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1

Detective Inspector Grace Fisher heard an owl hoot as she got out of the car. It was somewhere off away in the thick darkness of the woods on the opposite side of the road. The faintest whisper of a breeze in the night air rustled the treetops and brushed her cheek as she inhaled the dry, earthy smell of last winter’s leaf litter.

‘What genius thought it would be a good idea to stop there?’ she asked, shaking her head at the two marked police cars pulled up on the verge beside a five-bar gate. ‘Right where the perpetrator might have left a vehicle if they had one.’

‘Idiots,’ agreed Detective Sergeant Blake Langley.

Although she had invited Blake’s comment, it annoyed her, and she reminded herself to leave her own negative thoughts unspoken. Chiding herself for her lapse and trying to undo it, she nodded towards the uniformed constable who stood beside the gate ready to escort them to the body. ‘It’s probably not his fault,’ she said. ‘No fun hanging about here for an hour in the dark waiting for us to show up.’

‘He must have done something to draw the short straw.’

Grace sighed. Not for the first time since Blake had joined the Major Investigation Team in Colchester three months ago, she missed her familiar wingman, DS Lance Cooper. Still, this was neither the time nor the place for regrets; she would just have to keep in mind that the new sergeant had a good reputation as a thief-taker and was easy enough to get along with as long as she ignored his default-mode scornful attitude.

Taking a forensic suit from the boot of their car, she went ahead to identify herself to the young constable and thank him for what she hoped hadn’t been too long a wait. ‘So where exactly are we?’ she asked him.

‘On the northern perimeter of the grounds of Wryford Hall,’ he said. ‘The village, that’s Long Wryford, is off to the west.’

‘And this road, where does it go?’

‘Nowhere really. It winds around a few farms and a small hamlet about three miles away before joining back up with the main Long Wryford to East Fordholt road. Most people just take that.’

‘So you mean we’re slap bang in the middle of nowhere,’ said Blake, joining them.

‘Pretty much,’ the constable agreed.

‘At least house-to-house won’t use up too much manpower then,’ said Blake cheerfully.

‘There are some people staying at the hall,’ said the constable. ‘Or camping in the grounds, anyway.’

‘OK,’ said Grace. ‘Lead on.’

It was a week or so before the summer solstice, and even well after midnight some light remained in the sky. Under the canopy of the woodland, however, it quickly became dark, and even with a torch Grace was glad the constable seemed to know where they were heading.

‘Have we managed to identify our victim yet?’ she asked.

‘A Dr Tim Merrick. Mr Thomas, who owns the hall, recognized him. He found him when he took his dog out last thing and called the emergency services. Says that Dr Merrick was here with the party that’s camping.’

Ahead of her Grace could see a huddle of officers. Beyond them, wound around a wide ring of tree trunks, her torch picked out blue and white police tape. She greeted the local officers and went forward to look beyond the tape. A white trainer caught the light, and she tracked the beam along khaki chinos and a smeared sweatshirt to short brown hair glistening with what she could only assume was blood. The face lay hidden in the scrubby leaf cover beneath the trees, but the exposed skin of the back of his neck looked hauntingly young.

‘Can you give me more light?’ she called. Those officers with flashlights illuminated what they could of the body and surrounding area. The ground was dry and hard, but there was enough woodland debris to show signs of disturbance – a scuffle, a sexual assignation, a life-or-death struggle? – and, a few feet from the body, a thick branch that looked as if it had been recently moved – perhaps picked up and then flung aside?

‘I want Dr Tripathi to take a look before anyone else touches him,’ she told Blake. ‘Give him a call and see how soon he can attend. And then get Wendy and a scene-of-crime team down here. Ask them to call me as soon as they arrive.’ She turned to the local uniformed sergeant who had summoned her. ‘I want proper lighting, and two officers on duty here at all times to keep the scene secure. We don’t want any foxes or whatever sniffing around. The rest of you can leave carefully in single file. Can one of you please show me the way to Wryford Hall?’

‘I’ll take you over there, ma’am,’ said the uniformed sergeant. ‘But I’d like any spare officers to go over to the campsite. There’s kids there.’

‘Good idea, thanks.’

