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To Barbara Murray,

social worker, WEA worker, teacher,

wife, mother, grandmother,

demon bridge player

and

world’s best mother-in-law










There they her sought, and euery where inquired,

Where they might tydings get of her estate;

Yet found they none. But by what haplesse fate,

Or hard misfortune she was thence conuayd,

And stolne away from her beloued mate,

Were long to tell …

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene




For, if it were not so, there would be something disappearing into nothing, which is mathematically absurd.

Aleister Crowley 
The Book of Thoth









PART ONE


Then came the iolly Sommer …

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene
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And such was he, of whom I haue to tell,

The champion of true Iustice, Artegall …

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene



‘You’re a Cornishman, born and bred,’ said Dave Polworth irritably. ‘ “Strike” isn’t even your proper name. By rights, you’re a Nancarrow. You’re not going to sit here and say you’d call yourself English?’

The Victory Inn was so crowded on this warm August evening that drinkers had spilled outside onto the broad stone steps which led down to the bay. Polworth and Strike were sitting at a table in the corner, having a few pints to celebrate Polworth’s thirty-ninth birthday. Cornish nationalism had been under discussion for twenty minutes, and to Strike it felt much longer.

‘Would I call myself English?’ he mused aloud. ‘No, I’d probably say British.’

‘Fuck off,’ said Polworth, his quick temper rising. ‘You wouldn’t. You’re just trying to wind me up.’

The two friends were physical opposites. Polworth was short and spare as a jockey, weathered and prematurely lined, his sunburned scalp visible through his thinning hair. His T-shirt was crumpled, as though he had pulled it off the floor or out of a washing basket, and his jeans were ripped. On his left forearm was tattooed the black and white cross of St Piran; on his right hand was a deep scar, souvenir of a close encounter with a shark.

His friend Strike resembled an out-of-condition boxer, which in fact he was; a large man, well over six feet tall, with a slightly crooked nose, his dense dark hair curly. He bore no tattoos and, in spite of the perpetual shadow of the heavy beard, carried about him that well-pressed and fundamentally clean-cut air that suggested ex-police or ex-military.

‘You were born here,’ Polworth persisted. ‘So you’re Cornish.’

‘Trouble is, by that standard, you’re a Brummie.’

‘Fuck off!’ yelped Polworth again, genuinely stung. ‘I’ve been here since I was two months old and my mum’s a Trevelyan. It’s identity – what you feel here,’ and Polworth thumped his chest over his heart. ‘My mum’s family goes back centuries in Cornwall—’

‘Yeah, well, blood and soil’s never been my—’

‘Did you hear about the last survey they done?’ said Polworth, talking over Strike. ‘ “What’s your ethnic origin?” they asked, and half – half – ticked “Cornish” instead of “English”. Massive increase.’

‘Great,’ said Strike. ‘What next? Boxes for Dumnones and

Romans?’

‘Keep using that patronising fucking tone,’ said Polworth, ‘and see where it gets you. You’ve been in London too fucking long, boy … There’s nothing wrong with being proud of where you came from. Nothing wrong with communities wanting some power back from Westminster. The Scots are gonna lead the way, next year. You watch. When they get independence, that’ll be the trigger. Celtic peoples right across the country are going to make their move.

‘Want another one?’ he added, gesturing towards Strike’s empty pint glass.

Strike had come out to the pub craving a respite from tension and worry, not to be harangued about Cornish politics. Polworth’s allegiance to Mebyon Kernow, the nationalist party he’d joined at sixteen, appeared to have gained a greater hold over him in the year or so since they had last seen each other. Dave usually made Strike laugh like almost nobody else, but he brooked no jokes upon Cornish independence, a subject that for Strike had all the appeal of soft furnishings or train-spotting. For a second Strike considered saying that he needed to get back to his aunt’s house, but the prospect of that was almost more depressing than his old friend’s invective against supermarkets that resisted putting the cross of St Piran on goods of Cornish origin.

‘Great, thanks,’ he said, passing his empty glass to Dave, who headed up to the bar, nodding left and right to his many acquaintances.

Left alone at the table, Strike’s eyes roamed absently over the pub he’d always considered his local. It had changed over the years, but was still recognisably the place in which he and his Cornish mates had met in their late teens. He had an odd double impression of being exactly where he belonged, and where he’d never belonged, of intense familiarity and of separateness.

As his gaze moved aimlessly from timber floor to nautical prints, Strike found himself looking directly into the large, anxious eyes of a woman standing at the bar with a friend. She had a long, pale face and her dark, shoulder-length hair was streaked with grey. He didn’t recognise her, but he’d been aware for the past hour that certain locals were craning their necks to look at him, or else trying to catch his eye. Looking away, Strike took out his mobile and pretended to be texting.

Acquaintances had a ready excuse for conversation, if he showed the slightest sign of encouraging them, because everyone in St Mawes seemed to know that his aunt Joan had received a diagnosis of advanced ovarian cancer ten days previously, and that he, his half-sister, Lucy, and Lucy’s three sons had hastened at once to Joan and Ted’s house to offer what support they could. For a week now he’d been fielding enquiries, accepting sympathy and politely declining offers of help every time he ventured out of the house. He was tired of finding fresh ways of saying ‘Yes, it looks terminal and yes, it’s shit for all of us.’

Polworth pushed his way back to the table, carrying two fresh pints.

‘There you go, Diddy,’ he said, resuming his bar stool.

The old nickname hadn’t been bestowed, as most people assumed, in ironic reference to Strike’s size, but derived from ‘didicoy’, the Cornish word for gypsy. The sound of it softened Strike, reminding him why his friendship with Polworth was the most enduring of his life.

Thirty-five years previously, Strike had entered St Mawes Primary School a term late, unusually large for his age and with an accent that was glaringly different from the local burr. Although he’d been born in Cornwall, his mother had spirited him away as soon as she’d recovered from the birth, fleeing into the night, baby in her arms, back to the London life she loved, flitting from flat to squat to party. Four years after Strike’s birth, she’d returned to St Mawes with her son and with her newborn, Lucy, only to take off again in the early hours of the morning, leaving Strike and his half-sister behind.

Precisely what Leda had said in the note she left on the kitchen table, Strike had never known. Doubtless she’d been having a spell of difficulty with a landlord or a boyfriend, or perhaps there was a music festival she particularly wanted to attend: it became difficult to live exactly as she pleased with two children in tow. Whatever the reason for her lengthening absence, Leda’s sister-in-law, Joan, who was as conventional and orderly as Leda was flighty and ­chaotic, had bought Strike a uniform and enrolled him in the local school.

