
Praise for The Lost Detective

‘Propulsive and taut, The Lost Detective is a gripping thriller. 
Elspeth Latimer wonderfully evokes the East Anglian 
landscape, and its beauty and secrets mirror the characters' 
search for redemption and answers.’ 

Deepa Anappara, author of 
Djinn Patrol on the Purple Line

‘This is a beautifully written, deeply atmospheric, well-paced 
and moving crime novel with a brilliant edge. The setting, 
South Norfolk’s Brecklands and Wetlands, adds to the sense of 
the unknown and the unstable.  In this complex and highly 
characterful drama, the further you look, the more you find. 
And just sometimes all that searching goes a long way to 
mending broken hearts.’ 

Henry Sutton, author of My Criminal World

‘Dark, compelling and perfectly paced - will keep you reading 
long into the small hours.’ 

Sarah Mitchell, author of The Lost Letters

‘A soulful, grief-soaked mystery, elevated by its textured and 
redemptive evocation of place.’ 

Tom Benn, author of Oxblood

‘The Lost Detective reminded me of the first time I read Kate 
Atkinson. At once a mystery, an evocation of landscape and a 
tender excavation of grief, it is beautifully observed, immersive, 
unsettling and deeply human, and whenever I wasn’t reading it 
I was thinking about the characters and the world Elspeth 
Latimer describes. A remarkable debut.’ 

Emma Styles, author of No Country for Girls



‘The Lost Detective employs many of the conventions of a 
detective novel but, in Latimer’s hands, the genre is elevated to 
that very rare beast - a literary page-turner. The novel is so 
beautifully written - measured, reflective, elegiac. It is as much 
a meditation on grief and loss as a gripping detective story, and 
Latimer skilfully manages to make the two work side by side, 
without detracting from either one. I can’t wait to see what she 
does next.’ 

Bridget Walsh, author of The Tumbling Girl

‘The Lost Detective is a novel of confluences, a beautifully 
written and finely poised story of loss and longing but also of 
redemption. Its setting, in the enigmatic and endangered East 
Anglian landscape of the Brecks, perfectly underscores the 
human mysteries the novel explores. A notable debut and a very 
good read.’ 

Sarah Bower, author of Lines and Shadows

‘Luminous, haunting, humane. Set across the fields and rivers 
of Norfolk and Suffolk, it’s a mystery with a beating heart: 
forensic in its detail, propulsive in its plotting, and tender in the 
way it watches people try, fail, and try again to love and to tell 
the truth. The writing is effortlessly vivid and the tension 
tightens with every page as past and present collide. A 
beautifully crafted, deeply affecting story about loss, obsession, 
and the small, stubborn ember of hope that refuses to die.’

Ashley Hickson-Lovence, author of The 392

‘The Lost Detective is not only an impressive crime novel with 
a great sense of place but a beautifully-written evocation of loss, 
grief and, ultimately, hope.’ 

Trevor Wood, author of The Silent Killer
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4th July 2001

Alice shifted in the armchair, felt a prickle of velvet through her 
thin summer dress. The scent of lilies hung in the air. A tracery 
of plasterwork arched across the high ceiling. She watched the 
two women sip gin martinis from glasses with gilded stems. 
They were debating wallpaper, which colour to choose, but 
Alice barely listened. The room was awash with brightness, 
sunlight flooding through the tall windows. This had been a 
chapel, centuries ago. Gothic? Words escaped her these days. 
Fear, on the other hand, never went away.

Her gaze strayed outside. ‘Maybe I should just check on…’
‘Relax,’ Lydia said, ‘the pram’s right there. Trust me, 

children are indestructible.’
Catherine smiled, saying, ‘They always survive, unlike the 

mothers. My Emily is such a tyrant.’
Yelling from the garden, and raucous laughter. Alice hoped 

their games would not wake Felix. On the table was a glass of 
mineral water. It tasted of salt and did not quench her thirst. 
Fabrics were discussed, then Lydia complained about her son 
Jack. A clock chimed, in the depths of the house. A door 
slammed, somewhere upstairs.

