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When, like a running grave, time tracks you down...

Dylan Thomas
When, Like a Running Grave

It took a long time for things to go so far. It came about because
things that should have been stopped were not stopped soon
enough.

The I Ching or Book of Changes



PROLOGUE

All individuals are not equally fitted to consult the oracle. It
requires a clear and tranquil mind, receptive to the cosmic
influences hidden in the humble divining stalks.
Richard Wilhelm
Introduction to The I Ching or Book of Changes

Letters between Sir Colin and Lady Edensor and their son
William

13 March 2012
Will,

We were appalled to learn from your personal tutor yesterday that
you've dropped out of university and joined some kind of religious
movement. We’re even more astounded that you didn’t discuss this
with us, or bother to tell us where you were going.

Unless we’re being lied to by the woman who answers the phone
at the headquarters of the Universal Humanitarian Church,
handwritten letters are the only means of contacting members. She
gave me her word that this letter would be passed to you.

Your mother and | don’t understand why you’'ve done this, why you
didn’t talk to us first, or what can have persuaded you to abandon your
course and your friends. We’re extremely worried about you.

Please get in touch IMMEDIATELY you receive this.

Dad

16 April 2012
Darling Will,



The lady at the church headquarters says you'’ve received Dad'’s
letter, but we still haven’t heard from you, so we're still very worried.

We think you might be at Chapman’s Farm in Norfolk. Dad and |
will be at the New Inn, Roughton, this Saturday at 1 p.m. Please, Will,
come and meet us, so we can talk everything over. Dad’s been doing
a bit of research on the Universal Humanitarian Church and it sounds
like a very interesting organisation with worthy aims. We can certainly
see why it would appeal to you.

We aren’t trying to run your life, Will, we really do just want to see
you and know that you're all right.

With lots of love,

Mum xxx

29 April 2012
Dear Will,

Yesterday, | visited the UHC’s Central Temple in London and
spoke to a woman who insisted that our previous letters have been
passed on to you. However, as you didn’t come and meet us on
Saturday or send us any word, we have no means of knowing whether
she’s telling the truth.

| therefore feel it is necessary to state, for your benefit or for the
benefit of whoever might be illegally opening your mail, that | know for
a fact that you’re at Chapman Farm, that you never leave it
unaccompanied and that you've lost a substantial amount of weight. |
also know that it's impossible for anyone except members of the
church to visit the farm.

You're a highly intelligent individual, Will, but the fact remains that
you're autistic and this isn’t the first time you've been manipulated.
Unless | hear back from you by phone, or in a letter written in your
own handwriting, by the 5th, | will contact the police.

I've been in touch with an ex-member of the Universal
Humanitarian Church whom I'd like you to meet. If the church has
nothing to hide and you’re remaining at Chapman Farm of your own
free will, they can have no objection to you meeting us, or speaking to
this individual.



Will, | repeat, unless | hear from you by the 5th of May, | will
contact the police.
Dad

1 May 2012
Dear Colin and Sally,

Thank you for your letters. Everything is fine. | am very happy in
the UHC and | now understand many things that | never understood
before. In fact, | am not ‘on the spectrum’. That’s a label you’ve
attached to me to justify the levels of control you’ve exerted on me all
my life. I'm not your flesh object and, unlike you, I’'m not motivated by
money or materialist considerations.

| understand from your last letter that you’ve been having
Chapman Farm watched. I’'m an adult and the fact that you continue to
tfreat me as an infant who should be spied on just proves how little |
can trust you.

| also know exactly which ‘ex-member’ of the UHC you want me to
meet. He’s a very dangerous, malicious man who’s done harm to
many innocent people. | advise you to have no more contact with him.

The Drowned Prophet Will Bless All Who Worship Her.

Will

2 May 2012
Darling Will,

We were so happy to get a letter from you, but we’re a little bit
concerned by it, because it really doesn’t sound like you, darling.

Will, please meet us. If we can meet you face-to-face, we’ll be
reassured that you're happy and know what you're doing. That's all we
ask, a face-to-face meeting.

Darling, | want to be completely honest with you. Dad did have
somebody watching Chapman Farm because he was so worried
about you, but | promise that’s all finished. Dad’s cancelled the
arrangement. Nobody’s spying on you and we don’t want to control
you, Will. We only want to see you and hear from your own lips that
you're happy and that you’re acting of your own free will.



We love you, and | promise we only want the best for you.
Mum xxx

12 May 2012
Dear Colin and Sally,

I will meet you at the Central Temple in Rupert Court, London, on
23rd May at midday. Do not bring anyone with you, especially any ex-
member of the church, because they won’t be admitted.

The Drowned Prophet Will Bless All Who Worship Her.

Will

24 May 2012
Dear Colin and Sally,

| agreed to meet you yesterday to prove I'm completely happy and
fully in control of my own choices. Both of you demonstrated high
levels of egomotivity and were disrespectful to me and abusive
towards people | esteem and love.

If you contact the police or start having me watched again | will
bring charges against you in court. The Church has arranged for me to
be assessed by a doctor who will testify that | have full capacity and
that you are the ones trying to exert undue influence on me. | have
also consulted the UHC’s lawyers. My trust fund is my own and as
Grandpa left me that money, not you, you have no right to prevent me
from using my inheritance for good.

The Drowned Prophet Will Bless All Who Worship Her.

Will

16 March 2013

Darling Will,

| know | say it in every letter, but please, please contact us. We
understand and respect the fact that you want to remain with the UHC.
All we want is to know that you’re happy and well. Most of all, we’d like
to see you in person. It's been over a year, Will. We miss you so
much.

| sent your birthday present to Chapman Farm. | hope you got it all



right.

Please, Will, get in touch. Nobody’s going to try and persuade you
to leave the UHC. All we want is your happiness. Dad deeply regrets
some of the things he said when we last met. We aren’t angry, Will,
we just miss you desperately.

Dad’s going to add his own note, but | just want to say that | love
you with my whole heart and simply want to know that you're OK.

Mum XXXXXX

Will,

| sincerely apologise for what | said about the church last year. |
hope you can forgive me, and that you’ll get in touch. Mum misses you
very much, as do |.

With love,

Dad x

Extracts from a letter from legal firm Coolidge and Fairfax
to Mr Kevin Pirbright, former member of the Universal
Humanitarian Church

18 March 2013

PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL LEGAL CORRESPONDENCE
NOT FOR PUBLICATION, BROADCAST OR DISSEMINATION

Dear Sir...

This letter is written on the understanding that you are responsible for the
blog ‘Exposing the Universal Cult’, which you write under the name ‘Ex-
UHC Member’...

Blog Post of April 2012: “The Aylmerton Connection’

On 2 April 2012 you published a blog post titled “The Aylmerton
Connection’. The post contains several false and highly defamatory claims
about the UHC. The opening paragraphs read:



Unbeknownst to the vast majority of its booming membership, who’ve
been drawn to the church by its message of equality, diversity and
charitable service, the Universal Humanitarian Church was born out of
the Aylmerton Community, a notorious Norfolk-based commune, which in
1986 was revealed as a front for the paedophiliac activities of the
Crowther family.

Most members of the Aylmerton Community were arrested along with the
Crowther family, but those who were lucky enough to escape prosecution
remained on the community’s land, which they re-christened ‘Chapman
Farm’. This diehard group would become the founding members of the
UHC.

Any reasonable reader would understand by this that the UHC is, in effect, a
continuation of the Aylmerton Community under another name, and that the
UHC’s activities resemble those of the Aylmerton Community, specifically
with relation to paedophiliac activity. Both assertions are false and highly
defamatory of our clients.

Furthermore, the phrases ‘lucky enough to escape prosecution’ and ‘diehard
group’ would suggest to the reasonable reader that those who remained on
the community’s land had committed unlawful acts similar to those for which
the Crowther family and others were jailed. There is no truth whatsoever in
this assertion, which is false and highly defamatory of the UHC’s members
and Council of Principals.

The True Position

In fact, only one member of the UHC was ever part of the Aylmerton
Community: Mrs Mazu Wace, the wife of the UHC’s founder and leader,
Jonathan Wace.

Mazu Wace was fifteen years old when the Aylmerton Community was
disbanded and she gave evidence against the Crowther brothers at their trial.
This is a matter of public record and easily discoverable through court
documents and press reports of the case.



Mrs Wace has talked openly of her traumatic experiences at the Aylmerton
Community, including at church groups you personally attended. Far from
being ‘lucky enough to escape prosecution’, Mrs Wace was herself a victim
of the Crowthers. The imputation that she was complicit in, or otherwise
approved of, the Crowthers’ vile, unlawful behaviour is highly defamatory
and has caused Mrs Wace significant hurt and distress. It has also caused, and
is likely to continue to cause, serious reputational harm to Mrs Wace, and to
the UHC. This exposes you to significant liability.

Blog Post of 28 January 2013: ‘The Great Charity Con’
On 28 January 2013, you published a post titled “The Great Charity Con’, in
which you state:

In fact, the sole purpose of the UHC is generating money, and it is
remarkably good at this. While better-known members are allowed merely
to proselytise in press interviews, the rank and file are expected to be out
on the streets with their collecting tins every day, and to remain outside,
no matter the weather or their own state of health, for as long as it takes
for them to make their ‘offering’. This is the minimum one hundred
pounds per day each foot soldier must return with, unless he or she wishes
to face the wrath of the church’s volatile enforcer Taio Wace, who is the
elder of Jonathan and Mazu Wace’s two sons.

The description of Mr Taio Wace as a ‘volatile enforcer’ will be understood
by the reasonable reader to mean that Mr Taio Wace is aggressive,
unpredictable and a bully. This categorisation is highly defamatory of Mr
Taio Wace and likely to cause significant reputational harm to him, as a
Principal of the Church, and to the UHC itself.

You further write:

Where does all the money go? Good question. Visitors to the church’s
Chapman Farm ‘retreat’ will note that while ordinary members are
‘enjoying’ the experience of pre-mechanised farming, sleeping in
unheated barns and swapping their collecting tins for hoes and horse-



drawn ploughs, the accommodation offered to Principals and celebrity
members is rather more comfortable.

The main farmhouse has been enlarged and renovated to a distinctly 21st-
century standard, complete with swimming pool, jacuzzi, gym, sauna and
private cinema. Most Principals drive brand new, top-of-the-range cars
and the head of the church, Jonathan Wace (known to members as ‘Papa
J’), is known to own property in Antigua. Visitors to the Central Temple in
Rupert Court can also see the increasingly opulent fixtures and fittings,
not to mention the gold-embroidered robes worn by Principals.
‘Simplicity, Humility and Charity’? Try ‘Venality, Duplicity and Vanity’.

Again, any reasonable reader of this post would understand it to mean that
the Council of Principals is illegally appropriating funds donated for charity
and redirecting it either into their own pockets, or into luxurious
accommodation or clothing for themselves. This is entirely false and highly
defamatory of the Council of Principals.

The True Position

It is a matter of public record that Mrs Margaret Cathcart-Bryce, a wealthy,
long-standing church member, donated substantial funds to the church while
alive to renovate Chapman Farm, and that when she died in 2004, the Council
of Principals was the sole beneficiary of her will, enabling the church to
purchase suitable properties in central London, Birmingham and Glasgow,
for congregants to meet.

Your blog post contains several outright falsehoods. Chapman Farm contains
neither a jacuzzi nor a swimming pool, and Mr Jonathan Wace does not own,
nor has he ever owned, property in Antigua. All cars owned by the Church
Principals were bought out of their own salaries. Your assertion that church
members are required to collect one hundred pounds per day, or they will
face the “wrath’ of Mr Taio Wace, is likewise wholly false.

The Church is open and transparent in all its financial dealings. No monies
collected for charitable purposes were ever used to maintain or renovate
Chapman Farm, or to purchase or upgrade the UHC headquarters in London,



or to personally benefit the Principals in any way. Again, the suggestion that
the UHC or its Council of Principals is ‘venal’, ‘duplicitous’ and ‘vain’ is
highly defamatory both of the Church and its Council, and likely to cause
serious reputational damage. This increases your liability.

