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            vAll shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.

            Julian of Norwich vi
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            Characters

         

         DI Caius Beauchamp and family

         An Irish-Jamaican detective in the Met, CAIUS is a foodie with a mortal fear of scurvy. He lives in a family-owned flat in North London with his girlfriend Callie where he loves nothing better than curling up with a good book. Feeling duty-bound, Caius joined the Met after the unsolved disappearance of his sister Lydia and is surprised he’s still there. He is the son of pragmatic Jamaican-British builder MARCUS BEAUCHAMP and BRIDGET BEAUCHAMP who is from an Irish family but raised in London. Last year, some complicated inheritance Tetris meant that Caius’s late grandfather, the Jamaican son of a second son, inherited a baronetcy from the single worst man Caius had ever come across, Rupert Hampton, formerly Sir Rupert Beauchamp. Caius is working through his feelings over his family’s change in fortune. He broke his wrist a couple of months ago and is itching to have the cast removed.

         Calliope (Callie) Foster

         CALLIE, a semi-posh English rose with a whimsical streak, is a milliner by trade. She recently discovered that she is the illegitimate daughter of the disgraced MP and fast-fashion tycoon Peter Simpson. Callie met Caius on the front row of a fringe theatre when an actor threw up on an audience member, who was then discovered to be already deceased. She moved into Caius’s rather cramped bachelor pad last year. viii

         DS Matthew Cheung

         MATT is a thoughtful detective and Caius’s wingman. They are genuine friends and seek out niche craft ales together.

         DC Amy Noakes

         AMY is a quick-witted and intuitive detective constable, with a talent for rugby tackling creeps. She lives with her girlfriend Fi and their furbabies.

         The Rt Hon. Lord Arthur Hampton Member of Parliament for South Rutland

         The 17th Duke of Shropshire, Arthur Hampton, is a former Cabinet member who keeps an exceedingly low profile, despite his role as political kingmaker.
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         The Horatio Combe Institute, Priory Square, Camden

         Digby Combe-Watson is sprawled out on the antique rug apocryphally gifted to his great-great-great-grandfather in 1849 by an appreciative Naser al-Din, the then Shah of Iran, while he followed in the marauding footsteps of Alexander the Great across Central Asia and made merry with the ruins of Persepolis. For what the Shah was so grateful no one knew and it was glossed over with a knowing nod during infrequent tours. It had in fact been purchased down Portobello Road to hide an ugly port stain on the floorboard in 1927, but this fact was now lost to the vagaries of time. Besides, the rug made a great jumping-off point for Digby to talk about the six as-yet-untranslated cuneiform tablets the museum had on the second floor.

         Digby can’t feel his toes. Oh dear. It’s all happening so quickly.

         Digby was taken by surprise. He’d thought better of himself. He’d thought too much, frankly, and Digby hadn’t ever stopped to consider that this little tête-à-tête wasn’t the best idea. He was a man, after all, and cardinal rules like meet in a public place applied to only women. He hadn’t realised that he was in danger. Why would he? Why would a man like him ever be in danger? Who could ever want to possibly harm a soft-bodied intellectual like him? A gentle soul who had only cared about the pursuit of knowledge, and of the preservation and reevaluation of history, and was only now humbly reaching out for something more for himself.

         Digby can’t feel his legs. The coldness, the frozen hand of death, is moving up his body inch by mortal inch. 6

         Digby fleetingly glances around, hoping desperately that this was an accident and that help is on the way, but he knows this was done to him on purpose, that it had been planned. He catches a cold steely eye lazily gazing back at him, and he knows that help isn’t coming and he is about to die surrounded here by the morbidity of his odious ancestor. Horatio Combe’s shrine to his obsessions. The relics of an exhilarating life led galivanting all over the empire collecting whatever and whoever took his fancy, whereas he has spent his short life paying homage to those seedy adventures from a decrepit town house in NW1.

         Digby’s throat is beginning to close. He turns his head as he struggles to breathe. The shrunken heads watch from their cabinet as his heart stops.
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         The Horatio Combe Institute, Priory Square, Camden

         The magnolia trees in the centre of the square were blooming. Curved petals tinged with pink grasping at the sky like desperate fingers trying to touch the clouds. Their heady scent pervaded the air. A plume of dust went up from across the way as debris was chucked into a skip parked outside one of the town houses. Another renovation. Another kitchen extension. Another basement being dug out.

         ‘You have two minutes to say whatever you want,’ Caius said. Yesterday his girlfriend Callie had filmed a live segment for the BBC’s RHS Chelsea Flower Show coverage with Monty Don. Her pathetic ex Max happened to be there on a corporate jolly and had barged in, slurred a half-arsed proposal and then started a fight with Caius who, despite having a cast on his wrist, dealt with him swiftly. All of this had been caught on camera and was now doing the rounds on the internet. Caius started the timer on his phone. ‘And then it won’t be mentioned again.’

         ‘I’ll go first,’ Amy said quickly, jumping in ahead of Matt. ‘Firstly, you looked stellar.’

         ‘Great shirt, mate,’ Matt said.

         ‘Thanks. My mum came too and she kept calling me “your man from Havana”.’ Caius tried to do his best poker face but he was pleased with the praise. He’d dressed up for the occasion and had been wearing a short-sleeved, deep-aquamarine Sea Island cotton shirt, a pair of toffee biscuit-coloured linen trousers and a pair of soft suede coffee loafers that he had to clean when he got home after he’d chucked Max into a flowerbed. 10

         ‘Secondly, Monty Don, what a man,’ Amy said, reverentially.