The wind? Or those noisy children. Alice peered out the 
windows, blinking at the glare. She had been obliged, earlier, to 
shake hands with Jack and Emily. Mud on the boy’s knees, 
twigs in his hair. The girl had stared at her, blank-faced. They 
were ambassadors from a race of small beings who harboured 
secrets. And Jack had seemed so solid, everything done with 
force.

Her own son would be different. Alice pictured Felix all 
grown up, and it took her breath away. Tall, a casual grace, a shy 
smile. Then he was gone, leaving her bereft. ‘I have to—’

‘Ali, do sit down,’ Lydia said. ‘I want your opinion on these.’
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A large book of wallpaper samples was thrust into her lap. As 
she laid a hand on the burgundy flock pattern, Alice felt her 
mouth go dry.

Urgent footsteps in the hall. The door burst open and the 
boy stopped on the carpet. Jack frowned at Alice, rubbed his 
nose with a fist. Then he turned to his mother, saying, ‘It’s 
hungry.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Lydia said.
‘The baby.’
The book thudded to the floor as Alice leapt up. ‘Did you 

give him anything?’ She ran into the hall, heading for the back 
door.

Lydia was behind her, calling, ‘Of course not. Jack knows 
better than that.’

Alice raced toward the pram and pulled Emily away.
‘Ouch,’ the girl said. ‘You hurt me. She hurt me.’
Felix was awake, arms and legs waving like he was learning to 

swim. Alice picked him up, heart pounding.
‘Sorry,’ she said, glaring at Jack and Emily, ‘but you mustn’t 

touch babies.’
‘I’m sure the children weren’t doing any harm,’ Lydia said. 

‘Emily was just tickling him, weren’t you.’
The girl chewed the end of her ponytail, then she and Jack 

ran off down the garden.
Alice watched them go, feeling weak with panic. Felix was 

restless, sucking his fingers.
‘I assume you brought a bottle,’ Lydia said.
‘I’m feeding him myself.’
‘How admirably Mother Earth. Bring the baby, we’ve 

abandoned poor Catherine long enough.’
‘I was hoping—’ Alice glanced at the house. ‘Is there 

somewhere quiet I might use?’
Felix in her arms, she followed Lydia to a room off the hall. A 

single chair, piles of boxes. A metal rail, crammed with 
garments in zipped plastic bags. The woman left, shutting the 
door.
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Alice stood there, still shaken. She looked at her son, the 
curve of his cheek, the glimmer of tiny fingernails. This was so 
new to her, the responsibility. Alice held him tight. No one 
warned her it was possible to feel so much love.

More shouting from outside, but further away. Were Jack 
and Emily playing by the river? Alice pictured them knee-deep 
in water. It was not safe. Should she say something to Lydia and 
Catherine? They would laugh, then tell her again, children are 
indestructible. They always survive.

The years go by, but that day never ends. So many awful 
moments. This one kills her every time.

Alice stands in the garden. There is a sharp smell and warm 
liquid fills her shoe. Faces staring, all of them worried. This is 
not real. Children survive.

Someone touches her arm. His clothes are black. His mouth 
is making noises.

Alice shakes her head.
The words come again.
Missing. Gone. No trace.
She looks at her hands.
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21 years later

Chapter 1

Dan parked in the cul-de-sac and stared through the 
windscreen. The sky was an empty blue. A rush of sound 
startled him – swifts shrieking as they swooped past – then 
silence once more. He often brought flowers for Beth, irises, 
gladioli, but at the shops earlier there were none she would like. 
Dan got out of the car and walked up the path, went inside. 
Closed the door, hand trembling. From the cupboard under 
the stair, he retrieved the green canister. Then he placed it in the 
bare room and sat nearby, his heart beating.

The house accused him, as it did every visit. What are you 
doing here?

There was no answer. Dan glanced at the white walls, the 
chipboard floor, the fake fireplace, the narrow stair, the front 
door without a lobby. All corners cut to make this miniature 
home. Everything new but showing signs of neglect. A few 
cracks in the plasterboard, a small blot of damp. Paid for by the 
monthly mortgage and still waiting to be lived in.