Blog Post of 23 February 2013: ‘The Drowned Prophet’

On 23 February 2013, you published a post titled “The Drowned Prophet’, in
which you made a series of defamatory and deeply hurtful assertions about
the death by drowning in 1995 of Mr and Mrs Wace’s firstborn child, Daiyu,
who is considered a prophet within the UHC.

UHC members are well aware that while all prophets are, theoretically,
equal, one is far more equal than others. The Drowned Prophet has
become central to the cult of the UHC, with her own rites and separate
observances. Doubtless there was an initial desire on the part of Mazu
Wace to keep her dead daughter [Daiyu Wace] ‘alive’ in some sense, but
she milks and exploits her association with the Drowned Prophet at every
available opportunity. Very few of the brainwashed are brave enough to
ask (even in whispers) what made a drowned 7-year-old deserving of
prophet status. Still fewer dare note the strange coincidence that Jonathan
Wace’s first wife (always airbrushed out of UHC history) also drowned
off Cromer beach.

The assertions and insinuations contained within this paragraph could hardly
be more offensive, hurtful, or defamatory of Mr and Mrs Wace, or of the
UHC as a whole.

The suggestion that Mrs Wace ‘milks’ or ‘exploits’ the tragic death of her
young daughter is a vile slur and highly defamatory of Mrs Wace, both as a
mother and as a Principal of the church.

Moreover, a reasonable reader is likely to conclude from your use of the
phrase ‘strange coincidence’, when referring to the accidental drowning of
Mrs Jennifer Wace, that there is something suspect, either about Mrs Jennifer
Wace’s death, or about the fact that Daiyu Wace met her end in a tragically
similar fashion.



The True Position

On 29 July 1995, 7-year-old Daiyu Wace drowned in the sea off Cromer
beach. As is a matter of public record, and easily discoverable through court
records and press coverage of the inquest into her death, Daiyu was taken to
the beach in the early morning by a church member who hadn’t asked
permission from Daiyu’s parents. Mr and Mrs Wace were devastated to hear
their daughter had drowned while swimming unattended.

It is part of the belief system of the UHC that some deceased members of the
church become ‘prophets’ after death. Religious belief is protected under
English law.

A true account of Mrs Jennifer Wace’s tragic death is likewise available
through court records and press accounts of the inquest. Mrs Jennifer Wace
died on a Bank Holiday afternoon in May 1988. An epileptic, she suffered a
grand mal seizure in the water and in spite of every attempt of nearby
swimmers to save her, she drowned. Numerous witnesses gave evidence at
the inquest that Mr Jonathan Wace was not in the sea at the time Mrs Wace
drowned, and that he ran into the water upon realising what was happening,
but was too late to save his wife. Mr Wace was distraught at his first wife’s
untimely death, and far from wishing to ‘airbrush’ her out of his personal
history, he has commented publicly on the fact that the tragedy deepened his
burgeoning religious faith, to which he turned for solace. Any suggestion to
the contrary is false, malicious and highly defamatory of Mr Jonathan Wace.

Furthermore, it is highly defamatory to describe the church as a ‘cult’ or to
suggest that its members are ‘brainwashed’. All members of the UHC attend
the church of their own free will and are able to leave at any time.

In conclusion...

Emails between ex-UHC member Mr Kevin Pirbright and
Sir Colin Edensor

Kevin Pirbright



20 March 2013
Lawyer’s letter from UHC
To: Sir Colin Edensor

Dear Colin,

This morning | got a lawyer’s letter from the UHC ordering me to
take down my blog or they’ll make me pay, take me to court etc
etc, the usual thing they do to all ex-members. Good! | want this
to get into court. But | haven’t got money for a lawyer so |
wondered if you could help me as | don’t think you can get legal
aid for defamation. I’'m doing this for all the brainwashed,
including Will. Light has to be shone on what these bastards are
doing.

The book’s going really well. Plus, everything they’re doing
against me right now is just adding new chapters!

Best,
Kevin

Sir Colin Edensor

20 March 2013

Re: Lawyer’s letter from UHC
To: Kevin Pirbright

Dear Kevin,

I’d be delighted to help with lawyers’ fees. | recommend my own
lawyers, Rentons, who are already aware of the UHC’s nefarious
activities with regards to our son. Keep me posted on
developments and very good news that the book’s going well. |
think it will make a big difference.

Sincerely,



Colin

An excerpt of an interview with actress Noli Seymour in
Zeitgeist magazine, January 2014

I ask about the two small Chinese characters tattooed just beneath
Seymour’s left ear: new additions to her already extensive collection of body
art.

‘Oh, I got them done last month. They mean “Jinzi”; “gold”, in English.
It’s a reference to the Golden Prophet of the Universal Humanitarian
Church.’

I’d been told that Seymour won’t be answering questions on her
membership of the controversial UHC, but as she’s brought it up, I ask what
she makes of persistent negative rumours about the church.

“That isn’t something Noli wants to discuss,’ says Seymour’s PR man,
but his client ignores him.

‘Oh, please,’ she says, rolling those dazzling baby blues. “There’s
something SO sinister about wanting to help the homeless and give kids
who’re carers a holiday, right? Seriously: do people not have better things to
do than bash a place that does nothing but good?

‘Genuinely,’ she says, leaning towards me for the first time, looking
earnest, ‘the Universal Humanitarian Church is, like, the most progressive
religion of all time. It’s all integrated. It looks for universality, because that’s
what life is, and humanity is: the search for oneness and wholeness. That’s
one of the things that really attracts me about it. It’s like, there are fragments
of truth in all religions, but until we get a synthesis, we won’t see it. So you
get massive diversity there. We study every and any Holy Book. You should
come to a meeting. Tons of people come out of curiosity and, like, never
leave.’

Not entirely to my surprise, Seymour’s PR man intervenes at this point,
reminding Noli that we’re here to discuss her latest movie.

Emails between Sir Colin Edensor and his lawyer David



Renton

Sir Colin Edensor

27 May 2014

Will Edensor trust fund
To: David Renton

Dear David,

| apologise for becoming heated on our call this morning. As |
know you appreciate, this whole situation is taking its toll,
particularly in light of Sally’s recent diagnosis.

| fully appreciate that Will is over-age and that he’s refusing to
submit to a further psychiatric assessment, but I’'m frustrated by
the chicken and egg situation in which we find ourselves. You
say there are no grounds on which a judge would currently rule
Will to be mentally unfit. He joined a dangerous cult and cut off
all contact with family and former friends. Surely this, in and of
itself, is proof that he’s unstable and provides grounds for a
further assessment.

The mere fact that Dr Andy Zhou is a Principal in the UHC ought
to disqualify him from treating or assessing members of the
church. | appreciate that Zhou remains a practising psychologist,
but one would think Zhou’s membership of the UHC represents at
best a glaring conflict of interest when it comes to assessing the
mental health of vulnerable church members in possession of
large trust funds.

As you know, | was overruled at the meeting of Will’s trustees on
Thursday, where the majority view was that there are no legal
grounds on which to withhold funds from him. This brings the
total sum of money that Will has taken out of his trust since
joining the UHC to £95k. | don’t believe Will ever had any
intention of putting a deposit on a house or buying a car,



because he’s still living at Chapman Farm and there’s no
evidence of him taking driving lessons.

As | told you on the phone, Kevin Pirbright is willing to testify in
court that wealthy individuals such as Will are given template
letters to copy out in their own handwriting when applying for
funds. Nobody who knows Will could possibly believe he wrote
the last two letters sent to the Board of Trustees himself. | also
note that he doesn’t mention the Drowned Prophet when it’s a
question of getting his hands on cash.

I'd appreciate any advice on how to break through the impasse in
which we find ourselves. | believe Sally’s iliness has been caused
by the stress of the last two years and we both remain
desperately concerned about our son.

Yours,

Colin

David Renton

27 May 2014

Re: Will Edensor trust fund
To: Sir Colin Edensor

Dear Colin,

Thank you for this. | completely understand that this is an
immensely stressful situation for you and Sally, and you have my
sincere sympathy, especially in the light of Sally’s recent
diagnosis.

While you and | might have doubts and questions about the
Universal Humanitarian Church, it is a legally registered entity
and has never been successfully prosecuted.



Unfortunately, | have concerns about Kevin Pirbright’s credibility
if we bring him before a judge. He’s already been forced to retract
inaccuracies in his blog posts about the UHC, and some of his
allegations about the church strain credulity, particularly his
accounts of the Manifestation of Prophets, which he continues to
attribute to supernatural causes.

If you know of any other ex-UHC members who could be
persuaded to testify as to the use of coercive control, template
letters and so forth, | think we might have a case, but I’'m afraid |
think your chances are very slim if you proceed with Kevin as
your sole witness.

I’m sorry for this gloomy prognosis, Colin. If you can track down
further ex-church members, I'll be glad to rethink.

Best, David

An excerpt of an interview with author Giles Harmon,
ClickLit magazine, February 2015

CL: Some readers have seen a really profound shift in your thinking on
religion in this latest novel.

GH: It isn’t really a shift at all. It’s a development, an evolution. I’'m
merely a few steps further along the path than I was previously. All
that’s happened is that I’ve stumbled upon a unique way of meeting
what I feel is the universal need for the divine, which doesn’t bring
in its wake any of the attendant evils of traditional religions.

CL: You’ll be donating all royalties from One Holy Dawn to the
Universal Humanitarian Church?

GH: I will, yes. I’ve been deeply impressed by the change the UHC has
made in the lives of many, many vulnerable people.

CL: There was an incident at your first reading, where an ex-member of
the UHC was escorted from the venue. Can you comment on that?

GH: The police told me the poor man’s quite seriously mentally ill, but I



don’t know any more than that.

CL: Are you aware of the public comments Sir Colin Edensor has made
about the UHC? Specifically, that it’s a cult?

GH: That’s pure nonsense. I can hardly conceive of any group less like a
cult. The place is littered with intelligent professional people —
doctors, writers, teachers — and the whole ethos is to freely inquire
into any and all philosophies and belief systems, including atheism.
I’d encourage any open-minded, intelligent person disillusioned with
traditional religion to drop in on a UHC meeting, because I think
they might be very surprised by what they find there.

Emails between Sir Colin Edensor and Kevin Pirbright

Sir Colin Edensor

2 March 2015

Giles Harmon’s Reading
To: Kevin Pirbright

Dear Kevin,

| was extremely unhappy to read about your behaviour at Giles
Harmon’s book reading. I’'m mystified as to how you think it will
help any of us for you to stand up in public and start hurling
abuse at a respected author. Given that they also publish
Harmon, | wouldn’t be surprised if Roper Chard terminated your
contract.

Colin
Kevin Pirbright
20 March 2015

Re: Giles Harmon’s Reading
To: Sir Colin Edensor

If you’d been there you’d understand exactly why | stood up and



told Harman what | thought of him. These fucking rich pricks like
him and Noli Seymour never see what happens at Chapman
Farm. They’re being used as recruitment tools and they’re too
fucking dumb and arrogant to realise it.

The book’s stalled, so Roper Chard will probably drop me
anyway. I’'m dealing with a lot of stuff | think | repressed. There
was a night when all the kids were given drinks that | now think
must have been drugged. I’'m having nightmares about the
punishments. There are also big stretches of time where | can’t
remember anything.

| can feel the presence of the Drowned Prophet all around me. If
anything happens to me, she’ll have done it.

Kevin

Letters from Sir Colin and Lady Edensor to their son
William

14 December 2015
Dear Will,
The doctors have now given Mum 3 months to live. I’'m begging you to

contact us. Mum’s tormented by the idea that she might never see you again.
Dad

14 December 2015
Darling Will,

I’m dying. Please, Will, let me see you. This is my dying wish. Please,
Will. I can’t bear to leave this world without seeing you again. Will, I love
you so very much and I always, always will. If I could hug you one more
time I’d die happy.

