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But the truth doesn’t have an end.

It just keeps going, and if

you don’t have the guts to follow it,

you die.

—ELISABETH ELO, NORTH OF BOSTON

She would learn that the loss doesn’t go away.

It lives in you, with you, a snake around

your throat, and—this is the secret

nobody tells you—the coils don’t let go.

You just learn to live with your ghosts.

—TESSA FONTAINE, THE RED GROVE






PART ONE




4 APRIL


BODMIN AND NAVAX POINT

CORNWALL



Had he known how his day was going to develop, Geoffrey Henshaw would have remained in his far-less-than-comfortable bed, despite its unpleasant tendency to cradle him in such a manner that he could only ever rise from it by rolling to its edge and balancing there till he could ease himself to the floor on all fours. He knew he was a sight to behold as he engaged in this endeavour every morning. He tried not to think of that, however, as allowing his mind to dwell there took him swiftly to the destination of understanding that there was no one present to behold the sight of him at all, and it was not probable that there would be anyone unless and until Freddie’s parents “came round,” as she was fond of putting the matter that had entirely upended his life. But as it was, he was not a prescient man—since a prescient man would have immediately understood that allowing any kind of development in an attraction to one’s student could lead nowhere good—so he rolled out of bed, made himself ready for what a glance out of the window told him was going to be a misty day, and set out on a route south in complete ignorance of what lay in store for him.

When he finally arrived at his place of employment, he felt like a man sitting on the precipice of being entirely wrung out—mentally, that is—since he’d spent most of the drive from Bodmin to Cornwall EcoMining trying not to drive into a hedgerow or hit anything along various roads that became ever narrower as he went along. By the time he passed the turn to Truro, though, the mist had lifted, and the sun broke through, and he told himself to “enjoy the bloody morning,” which had become his mantra over the last few months. This statement rested among other imperatives of the be-thankful-for and get-on-with-it ilk, which were ghosts from his childhood.

Admittedly, the further he drove, the more the day became glory itself, painted with the kind of sunlight that speaks of spring at last after an endless winter of bitter cold wind and biting sleet that had tried his patience—not to mention his spirits and his wardrobe—in every possible manner. But now, today, the final roads he drove on his route demonstrated spring’s overdue arrival. The hedgerows were still winter bare, but along the verges gorse bloomed bright yellow, and the healthy-looking new greenery made a promise of cow parsley’s white blooms bobbing on their narrow stems, along with licorice root doing much the same, canes of blackberries getting ready to bud, and ivy everywhere it could find purchase. Geoffrey knew he should have been uplifted by these sights of spring and the signs of life renewed. But the truth was that he wasn’t uplifted, no matter his mind’s admonishments.

He told himself—indeed he insisted—that he had turned his life around. He explained to the personal and punishing inner critic sitting daily on his shoulder that, while it was true he’d been sacked from his employment as an instructor at Exeter’s premier sixth form college, he’d moved on from the attendant public humiliation to secure a position with excellent prospects—he emphasized this mentally—for his future. He was twenty-seven, he pointed out to his companion critic. Thus, unless he was hit by a lorry or—which was more likely in this part of England—a tourist coach, he had a great deal of time to prove himself to anyone interested in how he was getting on after his split from his wife. Yes, for the moment he had to live in temporary accommodation in Bodmin. Yes, he had only a smallish bedroom in a B & B run by an ageing pensioner called Mr. Snyder, whose wife had “departed in some haste” whilst folding the laundry—“doing one of the bedsheets, she was”—and who, perhaps as a result, could not or would not stop talking no matter how many signals Geoffrey sent him to shut his gob, stuff a sock in it, or S the FU. It was all a bit maddening, but at least, Geoffrey argued with the critic, he was provided a full English every morning along with tea, cornflakes, and grapefruit fresh from the tin. Count your blessings, darling boy, as his mum used to tell him. Get on with it, damn you, as his dad still said. So he did both when he remembered to do both, which certainly wasn’t every morning and certainly not this morning with Freddie’s lengthy phone call still haunting him from the night before and her plea of we can meet somewhere Geoff Mum and Dad will never know acting like an earworm that he could not make cease.

He parked his old 2CV—miracle that the thing was still running, he thought—and climbed out. For a moment he stood watching kittiwakes circling above the cliffside, and he breathed deeply of air so fresh he could smell the health of it entering his lungs. He stood directly across from the local offices of Cornwall EcoMining: housed in a converted former engine house. This was a restored building of granite blocks rising four floors. It overlooked the sea and was part of just one of the many defunct copper mines in the district. This particular mine had closed more than one hundred years in the past, but its workings remained: the tall structure that was the pumping engine house, the even taller chimney stack, and the ruins of a boiler house from which had been produced the steam to keep the pumping engine doing its job of ridding the mine of water. The mine shaft itself had no real access point any longer, although anyone creative enough or desperate enough could find a way past the chain link and the bars that were meant to keep out the curious and the foolhardy.

At the engine house’s entrance, a panel of buzzers had been fixed as there was no receptionist and no need for one. This was a group of administrative offices. The general employees were in the field somewhere. Geoffrey’s presence was a command performance this morning; otherwise, he would have been doing what he’d been doing for months, which was making and keeping appointments with Cornwall’s myriad landowners and engaging them in a presentation of Cornwall EcoMining’s purpose, intentions, proposals, and plans of action.

He rang the buzzer next to C. Robertson and barely a moment passed before he heard Curtis bark, “That you, Henshaw?” through the speaker. Curtis didn’t wait for a reply, merely releasing the door’s lock so that Geoffrey could access the stairs. There was no lift, and Geoffrey often wondered how the office’s furniture and other equipment had been put into place. There were windows in the engine house, of course, but they were far too small to accommodate desks and such, so someone had manhandled everything up the stairs from floor to floor. Geoffrey blessed his stars that he hadn’t been employed by Cornwall EcoMining then. Praise God for His little blessings, his mum would have said. She sometimes launched into “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow,” instead of merely giving the imperative to praise Him. Geoffrey was used to this. Don’t whinge about things you bloody can’t fix, boy would be his father’s recommendation, apropos of nothing at all.

Curtis Robertson’s office was at the very top of the building, its position giving Curtis something to boast about or grumble about, given his mood. This morning it looked as if boasting was the order of the day, since Curtis stood at the northwest window taking in the view that on a clear day—which this day had become—extended all the way from Navax Point to St. Agnes Head rising into the sea in the distance.

“God’s good earth,” Curtis said to the window with what seemed to be an appreciative sigh. He turned, said “Henshaw” with a nod of greeting, then belched so loudly that an ageing Alsatian might have been hiding somewhere in the room, breaking the silence with a single bark. He strode to his desk and pulled out its centre drawer. He removed a large packet of Alka-Seltzer, saying “Never marry an Indian woman unless she doesn’t know how to cook. Mine never knew a meal she couldn’t ‘add a little spice to, love.’ ” He popped the tablet straight into his mouth and chewed it vigorously. Geoffrey was impressed. He couldn’t imagine what it tasted like, and he didn’t want to. Past his chewing, Curtis said, “What’s the state of affairs?”