Their hopes had met with devastation. Eyes closed, he saw 
the litany of her life in the days leading up. The pages in Beth’s 
diary, a shopping list in her bag, the emails that spoke with her 
voice. Text and Facebook messages to a host of friends. None of 
these explained what she was doing on Magdalen Street.

Then, in the aftermath, the protocols of tragedy. They kept 
hold of her for two weeks, on a steel trolley inside a chilled 
cabinet. An enquiry was initiated into her death, documents 
signed and authorised by people he knew. No longer his 
colleagues, not since he left the police service.

His gaze rested on the canister of ashes.
Beth died. He lost her. With each waking moment, he lost 

her. Some nights she came back to him, fully alive and unaware, 
as if no one had told her she was dead. Dan would join the 
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pretence, but even in his dreaming state he knew it was a lie, 
and he hated himself for deceiving Beth. For not telling her she 
was gone. Did he not owe her that one truth?

Dan returned to the car and made himself breathe. So easy to 
forget how. Cassie would call this a panic attack. She had been 
his partner, back when he was a DI. They still met for 
Wednesday drinks and sometimes talked about grief. Seven 
months on, he knew she was edging toward the word closure.

He shook his head and started the engine. Driving soothed 
him, it filled the countless moments. No requirement to feel 
and always well within the speed limit. The town became wide 
fields of wheat, then onto the A11 for a coffee from the petrol 
station. Back via a narrow lane through woods, trees arching 
overhead. Dan drained his cup while waiting for the barrier to 
lift on the level crossing.

At Summerlands he found a space in the car park. Bulky 
caravans squatted on the slopes, either side of winding tracks. 
Not yet peak season, the site was full of young families and 
older couples. A thin veil of smoke drifted from a BBQ. Two 
small boys were dropping stones into a tin can. People chatting, 
dogs racing about. The bustle and activity were a comfort, but 
Dan was aware of watching from afar. A spectator.

Taking the outer path, he headed for Mrs Faulkner’s 
bungalow. Why had she summoned him to her home? Their 
conversations usually happened in the reception area, 
surrounded by a barrage of notices about Calor gas cylinders, 
cycle routes in Breckland, day trips to the Broads, a walking 
tour of Peddars Way, phone numbers for doctors, vets, 
hairdressers and Silverline Taxis, Hari’s firm.

Dan paused at the gate, thinking of the difference between 
provisional and permanent. Mrs Faulkner never asked how 
long he planned on being here. He liked this about her, the lack 
of questions. When Dan was not driving for Hari, he did odd 
jobs at Summerlands and handled security, in exchange for 
rental on a caravan that had seen better days.
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Heat radiated from the gravel and he blinked. All this came 
about through a series of make-do measures. After the 
accident. Dan had so many words for what happened to Beth, 
none of them adequate. There was an antiseptic distance to the 
term accident, something clinical that was nobody’s fault. But 
it was someone’s fault. Cassie had no right to tell him he should 
stop obsessing and let go.

The door opened with a loud, ‘What’s got into you today?’ 
Mrs Faulkner frowned. ‘I could see you muttering to yourself.’

Dan smiled, apologetic.
Mrs Faulkner was mid-forties, a decade older than him but it 

seemed more. She was pointing at his boots now. ‘Those stay 
outside.’

‘The Norfolk welcome.’
With a laugh, she ushered him inside. Dan followed her to 

the living room, the low ceilings a reminder of his height. He sat 
on a green sofa, felt the hardness of unforgiving foam.

‘Working last night?’ she said.
‘Got back at two. Airport run.’
‘Easy money. Maybe you can start paying rent.’
Mrs Faulkner was teasing him, but Dan was too tired for this 

game. ‘You wanted to see me.’
‘No time for chit-chat?’
‘You don’t do chit-chat.’
She laughed. ‘I worry about you, Daniel Hennessy.’
‘And I worry about you too.’ As if. Dan had long ago realised 

that the future belonged to the Mrs Faulkners. They had been 
waiting in the wings for millennia, these ruthlessly capable 
women.