Mum XXXXXXXXX



2 January 2016
Dear Will,
Mum died yesterday. The doctors thought she had longer. If you’re

interested in attending her funeral, let me know.
Dad



PART ONE

Ching/The Well

THE WELL. The town may be changed,
But the well cannot be changed.
The I Ching or Book of Changes
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... the superior man is careful of his words
And temperate in eating and drinking.
The I Ching or Book of Changes

February 2016

Private detective Cormoran Strike was standing in the corner of a small,
stuffy, crowded marquee with a wailing baby in his arms. Heavy rain was
falling onto the canvas above, its irregular drumbeat audible even over the
chatter of guests and his newly baptised godson’s screams. The heater at
Strike’s back was pumping out too much warmth, but he couldn’t move,
because three blonde women, all of whom were around forty and holding
plastic glasses of champagne, had him trapped while taking it in turns to
shout questions about his most newsworthy cases. Strike had agreed to hold
the baby ‘for a mo’ while the baby’s mother went to the bathroom, but she’d
been gone for what felt like an hour.

‘When,’ asked the tallest of the blondes loudly, ‘did you realise it wasn’t
suicide?’

‘Took a while,” Strike shouted back, full of resentment that one of these
women wasn’t offering to hold the baby. Surely they knew some arcane
female trick that would soothe him? He tried gently bouncing the child up
and down in his arms. It shrieked still more bitterly.

Behind the blondes stood a brunette in a shocking pink dress, who Strike
had noticed back at the church. She’d talked and giggled loudly from her pew
before the service had started, and had drawn a lot of attention to herself by
saying ‘aww’ loudly while the holy water was being poured over the sleeping
baby’s head, so that half the congregation was looking at her, rather than
towards the font. Their eyes now met. Hers were a bright sea-blue, and



expertly made up so that they stood out like aquamarines against her olive
skin and long dark brown hair. Strike broke eye contact first. Just as the
lopsided fascinator and slow reactions of the proud grandmother told Strike
she’d already drunk too much, so that glance had told him that the woman in
pink was trouble.

‘And the Shacklewell Ripper,” said the bespectacled blonde, ‘did you
actually physically catch him?’

No, I did it all telepathically.

‘Sorry,’ said Strike, because he’d just glimpsed Ilsa, his godson’s mother,
through the French doors leading into the kitchen. ‘Need to give him back to
his mum.’

He manoeuvred past the disappointed blondes and the woman in pink and
headed out of the marquee, his fellow guests parting before him as though the
baby’s wails were a siren.

‘Oh, God, I’'m sorry, Corm,’ said fair-haired, bespectacled Ilsa Herbert.
She was leaning up against the side talking to Strike’s detective partner
Robin Ellacott, and Robin’s boyfriend, CID officer Ryan Murphy. ‘Give him
here, he needs a feed. Come with me,” she added to Robin, ‘we can talk —
couldn’t grab me a glass of water, could you, please?’

Fucking great, thought Strike, watching Robin walk away to fill a glass at
the sink, leaving him alone with Ryan Murphy who, like Strike, was well
over six feet tall. There, the resemblance ended. Unlike the private detective,
who resembled a broken-nosed Beethoven, with dark, tightly curling hair and
a naturally surly expression, Murphy was classically good looking, with high
cheekbones and wavy light brown hair.

Before either man could find a subject of conversation, they were joined
by Strike’s old friend Nick Herbert, a gastroenterologist, and father of the
baby who’d just been assaulting Strike’s eardrums. Nick, whose sandy hair
had begun receding in his twenties, was now half bald.

‘So, how’s it feel to have renounced Satan?’ Nick asked Strike.

‘Bit of a wrench, obviously,’ said the detective, ‘but we had a good run.’

Murphy laughed, and so did somebody else, right behind Strike. He
turned: the woman in pink had followed him out of the marquee. Strike’s late
Aunt Joan would have thought the pink dress inappropriate for a christening:
a clinging, wraparound affair with a low V neckline and a hemline that
showed a lot of tanned leg.



‘I was going to offer to hold the baby,’ she said in a loud, slightly husky
voice, smiling up at Strike, who noticed Murphy’s gaze sliding down to the
woman’s cleavage and back up to her eyes. ‘I love babies. But then you left.’

‘Wonder what you’re supposed to do with a christening cake?’ said Nick,
contemplating the large, uncut slab of iced fruitcake that lay on the island in
the middle of the kitchen, topped with a blue teddy bear.

‘Eat it?’ suggested Strike, who was hungry. He’d had only a couple of
sandwiches before Ilsa had handed him the baby and, as far as he could see,
his fellow guests had demolished most of the available food while he’d been
trapped in the marquee. Again, the woman in pink laughed.

“Yeah, but are there supposed to be pictures taken first, or what?’ said
Nick.

‘Pictures,’ said the woman in pink, ‘definitely.’

‘We’ll have to wait, then,” said Nick. Looking Strike up and down
through his wire-rimmed glasses, he asked, ‘How much have you lost now?’

‘Three stone,’ said Strike.

‘Good going,’ said Murphy, slim and fit in his single-breasted suit.

Fuck off, you smug bastard.
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Six in the fifth place means...
The companion bites his way through the wrappings.
If one goes to him,
How could it be a mistake?
The I Ching or Book of Changes

Robin was sitting on the end of the double bed in the marital bedroom. The
room, which was decorated in shades of blue, was tidy except for two
drawers lying open at the base of the wardrobe. Robin had been acquainted
with the Herberts long enough to know Nick would have left them like this: it
was one of his wife’s perennial complaints that he neither pushed in drawers
nor closed cupboard doors.

Lawyer Ilsa was currently settled in a rocking chair in the corner, the baby
already gulping greedily at her breast. As she came from a farming family,
Robin was unfazed by the snuffling noises the baby was making. Strike
would have found them vaguely indecent.

‘It makes you so damn thirsty,” said Ilsa, who’d just gulped down most of
her glass of water. Having handed Robin the empty glass she added, ‘I think
my mum’s drunk.’

‘I know. I’ve never met anyone happier to be a grandmother,’ said Robin.

“True,’ sighed Ilsa. ‘Bloody Bijou, though.’

‘Bloody what?’

“The loud woman in pink! You must’ve noticed her, her tits are virtually
hanging out of her dress. I detest her,’ said Ilsa vehemently, ‘she’s got to be
the centre of attention all the bloody time. She was in the room when I
invited two other people at her chambers, and she just assumed I meant her,



too, and I couldn’t think of any way of telling her no.’

‘Her name’s Bijou?’ said Robin incredulously. ‘As in residence?’

‘As in man-hungry pain in the arse. Her real name’s Belinda,” said Ilsa,
who then affected a booming, sultry voice, ‘“but everyone calls me Bijou™.’

‘Why do they?’

‘Because she tells them to,” said Ilsa crossly, and Robin laughed. ‘She’s
having an affair with a married QC, and I hope to God I don’t meet him in
court any time soon, because she’s told us way too much about what they get
up to in bed. She’s quite open about trying to get pregnant by him, to get him
to leave his wife... but maybe I'm bitter... well, I am bitter. I don’t need
women who’re size eight around me, right now. This is a size sixteen,’ she
said, looking down at her navy dress. ‘I’ve never been this big in my life.’

“You’ve just given birth and you look absolutely lovely,” said Robin
firmly. ‘Everyone’s been saying so.’

‘See, this is why I like you, Robin,” said Ilsa, wincing slightly at the
enthusiastic sucking of her son. ‘How’re things going with Ryan?’

‘Good,’ said Robin.

‘What’s it been now? Seven months?’

‘Eight,’ said Robin.

‘Hm,’ said Ilsa, now smiling down at her baby.

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Corm’s hating it. His face when you and Ryan were holding hands
outside the church. And I notice Corm’s lost a ton of weight.’

‘He had to,’ said Robin, ‘because his leg got so bad last year.’

‘If you say so... Ryan doesn’t drink at all?’

‘No, I told you: he’s an alcoholic. Sober two years.’

‘Ah... well, he seems nice. He wants kids,” added Ilsa, shooting a glance
at her friend. ‘He was telling me so, earlier.’

‘We’re hardly going to start trying for a baby when we’ve known each
other barely eight months, Ilsa.’

‘Corm’s never wanted kids.’

Robin ignored this comment. She knew perfectly well that Ilsa and Nick
had hoped for several years that she and Strike would become more to each
other than detective partners and best friends.

‘Did you see Charlotte in the Mail?’ asked Ilsa, when it became clear
Robin wasn’t going to discuss Strike’s paternal urges or lack thereof. ‘With



that Thingy Dormer?’

‘Mm,’ said Robin.

‘I’d say “poor bloke”, but he looks tough enough to handle her... mind
you, so did Corm, and that didn’t stop her fucking up his life as badly as she
could.’

Charlotte Campbell was Strike’s ex-fiancée, with whom he’d been
entangled on and off for sixteen years. Recently separated from her husband,
Charlotte was now featuring heavily in gossip columns alongside her new
boyfriend, Landon Dormer, a thrice-married, lantern-jawed billionaire
American hotelier. Robin’s only thought on seeing the most recent paparazzi
pictures of the couple was that Charlotte, though as beautiful as ever in her
red slip dress, looked strangely blank and glassy-eyed.

There was a knock on the bedroom door, and Ilsa’s husband entered.

‘The consensus,” Nick told his wife, ‘is that we take pictures before
cutting the christening cake.’

‘Well, you’ll have to give me a bit longer,’ said the harried Ilsa, ‘because
he’s only had one side.’

‘And in other news, your friend Bijou’s trying to chat up Corm,” Nick
added, grinning.

‘She’s not my bloody friend,” retorted Ilsa, ‘and you’d better warn him
she’s a complete nutcase. Ouch,’ she added crossly, glaring down at her son.

Down in the crowded kitchen, Strike was still standing beside the uncut
christening cake, while Bijou Watkins, whose Christian name Strike had
asked her to repeat because he hadn’t believed it the first time, was subjecting
him to a rapid-fire stream of gossip relating to her job punctuated by cackles
of laughter at her own jokes. She spoke very loudly: Strike doubted whether
there was anyone in the kitchen who wasn’t able to hear her.

‘... with Harkness — you know George Harkness? The QC?’

‘Yeah,’ lied Strike. Either Bijou imagined that private detectives routinely
attended court cases, or she was one of those people who imagine that
everyone is as interested in the minutiae and personalities of their profession
as they are.

‘... so I was on the Winterson case — Daniel Winterson? Insider trading?’

‘Yeah,” said Strike, glancing around the kitchen. Ryan Murphy had
disappeared. Strike hoped he’d left.

‘... and we couldn’t afford another mistrial, obviously, so Gerry said to



me, “Bijou, I’ll need you in your push-up bra, we’ve got Judge Rawlins...”’

She cackled again as a few male guests looked around at Bijou, some
smirking. Strike, who hadn’t expected the turn the conversation had taken,
found himself glancing down at her cleavage. She had an undeniably
fabulous figure, small-waisted, long-legged and large-breasted.

‘... you know who Judge Rawlins is, right? Piers Rawlins?’

“Yeah,’ Strike lied again.

‘Right, so, he’s a real one for the ladies, so I’'m walking into court like
this...’

She pressed her breasts together with her upper arms and emitted a throaty
laugh again. Nick, who’d just reappeared in the kitchen, caught Strike’s eye
and grinned.

‘... and so, yeah, we were pulling out all the stops, and when the verdict
came in, Gerry said to me, OK, next time it’ll have to be no knickers and you
just keep bending over to pick up your pen.’

She burst out laughing for the third time. Strike, who could just imagine
how his two female co-workers, Robin and ex-policewoman Midge
Greenstreet, would react if he started suggesting these strategies for getting
information out of witnesses or suspects, settled for a perfunctory smile.