For a moment, Geoffrey thought his boss was referring to Freddie, and he couldn’t think how Curtis had possibly managed to unearth the story of Geoffrey’s star-crossed relationship with the girl. But he came to his senses at the same moment as Curtis was saying, “Any inroads made with the larger estates? Where are we with all that?”

“We’re moving in a positive direction,” Geoffrey said as Curtis left the environs of his desk and walked to a large map of the county that was mounted on one of the walls. It was dotted with drawing pins: red, green, and yellow like a wonky traffic light splayed across the area. He tapped the east side of the peninsula, somewhere between Penzance and Cribba Head. He hmphed and pursed his lips. He said, “Cornubian granite, Henshaw. We damn well know it’s there.”

“We do.” What Geoffrey didn’t add was that the presence of granite on someone’s land didn’t guarantee that the landowner longed to sink dozens of boreholes in a search for the kind of aquifer that Cornwall EcoMining needed. Curtis knew that well enough already.

Geoffrey pulled two signed contracts from his battered briefcase, along with one still unsigned, saying, “These two are ready. The one marked with yellow remains rather iffy, though. It’s for mineral rights only, but I’ve doubts it’ll be as productive as we hope unless we want to branch out and go for more than lithium.”

Curtis gestured for Geoffrey to hand over the paperwork. He flipped through it, saying, “Put on your geologist hat. What d’you think?”

Geoffrey sought something positive to say in reply. “There’ll be an aquifer—I’m nearly certain of that—but the rest is rather up in the air.”

Curtis’ expression said that this was not the positive news he was seeking. He said to Geoffrey, “Not a risk-taker, eh? Not willing to stake your reputation on something that’s not a certainty.”

Well, that wasn’t quite the truth, considering Freddie. But Geoffrey knew that his boss wanted better news to send along the line to his boss, who would send it along to his boss, who would present a careful selection of details to make the news glow for the investors. It was the nature of a business that depended upon outside funds from interested third parties hoping to make millions from the venture. Curtis wanted guarantees and certainty in a situation in which only time, a hefty investment, and geological investigation would give him that.

Geoffrey said, “I’d say we can be seventy percent sure that there’s a good-size aquifer owing to the granite subsurface. I’d wager it’s brine as well, but—”

“The only way to know is to drill,” Curtis finished. “More money,” he muttered. “Jesus in a barrel, who would’ve thought it would be such slow going?”

He gestured to the map. There were too many red drawing pins, which meant outright refusals. The yellows—representing those who were “still thinking things over”—were building but not as quickly as anyone would like. As to the greens—indicating that all systems were go—there were far too few. Geoffrey knew this without having to be told. But he also knew that in a county where a decent motorway did not even exist and probably never would, things moved glacially because that was exactly how the inhabitants liked it.

This made Curtis greatly unhappy. Geoffrey knew that his boss’ supervisor was leaning on him. He knew that Curtis was also being harassed by a few of the investors who’d managed to acquire his contact details. It was literally a blood-from-a-stone situation they were in, with the blood being the necessary salt water from which lithium could be extracted.

Geoffrey had to step things up. This was a chance to establish himself as the field expert he knew he could be. So like Curtis, he gazed at the county map. He said slowly, “I plan to give all of the yellows another go. Revisit, re-explain, drop a few names of those already on board?” That idea spurred him to ask, “Have you heard anything more from the duchy? If they give the go-ahead, that’s going to open a few hundred more possibilities.” For most of Cornwall was owned by its duke, and its duke was—in effect—“owned” by the royal family.

“Fucking antiquated system,” was how Curtis evaluated the position they were in. “That lot should be breaking out the champers instead of creating more hurdles for us to jump. It’s easy money for them, and every bit of it can be invested in the bloody county. Jesus in a barrel, what century are they living in?”

“Hmm, yes,” Geoffrey said. He was neither a monarchist nor a republican. Instead, he was a believer in working with what he had. Of course, that was how he’d got into trouble over Freddie—by working with what he had—but he didn’t want his mind to head in that direction. So he said, “I’ll give the tin-streamer another go. He’s a yellow, but I think his wife could persuade him over to green. There’s quite an age difference between them, and I’ve got the impression she’s ready to live elsewhere. Their digs are rather grim.”

Curtis looked at the map, at the yellow drawing pin just outside the hamlet of Trevellas. There, Lobb’s Tin & Pewter had been operating for more than a century. It was a family business that occupied a perfect location upon which not only to bore for brine but, more important, to build the processing facility necessary for the direct lithium extraction that Cornwall EcoMining had developed. This process was minimally invasive, quick, and environmentally sensitive. And it would provide employment in the poorest county in the UK.

Curtis turned from the map and gave Geoffrey a get-on-with-it look. He said, “Bring them on board, Henshaw. If we don’t show the investors some real progress, things round here are going to get messy for both of us.”


NEWLYN

CORNWALL



“I’ll probably receive some unpleasant response to this, but I hope you know by now that I’m completely committed to saying exactly what I think. So here it is: It’s my belief that true feminism comes down to something quite simple. A woman cannot define herself as a feminist whilst simultaneously allowing herself to become the sexual, emotional, or psychological plaything of a man. No matter how allegedly ‘liberated’ from conventional masculinity a man might consider himself or even openly declare himself to be, society has conditioned him to lean towards—if not to adopt entirely—a persona that projects power at the expense of sensitivity, empathy, self-sacrifice, and consideration. So if a man is not born with the tendency towards narcissism—and there is no actual way that it can be proved that narcissism is part of one’s DNA—then society moulds him to develop it. Pleasure-seeking in every form—but particularly sexual pleasure-seeking—dominates the male mindset. The combination of narcissism and sexual pleasure-seeking thus reduces male/ female relationships to a sport not unlike catch-and-release fishing in which the female is reeled in for the male’s—”

“Wait! Wait! I’m dropping it, Cress!”

The sounds of several people coming up the stairs not only interrupted the flow of Gloriana Lobb’s words but also destroyed the video itself. She was not particularly good at editing—indeed, she was rotten at it—so she would now have to begin again when there was silence in the building. It would have been nice, she thought, had the bloody landlord told her about a new tenant moving into the bed-sit opposite her own. It had been vacant for months on end, and it was so small she’d hoped it would remain that way.

She tapped her smartphone to stop the recording and removed it from the tripod. It was the twenty-third installment of her vlog. She’d begun taping herself for Unburden since meeting her mum’s “lovely man,” because she’d not been able to get her head round the idea that, after everything her mum had experienced at the hands of her husband, she would even entertain the notion of allowing another man into her life. Ever. Unburden was a way Gloriana could document how she felt as she witnessed each step of her mother’s seduction. She’d posted her thoughts on social media for the hell of it. She’d decided that there were women out there who needed to be educated, and if she couldn’t get through to her mother, she would at least get through to someone else.