The other four-and-a-half-year-olds had gawped when he was introduced to the class. A few of them giggled when the teacher said his first name, Cormoran. He was worried by this school business, because he was sure that his mum had said she was going to ‘home school’ him. He’d tried to tell Uncle Ted that he didn’t think his mum would want him to go, but Ted, normally so understanding, had said firmly that he had to, so there he was, alone among strangers with funny accents. Strike, who’d never been a great crier, had sat down at the old roll-top desk with a lump like an apple in his throat.

Why Dave Polworth, pocket don of the class, had decided to befriend the new boy had never been satisfactorily explained, even to Strike. It couldn’t have been out of fear of Strike’s size, because Dave’s two best friends were hefty fishermen’s sons, and Dave was in any case notorious as a fighter whose viciousness was inversely proportional to his height. By the end of that first day Polworth had become both friend and champion, making it his business to impress upon their classmates all the reasons that Strike was worthy of their respect: he was a Cornishman born, a nephew to Ted Nancarrow of the local lifeguard, he didn’t know where his mum was and it wasn’t his fault if he spoke funny.

Ill as Strike’s aunt was, much as she had enjoyed having her nephew to stay for a whole week and even though he’d be leaving the following morning, Joan had virtually pushed him out of the house to celebrate ‘Little Dave’s’ birthday that evening. She placed immense value on old ties and delighted in the fact that Strike and Dave Polworth were still mates, all these years later. Joan counted the fact of their friendship as proof that she’d been right to send him to school over his feckless mother’s wishes and proof that Cornwall was Strike’s true home, no matter how widely he might have wandered since, and even though he was currently London-based.

Polworth took a long pull on his fourth pint and said, with a sharp glance over his shoulder at the dark woman and her blonde friend, who were still watching Strike,

‘Effing emmets.’

‘And where would your garden be,’ asked Strike, ‘without tourists?’

‘Be ansom,’ said Polworth promptly. ‘We get a ton of local visitors, plenty of repeat business.’

Polworth had recently resigned from a managerial position in an engineering firm in Bristol to work as head gardener in a large public garden a short distance along the coast. A qualified diver, an accomplished surfer, a competitor in Ironman competitions, Polworth had been relentlessly physical and restless since childhood, and time and office work hadn’t tamed him.

‘No regrets, then?’ Strike asked.

‘Fuck, no,’ said Polworth fervently. ‘Needed to get my hands dirty again. Need to get back outside. Forty next year. Now or never.’

Polworth had applied for the new job without telling his wife what he was doing. Having been offered the position, he’d quit his job and gone home to announce the fait accompli to his family.

‘Penny come round, has she?’ Strike asked.

‘Still tells me once a week she wants a divorce,’ Polworth answered indifferently. ‘But it was better to present her with the fact, than argue the toss for five years. It’s all worked out great. Kids love the new school, Penny’s company let her transfer to the office in the Big City’, by which Polworth meant Truro, not London. ‘She’s happy. Just doesn’t want to admit it.’

Strike privately doubted the truth of this statement. A disregard for inconvenient facts tended to march hand in hand with Polworth’s love of risk and romantic causes. However, Strike had problems enough of his own without worrying about Polworth’s, so he raised his fresh pint and said, hoping to keep Polworth’s mind off politics:

‘Well, many happy returns, mate.’

‘Cheers,’ said Polworth, toasting him back. ‘What d’you reckon to Arsenal’s chances, then? Gonna qualify?’

Strike shrugged, because he feared that discussing the likelihood of his London football club securing a place in the Champions League would lead back to a lack of Cornish loyalties.

‘How’s your love life?’ Polworth asked, trying a different tack.

‘Non-existent,’ said Strike.

Polworth grinned.

‘Joanie reckons you’re gonna end up with your business partner. That Robin girl.’

‘Is that right?’ said Strike.

‘Told me all about it when I was round there, weekend before last. While I was fixing their Sky Box.’

‘They didn’t tell me you’d done that,’ said Strike, again tipping his pint towards Polworth. ‘That was good of you, mate, cheers.’

If he’d hoped to deflect his friend, he was unsuccessful.

‘Both of ’em. Her and Ted,’ said Polworth, ‘both of ’em reckon it’s Robin.’

And when Strike said nothing, Polworth pressed him, ‘Nothing going on, then?’

‘No,’ said Strike.

‘How come?’ asked Polworth, frowning again. As with Cornish independence, Strike was refusing to embrace an obvious and desirable objective. ‘She’s a looker. Seen her in the paper. Maybe not on a par with Milady Berserko,’ Polworth acknowledged. It was the nickname he had long ago bestowed on Strike’s ex-fiancée. ‘But on the other hand, she’s not a fucking nutcase, is she, Diddy?’

Strike laughed.

‘Lucy likes her,’ said Polworth. ‘Says you’d be perfect together.’

‘When were you talking to Lucy about my love life?’ asked Strike, with a touch less complaisance.

‘Month or so ago,’ said Polworth. ‘She brought her boys down for the weekend and we had them all over for a barbecue.’

Strike drank and said nothing.

‘You get on great, she says,’ said Polworth, watching him.

‘Yeah, we do,’ said Strike.

Polworth waited, eyebrows raised and looking expectant.

‘It’d fuck everything up,’ said Strike. ‘I’m not risking the agency.’

‘Right,’ said Polworth. ‘Tempted, though?’

There was a short pause. Strike carefully kept his gaze averted from the dark woman and her companion, who he was sure were discussing him.

‘There might’ve been moments,’ he admitted, ‘when it crossed my mind. But she’s going through a nasty divorce, we spend half our lives together as it is and I like having her as a business partner.’

Given their longstanding friendship, the fact that they’d already clashed over politics and that it was Polworth’s birthday, he was trying not to let any hint of resentment at this line of questioning show. Every married person he knew seemed desperate to chivvy others into matrimony, no matter how poor an advertisement they themselves were for the institution. The Polworths, for instance, seemed to exist in a permanent state of mutual animosity. Strike had more often heard Penny refer to her husband as ‘that twat’ than by his name, and many was the night when Polworth had regaled his friends in happy detail of the ways in which he’d managed to pursue his own ambitions and interests at the expense of, or over the protests of, his wife. Both seemed happiest and most relaxed in the company of their own sex, and on those rare occasions when Strike had enjoyed hospitality at their home, the gatherings always seemed to follow a pattern of natural segregation, the women congregating in one area of the home, the men in another.

‘And what happens when Robin wants kids?’ asked Polworth.

‘Don’t think she’s does,’ said Strike. ‘She likes the job.’

‘They all say that,’ said Polworth dismissively. ‘What age is she now?’

‘Ten years younger than us.’