         ‘A consummate professional,’ Matt said, nodding. ‘I hope the BBC pays him well. I don’t mind him getting six figures.’

         ‘Thirdly, are you aware that you’ve become a meme?’ Amy said.

         ‘What do you mean?’ Caius asked.

         ‘You know, they use an image and write funny text on it. It goes viral. Your face becomes internet famous and used for social and cultural clout.’

         ‘Amy, I’m thirty-five not eighty-five,’ Caius said, staring at the sky. ‘What sort of memes?’

         Amy took her phone out. She’d been saving the funnier ones. ‘It’s you corralling Callie’s ex. My favourites so far are of the “not today, Satan” variety but there’s a collective swoon going on amongst the gays and the girlies.’

         ‘Right.’ Caius hoped the internet would move on quickly. ‘Anything else you’ve got to say?’

         ‘Callie OK?’ Matt asked.

         ‘Dick move from her ex,’ Amy said.

         ‘Callie’s fine, now. There was a bit of a kerfuffle after.’

         ‘A kerfuffle?’ Matt asked.

         ‘Once the cameras stopped my mum had to hold her back from Max. She’d taken her shoe off and was going to hit him. Mum calmed her down by saying they were too pretty to risk damaging. ’

         ‘At least Max didn’t challenge you to a duel,’ Amy said.

         ‘I’d have been happy to be your second,’ Matt said.

         ‘Good to know for next time. Callie’s dad’s solicitor is going to send Max a cease and desist letter.’ Caius shuffled about uncomfortably. ‘I feel like I ruined her big moment.’

         ‘It was her ex not you. He jumped in front of the camera,’ Matt said. 11

         The alarm on Caius’s phone went off. ‘Time’s up. We’re going to never mention the incident again.’ He ducked under the police tape, nodding to the uniformed officer standing out front. ‘Right, male, mid-thirties. His name is Digby Combe-Watson and he was the owner-curator of this little museum of horrors.’ He gestured up to the house.

         ‘The Horatio Combe Institute,’ Matt said, reading the sign outside the town house. The building looked shabby. The paint was beginning to peel off around the wooden window frames. ‘Never heard of it.’

         ‘It’s an anthropological nightmare,’ Caius said, leading them up the stairs. ‘Horatio Combe was one of those Victorian adventurer types. Liked collecting artefacts, and taxidermy of exotic creatures. There’s a mangy-looking kangaroo at the top of the stairs. Uniform are already canvassing the square in case anyone saw anything.’

         They entered the musty hallway. A wooden collection box was nailed to the wall: ‘10 shillings entrance fee’ was written in gold paint on the front. Amy checked inside. It was empty. Wearing gloves, she picked up a guide to the house and its contents from the small table next to the box.

         ‘He’s in here,’ Caius said, leading them into the parlour. Forensics were busy crawling over the room.

         Barry, the team’s favourite medical examiner, was zipping up the body bag. ‘Morning, morning, morning.’

         ‘What did for him?’ Caius asked, with an Ealing comedy affectation.

         ‘Hemlock,’ Barry said.

         ‘Really?’ Matt asked, peering at the corpse. ‘That’s such an old-school way to go. Like Socrates. Old symposium.’

         ‘How can you tell?’ Caius asked, shaking his head at Matt’s poor joke. 12

         ‘I can smell it,’ Barry said, pointing to the salad bowl in the middle of the table that was being bagged up by forensics. ‘Hemlock is a member of the carrot family and it’s easy to confuse its leaves with carrot tops, parsley or dill. It stinks though. It’s a bit like a mouse infestation or rotting parsnips. Musty. I go foraging on the weekends and know to avoid it.’

         ‘Foraging.’ Caius nodded. He could picture Barry scampering through the hedgerows looking for blackberries. It was probably quite relaxing. ‘If you could smell the hemlock, why couldn’t he?’

         ‘Mr Combe-Watson had an open pack of tissues in one pocket and a packet of menthol cough sweets in the other,’ Barry said.

         ‘He was probably used to the smell of mouse pee,’ Amy said, wrinkling her nose.

         ‘I’ll run the requisite tests, but I don’t think there’ll be any surprises,’ Barry said, and with that the body was removed by two forensic technicians. ‘By the looks of him he died in the early evening. I’d say somewhere between 7 and 9 p.m.’

         ‘Dinner time. The table was set for two,’ Caius said, looking at the arrangements – a small vase of flowers in the middle, candlesticks that had been left to burn leaving nothing but globular streams of now-cooled wax down the brass candlestick holders, a jug of water in which any trace of ice had dissolved and an open bottle of red wine that had been breathing all night. ‘The same salad on both plates.’

         ‘The other person filled up on bread,’ Amy said, noting that there was a roll on Digby’s side plate and just crumbs on his guest’s. ‘It’s a fancy one too with poppy seeds in a swirl.’

         ‘Is this a romantic set-up? It looks like it should be and yet I’ve got the heebies,’ Matt said. He wandered over to a cabinet of what he thought were doll heads. ‘What the hell are those?’ 13

         ‘Those are,’ Amy said, flicking through the guide she’d picked up as she’d entered the Institute. ‘Those are mokomokai. Oh boy.’

         ‘What are mokomokai?’ Caius asked.

         ‘It says here that they’re shrunken human heads from New Zealand.’

         ‘How did old Horatio get those?’ Caius asked, turning away from them and back to the table. ‘Matt, you think this wasn’t romantic?’