She certainly had done, and at this point she had over ninety-two thousand followers to show for it. She also had comments aplenty as well as offers from women eager to be interviewed by Gloriana in order to “get a story out there” so that other women of all ages would “finally wise up” about what could happen to them once they put themselves into the hands of men.

So the vlog was a roaring success, but Gloriana had discovered that social media hungered for more than she’d expected. One vlog demanded another and then another. The beast was voracious, and she was intended to feed it. She understood in short order that delving into her life was only one way to come up with the necessary nourishment. Running interviews was going to be another, but she would ultimately need the proper setup to film them, better equipment as well. Knowing other women were out there, ready to contribute, had so far been quite helpful when it came to keeping her thoughts ripping along about family, male-female relationships, parenthood, divorce, and extramarital affairs.

When she was on a roll filming a vlog, though, she hated interruptions. And on this morning, it sounded from the noise outside her bed-sit that she was going to have to make her videos in the dead of night or she was going to have to find another location altogether to make them.

She switched off the light and went to the door, where from the stairs she could hear a man’s voice saying, “Christ, Cressida, you don’t need all of this, do you?”

Gloriana opened the door to see an attractive young woman at the top of the stairs, arms akimbo. She was tall and lithe, showing most of her tanned legs. They suggested time spent over winter in a climate far different from what one would experience in Cornwall, as did her face when she turned at the sound of Gloriana’s door opening. A light sprinkling of freckles crossed the bridge of her nose and spread onto her cheeks, and her chest showed the tan of someone who embraced topless sunbathing. She said, “Hullo there. You must be Gloria.”

Gloriana corrected her with, “It’s Gloriana, actually. Gloriana Lobb.”

“Is it? I’m so sorry!” She tapped her fingers on her forehead in a mock slap. “If I call you Gloria again, please just throw a wet noodle at me. I’m Cressida, by the way. Cressida Mott-King. I’m just moving in.” She then laughed and said, “I expect you heard, though. We’ve been making a ruckus. This is Nathaniel.”

“Hullo, Nate,” Gloriana said. She made a point of moving her gaze from his too-handsome-for-his-own-good face to Cressida and back to him again. “You’re the last person I’d expect to see here.”

“Oh! You two know each other?” Like Gloriana, Cressida looked back and forth as she spoke.

Gloriana noted that she sounded rather perplexed. But of course she did, since the last subject Nate Jacobs would ever bring up when with an attractive young woman was his partner, Jessica—Jesse—McBride. She said, “We’ve met on one or two occasions. Here and there. Newlyn’s not exactly a booming metropolis, is it, Nate.”

“It isn’t that,” Nate said. He held eye contact with Gloriana a beat too long. He was challenging her, and she bloody well knew it.

“We’ll be sharing the kitchen,” Cressida told her unnecessarily. “I hope I’m not too horribly untidy for you.”

“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Gloriana said, “as long as you don’t steal my ice cream. I don’t cook much. I’m more a microwave girl than anything else.”

“Oh, me too!” Cressida said with a giggle. “Anyway, I do hope we didn’t disturb you. Except we probably did, didn’t we? I will try my very best not to disturb you again. I absolutely swear to God. I listen to podcasts when I’m working, but I’ll keep the volume reasonable. I promise. Nate doesn’t want me to play podcasts at all, but I find they help me be less critical of my work. I’m an artist, by the way.”

“And I suspect Nate is your . . . teacher, is he?”

“He is! I’m at the art school, and Nate . . . Well, you probably know already, right? I’m taking instruction from him.”

“Are you indeed?” Gloriana wanted to say Instruction in what? but she restrained herself and instead said, “And here he is, helping you move into your digs. That’s ever so nice, but rather beyond the call of duty, Nate. Will you be giving Cressida . . . instruction here as well?”

Nate narrowed his eyes. Cressida answered with “Oh, I doubt that. I’ll be coming and going from the art school. What about you? Are you an artist as well?”

“I’ve a shop in Mousehole,” Gloriana told her. She looked at her watch. “And I’ll be late for opening if I don’t—”

“A shop?” Cressida said. “How excellent! I’ve always wanted to have a shop. What’s it called? What do you sell? I want to stop by when I finally—if ever—have some free time. Nate, I c’n take a bus there, can’t I?”

“You can practically walk,” he said. “It’s not that far.”

“Nate could even show you the way,” Gloriana said. “He’s in Mousehole now and again.”

“Is he? Are you, Nate?” And then to Gloriana, “What’s the shop called?”

“Vintage Britannia,” she told her. “It’s in Portland Place. It’s easy enough to find as it’s directly next to Wedge o’ Cheese Café.”

“Mousehole and Wedge o’ Cheese Café.” Cressida laughed. “Well, you’re going to see me at Vintage Britannia. I completely love vintage.”

Gloria smiled, nodded, and left them to continue their moving-in bit. She wondered if Jesse knew anything about Nate’s giving his generous assistance to Cressida Mott-King. She wagered not.


TREVELLAS

CORNWALL



On his way to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, Geoffrey decided that he would phone Freddie. She no longer had a mobile of her own—her very angry father had seen to that in extremely short order after Geoffrey’s abortive conversation with him—but he had the number of her friend Sarah’s mobile, and he had hopes that Freddie might be nearby the young woman so that they could speak.

No one was on the road, so he rang the number while he was driving. Not a good idea, and he knew it, but he was bothered by the way he’d left things with Freddie, and he couldn’t get her out of his mind. He was certain that only a phone call could put a full stop to the repetition of please, please, please Geoffrey in his head that was making it difficult for him to concentrate on the issue of how he was going to bring the proprietor of Lobb’s Tin & Pewter on board with selling his land. Besides, Geoffrey didn’t like to leave things in the condition he’d been forced to leave them with Freddie on the previous night. He loved her, she was his absolute soul mate, but he had to tell her that every day to calm her anxiety. He intended to do exactly that—he adored her, didn’t he?—but he had to admit, sometimes it was just bloody exhausting, dealing with an adolescent.

He nearly collided head-on with an Alfa Romeo as he asked his mobile to ring Sarah’s number. Why in God’s name, he wondered, was someone driving faster than 20 miles per hour on any of Cornwall’s blasted roads? But the near collision wasn’t enough to put him off his mission. The call went through. It turned out, however, that Freddie was nowhere near Sarah at the moment. Sarah was in bed with her boyfriend, and they were doing the deed and feeling no need to take a pause when Sarah answered. He could hear rhythmic huffing in the background, and Sarah herself was decidedly breathless as she told him that no, Freddie was not nearby, to which a male voice grunted, “I bloody hope not,” and Sarah gasped, “Oh! Oooh!”

