’

‘Great – sound like good news for both of us.’ He laughed.

Walter had been given a home by Lord Roland Fayrepoynt and his wife. Clarice and Lady Vita shared a common interest in ceramics, and Vita had a number of Clarice’s pieces within her vast collection.

Clarice put the phone down and wrote a note for Sandra and Bob.


In case I’m not back when you arrive, Rex Cook spotted Walter near the Hanging Barn – YIPPEEEE! I’m going over to get him while he’s still there. Cherry cake in the cake box, see you later. Clarice xx






Chapter 2

Having climbed the rickety ladder, Clarice pressed down hard with her hands to test the strength of the beam that stretched between the two platforms. It felt firm, but would be impossible to walk across, either standing or in a crouched position. What remained of the roof was only three feet higher than the beam. Swinging her leg over to straddle it, she began to heave herself along before looking down: a fifteen-foot drop.

The ruined building on the edge of the Lincolnshire Wolds known locally as the Hanging Barn had last been used for that purpose in August 1752, when William Thomas was hanged for stealing a horse. Before that, it had hosted only two other hangings within the same decade: one man convicted of sheep-stealing and another of burglary.

There was an overpowering smell. It was not just the stink of ordinary decay. She had noticed it when she first came in, but up here, it was worse. It made her think of a damaged animal. One that had come to this quiet place to die, and was decomposing somewhere below in the hay.

The barn had three remaining walls. Where the fourth should have been there was an empty space; that and half of the roof had long gone. The place was filthy and decaying. Rotting wooden pallets, once possibly in a neat stack, had imploded downwards in a corner, resembling, thought Clarice, a sculpture, an unsung homage to the inevitability of the passage of time.

Icy rain flew in through the gap in the roof and the space where the wall had once been. Sufficient to make the open area saturated, it did nothing to eradicate the stench. Branches from an overgrown willow trailed downwards, making a clicking noise as they moved with the wind to hit against the structure.

On the climb to reach the beam, a jagged piece of metal protruding from the ladder had torn Clarice’s jeans. A throb of pain alerted her that it had cut into her thigh. Resting for a moment, she stared at the cat, which gazed back, unblinking.

‘Walter, do you really want me to get splinters in my arse?’ Although she was annoyed, the voice she used was soothing.

The scrawny ginger tom regarded her, body posture unchanged, attitude defiant. He had come to Clarice ten years earlier as a stray, damaged after being hit by a car. Where his left back leg had been amputated was now a small stump. He moved well on the remaining three legs, but at sixteen years old and toothless at the front of his mouth, his disappearance three weeks earlier had caused concern about his ability to survive. His unblinking stare, however, suggested that he considered himself to be neither lost nor in need of rescue.

Clarice edged forward along the beam, hand over hand, getting nearer to the cat. Suddenly she heard a groaning sound beneath her. As she squeezed the cheeks of her buttocks, an image came into her mind of two large soft oranges trying to hold a solid piece of wood, and failing. For a moment she was poised in mid-air, before she and the beam went crashing downwards.

*

Later, at the hospital, each doctor asked the same question. Had she been knocked unconscious? If so, for how long? She gave each the same answer: she didn’t know. One moment she had been up there talking to the cat; the next thing she remembered was being flat on her back in the hay below.

The stink on the ground had been vile, overpowering. Even half conscious, she’d found herself gagging with each breath. Someone was prodding her in the chest, and there was a rumble of distant thunder. She lay, eyes closed, trying to remember where she was. Moving her fingers in the hay, she worked out that it was not her bed.

She opened her eyes to find Walter sitting on her chest. A silver thread travelled downwards from the cat’s mouth, and she realised that while he was gleefully purring and paddling, he was also drooling through toothless gums.

Looking past the cat, she followed the direction in which a raised hand was pointing. The hand was grey, with long red fingernails, two of which were broken – snapped but still attached.

Could it be a discarded tailor’s dummy?

Her head throbbed with pain, as did her back and left ankle. She made an effort to focus on her surroundings.

The hand, although a strange grey colour, was realistic.

It had taken several minutes for her to understand. The smell was coming from beneath her. The hand was attached to an arm, which was attached to a body. She was lying on top of a rotting corpse.