At this moment, Robin reappeared in the kitchen, alone. Strike’s eyes
followed her as she slid through the crowd to Nick to tell him something.
He’d rarely seen Robin wear her strawberry blonde hair up, and it suited her.
Her light blue dress was far more demure than Bijou’s and looked new:
bought in tribute to Master Benjamin Herbert, Strike wondered, or for the
benefit of Ryan Murphy? As he watched, Robin turned, saw him, and smiled
over the sea of heads.

“Scuse me,” he said, cutting off Bijou mid-anecdote, ‘need to talk to
someone.’

He picked up two of the pre-poured glasses of champagne standing beside
the christening cake and cleaved his way through the jumble of laughing,
drinking friends and relatives to where Robin was standing.

‘Hi,” he said. There’d been no chance to talk at the church, though they’d
stood side by side at the font, jointly renouncing Satan. ‘Want a drink?’

“Thanks,” said Robin, taking the glass. ‘Thought you didn’t like
champagne?’

‘Couldn’t find any lager. Did you get my email?’



‘About Sir Colin Edensor?’ said Robin, dropping her voice. In unspoken
agreement, the pair edged away from the fray into a corner. ‘Yes. Funnily
enough, I was reading an article about the Universal Humanitarian Church
the other day. You realise their headquarters are about ten minutes from our
office?’

‘Rupert Court, yeah,’ said Strike. “There were girls out with collecting tins
in Wardour Street last time I was there. How d’you fancy meeting Edensor
with me on Tuesday?’

‘Definitely,” said Robin, who’d been hoping Strike would suggest this.
‘“Where’s he want to meet?’

“The Reform Club, he’s a member. Murphy have to leave?’ Strike asked
casually.

‘No,’ said Robin, looking around, ‘but he had to make a work call. Maybe
he’s outside.’

Robin resented feeling self-conscious as she said this. She ought to be
able to talk naturally about her boyfriend with her best friend, but given
Strike’s lack of warmth on the rare occasions Murphy called for her at the
office, she found it difficult.

‘How was Littlejohn yesterday?’ asked Strike.

‘All right,” said Robin, ‘but I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone as quiet.’

‘Makes a nice change after Morris and Nutley, doesn’t it?’

‘Well, yes,’ said Robin uncertainly, ‘but it’s a bit unnerving to sit next to
someone in a car for three hours in total silence. And if you say anything to
him, you get a grunt or a monosyllable.’

A month previously, Strike had succeeded in finding a new subcontractor
for the detective agency. Slightly older than Strike, Clive Littlejohn, too, was
ex-Special Investigation Branch, and had only recently left the army. He was
large and square, with heavy-lidded eyes that gave an impression of perennial
weariness, and salt-and-pepper hair that he continued to wear military short.
At interview, he’d explained that he and his wife wanted a more stable life
for their teenage children, after the constant upheavals and absences of army
life. On the evidence of the past four weeks, he was conscientious and
reliable, but Strike had to admit his taciturnity was taken to an unusual
extreme, and he couldn’t remember so far seeing Littlejohn crack a smile.

‘Pat doesn’t like him,’ said Robin.

Pat was the agency’s office manager, an implausibly black-haired, chain-



smoking woman of fifty-eight who looked at least a decade older.

‘I don’t go to Pat for character judgement,’ said Strike.

He’d noticed the officer manager’s warmth towards Ryan Murphy
whenever the CID man turned up to pick Robin up from the office and didn’t
appreciate it. Irrationally, he felt everyone at the agency should feel as hostile
to Murphy as he did.

‘Sounds as though Patterson really messed up the Edensor case,” said
Robin.

‘Yeah,’ said Strike, with an unconcealed satisfaction that stemmed from
the fact that he and the head of the rival detective agency, Mitch Patterson,
detested each other. “They were bloody careless. I’ve been reading up on that
church since I got Edensor’s email and I'd say it’d be a big mistake to
underestimate them. If we take the job, it might mean one of us going in
under deep cover. I can’t do it, the leg’s too distinctive. Probably have to be
Midge. She’s not married.’

‘Nor am I,’ said Robin quickly.

“This wouldn’t be like you pretending to be Venetia Hall or Jessica
Robins, though,” said Strike, referring to undercover personas Robin had
adopted during previous cases. ‘It wouldn’t be nine-to-five. Might mean you
couldn’t have contact with the outside world for a while.’

‘So?’ said Robin. ‘I’d be up for that.’

She had a strong feeling that she was being tested.

‘Well,” said Strike, who had indeed found out what he wanted to know,
‘we haven’t got the job yet. If we do, we’ll have to decide who fits the bill
best.’

At this moment, Ryan Murphy reappeared in the kitchen. Robin
automatically stepped away from Strike, to whom she’d been standing close,
so as to keep their conversation private.

‘What’re you two plotting?’ asked Murphy, smiling, though his eyes were
alert.

‘No plot,” said Robin. ‘Just work stuff.’

Ilsa now reappeared in the kitchen, holding her finally sated, sleeping son.

‘Cake!” shouted Nick. ‘Godparents and grandparents here for pictures,
please.’

Robin moved into the heart of the party as people crowded into the
kitchen from the marquee. For a moment or two, she’d been reminded of the



tensions of her former marriage: she hadn’t liked Murphy’s question, nor had
she appreciated Strike pushing to find out whether she was committed to the
job as much as the single Midge.

“You hold Benjy,’ said Ilsa, when Robin reached her. “Then I can stand
behind you. I’ll look thinner.’

“You’re being silly, you look great,” murmured Robin, but she accepted
her sleeping godson and turned to face the camera, which was being held by
Ilsa’s red-faced uncle. There was much jostling and repositioning behind the
island on which the christening cake stood: camera phones were held high.
Ilsa’s tipsy mother trod painfully on Robin’s foot and apologised to Strike
instead. The sleeping baby was surprisingly heavy.

‘Cheese!” bellowed Ilsa’s uncle.

‘It suits you!’ called Murphy, toasting Robin.

Out of the corner of her eye, Robin saw a blaze of shocking pink: Bijou
Watkins had found her way to Strike’s other side. The flash went off several
times, the baby in Robin’s arms stirred but slept on, and the moment was
captured for posterity: the proud grandmother’s bleary smile, Ilsa’s anxious
expression, the light reflected on Nick’s glasses so that he looked vaguely
sinister, and the slightly forced smiles on the faces of both godparents, who
were pressed together behind the blue icing teddy bear, Strike ruminating on
what Murphy had just said, Robin noticing how Bijou leaned into her
detective partner, determined to feature in the picture.
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To be circumspect and not to forget one’s armour is the right

way to security.
The I Ching or Book of Changes

Strike arrived back in his attic flat in Denmark Street at eight that evening,
with the gassy sensation champagne always gave him, feeling vaguely
depressed. Usually he’d have grabbed a takeaway on the way home, but on
leaving hospital after a three-week stay the previous year he’d been given
strict instructions about weight loss, physiotherapy and giving up smoking.
For the first time since his leg had been blown off in Afghanistan, he’d done
as the doctors ordered.

Now, without much enthusiasm, he put vegetables in a newly purchased
steamer, took a salmon fillet out of the fridge and measured out some
wholegrain rice, all the time trying not to think about Robin Ellacott, and
succeeding only in so far as he remained aware of how difficult it was not to
think about her. He might have left hospital with many good resolutions, but
he’d also been burdened with an intractable problem that couldn’t be solved
by lifestyle changes: a problem that, in truth, he’d had far longer than he
cared to admit, but which he’d finally faced only when lying in his hospital
bed, watching Robin leave for her first date with Murphy.

For several years now, he’d told himself that an affair with his detective
partner wasn’t worth risking his most important friendship for, or
jeopardising the business they’d built together. If there were hardships and
privations attached to a life lived resolutely alone in a small attic flat above
his office, Strike had considered them a price well worth paying for
independence and peace after the endless storms and heartache of his long,



on-off relationship with Charlotte. Yet the shock of hearing that Robin was
heading off for a date with Ryan Murphy had forced Strike to admit that the
attraction he’d felt towards Robin from the moment she’d first taken off her
coat in his office had slowly mutated against his will into something else,
something he’d finally been forced to name. Love had arrived in a form he
didn’t recognise, which was doubtless why he’d become aware of the danger
too late to head it off.

For the first time since he’d met Robin, Strike had no interest in pursuing
a separate sexual relationship as a distraction from and a sublimation of any
inconvenient feelings he might have for his partner. The last time he’d sought
solace with another woman, beautiful as she’d been, he’d ended up with a
stiletto heel puncture on his leg and a sense of grim futility. He still didn’t
know whether, in the event of Robin’s relationship with Murphy ending, as
he devoutly hoped it would, he’d force a conversation he’d once have resisted
to the utmost, with a view to ascertaining Robin’s own true feelings. The
objections to an affair with her remained. On the other hand (‘It suits you!’
that prick Murphy had said, seeing Robin with a baby in her arms), he feared
the business partnership might break up in any case, because Robin would
decide marriage and children appealed more than a detective career. So here
stood Cormoran Strike, slimmer, fitter, clearer of lung, alone in his attic,
poking broccoli angrily with a wooden spoon, thinking about not thinking
about Robin Ellacott.

The ringing of his mobile came as a welcome distraction. Taking salmon,
rice and vegetables off the heat, he answered.

‘Awright, Bunsen?’ said a familiar voice.

‘Shanker,’ said Strike. “What’s up?’

The man on the phone was an old friend, though Strike would have been
hard pressed to remember his real name. Strike’s mother, Leda, had scraped
the motherless and incurably criminal sixteen-year-old Shanker off the street
after he’d been stabbed and brought him home to their squat. Shanker had
subsequently become a kind of stepbrother to Strike, and was probably the
only human being who’d never seen any flaws in the incurably flighty,
novelty-chasing Leda.

‘Need some ’elp,’ said Shanker.

‘Go on,’ said Strike.

‘Need to find a geezer.’



‘“What for?’ said Strike.

‘Nah, it ain’t what you fink,” said Shanker. ‘I ain’ gonna mess wiv ’im.’

‘Good,’ said Strike, taking a drag on the vape pen that continued to supply
him with nicotine. “Who is he?’

‘Angel’s farver.’

“Whose father?’

‘Angel,’ said Shanker, ‘me stepdaughter.’

‘Oh,’ said Strike, surprised. ‘You got married?’

‘No,’” said Shanker impatiently, ‘but I’m living wiv ’er mum, in’ I?’

‘What is it, child support?’

‘Nah,’ said Shanker. “We’ve just found out Angel’s got leukaemia.’

‘Shit,’ said Strike, startled. ‘I’'m sorry.’

‘An’ she wants to see ’er real dad an’ we ain’ got no idea where ’e is. ’E’s
a cunt,’ said Shanker, ‘just not my kind o’ cunt.’

Strike understood this, because Shanker’s contacts throughout the
criminal world of London were extensive, and could have found a
professional con with ease.

‘All right, give me a name and date of birth,” said Strike, reaching for a
pen and notebook. Shanker did so, then asked,

“Ow much?’

“You can owe me one,’ said Strike.

‘Serious?’ said Shanker, sounding surprised. ‘Awright, then. Cheers,
Bunsen.’

Always impatient of unnecessary phone talk, Shanker then hung up and
Strike returned to his broccoli and salmon, sorry to hear about the ill child
who wanted to see her father, but nevertheless reflecting that it would be
useful to have a favour in hand with Shanker. The small tip-offs and bits of
information Strike got from his old friend, which were sometimes useful
when Strike needed bait for police contacts, had escalated sharply in price as
Strike’s agency had become more successful.

Meal made, Strike carried his plate to the small kitchen table, but before
he could sit down his mobile rang for a second time. The call had been
forwarded from the office landline. He hesitated before picking it up, because
he had a feeling he knew who he was about to hear.

‘Strike.’