Geoffrey made haste to end the call. He didn’t need to be reminded of what he himself was so desperately missing as he laboured in this godforsaken backwater of the UK. He asked himself how he had ever ended up in this vile situation—yes, yes, the place itself was quite lovely when it wanted to be, and he knew he should be grateful for a job, but really, this particular type of employment had never been part of his life plan—but he knew the answer since it came in the person of a then seventeen-year-old girl who walked into his geology lecture and struck his heart like a bolt from Zeus. Fredrika von Lohmann, she was called. British by birth, Prussian (or so the scarifying Mr. von Lohmann claimed) by bloodline, she was stunning, just the sort of woman (Geoffrey had always thought of her as a woman, not a girl, not an adolescent, not even a young adult, since considering her a woman back then ameliorated any guilt he might otherwise feel for his passion for her) that Geoffrey would have admired and lusted after from afar had he been a member of her age group. Since he wasn’t, being ten years older and a lecturer at her sixth form college—not to mention married at the time—he told himself that a bit of a flirtation would not be taken seriously, either by Freddie or by anyone else.

Water under the bridge, that was. She’d asked to speak with him about the potential for a woman’s career in geology (See? he often told himself. She had thought herself a woman as well!), they’d had a coffee in the students’ common room and then a second coffee accompanied by a chocolate croissant, which they shared, and it had to be said that there were sparks on both sides. He valiantly tried to ignore them, to resist the magnetic pull of her . . . her Freddie-ness, but it became too much for him. Eventually they had a brief cuddle or three. The cuddles led to a single chaste kiss. That kiss led to others, which became a few full-on snogs with wandering hands and tongues included, which became his decision to confess to his wife that there was “another.” (Her response of “Another what?” told the tale of how oblivious Pepper was to the nuances of their marriage.) All of this resulted in his decision to speak to Freddie’s parents to reassure them about the nobility of his feelings and, more important, his intentions towards their only child. The rest was a history of Mr. von Lohmann taking a wrecking ball to Geoffrey’s life, or rather his taking a second wrecking ball to his life, since Geoffrey himself had taken the first wrecking ball.

Still, Geoffrey told himself, how many blokes in his position would have gone about capturing love so honestly? Surely not one. Freddie had wished to remain chaste, and she was at this moment still—at least technically—a spotless virgin. She wanted to wear white, she told him. She wanted to wear white truly. I know this must make things—I mean you and me—difficult for you, Geoff.

Yes, it bloody well did. And not having her that way had only made him want her more. She was his love, his life, his absolute everything. And if her parents were as out of touch with modern times as Freddie herself apparently was—really, he reckoned he’d not met a virgin over fifteen years old in his entire life—then that meant Freddie’s deflowering wasn’t likely to happen whilst she was in her upper sixth year at college, where she currently was, getting ready to apply to uni for a degree in landscape design (geology apparently forgotten).

After making certain that Geoffrey Henshaw was immediately sacked and thoroughly ruined for his involvement with one of his students, Mr. von Lohmann had reassured Freddie that she could marry the “goddamned rotter”—these antique terms were rather charming in their own way, Geoffrey told himself—when she completed her education, which meant when she had her degree from uni. But that’s years away! was Freddie’s cry. You’ll stop loving me, Geoff. I know you will.

To reassure his darling, they spoke by phone every night till Freddie’s father put paid to that by refusing to finance her smartphone. After that they’d spoken whenever Freddie could get her hands on someone else’s mobile or scrape the funds together to purchase a burner phone. Sometimes they spoke only to say goodnight, darling. Sometimes they spoke to report on their activities that day. Sometimes they spoke of their future: What sort of wedding should they have? Where would they live? How many children did they want? All of it was a twisting, exquisite pain in his heart. At first. Freddie, Freddie, Freddie played in his head like a song he couldn’t and didn’t want to avoid.

So deep in his thoughts of Freddie was Geoffrey that he nearly missed the turn that would take him towards Trevellas. He braked abruptly, thankful that no one was behind him, and he swung to the right, and down, down, down the countless zigzags on a lumpy lane so narrow that he prayed he’d meet no other vehicle going up, up, up towards St. Agnes. Finally, he reached the track that would take him in the direction of the property occupied by Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. This track—like every other route through the county—coursed along tall bare hedgerows being devoured by European blackberries and by unrestrained ivy spotted yellow by the occasional bloom of lesser celandine. Song thrushes popped in and out of the hedges themselves, no doubt bringing food to their young in carefully hidden nests. Finally, the track branched, one part of it heading further along and one heading to a gate that was the entrance to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter. This route took him on a spine-breaking journey through mound upon mound of waste stone, where among the debris, heather had taken hold in areas offering hospitable conditions. Squirrels had burrows here and there, and any number of colonies of rabbits managed to survive.

When he parked near the cottage that housed Michael Lobb and his young wife, Geoffrey could hear the pounding of the jaw-crusher that would be breaking up stones, the first step in the tin-streaming process once the larger of the stones had been collected from somewhere nearby. The backhoe wasn’t in its usual space to one side of the quadrant that served to hold all the buildings, however. This told him that whilst someone was working within the confines of the processing area, someone else was using the backhoe at one of the alluvial deposits and cliff fractures where Michael Lobb was licenced to gather cassiterite, sand, and other stones. Lights were on in the enormous stone smelting barn and its adjoining workshop, suggesting that Michael Lobb himself was probably within.

Still, Geoffrey thought it best to check for him at the cottage first. If Lobb was, indeed, in the midst of working, it would give Geoffrey a chance to have a bit of a chinwag with the wife first. He reckoned it would be helpful if he let her know he was there once again, in the hope he could encourage her to promote the idea of her husband’s long-deserved retirement, not to mention her own long-deserved removal from this far less than salubrious place.

The cottage Lobb and his wife lived in was both ancient and small. On earlier visits, Geoffrey had learned that Michael and his brother had both grown up in it, and he still found it difficult to believe that a family of four could live together in harmony when the place was so cramped. But so had they apparently done and so had done Michael Lobb and his first wife and their two children. It was the familial history that Michael Lobb was clinging to, his current wife had explained to Geoffrey. Michael was sentimental that way. If Cornwall EcoMining was truly interested in acquiring the property, she had said, then Cornwall EcoMining was going to have to work out a way to deal with that sentimentality.

When Geoffrey knocked on the cottage door, no one answered. He knocked again, more forcefully, and the result was the same. He stepped back to give the windows of the place a look-over, but they stared back at him blankly. So, he concluded, it would be the smelting barn and workshop. He turned and set off across the yard towards it, which was when he noted that the Lobbs’ car wasn’t in its usual place. This might well explain the absence of the wife, he reckoned.

There were two doors to the big stone barn: a large slider that gave fresh air to the building during the summer months and a pedestrian door which at the moment was unlocked but appeared to be stuck. He would need to shoulder it open, but he didn’t like to do it without warning. He used his fist on the wood, calling out a hello, but receiving no answer. He was about to have a look through a nearby cloudy window when the approaching rumble of a large vehicle changing down gears suggested the return of the backhoe.

Geoffrey swung round and saw that the vehicle was being driven by an older man who manoeuvred it into a desired position and dumped a load of stone not far from the workings of the tin-streaming equipment. That done, and with a look and a nod at Geoffrey, he reversed the excavator across the yard and expertly positioned it into the open alcove where it resided when not in use. Geoffrey had seen him before now, but he’d never learned his name. Obviously, he was an employee, a few years older than Michael Lobb. When he jumped from the backhoe to the ground, he did it gingerly. He wore a protective boiler suit that inadvertently emphasized his crooked spine: possibly the product of age or of too many years of manual labour. He saw Geoffrey but did nothing more to greet him. Instead, he shook a cigarette from a semi-crushed packet and fired it up with a cheap plastic lighter.