‘She’ll want kids,’ said Polworth confidently. ‘They all do. And it happens quicker for women. They’re up against the clock.’

‘Well, she won’t be getting kids with me. I don’t want them. Anyway, the older I get, the less I think I’m the marrying kind.’

‘Thought that myself, mate,’ said Polworth. ‘But then I realised I’d got it all wrong. Told you how it happened, didn’t I? How I ended up proposing to Penny?’

‘Don’t think so,’ said Strike.

‘I never told you about the whole Tolstoy thing?’ asked Polworth, surprised at this omission.

Strike, who’d been about to drink, lowered his glass in amazement. Since primary school, Polworth, who had a razor-sharp intelligence but despised any form of learning he couldn’t put to immediate, practical use, had shunned all printed material except technical manuals. Misinterpreting Strike’s expression, Polworth said,

‘Tolstoy. He’s a writer.’

‘Yeah,’ said Strike. ‘Thanks. How does Tolstoy—?’

‘Telling you, aren’t I? I’d split up with Penny the second time. She’d been banging on about getting engaged, and I wasn’t feeling it. So I’m in this bar, telling my mate Chris about how I’m sick of her telling me she wants a ring – you remember Chris? Big guy with a lisp. You met him at Rozwyn’s christening.

‘Anyway, there’s this pissed older guy at the bar on his own, bit of a ponce in his corduroy jacket, wavy hair, and he’s pissing me off, to be honest, because I can tell he’s listening, and I ask him what the fuck he’s looking at and he looks me straight in the eye,’ said Polworth, ‘and he says: “You can only carry a weight and use your hands, if you strap the weight to your back. Marry, and you get the use of your hands back. Don’t marry, and you’ll never have your hands free for anything else. Look at Mazankov, at Krupov. They’ve ruined their careers for the sake of women.”

‘I thought Mazankov and Krupov were mates of his. Asked him what the fuck he was telling me for. Then he says he’s quoting this writer, Tolstoy.

‘And we got talking and I tell you this, Diddy, it was a life-changing moment. The light bulb went on,’ said Polworth, pointing at the air over his balding head. ‘He made me see it clearly. The male predicament, mate. There I am, trying to get my hole on a Thursday night, heading home alone again, poorer, bored shitless; I thought of the money I’ve spent chasing gash, and the hassle, and whether I want to be watching porn alone at forty, and I thought, this is the whole point. What marriage is for. Am I going to do better than Penny? Am I enjoying talking shit to women in bars? Penny and me get on all right. I could do a hell of a lot worse. She’s not bad-looking. I’d have my hole already at home, waiting for me, wouldn’t I?’

‘Pity she can’t hear this,’ said Strike. ‘She’d fall in love with you all over again.’

‘I shook that poncey bloke’s hand,’ said Polworth, ignoring Strike’s sarcasm. ‘Made him write me down the name of the book and all. Went straight out that bar, got a taxi to Penny’s flat, banged on the door, woke her up. She was fucking livid. Thought I’d come round because I was pissed, couldn’t get anything better and wanted a shag. I said, “No, you dozy cow, I’m here because I wanna marry you.”

‘And I’ll tell you the name of the book,’ said Polworth. ‘Anna Karenina.’ He drained his pint. ‘It’s shit.’

Strike laughed.

Polworth belched loudly, then checked his watch. He was a man who knew a good exit line and had no more time for prolonged leave-taking than for Russian literature.

‘Gonna get going, Diddy,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘If I’m back before half eleven, I’m on for a birthday blowie – which is the whole point I’m making, mate. Whole point.’

Grinning, Strike accepted Polworth’s handshake. Polworth told Strike to convey his love to Joan and to call him next time he was down, then squeezed his way out of the pub, and disappeared from view.
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Heart, that is inly hurt, is greatly eas’d

With hope of thing, that may allay his Smart …

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene



Still grinning at Polworth’s story, Strike now realised that the dark woman at the bar was showing signs of wanting to approach him. Her spectacled blonde companion appeared to be advising against it. Strike finished his pint, gathered up his wallet, checked his cigarettes were still in his pocket and, with the assistance of the wall beside him, stood up, making sure his balance was everything it should be before trying to walk. His prosthetic leg was occasionally uncooperative after four pints. Having assured himself that he could balance perfectly well, he set off towards the exit, giving unsmiling nods to those few locals whom he could not ignore without causing offence, and reached the warm darkness outside without being importuned.

The wide, uneven stone steps that led down towards the bay were still crowded with drinkers and smokers. Strike wove his way between them, pulling out his cigarettes as he went.

It was a balmy August night and tourists were still strolling around the picturesque seafront. Strike was facing a fifteen-minute walk, part of it up a steep slope, back to his aunt and uncle’s house. On a whim he turned right, crossed the street and headed for the high stone wall separating the car park and ferry point from the sea. Leaning against it, he lit a cigarette and stared out over the smoke grey and silver ocean, becoming just one more tourist in the darkness, free to smoke quietly without having to answer questions about cancer, deliberately postponing the moment when he’d have to return to the uncomfortable sofa that had been his bed for the past six nights.

On arrival, Strike had been told that he, the childless single man and ex-soldier, wouldn’t mind sleeping in the sitting room ‘because you’ll sleep anywhere’. She’d been determined to shut down the possibility, mooted by Strike on the phone, that he might check into a bed and breakfast rather than stretch the house to capacity. Strike’s visits were rare, especially in conjunction with his sister and nephews, and Joan wanted to enjoy his presence to the full, wanted to feel that she was, once again, the provider and nurturer, currently weakened by her first round of chemotherapy though she might be.

So the tall and heavy Strike, who’d have been far happier on a camp bed, had lain down uncomplainingly every night on the slippery, unyielding mass of satin-covered horsehair, to be woken each morning by his young nephews, who routinely forgot that they had been asked to wait until eight o’clock before barging into the sitting room. At least Jack had the decency to whisper apologies every time he realised that he’d woken his uncle. The eldest, Luke, clattered and shouted his way down the narrow stairs every morning and merely sniggered as he dashed past Strike on his way to the kitchen.

Luke had broken Strike’s brand-new headphones, which the detective had felt obliged to pretend didn’t matter in the slightest. His eldest nephew had also thought it amusing to run off into the garden with Strike’s prosthetic leg one morning, and to stand waving it at his uncle through the window. When Luke finally brought it back, Strike, whose bladder had been very full and who was incapable of hopping up the steep stairs to the only toilet, had delivered Luke a quiet telling-off that had left the boy unusually subdued for most of the morning.