The room was warm and his mind drifted.
‘Daniel. Daniel. I’m talking to you.’
Another coffee was needed. ‘Sorry.’
‘I was telling you about a resident on Primrose Drive. Unit 

16. Arrived end of April.’
Dan frowned. ‘Single guy. Bit of an oddball.’
‘His name’s John Strang. He seems to have disappeared.’
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‘Gone missing?’
‘More like done a runner, owing two weeks’ rent. Story was, 

he was waiting to be paid for a job. Kept saying he’d bring the 
money.’

‘When did you last see him?’ Dan said.
‘Fortnight ago. In the shop? I never actually spoke to the 

man. No doubt he avoided me because he knew I wouldn’t cut 
him any slack. Samantha is a soft target. When she told me 
Strang was late on his payments, I went to have a word with 
him. Never there during the day so I tried evenings. Light on, 
but no reply. And for the past week not even that. As in, he 
appears to have left Summerlands.’

‘I didn’t know you were having trouble.’
‘I’m a big girl, Daniel. I managed well enough before you 

came along. On Monday I put an invoice under his door, 
itemising what he owed plus a surcharge. Yesterday was the 
deadline.’

‘Did Strang leave any of his stuff behind?’
Mrs Faulkner picked at a seam on her denim skirt. ‘How 

should I know?’
Dan felt he was being told a lie.
‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘your job is to recover the debt. Maybe 

you’ll find a handy bank statement or letter. Everything else 
goes to the dump.’

‘Understood.’
Mrs Faulkner peered out the window. ‘I imagine the place is 

less than sanitary, if his clothes are anything to go by.’
‘Did Strang have a car?’ Dan said.
‘No vehicle registration in my records, no proper address 

either. Told Samantha he wasn’t sure how long he’d be staying. 
Offered to pay fortnightly in cash. Yes, I know what you’re 
thinking.’

‘I’m not thinking anything.’
‘Well I certainly am.’ She sighed. ‘Samantha was supposed to 

be helping me expand the business. My hope is she’ll learn from 
her mistakes.’ Mrs Faulkner stared at the mantlepiece.
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Dan waited, unsure if his presence was still needed.
After a minute, she turned to him with a half-smile. ‘This 

funny thing happened when I was at the hospital.’
‘Oh?’ He wondered why she was telling him, as they rarely 

spoke of their private lives.
‘I’m in the waiting room and my name gets called, so I go 

over to the nurse. But then this other woman starts saying she’s
Mrs Faulkner and the appointment is for her. I thought for 
some ghastly moment this was my ex-husband’s second wife. 
My ex was a livestock auctioneer. Probably still is, for all I know. 
I had this sudden vision of how cheated he’d feel. Furious at 
having married women who were not from a good line. A 
couple of heifers always needing the vet.’

‘Is that how you see yourself?’ Dan said.
‘I was aiming for comic effect. Apparently this other woman 

was Falconer spelt like the bird of prey. Not the second wife 
after all. But a weird experience, wouldn’t you say?’

‘You kept your married name,’ he said.
‘What?’
‘After the divorce. You decided not to change your surname.’
Her body stiffened. ‘I had my reasons.’
Mrs Faulkner gave Dan a look that caught him by surprise. 

Not bitterness over the marriage, but an aching sadness.
She reached something off the table and threw it at him.
Dan snatched it from the air. A small key.
Mrs Faulkner stood up. ‘Glad to see you aren’t totally 

comatose.’
‘This Strang, were there complaints from other residents?’
‘None.’
‘Why didn’t you mention him before?’
‘What exactly would I have said to you? That he gave 

Samantha the creeps? Empty his caravan and bring me the 
missing rent. And if you see Strang, escort him to the gate. Use 
force if you have to. There’s something not—’ She glared at 
Dan, breathing hard. ‘Just get rid of him.’