Chapter 3

Clarice lay on a trolley in a curtained cubicle. Her ankle, which had been strapped, rested upon a support pillow. She awaited her relocation to a ward, when a space could be found. She felt like an unattractive parcel waiting to be moved on.

Feet scurrying, the babble of voices, telephones, the wheels of trolleys, the crying of a small child all assaulted her senses. Most injurious to her peace of mind was the smell of the hospital, a combination of disinfectant, urine, sweat, handwash and fear, which, for her, always had an association with death.

At the barn, after the fall, when the fog in her brain had cleared sufficiently, she had used her mobile phone. Unable to reach Sandra and Bob, she’d called Georgie Lowe, friend and neighbour. Her second call was to the police. Georgie had gone to Clarice’s home and grabbed a cat basket, plus a pair of jogging pants, a T-shirt and a sweater for her to change into. She had been insistent that she wanted to go with Clarice to the hospital, but Clarice, knowing that her friend had to get back to collect her children from school, was adamant. As she was assisted into the ambulance, she assured Georgie she would be all right on her own. Georgie left reluctantly with Walter, promising to feed him if Sandra and Bob had not yet arrived.

Clarice tried to resist the temptation to flatten her hair. It was shoulder length, a deep auburn, always well cut and usually shiny. It now looked like a tangled bush. She had attempted to wash it, but had been hampered by her inability to bend over the sink in the A & E bathroom, or even to stand upright. The nurse who had been with her, blonde, small and brisk, with an air of superiority, had chided her to deal with the health issues first. A small terrier capable of delivering a nasty nip, Clarice thought. A & E was too busy for staff to assist her, but perhaps, the nurse suggested, when they found a space on a ward, one of the staff there might help. She was aware that she had brought with her the foul smell of the barn and the decomposing corpse, part of which, she realised, was still in her hair. Minuscule scraps of another woman’s flesh, blood and bone. She shuddered, trying to remove the image of the remains of the destroyed face from her mind.

Her head throbbed. Thinking again about the dead flesh, the grey hand with its long red claw-like nails, how could she have imagined it was anything other than human, and why had she not freaked immediately? Was what she now considered to be her idiotic reaction all down to the fall and the bang to her head?

‘Bloody Walter!’ she whispered with a smile.

‘You could have killed yourself!’

Clarice looked up. Her husband, Rick, stood over her, his face flushed. Glowering, he immediately launched into a ranting tirade.

‘What an utterly stupid, ridiculous thing to do! You are not in your prime, not agile, not especially fit. And what’s to say that even if you had reached Walter, he wouldn’t have scarpered down, out of your reach? He might only have three legs, but he knows how to make good use of them. What were you thinking?’

He was tall, over six feet four, a good three inches taller than her. An ex-rugby player for the county and police force, his height and bulk made his presence imposing. It was one of the things that had attracted her to him. He was the tallest man she had dated. She admitted her own true height to few people, only conceding to five feet eleven.

Her first thought, as always, was to correct herself. Rick was not her husband; he was her estranged husband.

‘I’m OK,’ she said, seeking to placate him.

‘Don’t talk to me as if I’m one of your bloody cats!’ he snapped. ‘It’s one of those buggers that got you here, and you are not all right: a busted ankle and concussion!’

‘Calm down and sit down,’ Clarice said. ‘I’m not seriously hurt. They thought I might have had a bleed on the brain, but it doesn’t show that I have. I’ve still got a cracking headache, and I’m pissed off I’ve got to stay in overnight, but that’s only a precaution.’

‘You were knocked out.’ He spoke more calmly, a deflated balloon that had lost its air, as he followed her instruction to sit on the chair next to the bed. ‘That is serious, and,’ he added, ‘you sorted out that bloody cat before you even phoned the police.’

‘I had to phone Georgie to come and collect Walter after going to all that trouble to get to him. Bet that’s your buddy Sergeant “the Snitch” Daisy telling tales.’

‘Daisy likes you. Enough to tell me when you’ve fallen from a great height onto your head.’ Rick spoke quietly.

‘And I like Daisy.’ Clarice smiled at him. ‘Detective Inspector Beech, anyone would think you were still my husband,’ she teased.