         ‘It was candlelit,’ Matt said, looking about the room. ‘Although I can’t see a light switch in here so that may have been a necessity.’

         ‘Digby didn’t live here.’ Caius grimaced. How anyone could have possibly ever lived here amongst all this was a mystery. ‘The whole house is his great-whatever-grandad’s stuff. It might not have been a date. A work thing, maybe? A trustee for the museum? A donor?’

         ‘It’s not the most romantic setting.’ Matt stared down at the battered rug on the floor.

         ‘Who found him?’ Amy asked.

         ‘Willow Bell, she’s a history student at King’s College and interns on Saturdays,’ Caius said, checking his notes. ‘Came in to do her shift and found him like this. The front door to the museum was unusually left open and she just walked straight in. She’s on her way to the station for a cup of tea and a formal interview. I’m going to head over in a minute.’

         ‘No security?’ Matt asked, scouting the room for the usual systems but not finding any.

         ‘Nope,’ Caius said. ‘No cameras, or alarms, nothing. Just a lock with a key.’

         ‘Anything worth nicking?’ Amy asked. Everything looked tatty to her.

         ‘That’s the question, isn’t it? I suppose if there was anything 14with a high value here then their insurers would’ve made them take precautions. Their security measures are non-existent,’ Caius said, receiving the guide from Amy. ‘There’s two floors of exhibits and the attic contains Horatio Combe’s library.’

         Caius led them through a doorway into a small back room, not much more than a glorified broom cupboard, that appeared to be Digby’s office. On his desk was a box of Lemsip, a congealed rotisserie chicken on a plate and two slices of Basque cheesecake. A forensic technician was busy taking them away for testing. ‘Amy, once forensics are finished in here, I need you to have a look through his papers.’

         ‘Sure.’

         Caius turned to the forensic technician. ‘Sorry to interrupt, has the victim’s phone been found?’

         ‘Not yet, sir,’ the masked figure replied, carting away the chicken and cheesecake.

         ‘Just call me Caius.’

         Amy started poking around Digby’s office.

         ‘Matt,’ Caius said, leading him back into the main room. ‘Get a feel for the building’s layout. I think it’s likely Digby’s killer came in and out through the open front door but try and work out if there are any other options. I’m going to—’

         Caius stopped abruptly, stared in confusion at Matt and then moved towards the window where the commotion was coming from.

         ‘Is that a haka?’ Matt asked as he followed after him. He didn’t think there was any rugby on that day.

         Caius and Matt left the house to find a group of three Māoris with placards protesting outside.

         Caius showed them his badge. ‘May I ask what you are protesting?’ 15

         ‘The Horatio Combe Institute has refused multiple requests from our government to return human remains unethically kept here to Aoteara,’ said one of the group.

         ‘The mokomokai,’ Matt said.

         ‘Yes,’ said a second.

         The group introduced themselves as Kahurangi, Tākuta and Rawiri.

         ‘Do you protest here every day?’ Caius asked.

         ‘No. We have jobs so …’ said Rawiri.

         ‘Just on Saturday mornings. I take my son to his swimming class in the afternoon,’ said Kahurangi. ‘I’m busy in the week. I’m a nurse in a GP practice in Kingston.’

         ‘And you guys?’ Matt asked the others.

         ‘I work in a bank in the City full-time,’ said Rawiri.

         ‘I lecture in physics at UCL,’ said Tākuta.

         Caius turned to Matt and then back to the protestors. ‘Did you have any dealings with the Institute’s staff much?’

         ‘That sickly-looking man?’ asked Rawiri.

         Caius showed them Digby’s picture taken from the Institute’s website. ‘This guy.’

         ‘He finally got you lot to come out then,’ said Rawiri.

         ‘What do you mean?’ Caius asked.

         ‘A couple of months ago he threatened to call the police on us because we were upsetting his visitors,’ said Kahurangi.

         ‘What visitors? We’ve been here every Saturday morning for the last three months, and not a soul,’ said Tākuta.

         ‘Only that nice girl who winks at us when she goes on her break,’ said Rawiri.

         ‘She signed our petition.’ Tākuta handed it over to Caius.

         ‘Sorry,’ he said, handing it back. ‘Would you all mind answering a few of my colleague here’s questions?’ 16

         ‘Why?’ Kahurangi asked.

         ‘Digby Combe-Watson is dead.’

         
            * * *

         

         ‘The protestors alibied each other. They were talking strategy in the Covent Garden Wagamama,’ Matt said, finding Caius in the hallway. He’d entered the property from the alleyway behind. ‘They’d decided on a letter-writing campaign. Apparently, the mokomokai were preserved as a way to honour their ancestors by showcasing their tattoos which have specific meanings attached to them. They were kept in special ceremonial spaces, but once the British arrived they started buying them as curiosities and it all gets a bit grim.’

         ‘What did you think of the protestors?’

         ‘They were pretty chill. No real motive.’

         Caius nodded.

         ‘Digby’s keys for the building, and presumably his house, were in a drawer in his desk. Forensics have been at them already,’ Matt said, holding up a clear plastic bag. ‘No car keys, but there is a very battered-looking bike splayed across the path in the overgrown back garden. I guess he comes in along the alleyway down the back and dumps his wheels. The back door and the gate were both unlocked.’

         ‘What’s the alleyway like?’ Caius asked, taking the keys from Matt.