Meanwhile, Joan told Strike every morning, ‘you slept well’, without a hint of enquiry. Joan had a lifelong habit of subtly pressurising the family into telling her what she wanted to hear. In the days when Strike was sleeping in his office and facing imminent insolvency (facts that he had admittedly not shared with his aunt and uncle), Joan had told him happily ‘you’re doing awfully well’ over the phone, and it had felt, as it always did, unnecessarily combative to challenge her optimistic declaration. After his lower leg had been blown off in Afghanistan, a tearful Joan had stood at his hospital bed as he tried to focus through a fog of morphine, and told him ‘You feel comfortable, though. You aren’t in pain.’ He loved his aunt, who’d raised him for significant chunks of his childhood, but extended periods in her company made him feel stifled and suffocated. Her insistence on the smooth passing of counterfeit social coin from hand to hand, while uncomfortable truths were ignored and denied, wore him out.

Something gleamed in the water – sleek silver and a pair of soot-black eyes: a seal was turning lazily just below Strike. He watched its revolutions in the water, wondering whether it could see him and, for reasons he couldn’t have explained, his thoughts slid towards his partner in the detective agency.

He was well aware that he hadn’t told Polworth the whole truth about his relationship with Robin Ellacott, which, after all, was nobody else’s business. The truth was that his feelings contained nuances and complications that he preferred not to examine. For instance, he had a tendency, when alone, bored or low-spirited, to want to hear her voice.

He checked his watch. She was having a day off, but there was an outside chance she’d still be awake and he had a decent pretext for texting: Saul Morris, their newest subcontractor, was owed his month’s expenses, and Strike had left no instructions for sorting this out. If he texted about Morris, there was a good chance that Robin would call him back to find out how Joan was.

‘Excuse me?’ a woman said nervously, from behind him.

Strike knew without turning that it was the dark woman from the pub. She had a Home Counties accent and her tone contained that precise mixture of apology and excitement that he usually encountered in those who wanted to talk about his detective triumphs.

‘Yes?’ he said, turning to face the speaker.

Her blonde friend had come with her: or perhaps, thought Strike, they were more than friends. An indefinable sense of closeness seemed to bind the two women, whom he judged to be around forty. They wore jeans and shirts and the blonde in particular had the slightly weather-beaten leanness that suggests weekends spent hill walking or cycling. She was what some would call a ‘handsome’ woman, by which they meant that she was bare faced. High-cheekboned, bespectacled, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, she also looked stern.

The dark woman was slighter in build. Her large grey eyes shone palely in her long face. She had an air of intensity, even of fanaticism, about her in the half-light, like a medieval martyr.

‘Are you … are you Cormoran Strike?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ he said, his tone uninviting.

‘Oh,’ she breathed, with an agitated little hand gesture. ‘This is – this is so strange. I know you probably don’t want to be – I’m sorry to bother you, I know you’re off duty,’ she gave a nervous laugh, ‘but – my name’s Anna, by the way – I wondered,’ she took a deep breath, ‘whether I could come – whether I could come and talk to you about my mother.’

Strike said nothing.

‘She disappeared,’ Anna went on. ‘Margot Bamborough’s her name. She was a GP. She finished work one evening, walked out of her practice and nobody’s seen her since.’

‘Have you contacted the police?’ asked Strike.

Anna gave an odd little laugh.

‘Oh yes – I mean, they knew – they investigated. But they never found anything. She disappeared,’ said Anna, ‘in 1974.’

The dark water lapped the stone and Strike thought he could hear the seal clearing its damp nostrils. Three drunk youths went weaving past, on their way to the ferry point. Strike wondered whether they knew the last ferry had been and gone at six.

‘I just,’ said the woman in a rush, ‘you see – last week – I went to see a medium.’

Fuck, thought Strike.

He’d occasionally bumped up against the purveyors of paranormal insights during his detective career and felt nothing but contempt for them: leeches, or so he saw them, of money from the pockets of the deluded and the desperate.

A motorboat came chugging across the water, its engine grinding the night’s stillness to pieces. Apparently this was the lift the three drunk boys were waiting for. They now began laughing and elbowing each other at the prospect of imminent seasickness.

‘The medium told me I’d get a “leading”,’ Anna pressed on. ‘She told me, “You’re going to find out what happened to your mother. You’ll get a leading and you must follow it. The way will become clear very soon.” So when I saw you just now in the pub – Cormoran Strike, in the Victory – it just seemed such an incredible coincidence and I thought – I had to speak to you.’

A soft breeze ruffled Anna’s dark, silver-streaked hair. The blonde said crisply,

‘Come on, Anna, we should get going.’

She put an arm around the other’s shoulders. Strike saw a wedding ring shining there.

‘We’re sorry to have bothered you,’ she told Strike.

With gentle pressure, the blonde attempted to turn Anna away. The latter sniffed and muttered,

‘Sorry. I … probably had too much wine.’

‘Hang on.’

Strike often resented his own incurable urge to know, his inability to leave an itch unscratched, especially when he was as tired and aggravated as he was tonight. But 1974 was the year of his own birth. Margot Bamborough had been missing as long as he’d been alive. He couldn’t help it: he wanted to know more.

‘Are you on holiday here?’

‘Yes.’ It was the blonde who had spoken. ‘Well, we’ve got a second home in Falmouth. Our permanent base is in London.’

‘I’m heading back there tomorrow,’ said Strike (What the fuck are you doing? asked a voice in his head), ‘but I could probably swing by and see you tomorrow morning in Falmouth, if you’re free.’

‘Really?’ gasped Anna. He hadn’t seen her eyes fill with tears, but he knew they must have done, because she now wiped them. ‘Oh, that’d be great. Thank you. Thank you! I’ll give you the address.’

The blonde showed no enthusiasm at the prospect of seeing Strike again. However, when Anna started fumbling through her handbag, she said, ‘It’s all right, I’ve got a card’, pulled a wallet out of her back pocket, and handed Strike a business card bearing the name ‘Dr Kim Sullivan, BPS Registered Psychologist’, with an address in Falmouth printed below it.

‘Great,’ said Strike, inserting it into his own wallet. ‘Well, I’ll see you both tomorrow morning, then.’

‘I’ve actually got a work conference call in the morning,’ said Kim. ‘I’ll be free by twelve. Will that be too late for you?’

The implication was clear: you’re not speaking to Anna without me present.

‘No, that’ll be fine,’ said Strike. ‘I’ll see you at twelve, then.’

‘Thank you so much!’ said Anna.

Kim reached for Anna’s hand and the two women walked away. Strike watched them pass under a street light before turning back towards the sea. The motorboat carrying the young drinkers had now chugged away again. It already looked tiny, dwarfed by the wide bay, the roar of its engine gradually deadened into a distant buzz.