He leaned towards her. ‘I am, as it happens, even if it’s in name only.’

Bet he’s thinking the same as me, Clarice thought, looking at him; both of them deciding not to go in that circle of your fault, my fault, your job, my cats, we could still be together, we’re better apart – around and around.

‘So,’ she said, ‘was it Rose Miller?’

‘Daisy told me that’s who you told her it was – after you’d buggered up the crime scene. Good guess. Her face was a mess, and you hardly knew the woman.’

‘I didn’t deliberately land on top of her. It was an accident.’ Clarice moved the conversation back to the identity of the dead woman. ‘I’d know those nails anywhere.’

‘There must have been something else.’

‘So I am right.’

He didn’t respond. ‘They were more talons than nails,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘That shape isn’t fashionable now. The current trend is more squared. She was the only person I knew who still had that style. She was in her late forties, but she loved the fifties. People often wore their nails long and pointy then. She liked fifties clothes too. I don’t know why – boring decade, style-wise. The sixties are much more interesting.’

Still he said nothing.

‘You’re right, her face was a mess, but that blue fitted skirt was another giveaway. They sometimes called them “hobble” skirts because they restricted your walk, to give the wiggle effect. Very sophisticated for the more mature woman.’

‘You still have the ability to amaze me. What normal person would notice the shape of someone’s fingernails?’ He smiled for the first time since his arrival. ‘Someone she’s only met, what, once or twice?’

‘Four times.’ She matched his smile. ‘But I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘Rose Miller has not been officially named as the victim yet. She needs to be identified and next of kin informed before any details are released,’ he said. ‘Daisy went to her house with Rob. Someone had been there, trashed the place.’

‘DC Rob Stanley?’

‘Yes, he’s on the team.’

‘Do you know what was taken?’

‘We don’t know yet, but it wasn’t a regular robbery. There was a lot of jewellery untouched.’

‘Was she killed there or at the barn?’

Rick raised his eyes towards the ceiling. ‘That’s not information being put into the public domain, and it’s too early to say exactly.’

‘I’m not the public domain, I’m your wife.’

‘My estranged, soon-to-be ex-wife.’

She flinched at his use of the ex-word, but continued, ‘You’re a professional, Rick. You always have a good idea by this point, even though it needs to be confirmed. There wasn’t much blood in the barn, so I don’t think she died there. And—’

‘All right.’ He lifted his hands to cut off her words. ‘Remember, not to be repeated.’

‘It goes without saying.’ It was her turn to cut in.

‘I know you’ll witter and witter until I tell you.’

She was offended. ‘I never witter!’

‘Yes, sorry. I agree: you don’t.’

She moved her head in acknowledgement of the apology. How had they become like this? she wondered. They had been good friends, and now they were adversaries, intimate ones, each knowing the other’s strengths and weaknesses.

‘She wasn’t killed in the barn or in her home. Somewhere else. We’re working on it.’

Clarice thought about this.

‘You can’t get involved, you know that?’ He looked at her intently.

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, knowing she didn’t mean it. And that he was aware she didn’t.

‘What did you make of her? Did you like her?’ Folding his arms, he leant back on the hard plastic chair.

‘No.’ She spoke decisively. ‘She was not especially likeable. A difficult person. I doubt she would have had any really close friends. Rose was one of those people that if I’d seen her every week for years, I wouldn’t have known her any better. And I wouldn’t have ever warmed to her. When I was young, with people like that, I thought it was a lack of communication on either their part or my own. Now that I’m older, I realise that there isn’t anything more to them, nothing more to get to know!’

‘No friends in town, then?’

Clarice thought about Castlewick. It was a small country town. She often thought it had locked down into the 1940s. Her mother had talked to her about what it had been like when she had been a child. Clarice recognised the descriptions of that past in the present. It seemed that everyone knew practically everybody else and took an overactive interest in the business and private lives of their neighbours. On the positive side, there were still many small independent shops, including a fish shop and two old-fashioned ironmongers where it was possible to buy just a couple of nails or screws rather than a pack of twenty. And when she walked through the Saturday or Wednesday market at the centre of the town, even vague acquaintances nodded or said hello.