         ‘Everyone keeps their bins there,’ Matt said, remembering the smell of rotting bin juice. One bin was overflowing with ripe nappies maturing in the heat. ‘You could get in and out unnoticed.’

         ‘Any cameras?’ 17

         ‘Not that I could see,’ Matt said, shaking his head. ‘I did see a couple of houses that had them but none of them were watching the alley. They were in the gardens pointing towards the gates. They’d need planning permission to film a public right of way.’

         ‘There’s a chance that Digby’s dinner guest came and left round the back then.’

         ‘The alleyway leads onto the main road. There’s a playground opposite, so no visual on the entrance.’

         ‘Let’s see what forensics find and bear it in mind.’ Caius looked at the table. ‘Date or business?’

         ‘Gut says business; it’s too creepy in here. Unless he’s chasing after the goths. I mean, it is Camden, after all.’

         ‘Do goths still exist?’

         ‘I don’t know. I can’t remember the last time I saw one. Teenagers all look the same these days.’

         ‘Everyone seems to wear all-black clothing but they don’t care about The Cure.’

         ‘I hope there are still goths out there. What are teenagers with a lot of emotions supposed to do otherwise? They need a safe outlet for all their little sad weird feelings.’

         Caius looked at him.

         ‘What?’ Matt shuffled around on the spot, suddenly a teenager under scrutiny again. ‘I wasn’t a goth. I was a scene kid. I was too cool to even be an emo, and I doubt my mum would’ve let me.’

         ‘My first girlfriend when I was fifteen was an emo. She dumped me for a guy called Dan who plastered his hair to one side of his head. I walked past him in King’s Cross a few years ago and he was balding but he still had the same haircut. It was a geriatric emo comb-over.’

         ‘Rawr.’ 18

         ‘I nearly got a tattoo of a moustache on my finger in 2006.’ Caius looked at the keys in his hand. ‘Digby’s place is in Dollis Hill. We need to get over there today.’

         Amy came down the stairs. ‘Do you ever play that game when you’re in a museum where you have to pick one thing you’d nick if you could get away with it? The only rule being that you have to be able to carry it home on your own.’

         ‘Ah, so how the British Museum got most of its collection then,’ Matt said.

         ‘You couldn’t get the Parthenon marbles on the tube,’ Caius said.

         ‘Have you tried already?’ Matt asked.

         Caius turned to Amy. ‘And what would you take from here?’

         ‘Nothing. Nada. Zilch. The glass eyes on the kangaroo on the mezzanine are crooked and the poor beast is cross-eyed.’ Amy shook her head. ‘I’ve gone through the whole visitor guide. You have to assume the items included as collection highlights are important or valuable,’ she said, fanning herself with the booklet. The room was airless. ‘Everything mentioned in it is still here. Nothing obvious has been taken.’

         ‘Amy, did you find a collection catalogue of some kind in Digby’s office?’ Caius asked, staring around the room.

         ‘There’s a ledger in the attic “library”.’

         ‘Great, go through it and just check that everything’s here, not just the highlights. I’ll assign a uniformed officer to help.’ He glanced around at the junk in front of him, then he noticed a door under the stairs. ‘Amy, have you been down here yet?’ Caius walked over and twisted the handle. It wouldn’t budge.

         ‘I didn’t try it. Someone’s painted the door shut,’ Amy said.

         ‘It’s a town house. The kitchen and the pantry should be down there.’ Caius looked at the paintwork along the door. It looked 19like someone had tried it and judging by the flecks of paint on the floor, recently too. ‘Matt, ask forensics to give the door a proper once over.’

         Caius took the keys to the Institute out of his pocket. He went down the steps to the square and again down through the iron gate, then down the basement steps. A heavy brass key fit the lock but again he couldn’t get the door to budge.

         ‘The door’s been painted shut here too.’ Caius called up the stairs to Amy. He traipsed back up the stone steps and up to street level. ‘If we can’t get in then the killer couldn’t either.’

         ‘To Dollis Hill?’ Matt asked, unlocking his police car.

         ‘Station first,’ Caius said, turning quickly towards the car and straight into a young woman. She fell backwards and he caught her. He used his dodgy arm. It twinged a little – hopefully from underusage and not from further damage. He froze as he held her, as if he had been caught in the act. ‘God, I’m so sorry.’

         ‘No, it’s all right,’ she said, catching her breath. Caius was still holding her. She was the second most beautiful woman he’d seen that day. He released her gently.

         ‘Sorry, again.’ He swallowed hard as he took a good look at her but turned away quickly, determined to forget that he’d had his hands round her waist. ‘So sorry.’

         ‘Have we met before?’ she asked as she straightened herself up, flicking imaginary dust off her shoulder and rearranging her shirt. She was flaxen-haired, although it was tied up into a messy bun at the back of her head and a plain black baseball cap was pulled close over her eyes. Nothing about her drew your casual attention. Her clothes were baggy and dull-coloured. But a spark, a curious flame in her eyes that peeked out from under the cap burnt bright. 20

         ‘No sorry, I just have one of those faces.’ Caius felt awkward. He assumed she recognised him from the damn memes of his stupid performance at Chelsea.

         ‘No, we’ve met. I’m sure we have.’

         ‘I don’t think so …’

         ‘I guess you really must have one of those faces.’ She went as if to say something else but was suddenly compelled into silence. She shook herself out of her stupor. ‘Are you police?’

         ‘Yes. DI Caius Beauchamp.’ He straightened himself up. ‘There’s been a death.’