Another man came through a gate near the pile of stones that had been deposited there. This was someone Geoffrey had not yet seen, a much younger man not far from Geoffrey’s own age. He stopped in his tracks and removed his baseball cap when he saw Geoffrey. He looked from Geoffrey to the older bloke and seemed to wait for further instruction.

Geoffrey introduced himself to the latter man. He learned his name in return: Bran Udy. Geoffrey told him he was looking for Mr. Lobb, and Udy indicated with a tilt of his head that Michael was at work in the barn and had been since early morning when he—Bran—and the “boy” had arrived to work for the day. To the information that Geoffrey had knocked at both the cottage and the workshop, Bran Udy frowned. “The car’s gone as well,” Geoffrey said. “Could he have gone somewhere with Mrs. Lobb?”

Bran seemed to toss this idea round in his head before saying, “Not likely at this hour. You been to the cottage?”

“As I’ve said.”

Bran then turned to the younger man, saying, “You see him this morning?”

The younger man wordlessly shook his head. He shifted from foot to foot and pushed his thick spectacles up the bridge of his nose. He’d been wearing work gloves, but he’d removed them and began slapping them against his palm. There was an awkwardness about him, enhanced by ill-fitting clothing, and Geoffrey found himself wondering if the bloke was slow-witted. The young man looked from Geoffrey to Bran and hung his head.

“Take that lot to the jaw-crusher,” Bran Udy said. When the young man didn’t stir, Udy raised his voice, “Goron! You heard me, di’n’t you?” and Goron nodded. He headed to a wheelbarrow, put his cap and his gloves on, and wheeled it over to the stones that Bran had just unloaded. The sky above them had altered from blue to grey to glowering, with wind blowing from the southwest. The previously glorious day had dimmed to the threat of rain.

Bran Udy joined Geoffrey by the barn/ workshop door. Like Geoffrey, he gave it a fist. Then he put his shoulder to it. It swung open with a creak that sounded like metal on metal. Bran called out, “Mike?” as both entered.

The place was brightly lit and overheated by four three-bar electric fires stationed round the area. There was a coppery scent in the air, and jazz was playing softly from somewhere. The immediate space was divided into two sections. The first was a quasi-showroom with a glass-topped counter that displayed within it a selection of goods made from either silver-hued tin or pewter: jewellery, candlesticks, belt buckles, knives, letter openers, ceremonial daggers, small milk jugs and sugar bowls, ornamental teapots. Behind this was the creative area where, on a workbench, a smartphone connected to a speaker was providing the music.

What was also behind the counter, however, was the source of the coppery scent in the air. Michael Lobb’s body was sprawled on the ground in a devastating pool of blood.
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“Don’t touch anything!” Geoffrey had seen enough police dramas on telly to know that the crime scene—and the condition of the immediate area surrounding Michael Lobb’s body certainly suggested this was a crime scene—could not and should not be disturbed until the police arrived.

Bran cried back, “He needs help!”

“Stay away, I tell you. He’s beyond help.” Geoffrey didn’t wait to see if Bran Udy complied. Instead, he struggled with his mobile phone, which had somehow become lodged inside the pocket of his trousers. He punched in triple nine when at last he’d got the phone free. Behind him, he heard Bran say, “He’s gone.” He looked and saw that the man had completely ignored his admonition to stay away from the body. Bran had one knee in the pool of blood and three fingers pressed to Michael Lobb’s neck. Geoffrey cursed quietly.

After five double rings and his blood pressure rising to what had to be a most dangerous level, emergency services answered, and a woman’s voice asked him the nature of his emergency. Unaccountably, this caused laughter to bubble up inside him. Borderline hysteria, Geoffrey thought. He was worse than the heroine of a Victorian novel. He managed to say, “There’s a dead bloke . . . And blood. There’re gallons of blood.”

“Where?”

“All round the body.” Geoffrey said.

“I mean where are you, sir.”

“Near Trevellas.”

Behind him, he heard Bran say, “Tell ’em Lobb’s Tin and Pewter.” He repeated that to emergency services.

“Are you certain he’s dead?” the operator asked him.

Geoffrey turned towards Bran, who had again placed his fingers on Michael Lobb’s neck. Bran shook his head and shot a glance at Geoffrey. “No pulse,” he said. “No breathing.”

Geoffrey related this to Emergency Services, who then asked, “And do you see wounds? Is there a weapon? How is his body positioned?”

He replied with, “Why the bloody hell do you need to know this? Send some cops. Send an ambulance. Send a doctor. Send someone, but just do it.”

But Emergency Services was unrelenting. “If you can tell me exactly where you are, sir . . . ?”

“I’ve said. Lobb’s Tin and Pewter, outside of Trevellas. We’re in his shop.”

“His shop? What sort of shop? Has there been a robbery? Is a cash drawer open? How did you get in?”

Geoffrey wanted to put a spear through his eyes. He said, “His workshop. We got in because the door was unlocked, the lights were on, and we assumed he was working,”

“We?” she repeated. “Who’s with you, sir?”

“One of his employees.”

Bran looked up. He rose to his feet. He said, “Christ. Where’s Kayla?”

Geoffrey went light-headed upon hearing the question. He needed air. Now. He stumbled to the door and went outside. Dimly and past the sound of rushing water in his head, he heard Emergency Services continuing to ask questions. He cut off the call and shoved his mobile into his pocket.

He took deep breaths as he strode across the yard. At the cottage he banged once and then tried the thumb handle he’d not thought to try earlier. The door wasn’t locked. He entered, calling out, Mrs. Lobb? Hullo? and leaving the door hanging open behind him. The place was gloomier than it had been on previous visits, the sort of cottage one would expect Heathcliff to be occupying out on the moors, with a tempest raging outside. Minuscule windows were set deep into thick walls and stone floors were covered by an assortment of rugs. The kitchen and its dining area were to his right. The sitting room was to his left. Both featured huge fireplaces which in the kitchen in the distant past would have been used for cooking, and in the sitting room would have been used for warmth. Now the kitchen fireplace held an AGA within it, and the sitting room fireplace held an electric fire. No one was in either room, and since the stairs were directly in front of him, he climbed quickly, repeatedly calling out for Mrs. Lobb. There was no reply. Geoffrey felt his bowels loosen. If Michael Lobb was dead in his workshop and there was no one answering his call inside the cottage . . . Geoffrey didn’t want to think what he thought anyway. Whoever had killed Michael Lobb might have killed his wife and stolen his car.