‘I would say no real friends,’ she replied. ‘She’d been in Castlewick for maybe two years. She came to the first two sessions of one of my six-week ceramics courses. I could tell it wasn’t her thing, but she had just moved to the town and had joined everything. It’s what people do when they want to get to know new people. She didn’t produce any work, just talked to the others in the group.’

‘Stopping them working.’ He smiled.

‘That’s it.’ Clarice nodded. ‘I also met her at Jane Mason’s coffee morning, and when Clare Robbins invited a crowd for lunch. On both of those occasions, and at the classes, I heard her telling people that she lived at the Old Vicarage. It was in a showy way. It’s a big house, and she’d had it fully modernised. Kept moaning about the time and cost of the builders, electricians, workmen. I felt it was her way of letting people know she could afford it, that she was rich and important. People who’ve always had money don’t do that, and I assumed she was newly wealthy. The word was that her husband had died and left her well provided for. Having said that, she always accepted offers of lunch or a day out and never repaid the hospitality.’

‘Anything else?’

‘She always reminded me of Brenda Prescott. Can you remember her?’

‘Vaguely. Moved to Norfolk?’

‘That’s the one. Brenda was competitive, in a mean sort of way.’

He nodded.

‘She told me once that someone had asked her for a recipe – a date and walnut cake she’d put on the charity cake stall for the church. She was known to be a good baker. I said that it was a nice compliment, and she told me, in a skittish, girly way, that she didn’t ever give anyone complete recipes. She always left out or added a couple of ingredients, or altered the weight of the flour or sugar, because she didn’t want anyone else’s cakes to be as good as hers.’

Rick snorted. ‘What did you say to that?’

‘I told her it might be better just to say that she didn’t pass on old family recipes, rather than giving out false ones. And,’ Clarice went on, ‘I could imagine Rose doing that. She told lies. They were small and rather silly, but it did alter the way I thought about her. She wore a perfume, lily of the valley, at the second class. Another lady complimented her on it and asked what it was called. Rose waffled in a childish voice, saying she couldn’t remember but thought it was by Estée Lauder.’

‘And?’

‘It was Diorissimo, a Dior perfume that was introduced in the 1950s. My mother used it for a while. I knew Rose was lying.’

‘Did you say anything?’

‘No. I try not to get too involved in student chat. The classes are always busy. Then, at the lunch at Clare’s, Rose said she had lived in St Albans, in Hertfordshire, she and her late husband.’

‘You know that area well, don’t you, with visits to your aunt?’

‘Right.’ Clarice nodded. ‘That’s what I told Rose. I asked her what she thought of various well-known places. Just making small talk.’

‘She hadn’t lived there?’

‘Didn’t have a clue.’ She paused. ‘Rick, can I ask you something?’

‘What?’

‘Do I smell?’ she whispered.

‘Ah …’

‘That’s a yes, then?’

‘You smell of the barn. I noticed it when I arrived. Think I preferred the cat piss.’ He laughed at his joke. Then, seeing the look of distress on Clarice’s face, verging on tearful, he stopped.

‘I’m sorry. That was mean, silly. You never smell.’

She looked at him, her eyes glassy with unshed tears.

‘I know, I know.’ He repeated the words. ‘Point-scoring, any chance for a dig.’

She nodded. ‘My bloody rescue cats, your bloody job.’

They exchanged limp smiles, each of them aware that they still had the power to inflict pain on one another.

‘I wanted to wash my hair, but I kept wobbling,’ she said. ‘The nurse told me they’re too busy here to help. I can’t imagine they’ll have any more time on the ward.’

He took her hand and squeezed it.

‘Don’t be kind,’ she pulled away, ‘or I’ll cry. I keep thinking I’ve got bits of Rose’s corpse in my hair. It makes me want to throw up.’

‘Be about an hour, Clarry.’ A voice made her jump. ‘We’re moving you to a bed on Ward 3.’ This nurse was small, dark-haired and rotund. She referred to notes on a clipboard.

‘Clarice,’ Rick said as he stood up, looming over her.

‘What?’

‘My wife’s name is Clarice, not Clarry. Clarice Beech.’