         ‘Oh, I see. How terrible.’

         ‘Do you live, um, locally?’

         ‘I do. I don’t know anything about it though I’m afraid.’

         ‘Right.’ Caius felt colour rush up to his cheeks.

         The flaxen-haired woman stared at Caius for a moment, smiled coyly and then moved on. She turned and looked over her shoulder as Caius watched her. He blushed.

         ‘Excuse me.’ A woman carrying a small dog stood in between him and the girl as she disappeared into the ether. ‘What’s happened? I’ve seen all the vans parked all over the square this morning.’

         ‘There’s been a death.’

         ‘Oh my goodness. This has always been such a safe area.’

         ‘Do you live on the square?’

         ‘I live next door to the museum thingy.’ She glanced, possibly with disapproval, at the building.

         Caius looked at the woman who was holding a coffee cup with a little frog or something stamped onto it. She had ashy highlighted hair that she’d pulled back into a tight pony tail. Her face was perfectly smooth and unnaturally unmoving. He thought she was probably concerned. She was wearing a matching mauve 21bralette and leggings workout set. ‘My colleague here would love to ask you a few questions, Miss …’

         ‘Mrs, bless you, Mrs Bourne. Did you hear that, Halloumi. The handsome police officer thought Mummy was eighteen.’

         Caius glanced up at Amy. ‘DC Noakes here will ask you a few questions about yesterday evening.’

         ‘Hi there,’ Amy said, getting out her notebook as she came down the steps towards Mrs Bourne.

         ‘Excuse me.’ Caius joined Matt in the car.

         The flaxen-haired young woman Caius had discourteously collided with peeked out from behind one of the magnolia trees in the garden in the square. She watched him leave, hoping he’d return.
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         The Police Station

         Caius put a plate of digestive biscuits down in front of poor Willow Bell, the Institute’s intern who had found the body. She was a small, neat young woman wearing a ruby-red cardigan covered in brooches of all sorts – shields, flowers, gemstones – over an oversized white shirt and a pair of baggy black jeans. Willow picked up a biscuit, held it with both hands and nibbled it like a mouse. Her dark hair was cropped into a sharp, angular bob and she wore no obvious make-up other than bright red lipstick. Caius stated their names for the recording.

         ‘Please describe this morning for me, Willow,’ Caius said.

         ‘Sure,’ she said, placing the partially nibbled biscuit down. ‘I turned up at the Institute at 8.45 a.m. like I normally do. The door was left open, which was a bit odd, and I just walked in.’

         ‘Was the door not normally open?’

         ‘No. I usually had to ring the bell and wait to be let in. Mr Combe-Watson was very particular about that. I rang and I rang but Mr Combe-Watson didn’t come to the door.’ She tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘Then I noticed it was slightly ajar anyway so I walked in. I turned into the first room and there he was on the floor.’

         ‘Were you aware of anyone else in the house?’

         ‘Like a presence?’ she asked, touching the tarot card pendant on her necklace. ‘There’s something eerie about that building.’

         ‘No, like a living person.’

         ‘No,’ she said, slightly deflated. ‘I don’t think anyone else was there. Or at least I didn’t hear or see anyone.’ 23

         ‘When was the last time you saw Digby alive?’

         ‘Yesterday, actually. I popped in in the early afternoon. I’d accidentally left a book I needed to complete an essay there last week.’ She leaned in conspiratorially. ‘If it’s quiet I get on and do my reading for uni.’

         ‘How did he seem?’

         ‘Pretty cheerful, actually. I hadn’t seen him look that content in a while. It’s comforting to think that the day he died was a good one.’

         ‘What time was this?’

         ‘About 3 p.m., I guess. Hang on.’ Willow took out her phone and scrolled for a moment before showing Caius what she’d found. ‘My phone says I tapped back into Chalk Farm at 3.24 p.m. It’s ten minutes’ walk so 3.15 p.m., I guess.’

         Caius nodded. That would be easy to verify. ‘Did you notice anything unusual?’

         ‘No, I don’t think so. It was a flying visit.’

         ‘Did you see anyone loitering outside?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Were you aware of Digby having any personal problems? Any fallings out with family or friends? The neighbours?’

         ‘No, sorry. He wasn’t chatty like that anyway, but that just doesn’t chime with what I knew about his personality. Mr Combe-Watson was a very studious man. He was a historian. Quite a serious “chap”. He didn’t have dramatic fallings out with anyone.’

         ‘Did he insist you called him Mr Combe-Watson and not Digby?’ Caius was curious about this old-fashioned habit.

         ‘Oh yeah,’ Willow said, fighting the habitual urge to roll her eyes. He was dead, after all.

         ‘What exactly do you do at the Institute? What are your responsibilities there.’ 24

         ‘I volunteer, no, I intern, on Saturdays.’ She leaned in. ‘I say I’m the intern rather than a volunteer, because it’ll sound better on my CV when I graduate in July.’

         ‘And what does interning entail?’

         ‘I was supposed to do tours of the museum. Sorry, Institute. I’m not supposed to call it a museum, it’s an institute for the further study of something or another. Not that they get many visitors, just the odd weirdo.’

         ‘Supposed to? I take it you don’t do tours often. What do you do now?’

         ‘I guess, I’m Mr Combe-Watson’s research assistant.’

         ‘Right.’ Caius could see her changing her LinkedIn profile in her head now there was no one to verify that with.

         ‘What did you do as his research assistant?’

         ‘A lot of admin tasks,’ Willow said off-handedly.