Above, Geoffrey found two bedrooms and a family bathroom, with no one in any. He returned to the kitchen and went to a far door to the left of a window that let in dim light from its position above the sink. The door opened into another bedroom, this one tiny and having space enough for a single bed and a very small chest of drawers. Again, no one was present, but a final door in this room led to a small, buy-from-a-catalogue conservatory and outside of it a garden, which was part kitchen, part ornamental, and all either dead or dying. There was nothing of note in the conservatory save a small table with two chairs pulled up to it along with a set of wicker patio furniture. Nothing inside the conservatory appeared to have been touched, and a pond outside stood empty of water.

He went back through the cottage and out the front once again as Bran came out of the workshop. The sound of the jaw-crusher was still rending the air from behind the fence that shielded the cottage and its surroundings from the workings of the tin-streaming business.

Bran said, “Not here?” by which Geoffrey took it that he meant Michael Lobb’s wife. He shook his head. Bran said, “Could be a good sign, that.”

“We can hope. The cops’ll want the car’s number plate and the model as well. Do you know them?”

“Goron’ll know the number plate.” Bran headed in the direction of the noise and disappeared into the fenced-off area. In the meantime, Geoffrey opened the workshop’s door and thought about entering, although he didn’t know why he’d do so, especially since the scent of blood made the place seem less like a workshop and more like an abattoir. He closed the door upon it.

Within moments, the ear-splitting noise of the jaw-crusher stopped as did other pieces of equipment one by one. Presently, Bran came through the gate, Goron on his heels. Geoffrey got a better look at him this time round, and he saw a tall and gaunt youngish man with cheekbones that dominated a skeletal face and spectacles repaired with electrical tape where the hinge had broken.

Bran made short work of introductions along the lines of “Goron, Geoffrey Henshaw. Geoffrey Henshaw, Goron.” And then to Geoffrey, “Mike told me your name.”

Geoffrey assessed both men. Clearly, someone had murdered Michael Lobb, and he knew the police were going to suspect all three of them until facts proved otherwise. He reckoned that neither of the other two blokes could have wanted Michael Lobb dead. Michael Lobb was the source of their employment, and it was in their best interests to keep him alive. That left Geoffrey himself, the individual who was very decidedly and openly eager for a heretofore reluctant Michael Lobb to sell his property to Cornwall EcoMining.

A police vehicle rounded a curve in the potholed lane, lights flashing but no siren blaring. Not too far from where Geoffrey and his companions were standing but far enough to create no disturbance to the crime scene, the police car stopped, nosing into a tangled patch of European blackberries. Two uniformed constables got out, adjusting their caps. As they approached, Geoffrey saw that one of them was East Asian and both of them were women. Closer still, he saw their name badges Zhao and Foster. Zhao was speaking into a radio device she wore on her shoulder. Foster was the one to talk to the men.

“Who found the body?” She was no nonsense, no sympathy, no warmth.

Geoffrey indicated himself and Bran. “He’s . . . it’s . . .” He wasn’t sure what term he should use. Was a body an it? Was it gendered? And why the bloody hell was he thinking this now? “We found him in his workshop.” He used his thumb to set the constables in the right direction.

Zhao joined them. Foster inclined her head at the workshop and set off in its direction. Zhao said, “You lot, wait by the tractor. No one leaves,” and followed her colleague. They disappeared inside.

At that moment, the paramedics arrived. It was the same situation with the flashing lights sans siren. They parked directly behind the police car, hopped out, and jogged over to the men, lugging both leather and canvas bags of equipment.

Bran was the one to tell them: in the workshop. He added that they’d be looking at a dead body, not someone in need of their aid.

One of the medics said, “We like to draw our own conclusions,” to which Bran rolled his eyes.

As the medics reached the open door to the workshop, the constable called Foster came out. She spoke to them. From her expression, it looked to Geoffrey as if she was telling them that the body inside was, indeed, a body: no longer a living being, his mortal coil having been shuffled off. They went inside as a group. Within two minutes they were back out. Zhao was with them this time. She was speaking into her shoulder again. From where Geoffrey and the others were standing, he could hear the radio’s static.

Goron stirred. He made a movement that indicated he was going to leave. Foster saw this and barked, “You stay where you are!”

Goron murmured something, and Bran said to him, “Best stay for now.”

Zhao came to them then and asked for their details, which was how Geoffrey learned that Bran and Goron were father and son, and they lived in a caravan “other side of the slag heap.” Meantime, Foster strode to the police car, opened its boot, and brought out the crime scene tape. This she began to unspool, marking a no-go area that took in the workshop, its surroundings, and the containment area of the tin-streaming equipment. Zhao soon joined her.

Another vehicle approached then, limping along the rutted lane. It came all the way up to the crime scene tape before it stopped. Kayla Lobb got out. She looked at the police vehicle, she looked at the crime scene tape, and she looked from one person to the next, as if taking stock.

She said, “Bran? What’s happened?”

Neither he nor Goron replied, and Geoffrey wasn’t about to answer the question. But Constable Foster set her crime scene tape to one side and paced quickly towards Michael Lobb’s wife. She ducked under the tape she’d stretched across the yard. She spoke to Kayla Lobb. From where he was by the backhoe, Geoffrey couldn’t hear what was being said, but he could tell what information was being relayed from the expression on Kayla Lobb’s face.

She covered her mouth in horror and took one step forward before she fainted.
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Detective Inspector Beatrice Hannaford knew that her former husband—Chief Constable Raymond Hannaford of the Devon Constabulary—wanted her to take two decisive actions, both of which were life-changing. He wanted her to remarry him. And he wanted her to request an assignment that removed her from the MIT. But she’d spent years performing her way onto the Major Incident Team, and she had no intention of those years and effort counting for nothing. As to remarrying Ray? Truth was, she didn’t even want to live with him. Given, she and their son, Pete, spent many nights with Ray in his Grade II Listed—as she liked to call it—not far from Launceston: with Pete tucked up in one of the two spare rooms and herself tucked up in Ray’s bed, along with Ray. But the pleasure of the arrangement was that after a few days, she was always happy to get back home. So were the dogs: three identical black Labs with the uninspiring names of Dog 1, Dog 2, and Dog 3. Pete was silent on the subject.

On this particular morning, Ray was doing the school run to Redruth, having assured Bea that he would give Pete the once-over when he got out of the car in order to make sure his uniform shirt was tucked in, and his trousers were belted to sit at his waist and not to display any part his undershorts. She herself generally did these honours as Pete’s school was on the route from Ray’s place to their own home. But she’d received a call from one of the SIO’s assigned to Cornwall Constabulary Headquarters in charge of running major investigations, and that officer had told her to take herself to a place called Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, in the immediate area of Trevellas, not far from St. Agnes. SOCO had already been dispatched, and the people in the vicinity of the major incident were being detained.

“What sort of major incident are we talking about?” Bea asked.

“Murder,” the SIO told her. “Ring me when you have details.”

Bea assured her that she would do so. She grabbed a bag of carrots, celery, and cheese to take with her for her lunch. She set off directly.

Ray’s job generally kept him at the Devon Constabulary Headquarters in Middlemore, Exeter. Bea’s job generally put her at work out of Camborne Station in Cornwall. That station was a hop and a skip from where the major incident had taken place. It was logical, then, that the SIO wanted Bea on the team.