She looked down at the paperwork. ‘Sorry, yes. Clarice, that’s a name to remember. There was a Clarice in that film, Hannibal Lecter, about a mad murderer.’

‘The Silence of the Lambs,’ he corrected her. ‘Nineteen ninety-one.’

‘Yes, that’s the one.’

‘Clarice was the name of my wife’s mother’s favourite potter. Have you heard of her, Clarice Cliff? That’s where she gets her name from.’ He spoke in a friendly tone. Clarice watched the woman beam up at him. He’s charming her, she thought.

‘Do you know, I thought it was Clarence – a bloke. I’ve seen cups and saucers on that antiques programme. That’s me not listening properly. I shall remember the next time they come up.’ The nurse laughed. ‘Now I’ve met a real Clarice.’

‘My wife is also a potter, a ceramicist, but her work is contemporary, very modern.’

‘Lovely.’ She turned her smile to Clarice.

‘Could you do me a little favour?’ Rick spoke in a conspiratorial whisper, and the nurse’s expression changed to curious. ‘If it’s going to be an hour, could you find a wheelchair and direct me to a bathroom,’ he bent down towards the small woman, ‘and somewhere I can get decent soap, shampoo and towels?’

The nurse opened her mouth to speak. Rick got there first.

‘I know it’s a bit irregular, and how busy you all are. We wouldn’t want to take staff away from the really serious work, but my wife does need to be cleaned up. It won’t take long. It’s distressing for her after the accident, not to feel clean. If you can help me find the necessary kit, between us we can sort things out.’ He smiled engagingly.

Clarice looked at him, at his height and bulk. His close-cropped dark hair had speckles of grey and was thinning at the back. He had a permanent five o’clock shadow, and his rugby player’s nose was flattened to an odd shape. His accent was south London. He was a cliché from a crime novel and could only be a villain or a copper. Whichever of the two people imagined, if he so chose, he could charm them.

‘I’m not supposed to,’ the nurse said, folding her arms across her chest and striking a pose. She smiled. ‘It’s meant to be the staff on the ward who do all that.’

Rick pressed his finger to his lips and laughed. The nurse chuckled, as if in the company of an old buddy.

She directed him to the hospital shop, where he bought a citrus soap, shampoo, a hairbrush, toothpaste and a toothbrush. A different nurse awaited his return ten minutes later. A young man with a nice smile was leaning on a wheelchair, chatting amiably to Clarice. On its seat were two towels, well used and coarse, but both large. Also a fresh hospital gown.

They were taken in the lift to the third floor, which was made up of three separate sections, each dealing with different medical problems. The nurse, leaving them outside a bathroom, instructed them to return to wait in Ward 3 reception when they were finished.

Entering the bathroom, Clarice felt a wave of utter helplessness, followed by embarrassment. Ten minutes later, she was sitting naked on the plastic seat in the invalid shower, her damaged ankle wrapped in the waterproof bag the toiletries had come in, the leg protruding out to rest on a chair. Rick took off his tie, folding it to put into his jacket pocket, then removed the jacket, hung it behind the door and rolled up his shirtsleeves. With the shower turned on, warm water running gently down, he dropped shampoo on her hair from above, and as she massaged it in, perhaps to distract her from her self-consciousness, he started to talk to her about blood splatters.

Some of it she already knew, having had similar conversations before, but much of it she didn’t. He told her about pattern analysis, the examination of size, shape and distribution. The principles of biology, the behaviour of the blood. The use of physics with regard to cohesion, capillary action and velocity. How mathematics was used – geometry, for the distance and angle – to work out the direction the blood splatter had come from, the direction the wound was inflicted. Then how the splatter could indicate how the victim and perpetrator were positioned and what movements were made after the blood was shed. He had just started to talk about the three basic types of stain – passive, transfer, and projected or impact – when she realised she had gone onto autopilot. With Rick’s assistance, she had washed and dried herself. He had helped to get the clean hospital gown in place before removing the plastic carrier bag tied to her foot and guiding her back into the wheelchair.