         ‘Like?’ Caius noticed that she was reluctant to elaborate. He assumed it was because she thought she was better than such lowly work.

         ‘The filing. He did everything on paper. I was updating the little booklet that would be handed out to visitors. I did the odd thing on the website while at home for him too. Pretty boring.’

         ‘Did you do any actual research?’ Caius realised once that had left his mouth that it came across ruder than he meant it to, but as she was clearly going to upgrade her title to research assistant he thought he should ask. He tried to pull it back – he smiled and everything. ‘That just seems like a waste of a promising museum professional’s talent.’

         ‘Well, I urgh, I was typing up Horatio Combe’s journals,’ Willow volunteered, but then looked like she regretted it. She started talking quickly. ‘There are all these volumes of the damn things. They’re all handwritten. Spidery writing. It takes forever 25because it’s so hard to read. Horatio Combe would be in prison for vandalism if he was alive today. He was a womaniser too. I transcribed a diary entry last month where he blithely described chiselling a bit of a Roman villa off in Pompei, pocketing it and then visiting his favourite Neapolitan brothel. It’s on the first floor in case you wanted to see it. He wasn’t a good person by any stretch and a very poor storyteller, for that matter.’

         ‘Why were you typing it up?’ Caius thought the journals sounded like a liability to the Institute’s reputation.

         ‘Because I was asked to.’ She shrugged.

         Caius wouldn’t bother asking why if he was working for free either. ‘What was Mr Combe-Watson like as a boss? How did he treat you?’

         ‘Mr Combe-Watson treated me fine. He was tight though. Very tight. He’d only pay my travel expenses. I’d seen him eat yoghurt that had been expired for a month.’ Willow wrinkled her nose at the thought of gone-off milk being too off. ‘Oddly, though, he was fussy. I always thought it was funny for those two characteristics to be joined in one person like that. He was very pernickety. Liked things to be exactly how he wanted them. Not that he always told you how he wanted things. I had to develop telepathy. He was antiquated, if you know what I mean. Being surrounded by all that stuff all the time had seeped into him and made him part of the past. That moustache for starters. Digby wasn’t even that old. Yeah, he was born in the 1980s but that’s not too old to have an email address. When I said I was looking for an internship, my mum made me write to all the little museums in London and send my CV in – she wouldn’t accept that that wasn’t how it worked any more and I did it to get her off my back. He was the only one who bit. He wrote to offer me the position. The whole thing was arranged by letter.’ 26

         ‘Didn’t he call you at least?’

         ‘Nope. Actually, I don’t think I ever saw him with a phone. All his amusement came from magazines.’ Willow looked up at Caius and bit her lip. ‘Digby liked reading things like Private Eye, The Cutter or the London Review of Books. Very highbrow.’

         ‘At one time did you call him Digby?’ Caius noticed she’d reverted to his first name briefly.

         ‘When I first started, he was all “call me Digby”. We went to the pub after a Saturday shift and I mentioned my boyfriend at the time and that was it – Mr Combe-Watson forever on.’

         ‘I see.’

         ‘I guess he was lonely. Lonely and trapped. I won’t miss that place. It has a funny energy.’ She touched her tarot card necklace again. ‘Sad though. Poor Digby.’

         ‘Did Digby have a partner?’ Willow’s description made it sound unlikely.

         ‘I don’t know. He wasn’t the sort to tell you much about himself.’

         ‘So, he didn’t mention going on a date? Or meeting anyone recently?’

         ‘Nope.’ Willow flushed a little. Caius wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was both fond of and irritated by Digby. Maybe she’d spent their acquaintance thinking of him as a bit of a comic figure and was now struggling with the reality of the tragedy he’d become.

         ‘I heard you signed the petition to return the mokomokai.’

         ‘I did.’ Willow nodded proudly. ‘I don’t get why Digby, Mr Combe-Watson, still kept them. He could’ve got some good PR by returning them and maybe someone would actually come and visit and he’d sell a postcard here and there. Culturally sensitive artefacts like that shouldn’t be in museums. It’s really disrespectful.’
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         Digby Combe-Watson’s Studio, Dollis Hill

         Digby’s place had once been a substantial Edwardian family home but had since been partitioned off into separate dwellings. His studio would likely have been the dining room. It now had a view of a halved garden. His space consisted of one large room with a bed at one end near the window, a table in the middle and a kitchenette down the far side. A square cube that was the shower protruded into the room.

         ‘Way more modern than I was expecting,’ Matt said, taking in the whitewashed walls and bare wooden floorboards. The curtains were navy blue and the bedding was white and blue striped. The furniture was solid, Scandinavian-esque and terribly practical. No aggressively clunky old English sideboards here.

         ‘Makes sense,’ Caius said, opening Digby’s sock drawer. ‘If I had to see that cross-eyed taxidermy kangaroo every day I’d want to live in an immaculate little minimalist box too. It smells like beeswax. I bet he polished the place with a toothbrush every week.’

         ‘Digby’s still a bit old-school though,’ Matt said, taking the case off the typewriter perched on the edge of the table.

         ‘Willow said he doesn’t have an email. Did everything by post.’ Caius took in the art on the walls. ‘Modern. Abstract. 1960s? Antibiotics but no mobile phone.’

         ‘One of those live slow types.’ Matt looked through the pockets of Digby’s jackets hanging up on a clothes rack. There wasn’t enough room for an actual wardrobe. He found a receipt for the greengrocer’s by the station dated the day before he died. He put it into an evidence bag. 28

         ‘Yeah. I’m wondering. There’s an old TV that wouldn’t be able to stream on top of the drawers and a radio in the kitchenette but no laptop.’