He fell into step beside her. The tree cover soon gave way to open parkland. Underfoot the grass felt parched and crunchy, more like mown hay than lawn. After a short walk the meadow ended at a gravel driveway on to which spilled light from a line of tall windows, four on each side of wide steps leading up to a front door topped by a curved transom light. Bathed in moonlight, the hall was a handsome flat-fronted, two-storey house. Outlined against the starry sky, Grace could see a pronounced dip in the roof line where ancient beams had settled over the centuries. Apart from a few large pots planted with geraniums, no attempt appeared to have been made to create a garden.

‘They don’t really use the front door,’ said the sergeant. ‘Best to go in through the back.’ He led the way around the side of the house. ‘My daughter got married in the tithe barn here. I got to know Minnie and Toby Thomas quite well. They’re very nice people.’

A low door under a sloping roof led directly into a large kitchen. An elderly chocolate Labrador lying in a frayed tartan dog bed slapped its tail against the tiled floor in greeting. Every surface, including a massive pine table that took up the centre of the room, was covered with an assortment of crockery, pans, food, wine bottles, candlesticks, appliances, books, newspapers, wicker baskets filled with yet more stuff and two sleeping cats. A couple of empty champagne bottles sat among the hurriedly cleared remnants of an evening meal. At the Aga, waiting for a huge kettle to boil, stood a tall slender grey-haired woman in frayed jeans, a man’s shirt and flip-flops. As she turned to look at them, Grace was struck by the beauty of her face, especially her eyes, which were dark and lustrous under finely arched brows.

The sergeant made the introductions before excusing himself and disappearing back out into the night as Minnie Thomas leaned across the table to shake hands. ‘Is he really dead?’ she asked.

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Grace. ‘I’m very sorry.’

‘I can’t believe it. I’ve been praying that somehow Toby and the paramedics got it wrong. I took rugs and things down there, just in case, but Toby wouldn’t let me anywhere near.’

‘A sensible precaution. We haven’t formally identified the victim yet, but your husband recognized him. Is that right?’

‘Yes. He said it’s Tim Merrick.’

‘Did you know him well?’

‘No, not really. Hardly at all.’ Steam emerged vigorously from the kettle and Minnie poured water into a large brown pot. ‘Tea?’

‘No, thanks,’ said Grace. She would have loved a cup but needed to get the measure of the situation first. ‘Can you tell me anything about him?’

Minnie shook her head. ‘He was young, polite, helpful. His first time here with the summer camp.’

‘Summer camp?’

‘Ned will explain it better than me. Professor Ned Chesham. He runs the eating disorders unit at St Botolph’s Hospital in London. You must have heard of him.’

The name did seem familiar, but Grace couldn’t recall a face to go with it. She shook her head.

‘Well, he brings a group of them here every summer,’ said Minnie. ‘They camp for a week. Proper camping with tents and singing around the fire and swimming in the lake.’ She shook her head sadly. ‘They were due to go home tomorrow. Today,’ she added, glancing at the big wall-clock.

‘The constable said Tim Merrick was a doctor. Was he also at St Botolph’s?’

‘I assume so. Ned usually brings a couple of the junior staff to help out. Says it’s good training for them. This year it’s Tim and Crystal Douglad. She’s a nurse, and has been here before.’

‘We’ll need the names of everyone staying here.’

‘Ned will give you those. It’s a busy time of year for us. We do weddings and B and B,’ she explained. ‘Besides, Ned knows the ropes far better than we do. We just let him get on with it really.’

The back door opened, and a rotund apple-cheeked man, about the same age as Minnie but a good head shorter, came in. He wore faded red corduroy trousers and a moth-eaten navy sweater. The Labrador immediately heaved itself out of bed and went to thrust its nose into his hand. Grace liked the way he smiled absently down at the dog. Blake followed, shutting the door behind him.

‘Toby Thomas.’ The man held out his hand to Grace and gave hers a firm shake. ‘Thank you for coming. Dreadful business.’

Grace introduced herself and looked over his shoulder at Blake, lifting her eyebrows in an unspoken question.

‘Dr Tripathi and the CSIs are on their way, boss.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Another half-hour probably.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I went over to let Ned know what’s happening,’ Toby told his wife. ‘Everything’s quiet down there. Ned decided not to wake anyone up until he has to.’

Grace also turned to Minnie. ‘If it’s OK, I will have that cup of tea while we wait for the pathologist.’