‘Hey, Bluey,’ said a slightly slurred voice. There was a lot of background



noise, including voices and music.

It was the second time Charlotte had phoned him in a week. As she no
longer had his mobile number, the office line was the only way of contacting
him.

‘I’m busy, Charlotte,’ he said, his voice cold.

‘I knew you’d say that... ’m’in a horrible club. You’d hate it...’

‘I’m busy,’ he repeated, and hung up. He expected her to call again, and
she did. He let the call go to voicemail as he shrugged off his suit jacket. As
he did so, he heard a rustle in his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper that
shouldn’t have been there. Unfolding it, he saw a mobile number and the
name ‘Bijou Watkins’. She must be pretty deft, he thought, to have slipped
that into his pocket without him feeling it. He tore the piece of paper in half,
binned it, and sat down to eat his meal.
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Nine in the third place means:
When tempers flare up in the family,
Too great severity brings remorse.
The I Ching or Book of Changes

At eleven o’clock on the last Tuesday in February, Strike and Robin travelled
together by taxi from their office to the Reform Club, a large, grey
nineteenth-century building that stood on Pall Mall.

‘Sir Colin’s in the coffee room,’ said the tailcoated attendant who took
their names at the door, and led them across the vast atrium. Robin, who’d
thought she looked reasonably smart in black trousers and a sweater, which
would also work for her surveillance job later, now felt slightly underdressed.
White marble busts stood sentinel on square plinths and large oil paintings of
eminent Whigs looked benignly down from gold frames, while columns of
fluted stone rose from the tiled floor to the first-floor balcony, then up to a
vaulted glass ceiling.

The coffee room, which had implied a small and cosy space, proved to be
an equally grand dining room, with green, red and gold walls, long windows
and gilt chandeliers with frosted glass globes. Only one table was occupied,
and Robin recognised their potential client at once, because she’d looked him
up the previous evening.

Sir Colin Edensor, who’d been born into a working-class family in
Manchester, had enjoyed a distinguished career in the civil service, which
had culminated in a knighthood. Now patron of several charities concerned
with education and child welfare, he had a quiet reputation for intelligence
and integrity. Over the past twelve months his name, which had hitherto



appeared only in broadsheets, had found its way into the tabloids, because
Edensor’s scathing remarks about the Universal Humanitarian Church had
drawn fire from a wide range of people, including a famous actress, a
respected author and sundry pop culture journalists, all of whom depicted
Edensor as a rich man furious that his son was squandering his trust fund to
help the poor.

Sir Colin’s wealth had come to him through his marriage to the daughter
of a man who’d made many millions from a chain of clothing stores. The
couple appeared to have been happy together given that the marriage had
lasted forty years. Sally had died barely two months previously, leaving
behind three sons, of whom William was the youngest by ten years. Robin
assumed the two men sitting with Sir Colin were his elder sons.

“Your guests, Sir Colin,” said the attendant, without actually bowing,
though his tone was hushed and deferential.

‘Good morning,’ said Sir Colin, smiling as he got to his feet and shook
hands with the detectives in turn.

Their prospective client had a thick head of grey hair and the sort of face
that engenders liking and trust. There were laughter lines on his face, his
mouth was naturally upturned at the corners and the brown eyes behind his
gold-rimmed bifocals were warm. His accent was still perceptibly
Mancunian.

‘These are Will’s brothers, James and Edward.’

James Edensor, who resembled his father, except that his hair was dark
brown and he looked rather less good-humoured, stood up to shake hands,
whereas Edward, who had blond hair and large blue eyes, remained seated.
Robin noticed a scar running down Edward’s temple. A walking stick was
propped against his chair.

‘It’s very good of you to see us,” said Sir Colin, when all had sat down.
‘Would you like anything to drink?’

When Strike and Robin declined, Sir Colin cleared his throat slightly, then
said,

‘Well... I should probably start by saying I’m not sure you’re going to be
able to help us. As I told you over the phone, we’ve already tried using
private detectives, which didn’t go well. It might even have made things
worse. However, you were highly recommended to me by the Chiswell
family, who I know of old. Izzy assured me that if you didn’t think you’d be



able to help, you’d tell me so at once — which I thought a high compliment.’

‘We certainly don’t take cases we consider hopeless,’ said Strike.

‘In that case,” said Sir Colin, putting his fingers together, ‘I’ll outline the
situation and you can give me your expert opinion. Yes, please, go ahead,’ he
added, answering Strike’s unasked question as the detective reached for his
notebook.

Even if he hadn’t known Sir Colin’s previous profession, Strike would’ve
known he was a man well-practised in giving information in an organised,
cogent fashion, so he merely readied his pen.

‘I think it’s best to start with Will,” said the civil servant. ‘He’s our
youngest child and he was — I don’t like to say an accident, but Sally was
forty-four when she fell pregnant with him and didn’t realise for quite a
while. But we were delighted, once we got over the shock.’

‘James and I weren’t,” interjected Edward. ‘Nobody likes to think their
forty-something parents are up to that when they’re not looking.’

Sir Colin smiled.

‘All right, well, let’s just say it was a shock all round,” he resumed. ‘But
we all doted on Will once he’d arrived. He was a lovely little boy. Will’s
always been very clever, but by the time he was six or seven we were worried
there was something slightly off. He had passionate enthusiasms -
obsessions, you might almost say — and disliked upsets to his routine. Things
other children took in their stride unsettled him. He didn’t like big groups. At
children’s parties he’d be found upstairs quietly reading or playing on his
own. We were a little bit anxious about him, so we took him to see a
psychologist and he was diagnosed as being on the mild end of the autistic
spectrum. We were told it was nothing dramatic, nothing serious. The
psychologist also told us he’s got a very high IQ. That wasn’t really a
surprise: his ability to process information and his recall were both
extraordinary and his reading age was at least five years ahead of his actual
one.

‘I’'m telling you all this,” Sir Colin went on, ‘because I believe Will’s
particular combination of abilities and quirks explain, at least partially, how
the UHC was able to recruit him. There’d been a previous incident which
worried us a lot, and which should have been a warning.

‘When Will was fourteen he fell in with a couple of boys at school who
told him they were radical socialists, waging a kind of general war on



authority. Will was quite vulnerable to people who seemed to like him,
because at that point he’d never had many very close friends. He bought into
their philosophy of general disruption and started reading all sorts of socialist
theory. Only when they convinced him to set fire to the chapel did we realise
what was going on. He came within a hair’s breadth of being expelled, and
only a late-stage admission from a schoolmate saved him. She knew these
boys were perpetuating a tease on Will for the fun of seeing how far they
could persuade him to go.

‘We sat him down after that, Sally and I,” said Sir Colin, ‘and had a very
long talk with him. It became clear to us that Will had difficulty telling when
people might be duplicitous. He’s quite black and white and expects other
people to be as straightforward as he is, which was an irresistible temptation
to the boys who put him up to arson.

“That incident aside, though, Will never got in trouble, and the older he
got, the more easily he seemed to make friends. Characteristically, he went
and bought books to research autism, and he could be very funny about it. By
the time he came to his final year at school, Sally and I were confident he’d
be fine at university. He’d already proven he could make good friends and his
grades were outstanding.’

Sir Colin took a sip of coffee. Strike, who appreciated the way in which
the civil servant was relating the information, posed no questions, but waited
for him to continue.

“Then,” Sir Colin said, setting down his cup, ‘three months before Will
was due to leave for Durham, Ed was involved in a very serious car crash.’

‘A lorry’s brakes failed,” explained Ed. ‘It crashed right through some
traffic lights and hit my car.’

‘God,’ said Robin. “Were you—"?’

‘He was in a coma for five days,’ said Sir Colin, ‘and had to learn to walk
again. As you can imagine, all Sally’s and my attention was on Ed. Sally was
virtually living at the hospital.

‘I blame myself for what happened next,” said Sir Colin. Both his sons
made to protest, but Sir Colin said, ‘No, let me say it. Will went off to
university, and I wasn’t checking in with him as often as I would have done. I
should’ve asked more questions, shouldn’t have taken things at face value.
He mentioned people he was having drinks with, told me he’d joined a
couple of societies, his coursework didn’t seem a problem — but then he



disappeared. Simply packed up and vanished.

‘His tutor alerted us and we were extremely worried. I went up to the
university myself and spoke to some of his friends, who explained that he’d
been to a UHC talk held at the university, where he got talking to some
members who gave him some literature to read, and asked him to attend a
service, which he did. The next thing that happened was that he reappeared in
his college, stripped his room and took off. Nobody has seen him since.

‘We tracked him down via the temple in Rupert Court and found out he
was at Chapman Farm, in Norfolk. That’s where the UHC originated and it’s
still their largest indoctrination centre. Members aren’t permitted mobile
phones, so the only way to contact Will was to write to him, which we did.
Eventually, under threat of the police, we managed to force the church to let
us meet Will at their Central Temple in Rupert Court.

“That meeting went extremely badly. It was like talking to a stranger. Will
was totally unlike himself. He met everything we said with what I now know
to be standard UHC talking points and jargon, and he refused point-blank to
leave the church or resume his studies. I lost my temper, which was a big
mistake, because it played right into the church’s hands and enabled them to
paint me as his enemy. I should’ve done what Sally was doing: simply pour
out love and show we weren’t trying to control or mislead him, which of
course is what the church Principals were saying about us.

‘If I’d let Sally handle things, we might have had a chance of getting him
out, but I was angry — angry he was throwing away his university career, and
angry he’d caused so much fuss and worry when we still didn’t know
whether Ed was going to be wheelchair-bound for the rest of his life.’

‘What year was this?’ Strike asked.

‘2012,’ said Sir Colin.

‘So he’s been in there nearly four years?’

‘Correct.’

‘And you’ve only seen him once since he joined?’

‘Once face to face, and otherwise only in photographs taken by Patterson
Inc. Ed’s seen him, though.’

‘We didn’t talk,” said Ed. ‘I tried to approach him last year in Wardour
Street and he just turned tail and ran back into the Rupert Court Temple. I’ve
walked the area a few times since and I’ve spotted him from a distance, out
with his collecting tin. He looks ill. Emaciated. He’s the tallest of all of us



and he must be several stone underweight.’

‘Apparently they’re chronically underfed at Chapman Farm,’ said Sir
Colin. ‘They do a lot of fasts. I found out a lot about the inner workings of
the church through a young ex-member called Kevin Pirbright. Kevin grew
up in the church. He was there from the age of three.’

“Yeah,’ said James, who for the last few minutes had given the impression
of a man struggling to keep a guard on his tongue. ‘He had an excuse.’

There was a moment of charged silence.

‘Sorry,’ said James, though he didn’t look it, but then, evidently unable to
hold the words back, he said forcefully,

‘Look, Will might have been too much of an idiot not to realise setting
fire to a school chapel won’t solve world poverty, but come on. Come on. Of
all the times to join a cult, he chooses the exact moment we’re waiting to find
out whether Ed’s going to be paraplegic for the rest of his life?’

‘Will doesn’t think like that,’ said Ed.

‘No, because he’s a self-centred, monomaniacal little shit,” said James
hotly. ‘He knows perfectly well what he’s doing and he’s had plenty of
opportunities to stop doing it. Don’t go thinking he’s some innocent halfwit,’
he threw at Strike and Robin. ‘Will can be bloody patronising to anyone who
isn’t as clever as he is and you should hear him in an argument.’

‘James,’ said Ed quietly, but his brother ignored him.

‘My mother died on New Year’s Day. One of her last conscious acts was
to write a letter to Will, begging him to let her see him one more time.
Nothing. Nothing back. He let her die fretting about him, desperate to see
him, and he didn’t turn up for the funeral, either. That was his choice and I’1l
never forgive him for it. Never. There. I’ve said it,” said James, slapping his
hands to his thighs before getting to his feet. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do this,” he
added, and before anyone else could speak, he’d marched out of the room.