         ‘That’s probably quite pleasant. I bet he had an attention span that lasts longer than fifteen seconds.’

         ‘There are no memes in Digby’s world.’

         ‘Mate, it’ll be over in a week. Someone will put a tutu on a corgi.’ Matt wasn’t sure that was true.

         ‘I’m just not going to look at them.’

         ‘That’s all right, Amy is.’

         Caius wandered over to the fridge. Inspecting a postcard of a Goan beach clinging to the front of it, he took it down. ‘Darling, meant to write when in Blighty but had mad rush for visa. Let’s talk about the Institute when I get back on 27th. Mum x.’ Caius turned to a half-height bookcase near the bed. A wooden box with a rose carved into the side had caught his eye. He opened it. It contained a month’s worth of frequent correspondence.

         ‘“Dearest Darling Digby,”’ he read out to Matt. ‘“That all sounds like a tremendous plan. I cannot wait. Yours eternally, Isolde.”’

         ‘It was a date then,’ Matt said, looking again at the receipt from the greengrocer’s.

         ‘He sets the date up, does it at the museum because it looks sort of impressive and then they kill him?’

         ‘Accidental contamination?’ Matt asked, showing Caius the receipt he’d found. ‘What if the hemlock leaves made it into the bagged salad he bought from the greengrocer’s by mistake. It says organic on the receipt. Maybe they added a bit of the hedgerow not realising.’

         ‘Isolde, his date, panics and flees rather than ring an ambulance.’ Caius glanced down at the letter in his hand. ‘It’s not 29impossible, but then this letter feels quite lovey-dovey. Would you run? They’ve been corresponding for a little while. He’s not a total stranger. You’d think they’d have enough sense to at least call an ambulance.’

         ‘Isolde could be married? She doesn’t want to get caught on a date.’

         ‘Or maybe she’s broken her curfew? He hit on Willow the intern; she’s twenty, twenty-one. Maybe nineteen when she started.’

         ‘What’s her address?’ Matt asked.

         ‘It’s a PO Box,’ Caius said.

         ‘An affair for sure. I wonder how they met? Not like he’s on the apps.’

         ‘Digby’s definitely not the Hinge type.’ Caius took the other letters out of the box. A cut-out from a magazine was at the back. ‘“North London romantic seeks connection with fellow old soul. 37, good-ish looking, sometimes amusing, culture vulture.” He posted a lonely-hearts ad.’

         ‘How quaint.’

         ‘The poor guy had kept the ad. A memento of their romance.’

         ‘A memento mori now.’
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         The Police Station

         ‘Poisoned salad, eh?’ asked the Chief Superintendent, shaking his head. ‘You couldn’t make that up.’

         ‘We’ve contacted the Food Standards Agency who are in touch with the supplier that distributes to the greengrocer’s we’re certain Digby Combe-Watson bought it from,’ Caius said, adjusting his posture. ‘They’ve done an emergency recall. It’s possible that the bag had some hemlock leaves in it.’

         ‘And they say eating your greens is good for you.’ The Chief Superintendent chortled at his own joke.

         ‘Indeed, sir.’ Caius laughed a little too hard to be believable. ‘We’re trying to locate his date. They go by Isolde.’

         ‘Like the opera.’

         ‘Opera?’ He hadn’t expected the Chief Superintendent to be a fan of the genre. He was lift-worthy smooth jazz personified.

         ‘Wagner did a version. Tristan and Isolde. It’s a very old story and a very long opera. Four hours.’

         ‘I see,’ Caius said. He would put Classic FM on sometimes while he pottered about the flat cleaning but he couldn’t tell his Handel from his Bach.

         ‘How are you doing?’ The Chief Superintendent leaned in and spoke quietly. ‘You must be pretty disappointed that your special unit has been disbanded. A bit of a shock when that happened so suddenly. Your team had had some real success in a short space of time, but, what with your champion Arthur Hampton leaving the Cabinet and the appointment of a new Home Secretary keen on further budget cuts, its closure was 31inevitable really. Those cold cases and the double train murder, all within a year. It was very impressive.’

         ‘Thank you.’ Caius watched a solitary magpie fly past the window. He resisted the urge to salute it. ‘It is what it is, sir. Just happy to be out there serving the community.’

         ‘That’s the spirit.’ He himself had been disappointed. It had brought a little prestige to the station. The Chief Superintendent nodded at Caius decisively and left the room.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘What sort of tea?’ Matt asked.

         ‘Peppermint,’ Caius said as the kettle boiled.

         ‘Have you seen that clip from PMQs doing the rounds? If anything is going to kill your meme off it’s the new PM spluttering about signing a trade deal to export more stilton to South Korea.’

         ‘Nope.’ Caius flopped onto a chair. ‘I’m done with politics. I’m going to live in a cave so I never have to engage with it again.’

         ‘Fair enough,’ Matt said, pouring the hot water into their mugs. ‘I’ve put in a warrant request for the details of the PO Box owner to the Post Office. We won’t hear back from them until Monday now.’

         ‘Good.’ Caius stared out of the window. ‘I’ve let the Foreign Office know that we need to speak to Digby’s mother.’

         ‘You all right?’ Matt recognised the distant look in Caius’s eye.

         ‘Yeah.’ Caius didn’t want to talk about it.

         ‘Doing anything tonight?’