Grace watched Toby and his wife commune quietly by the Aga as Minnie mustered four chipped mugs and a pretty milk jug that looked like a family heirloom. Toby invited them both to sit down, sweeping things aside to make room at the cluttered table.

‘If you don’t mind, Mr Thomas, could you please talk us through finding the body?’

Blake got ready to take notes as Toby heaved a deep sigh, preparing to relive his earlier shock. ‘I was later than usual taking the dog out for her bedtime run. We’d been celebrating.’ He smiled for the first time. ‘The birthday honours. Ned got a knighthood. Jolly well deserved!’

‘Ned and Toby have been friends since Cambridge,’ explained Minnie.

‘We’d had a fair bit to drink, so I wasn’t terribly alert. Would’ve walked right past him if it hadn’t been for Daisy.’ Hearing her name, the dog raised her head. ‘At first I thought it was an injured animal lying there, a deer or a badger or something, but Daisy kept on whining and wouldn’t come when I called. Luckily I had my phone in my pocket, and as soon as I got some light and saw it was a man and how badly hurt he was, I called 999. I was pretty sure he was dead. He felt cold and I couldn’t find a pulse. But I rang Minnie to bring down some blankets, and called Ned so he knew to keep an eye out in case some maniac was running around.’

‘Did you see anyone else while you were walking the dog?’

‘No. It must have been well past eleven. And Ned runs a pretty tight ship down at the camp.’

‘Does anyone else live here in the house with you?’

‘Only our youngest now, but he’s away at university. It’s not the end of term yet.’

‘And on the estate?’

‘There’s no estate,’ said Toby with a smile. ‘Those days are long gone.’

‘Where is the campsite?’

‘Down by the lake. There’s a cricket pavilion nearby with basic bathroom and kitchen facilities. My great-great-grandfather built it and laid out the pitch. It’s not much to write home about now, but the village likes to use it, so we keep the place in working order.’

‘Where’s that in relation to where you found Tim Merrick?’

‘In the opposite direction, on the far side of the park. I’ll find you a map. We treat the camp as out of bounds while Ned’s here.’

‘Except for food,’ said Minnie as Toby left the room in search of a map. ‘Ned pays me to do the shopping and some basic preparation, and the girls are on a rota to come and fetch each day’s supplies. It’s all part of the treatment.’

‘The treatment?’ asked Grace.

‘The girls are patients at his unit,’ said Minnie. ‘They all have eating disorders. Anorexia mainly.’

Grace tried to review what she knew about anorexia nervosa. Even though the ‘slimmer’s disease’ was a pervasive illness among girls and young women, she’d never known anyone who suffered from it. Her understanding of the condition was culled solely from articles in magazines and the occasional celebrity story or fashion industry scandal.

‘Wouldn’t it have been safer to bring them indoors?’ she asked.

‘They’re all fast asleep,’ said Blake. ‘And there are now at least two officers down there with them.’

‘I assume their parents have been called?’

‘Ned decided it would be better to wait until dawn,’ said Minnie. ‘He didn’t want to risk a parent turning up in the middle of the night and getting them all hysterical.’ She must have seen Grace’s expression. ‘If you saw them . . . Even though the ones here are recovering, they’re still so fragile. It’s desperately sad.’

‘So why bring them camping?’ asked Grace.

‘They love it,’ said Minnie simply. ‘He’s done it every year, ever since Toby’s parents’ time. And it always goes well, never even been too unlucky with the weather.’

Toby returned carrying a large framed watercolour. ‘This will give you the lie of the land. The map is nearly two hundred years old, I’m afraid, but not much has changed.’

Grace and Blake came to stand beside Toby, who angled the picture so that the overhead light did not reflect off the glass. The antique map, faded but still beautiful, reminded her of an illustration in a Tolkien book. The points of the compass were marked in red in a top corner, and at one side the woods where Tim Merrick’s body now lay were washed in pale green with neat rows of individual trees symbolically outlined in ink. On the other side, concentric ripples spread out from a tiny fish jumping in the blue lake. There should be no place in such a bucolic scene for the sharp image that sprang into Grace’s mind of the young man sprawled in the darkness with a crushed skull and blood-matted hair. Perhaps, she thought, the edge of the map should be inscribed, Here be monsters.
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It was dawn before Samit Tripathi, the local Home Office pathologist, had completed his examination of the body and agreed with Grace that it could be moved. The corpse was stiffening but not yet rigid, and combined with its temperature, this suggested that Tim Merrick had been dead for around an hour before he was found. Dr Tripathi’s opinion at this stage was that the victim had been floored by a blow or blows from the broken branch found nearby and then hit repeatedly on the head and face once he was on the ground. There were defensive wounds on his forearms and excessive damage around the mouth and jaw, probably inflicted by a blood-stained rock found a few yards away.