Forgetting momentarily about texting Robin, Strike lit a second cigarette, took out his mobile and Googled Margot Bamborough.

Two different photographs appeared. The first was a grainy head-and-shoulders shot of an attractive, even-featured face with wide-set eyes, her wavy, dark blonde hair centre-parted. She was wearing a long-lapelled blouse over what appeared to be a knitted tank top.

The second picture showed the same woman looking younger and wearing the famous black corset of a Playboy Bunny, accessorised with black ears, black stockings and white tail. She was holding a tray of what looked like cigarettes, and smiling at the camera. Another young woman, identically dressed, stood beaming behind her, slightly bucktoothed and curvier than her willowy friend.

Strike scrolled down until he read a famous name in conjunction with Margot’s.


 … young doctor and mother, Margaret ‘Margot’ Bamborough, whose disappearance on 11 October 1974 shared certain features with Creed’s abductions of Vera Kenny and Gail Wrightman.

Bamborough, who worked at the St John’s Medical Practice in Clerkenwell, had arranged to meet a female friend in the local Three Kings pub at six o’clock. She never arrived.

Several witnesses saw a small white van driving at speed in the area around the time that Bamborough would have been heading for her rendezvous.

DI Bill Talbot, who led the investigation into Bamborough’s disappearance, was convinced from an early stage that the young doctor had fallen victim to the serial killer known to be at large in the south east area. However, no trace of Bamborough was discovered in the basement flat where Dennis Creed imprisoned, tortured and killed seven other women.

Creed’s trademark of beheading the corpses of his victims …
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But now of Britomart it here doth neede,

The hard aduentures and strange haps to tell

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene



Had her day gone as planned, Robin Ellacott would have been tucked up in bed in her rented flat in Earl’s Court at this moment, fresh from a long bath, her laundry done, reading a new novel. Instead, she was sitting in her ancient Land Rover, chilly from sheer exhaustion despite the mild night, still wearing the clothes she’d put on at four-thirty that morning, as she watched the lit window of a Pizza Express in Torquay. Her face in the wing mirror was pale, her blue eyes bloodshot, and the strawberry blonde hair currently hidden under a black beanie hat needed a wash.

From time to time, Robin dipped her hand into a bag of almonds sitting on the passenger seat beside her. It was only too easy to fall into a diet of fast food and chocolate when you were running surveillance, to snack more often than needed out of sheer boredom. Robin was trying to eat healthily in spite of her unsociable hours, but the almonds had long since ceased to be appetising, and she craved nothing more than a bit of the pizza she could see an overweight couple enjoying in the restaurant window. She could almost taste it, even though the air around her was tangy with sea salt and underlain by the perpetual fug of old Wellington boots and wet dog that imbued the Land Rover’s ancient fabric seats.

The object of her surveillance, whom she and Strike had nicknamed ‘Tufty’ for his badly fitting toupee, was currently out of view. He’d disappeared into the pizzeria an hour and a half previously with three companions, one of whom, a teenager with his arm in a cast, was visible if Robin craned her head sideways into the space above the front passenger seat. This she did every five minutes or so, to check on the progress of the foursome’s meal. The last time she had looked, ice cream was being delivered to the table. It couldn’t, surely, be much longer.

Robin was fighting a feeling of depression which she knew was at least partly down to utter exhaustion, to the stiffness all over her body from many hours in the driving seat, and to the loss of her long-awaited day off. With Strike unavoidably absent from the agency for an entire week, she’d now worked a twenty-day stretch without breaks. Their best subcontractor, Sam Barclay, had been supposed to take over the Tufty job today in Scotland, but Tufty hadn’t flown to Glasgow as expected. Instead, he’d taken a surprise detour to Torquay, leaving Robin with no choice but to follow him.

There were other reasons for her low spirits, of course, one of which she acknowledged to herself; the other, she felt angry with herself for dwelling on.

The first, admissible, reason was her ongoing divorce, which was becoming more contentious by the week. Following Robin’s discovery of her estranged husband’s affair, they’d had one last cold and bitter meeting, coincidentally in a Pizza Express near Matthew’s place of work, where they’d agreed to seek a no-fault divorce following a two-year separation. Robin was too honest not to admit that she, too, bore responsibility for the failure of their relationship. Matthew might have been unfaithful, but she knew that she’d never fully committed to the marriage, that she’d prioritised her job over Matthew on almost every occasion and that, by the end, she had been waiting for a reason to leave. The affair had been a shock, but a release, too.

However, during the twelve months that had elapsed since her pizza with Matthew, Robin had come to realise that far from seeking a ‘no-fault’ resolution, her ex-husband saw the end of the marriage as entirely Robin’s responsibility and was determined to make her pay, both emotionally and financially, for her offence. The joint bank account, which held the proceeds of the sale of their old house, had been frozen while the lawyers wrangled over how much Robin could reasonably expect when she had been earning so much less than Matthew, and had – it had been strongly hinted in the last letter – married him purely with a view to obtaining a pecuniary advantage she could never have achieved alone.

Every letter from Matthew’s lawyer caused Robin additional stress, rage and misery. She hadn’t needed her own lawyer to point out that Matthew appeared to be trying to force her to spend money she didn’t have on legal wrangling, to run down the clock and her resources until she walked away with as close to nothing as he could manage.

‘I’ve never known a childless divorce be so contentious,’ her lawyer had told her, words that brought no comfort.

Matthew continued to occupy almost as much space in Robin’s head as when they’d been married. She thought she could read his thoughts across the miles and silence that separated them in their widely divergent new lives. He’d always been a bad loser. He had to emerge from this embarrassingly short marriage the winner, by walking away with all the money, and stigmatising Robin as the sole reason for its failure.

All of this was ample reason for her present mood, of course, but then there was the other reason, the one that was inadmissible, that Robin was annoyed with herself for fretting about.

It had happened the previous day, at the office. Saul Morris, the agency’s newest subcontractor, was owed his month’s expenses, so, after seeing Tufty safely back into the marital home in Windsor, Robin had driven back to Denmark Street to pay Saul.

Morris had been working for the agency for six weeks. He was an ex-police officer, an undeniably handsome man, with black hair and bright blue eyes, though something about him set Robin’s teeth on edge. He had a habit of softening his voice when he spoke to her; arch asides and over-personal comments peppered their most mundane interactions, and no double entendre went unmarked if Morris was in the room. Robin rued the day when he’d found out that both of them were currently going through divorces, because he seemed to think this gave him fertile new ground for assumed intimacy.

She’d hoped to get back from Windsor before Pat Chauncey, the agency’s new office manager, left, but it was ten past six by the time Robin climbed the stairs and found Morris waiting for her outside the locked door.