‘I thought that was going to happen,” muttered Ed.

‘I’'m so sorry,” said Sir Colin to Strike and Robin. His eyes had become
wet.

‘Don’t worry about us,’ said Strike. ‘We’ve seen far worse.’

Sir Colin cleared his throat again and said, with a slight tremor in his
voice,

‘Sally’s very last conscious act was to beg me to get Will out... do excuse
me,’ he added, as tears began to leak from beneath the bifocals and he groped



for a handkerchief.

Ed struggled up to move into the seat beside his father. As he moved
around the table, Strike saw he still had a pronounced limp.

‘C’mon, Dad,” he said, placing a hand on Sir Colin’s shoulder. “’S’all
right.’

‘We don’t usually behave like this in public,” Sir Colin told Strike and
Robin, striving for a smile as he mopped his eyes. ‘It’s just that Sally... it’s
all still very... very recent...’

With what Robin felt was deplorable timing, an attendant now arrived
beside their table to offer lunch.

“Yes, very good idea,’ said Sir Colin huskily. ‘Let’s eat.’

By the time menus had been provided and food ordered, Sir Colin had
regained his composure. Once the waiter was out of earshot he said,

‘Of course, James is right, up to a point. Will’s got a formidable intellect
and he’s a devil in a debate. I’'m simply trying to explain that there’s always
been a — a worrying naivety allied to Will’s very powerful brain. He’s
thoroughly well intentioned, he truly wants to make the world a better place,
but he also likes certainty and rules to cleave to. Before he found the prophets
of the UHC, it was socialism, and before that he was a very tiresome Cub
Scout — tiresome for the Cub leaders, because he didn’t like noisy games, but
equally tiresome for us, with his endless good turns, and wanting to debate
whether it was a good turn if it was something he’d been asked to do, or
whether he had to think up his own acts of benevolence for them to qualify.

‘But Will’s real problem,’ said Sir Colin, ‘is that he doesn’t see evil. It’s
theoretical to him, a faceless world force to be eradicated. He’s utterly blind
to it when he’s up close.’

‘And you think the UHC’s evil?’

‘Oh yes, Mr Strike,’ said Sir Colin quietly. ‘Yes, I'm afraid I do.’

‘Have you tried visiting him? Arranging another meeting?’

“Yes, but he’s refused. Only church members are allowed at Chapman
Farm and when Ed and I tried to attend a service at the Rupert Court Temple
to talk to Will, we were refused entry. It’s a registered religious building, so
they have a legal right to bar visitors. We deduced from the fact we weren’t
allowed in that the church have pictures of Will’s family members and have
instructed church officials to keep us out.

‘As I told you on the phone, that’s how Patterson Inc messed things up.



They sent the same man who’d been staking out Chapman Farm to the
temple. Chapman Farm has cameras all around the perimeter, so the church
authorities already knew what the man looked like, and when he arrived in
Rupert Court they told him they knew who he was and who he worked for,
and that Will was aware I was having private detectives follow him. At that
point I terminated my contract with Patterson Inc. They’d not only failed to
find out any information that would help me extract Will, they’d reinforced
the church’s narrative against our family.’

‘Will’s still at Chapman Farm then, is he?’

‘As far as we know, yes. He sometimes goes out collecting money in
Norwich and London. He occasionally stays overnight at the Rupert Court
Temple, but otherwise he’s at the farm. Kevin told me recruits who don’t
progress to running seminars and prayer meetings usually remain in the
indoctrination centres — or spiritual retreats, as the church calls them.
Apparently there’s a lot of hard labour at Chapman Farm.’

‘How did you meet this — Strike checked his notes ‘— Kevin Pirbright?’

‘I contacted him through his blog about the UHC,’ said Sir Colin.

‘Would he be amenable to talking to us?’

‘I’m sure he would have been,’ said Sir Colin quietly, ‘but he’s dead. He
was shot in August of last year.’

‘Shot?’ repeated Strike and Robin simultaneously.

“Yes. A single bullet to the head at home in his flat in Canning Town. It
wasn’t suicide,” said Sir Colin, forestalling Strike’s question. ‘There was no
gun found at the scene. Patterson spoke to a police contact: they believe it
was a drug-related killing. Apparently Kevin was dealing.’

‘“Were you aware of that?’

‘No, but I wouldn’t have been... I think the poor chap wanted to impress
me,’ said Sir Colin sadly. “Wanted to seem more well balanced than he really
was. He didn’t have anyone else, because the rest of his family are still in the
UHC. I never visited his flat and it was only towards the end that he admitted
how much of a toll it was taking on him, writing about everything that had
happened to him, trying to piece together his memories for his book about the
UHC. I should’ve realised, I ought to have got him some kind of counselling.
Should’ve remembered he was a damaged human being, instead of treating
him as a kind of weapon to be used against the church.

‘I didn’t hear from him at all in the month before he was shot. Sally’s



illness had been declared terminal, and I’d ticked Kevin off for behaving
erratically and unhelpfully: I mean, in ways that were damaging to himself,
quite apart from my wish to get Will out of the UHC. He made a scene at
Giles Harmon’s book signing, swearing and shouting. [ was constantly trying
to impress upon him that those kinds of tactics could only backfire, but he
was very angry, very bitter.’

‘Do you think it was a drug-related hit?’

Ed glanced sideways at his father, who hesitated before saying,

‘I was in rather an overwrought state when I heard he’d been shot and... if
I’m honest, my thoughts certainly went straight to the UHC.’

‘But you’ve changed your mind?’

‘I have, yes. They don’t need guns; they’ve got expensive lawyers.
They’re expert at shutting down criticism: articles by sympathetic journalists,
celebrities doing PR... Kevin was very small fry, really, even if he’d
managed to finish his book. They’d already forced him to take down every
serious allegation he made on his blog, and they’d also made accusations of
abuse against him.’

‘What kind of abuse?’

‘Sexual,” said Sir Colin. ‘“They claimed he’d abused his sisters. According
to a letter Kevin received from the Council of Principals, both girls had made
fairly detailed allegations against him. Now, I know as well as anyone that
sexual abuse is endemic. One of the charities I work with helps survivors, so
I’m only too familiar with the statistics and I’'m not deluded: plenty of
apparently charming people do terrible things behind closed doors.
Obviously, I can’t discount the possibility that Kevin did abuse those girls,
but one would have thought, if the church truly believed him guilty, they’d
have informed the police, not written Kevin a threatening letter. On balance, I
think it was just one more attempt to frighten him, and given what Kevin told
me about the internal workings of the church, I think it likely his sisters were
intimidated into signing those statements... I wanted to attend Kevin’s
funeral,” Sir Colin said sadly, ‘but it wasn’t possible. I made enquiries: his
mother, who’s still inside the church, chose to bury him at Chapman Farm. I
must admit, I found that very upsetting... Kevin had fought so hard to
leave...’

Their food now arrived. Strike, who’d ordered seabass rather than the
steak he really fancied, asked,



‘Can anything be done legally, with regards to Will?’

‘Believe me, I’ve tried,” said Sir Colin, picking up his knife and fork.
‘Will’s got a trust fund, which was left to him by Sally’s father. He’s now
taken out half the money in there and given it to the UHC. I wanted to have
him assessed by a psychiatrist, but when the church got wind of that they
arranged for him to see one of their own, who gave Will a completely clean
bill of health. He’s of age and he’s been declared mentally competent. It’s a
total impasse.

‘I’ve tried to interest political contacts in the church and the way it’s
operating, but everyone seems afraid of taking it on, given the celebrity
followers and its much-vaunted charitable work. There’s one MP I strongly
suspect of being a member. He agitates for them in Parliament and becomes
very aggressive towards anyone who criticises them. I’ve tried to interest
some of my press contacts in an in-depth exposé, but they’re shy of being
sued as well. Nobody wants to touch it.

‘Kevin was keen to take the UHC to court on the grounds of their abuse of
him and his family. Sally and I were more than happy to fund the case, but
my lawyers felt the chances of Kevin succeeding were very slim. It wasn’t
just that he’d already been forced to admit to mistakes on his blog; he had
some very odd beliefs.’

‘Such as?’

‘He was convinced the spirit world was real. As a matter of fact, he
thought the UHC could conjure the dead. Patterson tried to find other people
who might testify and drew a complete blank.’

‘Have you ever considered taking Will back by force? Grabbing him off
Wardour Street?’

‘Sally and I discussed doing so, as a last resort,” Sir Colin admitted, ‘but
we were scared out of the idea when we found out what happened to a young
man whose family did exactly that, back in 1993. His name was Alexander
Graves. He came from a wealthy family, too. His father literally kidnapped
him off the street when he was out collecting money. Graves was in a very
poor mental state when they got him out, and a couple of days later hanged
himself at the family home.

‘I’ve read extensively about mind control in the last few years,” Sir Colin
continued, his food growing cold as he talked. ‘I know far more than I did in
the beginning about the techniques the UHC are using, and how effective



they are. Kevin told me a lot of what goes on in there and it’s classic cult
manipulation: restriction of information, control of thoughts and emotions
and so on. I understand now why Will changed so rapidly. He’s literally not
in his right mind.’

‘He can’t be,” agreed Ed. ‘Not to come when Mum was dying, not to
attend her funeral. James and his wife had twin boys last year, and he’s never
even met them.’

‘So what exactly are you looking to achieve in hiring us?’ asked Strike.

Sir Colin set down his knife and fork to reach under his chair for an old
black briefcase, from which he extracted a slim folder.

‘Before the UHC’s lawyers made Kevin bowdlerise his blog, I printed out
copies. There are also two long emails from Kevin in here, which explain his
family’s involvement in the church and some incidents he witnessed or was
involved in. He mentions people and places, and makes at least one criminal
allegation about Jonathan Wace, the UHC’s founder. If any of the other
people Kevin mentions in these documents could be persuaded to talk, or
even to testify, especially about coercion or mind control, I might be able to
do something, legally. At a bare minimum, I’d like to persuade the UHC to
let me see Will again.’

‘But ideally, you’d like to get him out?’

‘Of course,’ said Sir Colin, ‘but I accept that might not be realistic.

‘Patterson Inc’s report’s in here, too, for what it’s worth. They focused
mainly on observing Will’s movements and the comings and goings at Rupert
Court and Chapman Farm. Their idea was to get abusive or intimidating
behaviour on camera, or an indication from Will that he was unhappy or
being coerced. A couple of their people approached him in the street,
undercover, and tried to engage him in conversation, but he insisted he was
perfectly happy and tried to recruit them or persuade them to hand over
cash... so: what do you think?’ said Sir Colin, looking from Strike to Robin
and back again. ‘Is our case hopeless?’

Before Strike could answer, Robin had held out her hand for the
documents Sir Colin had brought with him.

‘No,’ she said. “We’d be very happy to help.’
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Six in the fifth place means:
Giving duration to one’s character through perseverance.
This is good fortune for a woman...
The I Ching or Book of Changes

‘It’s fine,” said Strike an hour later, in response to Robin’s apology for
accepting the case without consulting him. ‘I’d’ve said it myself, but I had a
mouthful of potato.’

The two partners had retired to a nearby pub after leaving the Edensors.
The Golden Lion was small, Victorian and ornately decorated, and they were
sitting on high leather barstools at a round table.

‘I was looking at the UHC’s website last night,” said Robin, who was
drinking orange juice, because she needed to leave for her surveillance job
shortly. ‘They own a lot of prime real estate. That place in Rupert Court
must’ve cost them a fortune, bang in the middle of the West End, and that’s
before you get to the temples and centres in Birmingham and Glasgow. Can
they be making all that money legally?’

‘Well, they’re flogging self-realisation courses up and down the country at
five hundred quid a day and prayer retreats at a grand a time. They’ve got ten
thousand-odd members collecting money for them, donating a fifth of their
salaries and making legacies in their favour. All that’ll mount up. You’d
think the Inland Revenue would be all over them, so either they’re clean, or
they’ve got a shit-hot accountant who knows how to hide the dodgy stuff. But
taking cash from idiots isn’t a crime, unfortunately.’