Once Samit had gone, Grace left Wendy, the crime scene manager, to direct a fingertip search of the dusty woodland floor. The sun had risen enough for Grace to find her way back to the hall without a torch, yet, despite the chorus of birdsong, the colourless dawn light felt bleak and surreal. Tim Merrick had been in the full bloom of life, handsome and strong-limbed. The attack on him had been savage. What had he been doing out there in the darkness under the trees last night?

Grace had called ahead to ask Blake to have Ned Chesham at the hall ready to speak to her before his young campers began to stir. She found Blake in the kitchen waiting to lead her through to the drawing room, a long, high and narrow chamber into which the unused front door opened directly. Much of the wall opposite the door was taken up by a vast fireplace surmounted by a tarnished mirror in a gilt frame. Two well-worn velvet-covered sofas faced each other in front of the fireplace, one already occupied by the two cats, which had moved from the warmth of the Aga into the first patch of pale sunlight. Chesham was sitting on the other, intent on his phone. Grace could hardly believe he had been at university with Toby. He appeared a good ten years younger, of middle height, slim and athletic, with fair hair and blue eyes that matched the colour of his shirt. He looked weary but jumped up as soon as he saw them.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he said, holding up his phone. ‘I was texting my secretary to ask her to find the contact details for Tim’s next of kin.’

‘If you wouldn’t mind passing them on to us first,’ said Grace, ‘we’ll send someone to break the news in person.’

‘Of course. Whatever I can do to help.’

Grace dislodged a cat so she could sit facing him. Blake positioned himself beside the front door, slightly out of Chesham’s line of sight. Chesham sat back, crossing his legs and resting his hands in his lap, ready to listen. Grace imagined that the impression he gave of having all the time in the world must be a valuable professional skill.

‘When did you last see Dr Merrick?’ she asked.

‘About a quarter to eight, when I left to come here for supper.’

‘And where was he then? Who was he with?’

Chesham took a moment to remember, a slight frown on his face. ‘He was supervising the washing-up in the pavilion. I wouldn’t normally leave the camp, but’ – he shrugged bashfully – ‘Minnie and Toby insisted we celebrate.’

‘Yes,’ said Grace. ‘Congratulations on your knighthood.’

‘Thank you. It’s an accolade for everyone who works on the unit.’ He spoke as if he genuinely meant it. ‘Helpful to the hospital too.’

‘Did you leave the hall at any time last night? To check on the girls or anything?’ Chesham’s hosts had already told her that the three of them had spent the entire evening together, with Chesham returning to the campsite only when Toby left to take Daisy for her walk.

Chesham shook his head. ‘They were in safe hands with Tim and Crystal. Little did I realize it would be Tim who was at risk.’

‘Who else was in the pavilion when you spoke to him?’

‘Beth and Meghan were on washing-up duty,’ he answered promptly. ‘Tim shooed me away, told me to go and have a good time, that the kids would be fine. They were excited for me. I was very touched. So off I went.’

‘So how had things been this week? Did everyone get on? Did Tim have any problems with anyone?’

‘Life is never going to be problem-free when you’re dealing with adolescents, let alone adolescents with eating disorders.’ Chesham smiled. ‘But aside from the usual dramas, the week has gone well. I always bring some of the younger staff. I’ll introduce you to Crystal, one of our specialist mental health nurses, once we’re finished here.’

‘Does she know what’s happened?’ asked Grace.

‘Not yet. She shares a tent with two of the youngest girls, so I didn’t want to wake her in case I disturbed them.’

‘But she’s definitely there?’

‘Yes, don’t worry. I did a headcount as soon as Toby called me last night. I share a tent with Tim so was already wondering where he’d got to.’