She rang Ray and was grateful that her call went to his mobile’s message. She’d been assigned to a case, she told him. Pete would need to stay with him until Bea was able to sort out what was going on.

Neither Trevellas nor St. Agnes was exactly in the neighbourhood, but Bea made good time. The A30 was a dual carriageway for a good distance, and she drove it with lights spinning and siren shrieking when necessary. Once she made the turn to St. Agnes, stone walls and thick hedges began to appear along the roads. By the time she’d reached a needle-thin lane with a sign posted for Trevellas, a gentle rain had started to fall, and by the time she saw the weather-beaten wooden arrow indicating the route to Lobb’s Tin & Pewter, it had altered to a downpour. She cursed. This was just what one did not want: heavy rainfall at a crime scene.

She negotiated her way along the track until she could go no further. The way forward was thick with police cars, an ambulance, and two SOCO vans—old school as she was, Bea refused to think of them or refer to them as CSI vans—and crime scene investigators were scurrying about like white-suited and white-gloved rabbits.

The crime scene had been marked off appropriately with police tape, but Bea wasn’t happy to see how large an area it was. She clambered out of the car, grabbed a white boiler suit and its accompanying footwear from the boot, and ducked back into the car and out of the rain to don the garments. She strode to the crime scene tape, pulling the boiler suit’s hood up over her head as she did so. She approached an officer in rain gear who was documenting whoever entered the crime scene. Beyond the tape, Bea could see periodic flashes of light coming from within a good-size building with a rough granite exterior and a few small windows sunk into the stones. The police photographer, she reckoned, documenting every inch of the scene. Someone would be filming it as well.

Bea introduced herself to the constable monitoring entries. She pulled out her ID and said her name simultaneously. The constable—who turned out to be a woman called Foster, according to her own ID—nodded her inside. Bea ducked under the crime scene tape and headed for the large stone building.

As she approached it, three individuals came outside. One was another police constable. One was the police photographer. The last was the videographer. Two were East Asian. One was Black. The constable was another female. The photographer and videographer were not. Bea nodded at the constable, clocked her name—Zhao—and turned to the still photographer, who was called Xu Shen. Bea spoke to Xu.

“You’ve got what you need?”

Xu nodded. He was carrying a duffel, presumably filled with his photographic equipment. It looked heavier than Bea thought it should, but then, she hadn’t seen what the ambient light was like inside the building.

“I’ll want the photos ASAP, then,” she said to Xu.

“How quickly is ASAP?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” she told him. “Get on with it if you’ve finished up here,” and to the videographer, “Same goes for you.” As Xu and the videographer left to set about the rest of their business, Bea turned to Zhao. “Has the pathologist been?”

“Inside.” Zhao tilted her head towards the building’s open door. A second door—a heavy-looking slider—was closed. Zhao blinked against the rain. It had caused her eyelashes to spike. Unlike her colleague with the clipboard, she wasn’t wearing rain gear. She looked like someone who could do with a Thermos of tea.

Bea told her to change into something more suitable for the weather, but before Zhao turned to leave, Bea added, “Who are that lot?” and indicated three men huddled under what looked like a giant golf umbrella. They were standing next to an enormous tractor of some kind, a scooper attached to it. One of them was disheveled, in a work-soiled boiler suit splodged with blood on one leg of it and wearing muddy boots; the second was in jeans, a shirt, and trainers, all clean; the third was wearing a decent-looking suit. Zhao said, “The suit works for Cornwall EcoMining. The other two work here, father and son. The suit and the older bloke found the body. Said he knelt by the body to find a pulse, hence the blood. The suit confirms that.”

“Get the boiler suit off the old bloke and put it into evidence. Anyone else on the property?”

“The victim’s wife. She arrived soon after we got here. Passed out cold when she heard her husband was dead. She’s in the cottage. She wanted to get in touch with the victim’s brother and his mum.”

Bea didn’t like the wife alone in the cottage. She shouldn’t have been allowed to leave the immediate scene, even if it meant merely to go inside her own house. She said to Zhao, “Bring her out. Put her in the back of one of the cars. Get her details first.”

Zhao nodded and set off towards the cottage. Bea watched her for a moment and saw her pause when one of the three detained men said something to her. She responded. The men’s heads swiveled towards Bea. Yes, she thought, you’ll be contending with me soon enough, gentlemen.

Inside the building, Bea found the forensic pathologist suited up like the rest of them. He was squatting over the body of a man who was crumpled on his side on the stone floor. The building’s light didn’t provide nearly enough illumination, but from what she could see, the man had apparently bled out, if the pool of blood surrounding him was anything to go by. The immediate area was in disarray as if a struggle had taken place.

“What do we know?” Bea asked the pathologist.

He was taking the temperature of the air in the immediate vicinity of the body. He noted it on a spiral pad. He turned, and Bea saw it was Mylo Baker. Had he not been clothed in a crime scene boiler suit and its accessories, she would have recognised him by his perfectly shaped dark-skinned bald head. He replaced his temperature gauge in a large leather case that stood to one side of the blood pool.

“Multiple stab wounds,” Mylo said. He gestured to the glistening pool, not yet coagulated due to the temperature. “He bled out, but it took a while.”

“Weapon?”

Mylo shook his head. “Not on, in, or near the body. Suffice it to say it was something sharp—”

“Not entirely illuminating, that,” Bea remarked.

“—and I won’t know more than that until the post-mortem. The still photos Shen took might show something helpful.”

“Time of death?”

Mylo got to his feet. He deposited his spiral notebook into a capacious bag, took from it a clipboard, and wrote upon a document the clipboard was holding. He said, “We’ve got rigour, so I’d wager six to twelve hours ago. Like I said, I’ll know more from the post-mortem.”

As Mylo spoke, Bea looked at the surroundings. They promised to be a forensic nightmare, and an expensive one at that. In addition to the rubble fallen to the floor because of the struggle between killer and victim, the area was the victim’s place of work, and as his work appeared to involve creating objects out of tin or pewter, there were various kinds of equipment on every surface save the top of a glass display case. This case held everything from letter openers to candlesticks, from decorative objects for the home to jewellery. The letter openers weren’t unlike daggers, but that was no matter for there were also daggers. Either could be used to murder someone. The display case was locked, however, and its contents looked unmolested. That didn’t preclude someone else being in possession of a key, however. Everything would need to be tested for blood, fingerprints, and DNA. As would need testing the various casting moulds, blowtorches, the cast-iron pots used for mixing the alloys that formed the pewter, several old camping stoves, three single-burner hotplates, gloves, tongs, and on and on. A shelf high above the working surface held a display of antique implements as well, presumably from a period before mechanisation made the process of smelting ore less labour intensive. They looked to be made of iron, all of them thick with rust. In pristine condition several could have been useful as weapons. As they were . . . Bea made a note that they were present. They could be tested on the chance that forensics turned up nothing else.

“As soon as you have enough information, you can take him for the post-mortem, Mylo,” Bea said. “Unless there’s more for you to do here.”