“You agree with James, do you? Will’s an idiot?’

Strike took a sip of beer before answering.



‘I’d say people who join cults generally have something missing.’

‘“What about Giles Harmon? Rich, successful writer, really clever...’

‘I’'m with Orwell,” said Strike. “Some ideas are so stupid, only
intellectuals believe them”... you know, I can’t see any way of doing this
properly other than getting someone into Chapman Farm undercover.’

Robin had spent the last couple of days preparing for this very
conversation.

‘That means attending the Rupert Court Temple first. I’ve looked into it:
you can’t just turn up at Chapman Farm, you have to be invited there, which
means being recruited at one of the temples. Whoever turns up at Rupert
Court will need a fully worked-up persona with backstory, which they use
from their first contact with church members, and I think they should look as
though they’ve got a lot of money, to make them a really attractive prospect
for recruitment.’

Strike, who knew perfectly well he was listening to a pitch, said, ‘And I’'m
guessing you don’t think Barclay, Shah or Littlejohn would be convincing as
wealthy God-botherers.’

‘Well,” said Robin, ‘I doubt Barclay would last an hour before starting to
take the piss out of it all. Littlejohn would be perfect if the church was a
silent order—’

Strike laughed.

‘—and Dev’s got small kids, so he’s not going to want to be away for
weeks. Midge is a possibility, but she’s never gone undercover before. I
know I haven’t, not like this,” Robin said quickly, before Strike could make
that point, ‘but I’ve never had a cover broken, not even when I was being
Venetia Hall every day, in the House of Commons.’

‘And what if the job lasts weeks?’ said Strike.

“Then it lasts weeks,’ said Robin, with a slight shrug.

It so happened that Strike had already decided Robin was the best person
for the job, but he had a secondary motive for accepting her proposal. A few
weeks’ enforced separation while she was at Chapman Farm might just put a
bit of strain on her relationship with Ryan Murphy, and there was little Strike
wanted more than that. However, as he didn’t want to agree too readily, lest
he be suspected of an ulterior motive, he merely nodded and said, ‘OK, well,
that could work. It needs thinking through, though.’

‘I know. I can’t wear a wig at Chapman Farm, so I’m thinking of a radical



haircut.’

‘Really?’ said Strike, without thinking. He liked her hair.

‘I’1l have to, I’ve been walking around in the vicinity of Rupert Court for
a few years now. The last thing we need is anyone recognising me, especially
if they’ve seen me coming in and out of the office.’

‘OK, fair point,’ said Strike, ‘but no need to shave your head.’

‘I’m not trying to get into the Hare Krishnas,’ said Robin. ‘I was thinking
maybe short and a nice bold colour. A privately educated girl who wants to
look a bit alternative, but not so radical it’ll scare her parents into stopping
footing her bills. Maybe she’s had a recent bad break-up and, you know, now
she wants a sense of purpose and something to fill the space where she
thought a wedding was going to be.’

“You have given this a lot of thought,’ said Strike, with a grin.

‘Of course I have. I want the job.’

‘Why?’ asked Strike. ‘Why d’you want it so much?’

‘I’ve always been interested in mind control. We touched on it on my
course at uni.’

Robin had been studying psychology before she dropped out of university.
Their uncompleted degrees were one of the things she and Strike had in
common.

‘OK, well, that all sounds good. Work out a full cover and we can readjust
the rota so you prioritise Saturday mornings at temple.’

“The only problem is clothes,’ said Robin. ‘I don’t look like I’ve got loads
of money, clothes-wise.’

“You always look great,’ said Strike.

“Thank you,’ said Robin, flushing slightly, ‘but if I'm going to convince
the UHC I’ve got a lot of money, stuff like this,” she held up her shoulder
bag, which was six years old, ‘won’t cut it. I s’pose I could hire a couple of
designer outfits and handbags. I’ve never done it, but [ know you can.’

‘Might be able to help with that,” said Strike, unexpectedly. “You could
borrow stuff from Pru.’

‘“Who?’

‘My sister,’ said Strike. ‘Prudence. The therapist.’

‘Oh,’ said Robin, intrigued.

She’d only ever met two of Strike’s eight half-siblings, and those only
briefly. His family was, to say the least, complicated. Strike was the



illegitimate son of a rock star he’d met only twice, and a deceased mother
habitually described in the press as a super-groupie. While Robin knew Strike
had finally agreed to meet his half-sister Prudence for the first time some
months previously, she’d had no idea they were now on such terms that she
might lend expensive clothing to his detective partner.

‘I think you’re about the same...” Strike made a vague gesture rather than
say ‘size’. ‘I’ll ask her. You might have to go round to her house to try it on.’

‘No problem,” said Robin, slightly taken aback. ‘That’d be great, if
Prudence won’t mind lending stuff to a total stranger.’

“You’re not a total stranger, I’ve told her all about you,’ said Strike.

‘So... it’s going well, then?’ said Robin. ‘You and Prudence?’

“Yeah,’ said Strike. He took another sip of beer. ‘I like her a lot more than
any of my father’s other kids — low bar, admittedly.’

“You like Al,’ said Robin.

“Vaguely. He’s still pissed off at me because I wouldn’t go to that bloody
party for Rokeby. Where’re you heading after this?’

‘Taking over from Dev in Bexleyheath,” said Robin, as she checked the
time on her phone. ‘Actually, I should get going. What about you?’

‘Afternoon off. I’ll scan this stuff back at the office and email it to you,’
said Strike, indicating the cardboard folder of documents Colin Edensor had
handed Robin.

‘Great,’ said Robin. ‘See you tomorrow, then.’
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Robin spent the six-minute walk from the Golden Lion to Green Park station
doing the thing she’d resolutely schooled herself over the past eight months
not to do: thinking about Cormoran Strike in any context other than work and
friendship.

The long-delayed realisation that she was in love with her work partner
had burst in upon Robin Ellacott the previous year upon finding out that he
was having an affair he’d carefully concealed from her. At that point, Robin
had decided that the only thing to do was to fall out of love, and it was in that
spirit, a few weeks later, that she’d agreed to a first date with Ryan Murphy.

Since then, she’d done her utmost to keep an inner door firmly closed on
whatever she might feel for Strike, hoping love would wither and die for lack
of attention. In practice, this meant turning her thoughts firmly away from
him when alone, and refusing, ever, to make comparisons between him and
Murphy, as Ilsa had tried to do on the day of the christening. When, in spite
of her best efforts, certain unwelcome memories intruded — the way Strike
had hugged her on her wedding day, or the dangerous, drunken moment
outside the Ritz bar on her thirtieth birthday, when he’d moved to kiss her —
she reminded herself that her detective partner was a man perfectly happy
with a single life punctuated by affairs with (usually gorgeous) women. He
was forty-one years old, had never married, voluntarily lived alone in a
spartan attic over the office, and had a deeply entrenched tendency to erect



barriers to intimacy. While some of this reserve had relaxed where Robin was
concerned, she hadn’t forgotten how quickly it had returned after that night at
the Ritz. In short, Robin had now concluded that whatever she might once
have wanted, Strike hadn’t ever wanted it at all.

It was therefore a pleasure and a relief to be with Murphy, who so clearly
wanted to be with her. Aside from the fact that the CID man was handsome
and intelligent, they had investigative work in common, which made a very
welcome contrast to the well-paid accountant she’d divorced, who’d never
understood Robin’s preference for what Matthew had considered an
eccentric, insecure career. Robin was also enjoying having a sex life again: a
sex life, moreover, that was considerably more satisfactory than that she’d
had with her ex-husband.

Yet there remained something between her and Ryan that she found hard
to identify. Guardedness perhaps expressed it best, and it sprung, she was
sure, from the fact that each had a fractured marriage in their past. Both knew
just how badly people in the most intimate relationships could hurt each
other, and treated each other carefully in consequence. Wiser than she’d been
during her years with Matthew, Robin made sure she didn’t talk too much
about Strike when with Ryan, didn’t mention Strike’s war record, or tell any
anecdotes that cast him in too amusing or attractive a light. She and Murphy
had now shared plenty of details of their respective histories, but Robin was
aware that she, like Ryan, was offering an edited version. Perhaps that was
inevitable, once you reached your thirties. It had been so very easy to open
her heart to Matthew, whom she’d met at school: though she’d believed at the
time she was telling all her secrets, she looked back and realised how little, at
the time, she’d had to tell. It had taken Robin six months to talk to Ryan
about the brutal rape that had ended her university career, and she’d omitted
mention of the fact that a major factor in the failure of her marriage had been
Matthew’s persistent jealousy and suspicion of Strike. For his part, Ryan
never talked much about his drinking years, and had given her what she
suspected was a sanitised account of the way he and his ex-wife had split up.
She assumed these things would be discussed eventually, if the relationship
continued. In the meantime, a private life without jealous rows and grinding
resentment made a very nice change.

All this being so, brooding on the emotional subtext of Strike’s
conversation could do nobody any good, and made Robin feel disloyal to



Murphy. Strike probably felt safe to say things like ‘you always look great’
and ‘I’ve told my sister all about you’ because she was now in a steady
relationship with another man. As she descended into the station, she told
herself firmly that Strike was her best friend, nothing more, and forced her
thoughts back onto the job in Bexleyheath.



NI

This hexagram indicates a situation in which the principle of
darkness, dafter having been eliminated, furtively and
unexpectedly obtrudes again from within and below.

The I Ching or Book of Changes

Strike had meant to return to the office once he’d finished his pint, but the
Golden Lion was so pleasant, it occurred to him that he could just as easily
read the documents provided by Colin Edensor there, where there was also
beer. He therefore bought himself a second pint and took the first opportunity
to leave his barstool for a vacated leather bench at a lower table, where he
flipped open the folder. At the top of the pile of paper inside was a lengthy
email to Sir Colin from the late Kevin Pirbright.

Dear Colin,

Apologies in advance if this is long, but you asked about
my family’s involvement with the Universal Humanitarian
Church and how | came to leave etc, so here it is.

My mother joined the UHC when | was 3 and my sisters
were 6 and 8. It’s important to say that my mother — | was
raised to call her Louise, because the UHC forbids naming
blood relationships — isn’t stupid. She grew up poor and
never got the chance to go to university or anything, but
she’s bright. She married my dad really young but he left
the family when | was 1. | remember Louise being very
pretty when she was younger.



| don’t know when she first heard Jonathan Wace speak,
but | know she fell in love with him. Loads of the women in
the UHC are crazy about him. Anyway, she packed up our
council house and took us off to Chapman Farm. (I’ve had
to piece all this together from stuff my sisters told me
later, because I've got no memory of our life before the
UHC.)

After that, we had nowhere to go other than UHC
accommodation. This is really common. People sink
everything into the church, as proof of their commitment
to their new lives. Some members even sell their houses
and give all the money to the church.

Chapman Farm is where the UHC was founded. The five
prophets are buried there and because it’s in deep
countryside as opposed to a city, it tends to be where
members are sent for re-indoctrination if they need it.
There are other centres and my older sister Becca spent
three years at the one in Birmingham (she’s quite high up
in the church now), and Emily was allowed to go out
collecting money, but Louise and | never left the farm.

The UHC teaches that normal family relationships or
monogamous sexual relationships are a form of
materialist possession. If you’re a good person, you’re
spirit-bonded to everyone inside the church and you love
them all just the same. Louise tried to stick to that once we
were inside, but the three of us always knew she was our
real mother. Most of the kids’ education consisted of
reading UHC tracts and memorising them, but Louise
taught me, Becca and Emily things like our times tables on
the sly, while we were cleaning out the chickens.

When | was very young, | literally thought Jonathan Wace
was my father. We all called him ‘Papa J’ and | knew about



family relationships because they appeared in the Bible
and other holy books we studied. It was only gradually |
realised | wasn’t actually related to Papa J. It was really
confusing for a small kid but you just went with it, because
everyone else did.