‘Sorry,’ Robin said, ‘traffic was awful.’

She’d paid Morris back in cash from the new safe, then told him briskly she needed to get home, but he clung on like gum stuck in her hair, telling her all about his ex-wife’s latest late-night texts. Robin tried to unite politeness and coolness until the phone rang on her old desk. She’d ordinarily have let it go to voicemail, but so keen was she to curtail Morris’s conversation that she said,

‘I’ve got to get this, sorry. Have a nice evening,’ and picked up the receiver.

‘Strike Detective Agency, Robin speaking.’

‘Hi, Robin,’ said a slightly husky female voice. ‘Is the boss there?’

Given that Robin had only spoken to Charlotte Campbell once, three years previously, it was perhaps surprising that she’d known instantly who was on the line. Robin had analysed these few words of Charlotte’s to a perhaps ludicrous degree since. Robin had detected an undertone of laughter, as though Charlotte found Robin amusing. The easy use of Robin’s first name and the description of Strike as ‘the boss’ had also come in for their share of rumination.

‘No, I’m afraid not,’ Robin had said, reaching for a pen while her heart beat a little faster. ‘Can I take a message?’

‘Could you ask him to call Charlotte Campbell? I’ve got something he wants. He knows my number.’

‘Will do,’ said Robin.

‘Thanks very much,’ Charlotte had said, still sounding amused. ‘Bye, then.’

Robin had dutifully written down ‘Charlotte Campbell called, has something for you’ and placed the message on Strike’s desk.

Charlotte was Strike’s ex-fiancée. Their engagement had been terminated three years previously, on the very day that Robin had come to work at the agency as a temp. Though Strike was far from communicative on the subject, Robin knew that they’d been together for sixteen years (‘on and off’, as Strike tended to emphasise, because the relationship had faltered many times before its final termination), that Charlotte had become engaged to her present husband just two weeks after Strike had left her and that Charlotte was now the mother of twins.

But this wasn’t all Robin knew, because after leaving her husband, Robin had spent five weeks living in the spare room of Nick and Ilsa Herbert, who were two of Strike’s best friends. Robin and Ilsa had struck up their own friendship during that time, and still met regularly for drinks and coffees. Ilsa made very little secret of the fact that she hoped and believed that Strike and Robin would one day, and preferably soon, realise that they were ‘made for each other’. Although Robin regularly asked Ilsa to desist from her broad hints, asserting that she and Strike were perfectly happy with a friendship and working relationship, Ilsa remained cheerfully unconvinced.

Robin was very fond of Ilsa, but her pleas for her new friend to forget any idea of matchmaking between herself and Strike were genuine. She was mortified by the thought that Strike might think she herself was complicit in Ilsa’s regular attempts to engineer foursomes that increasingly had the appearance of double dates. Strike had declined the last two proposed outings of this type and, while the agency’s current workload certainly made any kind of social life difficult, Robin had the uncomfortable feeling that he was well aware of Ilsa’s ulterior motive. Looking back on her own brief married life, Robin was sure she’d never been guilty of treating single people as she now found herself treated by Ilsa: with a cheerful lack of concern for their sensibilities, and sometimes ham-fisted attempts to manage their love lives.

One of the ways in which Ilsa attempted to draw Robin out on the subject of Strike was to tell her all about Charlotte, and here, Robin felt guilty, because she rarely shut the Charlotte conversations down, even though she never left one of them without feeling as though she had just gorged on junk food: uncomfortable, and wishing she could resist the craving for more.

She knew, for instance, about the many me-or-the-army ultimatums, two of the suicide attempts (‘The one on Arran wasn’t a proper one,’ said Ilsa scathingly. ‘Pure manipulation’) and about the ten days’ enforced stay in the psychiatric clinic. She’d heard stories that Ilsa gave titles like cheap thrillers: the Night of the Bread Knife, the Incident of the Black Lace Dress and the Blood-Stained Note. She knew that in Ilsa’s opinion, Charlotte was bad, not mad, and that the worst rows Ilsa and her husband Nick had ever had were on the subject of Charlotte, ‘and she’d have bloody loved knowing that, too,’ Ilsa had added.

And now Charlotte was phoning the office, asking Strike to call her back, and Robin, sitting outside the Pizza Express, hungry and exhausted, was pondering the phone call yet again, much as a tongue probes a mouth ulcer. If she was phoning the office, Charlotte clearly wasn’t aware that Strike was in Cornwall with his terminally ill aunt, which didn’t suggest regular contact between them. On the other hand, Charlotte’s slightly amused tone had seemed to hint at an alliance between herself and Strike.

Robin’s mobile, which was lying on the passenger seat beside the bag of almonds, buzzed. Glad of any distraction, she picked it up and saw a text message from Strike.


Are you awake?



Robin texted back:


No



As she’d expected, the mobile rang immediately.

‘Well, you shouldn’t be,’ said Strike, without preamble. ‘You must be knackered. What’s it been, three weeks straight on Tufty?’

‘I’m still on him.’

‘What?’ said Strike, sounding displeased. ‘You’re in Glasgow? Where’s Barclay?’

‘In Glasgow. He was ready in position, but Tufty didn’t get on the plane. He drove down to Torquay instead. He’s having pizza right now. I’m outside the restaurant.’

‘The hell’s he doing in Torquay, when the mistress is in Scotland?’

‘Visiting his original family,’ said Robin, wishing she could see Strike’s face as she delivered the next bit of news. ‘He’s a bigamist.’

Her announcement was greeted with total silence.

‘I was outside the house in Windsor at six,’ said Robin, ‘expecting to follow him to Stansted, see him safely onto the plane and let Barclay know he was on the way, but he didn’t go to the airport. He rushed out of the house looking panicky, drove to a lock-up, took his case inside and came out with an entirely different set of luggage and minus his toupee. Then he drove all the way down here.

‘Our client in Windsor’s about to find out she’s not legally married,’ said Robin. ‘Tufty’s had this wife in Torquay for twenty years. I’ve been talking to the neighbours. I pretended I was doing a survey. One of the women along the street was at the original wedding. Tufty travels a lot for business, she said, but he’s a lovely man. Devoted to his sons.

‘There are two boys,’ Robin continued, because Strike’s stunned silence continued unabated, ‘students, both in their late teens and both the absolute spit of him. One of them came off his motorbike yesterday – I got all this out of the neighbour – he’s got his arm in a cast and looks quite bruised and cut up. Tufty must’ve got news of the accident, so he came haring down here instead of going to Scotland.