There had been no sexual content in the encounter. They had been, for a short time as he talked, as they once had always been together, relaxed and the best of friends. He had not commented on the cuts to her legs and back, or the bruises on her body. She had seen the compression of his lips, the eyes unable to meet her own, the self-control she imagined he was using to stay silent. She was grateful he had made no comment; he had already expressed his opinion when he arrived in A & E. But she empathised with what she guessed he was feeling. In turn, she had had to restrain herself from remarking on his obvious tiredness, or enquiring about his diet. She imagined him eating a burger and chips for most meals. His shirt looked creased, his trousers as if they needed a wash. But they were no longer a couple; it was not her place to comment.

Having replaced his jacket and tie, he crouched to her eye level.

‘Thanks, Rick.’ She spoke shyly. ‘Above and beyond the call of duty.’

‘We used to be a good team, you and me,’ he said. ‘Didn’t we?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes, we did.’




Chapter 4

Evening visiting time had started at six. Each of the three women occupying the other beds in the four-bed bay had one or more visitors, the many people making the space seem small. As they entered, the room fell silent. The nurse led the way, followed by Clarice pushed in the wheelchair by Rick. All heads turned to look at the new arrivals. Each nodded or smiled to acknowledge them before turning back to their own conversations.

Once Clarice was settled on the bed, Rick came to sit next to her. ‘I’ll call in tomorrow,’ he said.

‘I trust I’m going home tomorrow!’ She hoped she wouldn’t be kept in for very long. She had things to do.

‘We’ll have to see. Speak in the morning.’ He bent to kiss her cheek.

‘There is just one thing I was thinking about.’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Walter.’ She looked furtively at the others in the room, keeping her voice low. ‘He’s scrawny because of his age, but he looked pretty good considering he would have had to scavenge for food for about three weeks. He’s a bit gummy at the front, but has teeth at the sides and back.’

‘I had thought of that.’ Rick twisted his lips into a sardonic grimace. ‘His own larder, with a plentiful supply of raw meat.’

She nodded.

‘Don’t worry about it. Try to sleep.’ He kissed her cheek again and then was gone.

Settling into the pillow, Clarice realised that he had been with her for over two hours, a big chunk of time while on a murder investigation. She had not heard his mobile ringing, and the thought came to her that he must have turned it off, something he rarely normally did.

Twenty minutes later, Georgina Louise Lowe, Georgie to her friends, arrived.

‘It took me ages to find you. I know, I know – you told me not to come.’ She sat on the bottom of the bed, holding up an overnight bag that Clarice recognised as being her own. ‘Toiletries, jeans, tops, dressing gown, pyjamas. I couldn’t find slippers. You don’t wear them, do you? You’re always barefoot in the house.’

Georgie, as was her way, talked without a pause. Forty-five years old, but looking much younger, small, with brown urchin-cut hair and enough freckles to beat Clarice’s count, she was petite, with a pretty heart-shaped face.

Eventually running out of words, she said, ‘Well, you look better than you did earlier. I was worried.’

‘I am better – much.’

‘I can’t really stop, but I’ll be back tomorrow if you’re still here.’

‘It’s so good of you to come.’

‘In fairness, Alan wasn’t his usual grouchy self, even sent you a get-well-soon message, and was OK looking after the kids.’ She smiled. ‘Perhaps the pub burned down and nobody’s told me.’ She put her head back and laughed, a loud and unexpected noise in a room of quiet conversations and silences. ‘I saw Rick in the car park. He didn’t spot me. Has he been with you long?’

‘About two hours.’

‘Ooh, two hours!’ She gave Clarice a knowing look.

Clarice acted mock-surprised. ‘Now go home.’ She wagged her finger.

‘OK, OK, I’m out of here.’ Georgie leaned over to kiss her, putting an arm around her. ‘Take care of yourself. Speak tomorrow. I told Bob what had happened. He and Sandra are at yours until late, with the beasties. They’ll telephone Lady Vita to tell her the good news about finding Walter. They’re taking the dogs home with them overnight. And they’ll be back in again early in the morning to feed the cats. They both send love.’

‘Thank you, thank you so much.’ Clarice returned the hug.

When she was sure Georgie had gone, she slid downward into the bed, curling on her side into a foetal position. She had observed glances from the other occupants, looking to engage her in conversation. Even if it could only be managed for a short time, she would attempt to avoid the inevitable questions about what had happened to bring her here.