Mazu Wace, Papa J’s wife, grew up at Chapman Farm. She
was there in the Aylmerton Community days—

Strike stopped reading, staring at the last four words.

The Aylmerton Community days.

The Aylmerton Community.

Aylmerton Community.

The rundown barns, the children running riot, the Crowther brothers
striding across the yard, the strange round tower standing alone on the
horizon like a giant chess piece: he saw it all again. His stoned mother trying
to make daisy chains for little girls; nights in ramshackle dormitories with no
locks on the door; a constant sense that everything was out of control, and a
childish instinct that something was wrong, and that an undefinable danger
lurked close by, just out of sight.

Until this moment, Strike had had no idea that Chapman Farm was the
same place: it had been called Forgeman Farm when he’d lived there, with a
motley collection of families who were working the land, housed in a cluster
of rundown buildings, their activities directed by the Crowther brothers. Even
though there’d been no hint of religion at the Aylmerton commune, Strike’s
disdain for cults sprang directly from the six months at Forgeman Farm,
which had constituted the unhappiest period of his unstable and fragmented
childhood. The commune had been dominated by the powerful personality of
the elder Crowther brother, a rangy, round-shouldered, greasy-haired man
with long black sideburns and a handlebar moustache. Strike could still
visualise his mother’s rapt face as Malcolm Crowther lectured the group by
firelight, outlining his radical beliefs and personal philosophies. He
remembered, too, his own ineradicable dislike of the man, which had
amounted to a visceral revulsion.

By the time the police raided the farm, Leda had already moved her
family on. Six months was the longest Leda could ever bear to remain in one



place. Reading about the police action in the papers once back in London,
she’d refused to believe that the community wasn’t being persecuted for their
pacifism, the soft drugs and their back-to-the earth philosophy. For a long
time she’d insisted the Crowthers couldn’t possibly have done the things for
which they were eventually charged, not least because her own children told
her they’d escaped unscathed. Only after reading accounts of the trial had
Leda reluctantly come to accept that this had been more luck than judgement;
that her pastoral fantasy had indeed been a hotbed of paedophilia.
Characteristically, she’d shrugged off the whole episode as an anomaly, then
continued the restless existence that meant her son and daughter, when not
dumped on their aunt and uncle in Cornwall, moved constantly between
different kinds of insecure housing and volatile situations of her choosing.

Strike drank a third of his fresh pint before focusing his attention once
more on the page in front of him.

Mazu Wace, Papa J’s wife, grew up at Chapman Farm. She
was there in the Aylmerton Community days and it’s like
her private kingdom. | don’t think she’s ever visited the
Birmingham or Glasgow centres and she only goes up to
the London Temple occasionally. | was always terrified of
Mama Mazu, as church members are supposed to call her.
She looks like a witch, very white face, black hair, long
pointed nose and weird eyes. She always wore robes
instead of the tracksuits the rest of us had to wear. | used
to have nightmares about Mazu when | was little, where
she was peering in at me through keyholes or watching
me from skylights.

Mazu’s thing was control. It’s really hard to explain to
anyone who hasn’t met her. She could make people do
anything, even hurt themselves, and | never once saw
anyone refuse. One of my earliest memories from
Chapman Farm is a teenager called Jordan whipping
himself across the face with a leather flail. | remember his
name, because Jonathan Wace used to sing the spiritual
‘Roll, Jordan, Roll’ whenever he saw him. Jordan was



much bigger than Mazu, and he was on his knees and his
face was covered in welts, and he kept whipping himself
until she said it was time to stop.

In spite of everyone telling me how good and holy Mazu
was, | always thought she was a terrible person. Looking
back now, hating Mazu was the beginning of me
questioning the entire church, although at the time | just
thought Mazu was mean, not that the entire church culture
was rotten.

Mazu never liked Louise and always made sure she was
given the worst jobs at the farm, outside in all weathers.
As | got older, | realised this was because Jonathan and
my mother were sleeping together. Mazu never liked the
women Jonathan was sleeping with.

Explaining how | woke up is complicated.

A few years after we joined the UHC, a new family moved
into Chapman Farm, the Dohertys: mother, father and
three kids. Deirdre Doherty got pregnant again while they
were living at the farm, and gave birth to a fourth kid, a
daughter Mazu called Lin. (Mazu gets naming rights over
all kids born at Chapman Farm. She often asks the | Ching
what the baby should be called. ‘Lin’ is the name of one of
the hexagrams.)

| was 12 when the father, Ralph, took off in the middle of
the night, taking the three oldest kids with him. We were
all summoned into temple next morning, and Jonathan
Wace announced that Ralph Doherty was materialist and
egomotivated, whereas his wife, who’d stayed behind with
Lin, was a shining example of pure spirit. | can remember
us all applauding her.

| was really confused and shocked by Ralph and the kids



leaving, because I’'d never known anyone do it before. We
were all taught that leaving the church would ruin your life,
that materialist existence would literally kill you after
having been pure spirit, that you’d end up going crazy and
probably committing suicide.

Then, a few months after Ralph had left, Deirdre was
expelled. That shocked me even more than Ralph leaving. |
couldn’t imagine what sin Deirdre could have committed
to make the UHC force her out. Usually, if someone did
something wrong, they got punished. If a person got really
ill, they might be allowed to leave to get medical help, but
the UHC didn’t usually let people go unless they’d broken
down so much they couldn’t work.

Deirdre left Lin behind when she went. | should have been
glad, because Lin would still be able to grow up pure spirit
rather than ruining her life in the materialist world. That’s
how most of the members saw it, but | didn’t. Although |
didn’t have a normal parent—child relationship with Louise,
| knew she was my mother and that meant something. |
secretly thought Deirdre should have taken Lin with her,
and that was the first serious crack in my religious belief.

| found out why Deirdre was expelled by total accident. |
was on Punishment for kicking or pushing another kid. |
can’t remember the details. | was tied to a tree and | was to
be left there all night. Two adults went past. Electric
torches are forbidden at the Farm, so | don’t know who
they were, but they were whispering about why Deirdre
had been expelled. One was telling the other one that
Deirdre had written in her journal that Jonathan Wace had
raped her. (All church members over the age of nine are
expected to keep journals as part of their religious
practice. Higher-ups read them once a week.)



| knew what rape was, because we were taught that it was
one of the terrible things that happened out in the
materialist world. Inside the church, people have sex with
anyone who wants it, as a way of enhancing spiritual
connections. We were taught that rape was different, a
violent form of materialist possession.

| can’t tell you how hearing that Deirdre had accused Papa
J of rape made me feel. This is how indoctrinated | was: |
remember thinking I’d rather have to be tied to that tree for
a full week than have heard what I'd just heard. I’d been
raised to think Jonathan Wace was the closest thing to
God on earth. The church teaches that allowing bad
thoughts about our leader or the church itself means the
Adversary is working inside you to resurrect the false self,
so | tried chanting, there in the dark, which is one of the
techniques you’re taught to stop negative thoughts, but |
couldn’t forget what I'd just heard about Papa J.

From then on, | got more and more screwed up. | couldn’t
tell anyone what I’d overheard: for one thing, if Mazu heard
me telling a story like that, God knows what she’d have
made me do to myself. | tried to suppress all my bad
thoughts and doubts, but the crack in my belief was
getting wider and wider. | started noticing the hypocrisy,
the control, the inconsistencies in the teaching. They
preached love and kindness, but they were merciless on
people for things they couldn’t help. For instance, Lin,
Deirdre’s daughter, started stammering when she was
really small. Mazu mocked her for it constantly. She said
Lin could stop if she wanted to, and she needed to pray
harder.

My eldest sister Becca was on a completely different
course from the rest of us by this time, travelling round
the country with Wace and helping run seminars and self-



realisation courses. My other sister Emily was very
envious of Becca. She sometimes got to join mission
outings, but not as often as Becca did.

They both looked down on me and Louise, who were the
no-hopers only fit to stay on the farm.

| got really bad acne in my teens. When UHC members go
out in public, they’re supposed to look groomed and
attractive, but Lin, Louise and | weren’t allowed out even
to collect money on the street, because we didn’t fit the
church image, me with my acne and Lin with her stammer.
Louise went grey early and looks a lot older than she is,
probably from working outside all the time.

The next bit is hard to write. | now know | started planning
to quit the church when | was nearly 23, but as you never
celebrated birthdays in there it wasn’t until | got out and
found my birth records that | even knew what day | was
born.

It took over a year for me to actually go, partly because |
needed to get up my courage. | can’t emphasise how much
the church dins into you that you won’t be able to survive
outside, that you’re bound to go crazy and kill yourself,
because the materialist world is so corrupt and cruel. But
the main thing holding me back was that | wanted Louise
to come with me. There was something wrong with her
joints. | hadn’t heard of arthritis before | left the church but
| think it must be that. They were swollen and | know she
was in pain a lot of the time. Of course, she was told this
was a sign of spiritual impurity.

One day when she and | were assigned livestock duty
together, | started telling her my doubts. She started
literally shaking then told me | should go to temple and



pray for forgiveness. Then she started chanting to block
out what | was saying. Nothing | said got through to her. In
the end she just ran away from me.

| was terrified she’d tell the Principals | was having doubts
and knew | needed to leave immediately, so | crawled out
through a fence in the early hours of the following
morning, after stealing some cash from one of the charity
boxes. | genuinely feared I'd drop dead once | was outside
on the dark road, alone, that the Drowned Prophet would
come for me, out of the trees.

| used to hope Louise would follow me out, that me going
would wake her up, but it’s been nearly four years, and
she’s still inside.

Sorry, this has been really long, but that’s the whole story
— Kevin

The first email finished there. Strike picked up the second and, after
fortifying himself with more beer, continued to read.

Dear Colin,

Thanks very much for your email. | don’t feel brave, but |
really appreciate you saying it. But you might not think it
any more, once you read this.

You asked about the prophets and the Manifestations.
This is really hard for me to write about, but I'll tell you as
much as | can.

| was only 6 when Daiyu Wace drowned, so | haven’t got
very clear memories of her. | know | didn’t like her. She
was Mazu’s princess and always got special treatment and
lot more leeway than the rest of the little kids.



One of the teenage girls living at the farm took Daiyu on
the vegetable run early one morning (the church sold farm
produce to local shops) and they stopped off at Cromer
beach on the way back. They both went in for a swim, but
Daiyu got into difficulties and drowned.

Obviously, that’s a huge tragedy and it’s not surprising
Mazu was devastated, but she went pretty weird and dark
afterwards, and in hindsight, | think that’s where a lot of
her cruelty towards my mother and kids in general came
from. She especially didn’t like girls. Jonathan had a
daughter from his previous marriage, Abigail. Mazu got
her moved out of Chapman Farm to one of the other UHC
centres after Daiyu’s death.

| can’t say for sure when the idea of Daiyu being a kind of
deity started, but over time, Jonathan and Mazu turned her
into one. They called her a prophet and claimed she’d said
all these spiritually insightful things, which then became
part of church doctrine. Even Daiyu’s death was somehow
holy, like she’d been such pure spirit she dissolved from
the material world. My sister Becca used to claim Daiyu
had had the power of invisibility. | don’t know if Becca
actually believed this, or just wanted to curry favour with
Jonathan and Mazu, but the idea that Daiyu had been able
to dematerialise even before she drowned got added to the
myth, too.

There were already two people buried at Chapman Farm
when Daiyu died. | never knew the first guy. He was an
American called Rusty Andersen, who used to live on a
patch of ground on the edge of the Aylmerton Community.
He was an army veteran and he sounds like what you’d
call a survivalist these days. Mazu and Jonathan claimed
Andersen had joined the church before he died, but | don’t
know whether that’s true. He was hit and killed by a drunk



driver on the road outside the farm one night, and they
buried him at t