         ‘One of Callie’s friends is having a thing at their new house.’

         ‘Oh cool.’

         ‘You?’ 32

         ‘Pub with Yumi and her friends. Then I’m off tomorrow and will not leave my flat.’

         Caius looked out at the street below and saw a bright red post box. ‘A PO Box.’

         ‘It’s an affair.’

         ‘Who has an affair conducted by letters these days? If you wanted to cheat, download an app, hang out in bars looking available or even go on one of those specialist websites. It’s such a roundabout way of doing things.’

         ‘Maybe they didn’t feel safe giving away their address.’

         ‘That’s an idea.’ Caius thought it over.

         ‘They’re not cheap though. PO Boxes are £40 a month.’ Matt put Caius’s tea down in front of him. ‘What are you thinking?’

         ‘A scam, maybe? Someone targeting old people. They’re the ones who are more likely to advertise for a relationship in that way. They could be writing to multiple people. They lure them out on a date while an accomplice does their place over.’

         ‘But Digby wasn’t burgled.’

         ‘Well, no, because he ate an accidentally poisoned salad. The date panics, flees and calls off the burglary. They’d know we’d be looking for them and they don’t want us to see a pattern if they’ve done it before.’

         ‘Isolde is a fake name, if ever I heard one.’

         ‘It’s either fake or they’re super posh. It’s from an opera by Wagner.’ Caius wasn’t going to admit that this fact had been new to him five minutes ago. ‘It’s based on an old story. I bet it’s fake though. They’ve handpicked it based on their “culture vulture” mark. It says, “I come from a petit bourgeois family.”’

         Caius’s phone rang. It was Amy. He put her on speakerphone while he and Matt caught her up. 33

         ‘Me and Simm. You know Anthony Simm. Tiny Simm in uniform. The really lanky guy. Anyway, me and Simm have crossed off the downstairs rooms and half of the upstairs. The taxidermy stuff took up a lot of space so it didn’t take as long as I first feared.’

         ‘Great, you and Tiny Simm finish that off tomorrow.’

         ‘Will do. Mrs Bourne the neighbour who I spoke to didn’t see or hear anything, by the way. She said she bulk buys melatonin whenever she’s in the US and takes one every night to knock her out. Were the door-to-doors any use?’ Amy asked.

         ‘No one on the square saw anything,’ Matt said, checking over his emails on his phone. ‘Half of the flats are empty. Investment properties. But one of the houses at the very end has a doorbell camera. It doesn’t show the Institute, it’s blocked by the trees, but you do get a portion of the pavement a bit further along.’

         ‘Woo, that’s my Sunday sorted,’ Caius said.

         ‘I’ve updated my playlists,’ Matt said.
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         Richmond

         Callie was tense. Her shoulders were braced, waiting for something terrible to happen.

         ‘You all right?’ Caius asked.

         ‘Yeah, I’ve just not been to Richmond since Harriet’s engagement party.’ Callie looked out of the bus’s window as they meandered slowly through Richmond towards Petersham and Dotty and Georgie’s new place. ‘The engagement lasted all of five weeks so I shouldn’t be too bothered.’

         Caius squeezed her hand.

         On Callie’s lap was a gift bag. Dotty was having a non-baby shower-cum-housewarming. She said the concept was too horribly American but she wouldn’t be sad if you bought a little something for the little one.

         ‘Are they doing a gender reveal?’ Caius asked. He couldn’t imagine Dotty popping a confetti-filled balloon.

         ‘I don’t think so.’ Callie grimaced at the idea. ‘I am bloody starving and yet also a little nauseous. I mustn’t have eaten enough today.’

         ‘What did you buy for the baby?’ Caius asked.

         Callie opened the bag and showed him. ‘Teeny little socks from The White Company. It won’t matter whether the baby has boy feet or girl feet if they’re white.’

         ‘They’re so small.’ Caius held the socks in the air.

         ‘And a little cardigan thing with teddy bear ears on the hood.’ Callie held it up for him and then neatly folded it and put it back into the gift bag. ‘This is our stop.’ 35

         Caius rang the bell. They stepped off the bus and turned down the road. They were skirting around the bottom of Richmond Park.

         ‘How much was the house?’ Caius asked. Every one they’d walked past had been at least a few million so far.

         ‘I haven’t asked, obviously,’ Callie said quietly, biting her lip. ‘I’ll look it up on Rightmove when we get home. I’ll have to put the browser on incognito mode. It feels dirty looking up your friend’s property.’

         ‘Dirtier than porn?’ Caius was sure that was what normal people used incognito mode for.

         ‘Being caught watching a gang bang would be funny, being caught googling your friend’s assets would be social suicide.’

         ‘Social suicide? Hmm.’

         ‘Oh yes,’ Callie said, nodding gravely.

         ‘It’s a little Surrey around here for Dotty, surely?’ Caius wasn’t sure if he was actually the one being sniffy about the banker belt. What had he become. ‘I mean, Georgie’s low-key one of the East London mandem.’

         ‘Shh,’ Callie said, smirking. She stopped in front of a pair of shut gates. ‘I think it’s this one.’

         Caius rang the buzzer.

         A crackle came over the speaker. ‘Callie, Caius! Come in,’ said Georgie, his voice wobbled. He’d been on the sess all afternoon. ‘Come round the back.’

         The gate swung open and they walked down the driveway and along a path that followed the side of the house – a large red-brick family home with ivy growing over the front. It looked like a vicarage. For
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