‘Tufty goes by the name of Edward Campion down here, not John – turns out John’s his middle name, I’ve been searching the online records. He and the first wife and sons live in a really nice villa, view of the sea, massive garden.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Strike. ‘So our pregnant friend in Glasgow—’

‘—is the least of Mrs-Campion-in-Windsor’s worries,’ said Robin. ‘He’s leading a triple life. Two wives and a mistress.’

‘And he looks like a balding baboon. There’s hope for all of us. Did you say he’s having dinner right now?’

‘Pizza with the wife and kids. I’m parked outside. I didn’t manage to get pictures of him with the sons earlier, and I want to, because they’re a total giveaway. Mini-Tuftys, just like the two in Windsor. Where d’you think he’s been pretending to have been?’

‘Oil rig?’ suggested Strike. ‘Abroad? Middle East? Maybe that’s why he’s so keen on keeping his tan topped up.’

Robin sighed.

‘The client’s going to be shattered.’

‘So’s the mistress in Scotland,’ said Strike. ‘That baby’s due any minute.’

‘His taste’s amazingly consistent,’ said Robin. ‘If you lined them up side by side, the Torquay wife, the Windsor wife and the mistress in Glasgow, they’d look like the same woman at twenty-year intervals.’

‘Where are you planning to sleep?’

‘Travelodge or a B&B,’ said Robin, yawning again, ‘if I can find anything vacant at the height of the holiday season. I’d drive straight back to London overnight, but I’m exhausted. I’ve been awake since four, and that’s on top of a ten-hour day yesterday.’

‘No driving and no sleeping in the car,’ said Strike. ‘Get a room.’

‘How’s Joan?’ asked Robin. ‘We can handle the workload if you want to stay in Cornwall a bit longer.’

‘She won’t sit still while we’re all there. Ted agrees she needs some quiet. I’ll come back down in a couple of weeks.’

‘So, were you calling for an update on Tufty?’

‘Actually, I was calling about something that just happened. I’ve just left the pub … ’

In a few succinct sentences, Strike described the encounter with Margot Bamborough’s daughter.

‘I’ve just looked her up,’ he said. ‘Margot Bamborough, twenty-nine-year-old doctor, married, one-year-old daughter. Walked out of her GP practice in Clerkenwell at the end of a day’s work, said she was going to have a quick drink with a female friend before heading home. The pub was only five minutes’ walk away. The friend waited, but Margot never arrived and was never seen again.’

There was a pause. Robin, whose eyes were still fixed on the window of the pizza restaurant, said,

‘And her daughter thinks you’re going to find out what happened, nearly four decades later?’

‘She seemed to be putting a lot of store on the coincidence of spotting me in the boozer right after the medium told her she’d get a “leading”.’

‘Hmm,’ said Robin. ‘And what do you think the chances are of finding out what happened after this length of time?’

‘Slim to non-existent,’ admitted Strike. ‘On the other hand, the truth’s out there. People don’t just vaporise.’

Robin could hear a familiar note in his voice that indicated rumination on questions and possibilities.

‘So you’re meeting the daughter again tomorrow?’

‘Can’t hurt, can it?’ said Strike.

Robin didn’t answer.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said, with a trace of defensiveness. ‘Emotionally overwrought client – medium – situation ripe for exploitation.’

‘I’m not suggesting you’d exploit it—’

‘Might as well hear her out, then, mightn’t I? Unlike a lot of people, I wouldn’t take her money for nothing. And once I’d exhausted all avenues—’

‘I know you,’ said Robin. ‘The less you found out, the more interested you’d get.’

‘Think I’d have her wife to deal with unless I got results within a reasonable period. They’re a gay couple,’ he elaborated. ‘The wife’s a psychol—’

‘Cormoran, I’ll call you back,’ said Robin, and without waiting for his answer, she cut the call and dropped the mobile back onto the passenger seat.

Tufty had just ambled out of the restaurant, followed by his wife and sons. Smiling and talking, they turned their steps towards their car, which lay five behind where Robin sat in the Land Rover. Raising her camera, she took a burst of pictures as the family drew nearer.

By the time they passed the Land Rover, the camera was lying in her lap and Robin’s head was bowed over her phone, pretending to be texting. In the rear-view mirror she watched as the Tufty family got into their Range Rover and departed for the villa beside the sea.

Yawning yet again, Robin picked up her phone and called Strike back.

‘Get everything you wanted?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ said Robin, checking the photographs one-handedly with the phone to her ear, ‘I’ve got a couple of clear ones of him and the boys. God, he’s got strong genes. All four kids have got his exact features.’

She put the camera back into her bag.

‘You realise I’m only a couple of hours away from St Mawes?’

‘Nearer three,’ said Strike.

‘If you like—’

‘You don’t want to drive all the way down here, then back to London. You’ve just told me you’re knackered.’

But Robin could tell that he liked the idea. He’d travelled down to Cornwall by train, taxi and ferry, because since he had lost a leg, long drives were neither easy nor particularly pleasurable.

‘I’d like to meet this Anna. Then I could drive you back.’

‘Well, if you’re sure, that’d be great,’ said Strike, now sounding cheerful. ‘If we take her on, we should work the case together. There’d be a massive amount to sift through, cold case like this, and it sounds like you’ve wrapped up Tufty tonight.’

‘Yep,’ sighed Robin. ‘It’s all over except for the ruining of half a dozen lives.’

‘You didn’t ruin anyone’s life,’ said Strike bracingly. ‘He did that. What’s better: all three women find out now, or when he dies, with all the effing mess that’ll cause?’

‘I know,’ said Robin, yawning again. ‘So, do you want me to come to the house in St M—’

His ‘no’ was swift and firm.

‘They – Anna and her partner – they’re in Falmouth. I’ll meet you there. It’s a shorter drive for you.’

‘OK,’ said Robin. ‘What time?’

‘Could you manage half eleven?’

‘Easily,’ said Robin.

‘I’ll text you a place to meet. Now go and get some sleep.’

As she turned the key in the ignition, Robin became conscious that her spirits had lifted considerably. As though a censorious jury were watching, among them Ilsa, Matthew and Charlotte Campbell, she consciously repressed her smile as she reversed out of the parking space.
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Begotten by two fathers of one mother,

Though of contrarie natures each to other …

Edmund Spenser 
The Faerie Queene



Strike woke shortly before five the following morning. Light was already streaming through Joan’s thin curtains. Every night the horsehair sofa punished a different part of his body, and today he felt as though he had been punched in a kidney. He reached for his phone, noted the time, decided that he was too sore to fall back asleep, and raised himself to a sitting position.