‘He’d not been unexpectedly absent at any other time?’

‘No. The week is pretty full-on for the staff who elect to come, but it’s good for them to spend 24/7 time with their patients. It helps them understand the kind of pressure the families have to withstand. I was pleased when Tim asked to come. He was a very promising young doctor.’ Chesham sighed and bent down absently to stroke the dislodged cat, which was rubbing its arched back against his legs and purring loudly. ‘I don’t suppose you can tell me what happened to him?’

‘Not yet,’ said Grace. ‘Can you think of a reason why Dr Merrick would have been on the other side of the park?’

‘No. None at all. He should never have left the camp.’

‘Might he have just gone for a walk – stretch his legs before turning in?’

‘No. We have to be on the lookout all the time. A common feature of anorexia is secrecy and deceit, and we usually find at least one girl trying her best to sneak away so she can work off a few extra calories. He was supposed to be on watch.’

‘Anything going on between Tim and Crystal?’

Chesham looked surprised. ‘I very much doubt it. And they’d both know of the extremely dim view I’d take of anything that might destabilize the patients.’ He looked at his watch. ‘They’ll be waking up soon. I should be there.’

‘We’ll need to speak to each of the girls before they go home,’ said Grace. ‘Is that going to be a problem?’

‘Yes, of course it is. They’re young and their psychological well-being is already precarious.’

‘We can wait for their parents to get here before speaking to them separately,’ said Grace, ‘but I think we need to let them know what’s happened before rumours start flying around.’

He nodded reluctantly. ‘Once you’ve seen how they react to the news, maybe you can tell me how you want to play it and I’ll do everything I can to assist.’

‘Thank you.’ She glanced at Blake. Had she overlooked anything?

‘What time would the girls have gone to bed?’ he asked.

‘They have to be ready for bed at nine,’ said Chesham. ‘Then it’s quiet time until lights out at nine thirty. The youngest here with us this year is twelve. And we’re all up early.’

‘Be great if you could you explain for me the purpose of the camping holiday,’ said Blake. ‘How exactly does it work?’

‘Sure,’ said Chesham. ‘These are kids who feel like they’re being watched all the time, and who also obsessively police themselves. They are world experts in self-denial. They’re not used to playing or taking risks. But here they can spend time away from home, swim in the lake, climb trees, toast marshmallows on the fire, watch the stars, but in a safe environment alongside the people supervising their treatment. Our aim is to establish a healthy adolescent identity and increase personal autonomy.’ Chesham laughed. ‘Sorry, that’s my little presentation speech! But coming here does seem to work. We’ve been doing it for nearly twenty years.’

‘OK, thanks,’ said Blake. He signalled to Grace that he had no more questions.

‘Professor Chesham—’

‘Ned. Please. Everyone calls me Ned.’

Grace smiled. ‘Do you have any thoughts on who might have had a reason to kill Dr Merrick?’

‘Absolutely none. He’d only been with us a few months, but he seemed open, pleasant, uncomplicated.’

‘What about any of your patients?’

Chesham stiffened. ‘They’re children.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘And I’m not suggesting they’re capable of murder, but I have to ask.’

‘The fact that these kids are psychiatric patients doesn’t make them violent,’ he said. ‘Quite the opposite. Their destructive urges are all turned inwards. That’s what we’re battling to overcome. You have to understand that anorexia is a life-threatening condition. Ten per cent of anorexics die, and for others it’s a lifelong disease. There’s no quick fix. These kids and their families really suffer.’

‘I didn’t realize the outcome was so serious,’ Grace said. ‘If, later, any of them come to you with information, anything they saw or heard, or if they say anything to their parents, you will let us know?’

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. I think that’s it for now.’

Chesham stood up, brushing cat hair off his jeans. ‘If you don’t mind, I’m needed back at the camp.’

‘If you could hang on for a minute,’ said Grace, ‘we’ll walk over with you.’

Chesham nodded. ‘I’ll wait in the kitchen.’

Blake shut his notebook and went to close the door behind him. ‘So what do you think, boss?’

The disparagement in his tone made her impatient. ‘Why? Do you think he was keeping something back?’

‘No, he was fine.’ Blake’s mouth pinched in disapproval. ‘Though you have to admit, it’s a pretty odd set-up.’
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