“Not by me,” Mylo said. “I’ll give the lads and lasses the word, though.”

“Right.” Bea knew he meant SOCO, who were waiting restlessly on the other side of the crime scene tape, near the two vans. As Mylo left to let them know he was finished, Bea pulled out her phone and put in a call to the SIO—Detective Superintendent Phoebe Lang—who’d assigned her to the investigation. When she heard the DS say, “What are we dealing with?” Bea gave her the news, concluding with, “Better put together the largest team possible. We’re not sure what the murder weapon is—”

“You’re certain it’s murder?” DS Lang asked.

“—but whatever it is, it appears to be missing. Considering the body and the blood, yes, it’s murder. No one’s going to die like this in an accident or a suicide.”

“Anything else?”

“We’ll need to begin with a fingertip search for the weapon. We’ll need an army of constables. The site’s enormous.”

“Damn,” the DS said. And after a sigh, “Right. I’ll see what I can get you.”
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A fingertip search was going to require a significant number of PCs from the surrounding area as well as at least one DC or DS to organise it. Assembling a large group was going to take some considerable time. Once they got going at this location, Bea knew even more time was going to be involved in the search as the team would be moving methodically in an evenly spaced line over an enormous area. It was a tedious process, but as they had no murder weapon on or near the body, it was necessary as well. Bea wanted to be there to have a word before the search began, and because of this, she reckoned she had time to speak to at least one of those individuals associated with Lobb’s Tin & Pewter.

She decided to begin with the wife. It was a sad commentary on their species, but the reality was that when a murder occurred and the victim was married, the first person the coppers looked at closely was the spouse.

She set off for the police car into which the victim’s wife had been placed. On her way, she was accosted by the Suit. The rain had eased, so the golf umbrella was no longer in use, folded now and leaning against a wheel of the tractor-thing. Digger? Backhoe? What was it called? The Suit said to her, “I’ve given my details to the other officer.” He gestured vaguely in the direction of Foster, still doing duty as the site monitor. “I know you’ll want to speak with me, but can I not answer your questions later?”

“You’re at the scene of a murder.” Bea aimed for patience, as if he were in infant school. “No one leaves a homicide site until they’ve been spoken to.”

He ran his hand from his nose to his chin as if wiping both. “I know,” he said. “I do know. And I have spoken to . . . to her.” He made the same gesture as before. “It’s only that . . . my job and all it entails?”

“I’m happy to speak to your superior about why you’ve been detained,” she told him, and she allowed her tone to become sardonic as she added, “Or I can write you a note when we’re finished here, explaining why you’ve gone truant. Now, if you will rejoin the others . . . ?”

The bloke looked as if he about to counter this but changed his mind. He trudged back to the other two men, allowing Bea to join the wife of the victim.

She was called Kayla Lobb, née Steyn, and had Bea not known she was the murder victim’s wife, she would have assumed she was his daughter, so young looking did she turn out to be. Bea found her huddled in the back seat of the police car, under a knitted blanket that she clutched closed at her neck. Her eyes were red. A box of tissues sat on her lap. Beneath the blanket round her shoulders, she was wearing what she’d apparently been wearing when arriving on the scene: a peach-coloured cotton dress and trendy, sockless white trainers. A colourful scarf—patterned in apricot, green, and purple and folded into a band—held her hair back from her face. Her fingernails looked professionally seen to. They were perfectly shaped and painted the same colour as her dress. Bea wondered if she changed the nail enamel daily to match her wardrobe.

When Bea introduced herself, the first thing Kayla Lobb said was “Is it really Michael?” She brought the blanket to her mouth and held it there.

“I’m afraid it is,” Bea told her. “They’ll be removing . . . They’ll be taking him in a few minutes.”

“May I . . . Can I see him? Before they . . . ?”

“Mrs. Lobb . . .” Bea considered how best to say it. “That’s not a good idea. For your sake.”

Kayla Lobb’s lips formed the word oh, but she said nothing. She merely swallowed and looked towards the great stone building.

Bea said, “D’you prefer we talk in the house?”

“Yes. Please.” Kayla seemed to force her gaze away from the barn in which her husband’s body still lay. She said quietly, “Oh God.”

Bea extended her hand and helped her out of the car. She led her towards the old cottage and noticed that its lime-rendered exterior needed repair in some areas and a number of slate tiles on the roof wanted replacing. There were small multipaned windows here and there, deeply recessed owing to the cottage walls’ depth. On either side of the front step, flower beds stretched out along the width of the building. The remains of tulips and daffodils drooped here, and a tired-looking mass of busy Lizzies were waiting to be planted alongside the path to the door. Nothing looked especially cared for, Bea noted. She could relate to this as she killed nearly everything so unlucky as to be planted into her own garden.

Inside the house, the immediate two rooms possessed a melancholy gloom, largely owing to the small windows. To the right was a messy kitchen area smelling like burnt toast and coffee, with pots and pans stacked in the sink and used crockery and cutlery standing on the worktops. A dining table had mismatched chairs along one side, and a long bench was built into the wall on the other side. The bench was piled with decorative pillows in a multitude of colours. The kitchen itself was painted a bright yellow. These offered a bit of cheer to what would otherwise have been an overall bleak environment.

To the left of the entry was a sitting area where a three-bar electric fire had turned the room into a sauna. Bea approached this and asked could she turn down the heat or, if possible, turn it off altogether. To this Kayla said, “Oh. If you could leave it, please. I’m so cold. I’m awfully sorry.”

Bea told her no apology was necessary. She noticed that a teacup and its saucer sat on a table next to the sofa, and she asked Kayla could she bring her a cup of tea. Kayla said no, that wasn’t necessary, but “I c’n bring you a cup of tea if you’d like.”

Bea didn’t need or want a cup of anything, but she said a cup of tea would be grand. Kayla left her to make it, which gave Bea time to assess the Lobbs’ living situation. To Bea, it was curious, seeming more suitable for a man who lived with his mum in his mum’s house rather than a man with a much younger wife. How could Kayla Lobb possibly find joy in such a grim place? was what Bea wondered.

The sofa looked relatively new, but it was part of a rather ghastly three-piece suite upholstered in a decidedly floral pattern of huge pink roses and snaking ivy. A similarly upholstered ottoman served as a coffee table, and next to the sofa stood a rattan side table where the teacup was. The effect suggested an interior copied badly from a very old design magazine.

While Kayla brewed a cuppa in the kitchen, Bea studied the collection of photos on the fireplace mantel: four small children laughing in a tree; the same four children on the strand with two adults, presumably their parents; two husband-wife wedding photos of those two adults; a framed wedding photo of Kayla and her husband. He was looking down at her, clearly besotted. She was smiling impishly at the camera with a bouquet of white roses and baby’s breath held up just beneath her chin.

Bea picked up this last and studied it. Kayla looked like a fourteen-year-old in the picture. Her husband appeared decades her senior.

“Michael’s a good deal older than I am,” Kayla said, as if reading Bea’s thoughts
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