After a minute spent stretching and scratching his armpits while his eyes acclimatised to the odd shapes rising on all sides in the gloom of Joan and Ted’s sitting room, he Googled Margot Bamborough for a second time and, after a cursory examination of the picture of the smiling, wavy-haired doctor with widely spaced eyes, he scrolled through the results until he found a mention of her on a website devoted to serial killers. Here he found a long article punctuated with pictures of Dennis Creed at various ages, from pretty, curly-haired blond toddler all the way through to the police mugshot of a slender man with a weak, sensual mouth and large, square glasses.

Strike then turned to an online bookstore, where he found an account of the serial killer’s life, published in 1985 and titled The Demon of Paradise Park. It had been written by a well-respected investigative journalist, now dead. Creed’s nondescript face appeared in colour on the cover, superimposed over ghostly black and white images of the seven women he was known to have tortured and killed. Margot Bamborough’s face wasn’t among them. Strike ordered the second-hand book, which cost £1, to be delivered to the office.

He returned his phone to its charging lead, put on his prosthetic leg, picked up his cigarettes and lighter, navigated around a rickety nest of tables with a vase of dried flowers on it and, being careful not to nudge any of the ornamental plates off the wall, passed through the doorway and down three steep steps into the kitchen. The lino, which had been there since his childhood, was icy cold on his remaining foot.

After making himself a mug of tea, he let himself out of the back door, still clad in nothing but boxers and a T-shirt, there to enjoy the cool of early morning, leaning up against the wall of the house, breathing in salt-laden air between puffs on his cigarette, and thinking about vanished mothers. Many times over the past ten days had his thoughts turned to Leda, a woman as different to Joan as the moon to the sun.

‘Have you tried smoking yet, Cormy?’ she’d once asked vaguely, out of a haze of blue smoke of her own creation. ‘It isn’t good for you, but God, I love it.’

People sometimes asked why social services never got involved with Leda Strike’s family. The answer was that Leda had never stayed still long enough to present a stable target. Often her children remained in a school for mere weeks before a new enthusiasm seized her, and off they went, to a new city, a new squat, crashing on her friends’ floors or, occasionally, renting. The only people who knew what was going on, and who might have contacted social services, were Ted and Joan, the one fixed point in the children’s lives, but whether because Ted feared damaging the relationship between himself and his wayward sister, or because Joan worried that the children might not forgive her, they’d never done so.

One of the most vivid memories of Strike’s childhood was also one of the rare occasions he could remember crying, when Leda had made an unannounced return, six weeks into Strike’s first term at St Mawes Primary School. Amazed and angry that such definitive steps as enrolling him in school had been taken in her absence, she’d ushered him and his sister directly onto the ferry, promising them all manner of treats up in London. Strike had bawled, trying to explain to her that he and Dave Polworth had been going to explore smugglers’ caves at the weekend, caves that might well have had no existence except in Dave’s imagination, but which were no less real to Strike for that.

‘You’ll see the caves,’ Leda had promised, plying him with sweets once they were on the train to London. ‘You’ll see what’s-his-name soon, I promise.’

‘Dave,’ Strike had sobbed, ‘he’s called D-Dave.’

Don’t think about it, Strike told himself, and he lit a second cigarette from the tip of his first.

‘Stick, you’ll catch your death, out there in boxers!’

He looked around. His sister was standing in the doorway, wrapped in a woollen dressing gown and wearing sheepskin slippers. They were physically so unalike that people struggled to believe that they were related, let alone half-siblings. Lucy was small, blonde and pink-faced, and greatly resembled her father, a musician not quite as famous as Strike’s, but far more interested in maintaining contact with his offspring.

‘Morning,’ he said, but she’d already disappeared, returning with his trousers, sweatshirt, shoes and socks.

‘Luce, it’s not cold—’

‘You’ll get pneumonia. Put them on!’

Like Joan, Lucy had total confidence in her own judgement of her nearest and dearest’s best interests. With slightly better grace than he might have mustered had he not been about to return to London, Strike took his trousers and put them on, balancing awkwardly and risking a fall onto the gravel path. By the time he’d added a shoe and sock to his real foot, Lucy had made him a fresh mug of tea along with her own.

‘I couldn’t sleep, either,’ she told him, handing over the mug as she sat down on the stone bench. It was the first time they’d been entirely alone all week. Lucy had been glued to Joan’s side, insisting on doing all the cooking and cleaning while Joan, who found it inconceivable that she should sit down while the house was full of guests, hovered and fussed. On the rare moments that Joan wasn’t present, one or more of Lucy’s sons had generally been there, in Jack’s case wanting to talk to Strike, the other two generally badgering Lucy for something.

‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’ said Lucy, staring out over the lawn and Ted’s carefully tended flower-beds.

‘Yeah,’ sighed Strike. ‘But fingers crossed. The chemo—’

‘But it won’t cure her. It’ll just prolong – pro—’

Lucy shook her head and dabbed at her eyes with a crumpled piece of toilet roll she pulled out of her dressing-gown pocket.

‘I’ve rung her twice a week for nigh on twenty years, Stick. This place is a second home for our boys. She’s the only mother I’ve ever known.’

Strike knew he oughtn’t to rise to the bait. Nevertheless, he said,

‘Other than our actual mother, you mean.’

‘Leda wasn’t my mother,’ said Lucy coldly. Strike had never heard her say it in so many words, though it had often been implied. ‘I haven’t considered her my mother since I was fourteen years old. Younger, actually. Joan’s my mother.’

And when Strike made no response, she said,

‘You chose Leda. I know you love Joan, but we have entirely different relationships with her.’

‘Didn’t realise it was a competition,’ Strike said, reaching for another cigarette.

‘I’m only telling you how I feel!’

And telling me how I feel.

Several barbed comments about the infrequency of Strike’s visits had already dropped from his sister’s lips during their week of enforced proximity. He’d bitten back all irritable retorts. His primary aim was to leave the house without rowing with anyone.

‘I always hated it when Leda came to take us away,’ said Lucy now, ‘but you were glad to go.’

He noted the Joan-esque statement of fact, the lack of enquiry.

‘I wasn’t always glad to go,’ Strike contradicted her, thinking of the ferry, Dave Polworth and the smugglers’ caves, but Lucy seemed to feel that he was trying to rob her of something.

‘I’m just saying, you lost your mother years ago. Now I’m – I might be – losing mine.’

She mopped her eyes again with the damp toilet roll.

Lower back throbbing, eyes stinging with tiredness, Strike stood smoking in silence. He knew that Lucy would have liked to excise Leda for ever from her memory, and sometimes, remembering a few of the things Leda had put them through, he sympathised. This morning, though, the wraith of Leda seemed to drift on his cigarette smoke around him. He could hear her saying to Lucy, ‘Go on and have a good cry, darling, it always helps’, and ‘Give your old mum a fag
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