Later, when she’d changed into the pyjamas Georgie had brought in, the lights had been dimmed and her room-mates had gone to sleep, she lay still on her back, listening to the low voices of the two nurses at the desk outside the ward, the intermittent swish of doors closing as the night staff moved around. Occasionally a beeper sounded where a drip bag needed replacing, then there was the noise of feet, followed by the beeper being silenced. The woman in the bed opposite was snoring, the noise she made one drawn-out word, followed by a stutter – caaaaar-ic, ic, ic … caaaaar-ic, ic, ic.

The gentle but unfamiliar sound made Clarice feel disoriented, alien. The single blanket on her bed was light; she was used to the weight of her duvet. There was only one pillow and the room was too hot. She had been given medication for her headache, but had refused a pill to help her sleep, thinking it might make her confused and twitchy. She did desperately want to fall into oblivion, to get the night over, but she knew sleep would not come easily.

She burrowed down once more into the bed, turning onto her side again. By way of distraction, she filled her mind with thoughts.

She could speak two other languages: French and Italian. She could bake her own bread. She could change a fuse and a plug. She could build and fit her own shelves. She could plaster a wall, paint it or hang wallpaper. She could create, in clay, abstract pieces large and small; the glazes on porcelain or stoneware were her signature. She could play the fiddle, not well, but well enough to amuse. She could trap abandoned and feral cats and with kindness turn the hissing, claw-slashing creatures into loving, unique beings, with longer, better-quality lives. She could take a dog that had been scarred by a bad experience and make it whole.

As well as animal behaviour, she understood human nature. It fascinated and repelled her in equal measure. An observer of the human animal, she could work out the mindset of an individual as easily as she could a four-legged creature. She was usually accurate in her assessments. The big difference between the two- and four-legged beings was that those with four legs did not kill for pleasure. She had often heard the argument that the domestic cat playing with its prey was cruel, but it was part of the instinct that was required for it to survive. The fact that the domesticated cat had a full belly did not remove that instinct.

And then there was what she couldn’t do: she couldn’t mend her marriage. On a shelf in her workshop was a Clarice Cliff vase that had belonged to her mother. It had been broken, an accident caused not, as most people imagined, by a cat, but by a friend’s child. She’d had it professionally repaired, and from a distance it looked acceptable; but it wasn’t. The cracks would always be there; the damage done could never be undone. Looking at that vase now made her think about grief and the death of her marriage. That thought, like a maggot in an apple, had lodged itself in her brain, where it continued to fester.

She tried to shift her thoughts away into another direction. She thought instead of Rose. That foolish woman with her petty lies. Why had she been murdered? It could be random, but that was unlikely. She hadn’t had children. Her husband had died. Or had he? Back to the beginning – Rose had lied. Clarice mentally went over the woman’s small, pointless fibs. If there was a husband, he might not be dead. And Rose might have children. Could she have upset someone locally? The fallout would have to be significant for them to have murdered her.

She realised that after her miserable day, her thinking and judgements were not sound. If she couldn’t sleep at home, she imagined the sea, the waves coming back and forth, the sound, smell and salty taste. She thought of Rick, walking with him as newlyweds, hand in hand. It was Christmas Day, eleven years ago. The deserted beach, an hour’s drive from home. Gulls screeched above them, the sky was white, as was the foam from the waves as they moved in and out, in and out.

‘Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me,

Saying that now you are not as you were.’

The voice was Rick’s, the words by Thomas Hardy. It was an elegiac poem written, in grief, after the death of his wife.

No, no – Emma, Hardy’s wife, was dead. I’m not dead. Distress moved like the waves to engulf her. Why, she thought, why am I thinking this?

‘When you had changed from the one who was all to me,

But as at first, when our day was fair.’

The image of herself and Rick was from behind. She saw herself stop and turn, but the face was not her own. It was damaged beyond recognition. It was Rose Miller.

‘No, that’s not me. I’m not dead.’ As she spoke, she woke up.

It was still night. The nurses had gone from outside the room. The snoring continued. Clarice was damp, her pyjamas clinging to her with perspiration.

She fell asleep again almost immediately, waking at six with the sounds of movement around her.
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