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ACCLAIM FOR RUTH RENDELL’S THE BABES IN THE WOOD
“When it comes to the classic mystery . . . nobody does it better than Ruth Rendell. 
To her mastery of the traditional form, she adds a contemporary spin that places her above most of her peers and makes her Chief Inspector Wexford novels notable as much for their insights as for their puzzles.... [She is] a beguiling storyteller.” —The San Diego Union-Tribune
“Fans will be pleased. . . . The plot . . . marches efficiently to its unguessable dénouement while demonstrating Rendell’s grasp of the psychological dynamics of seduction.” —The New Yorker
“It is the merging of the personal, political, and procedural where Rendell shines.... [The Babes in the Wood is] a good yarn, which Rendell spins with her customary casual elegance.” —The Boston Globe
“Rendell’s gift for intelligent, coolheaded storytelling remains undiminished.” —Entertainment Weekly
“This veteran writer does not disappoint with The Babes in the  Wood. . . . Miss Rendell is a master of the psychological twist, and she throws in several before Wexford finds all the answers. . . . If you are not [already] a fan, read this and you will be.” —The Washington Times
“Rendell grabs readers’ attention in the first scene . . . [and] with a mix of the sinister and the mundane, she retains her hold throughout.” —Boston Herald
“As usual, [Rendell] has a few genuine surprises on tap as the astute Wexford neatly sorts out myriad lies to find a clever killer.”  
�The Orlando Sentinel
“The greatest charm of Ruth Rendell’s The Babes in the Wood is in her characterizations. . . . [She paints] vivid pictures at every level with sharp dialogue and observation.” —San Jose Mercury News
“The Babes in the Wood is more than just another mystery, count on it. To Rendell fans, it’s a respite from waiting; to everybody else, it’s an introduction to a vast, dark world and hours upon hours of reading well spent.” —Dayton Daily News
“A heart-wrenching tale.... Leaves the reader wondering whodunit until the final pages.” —The Roanoke Times

Before hand
IT WAS WARM ENOUGH TO be outdoors at ten and not feel a chill. The sky was all covered with stars, and the moon had come up among them, a reddish moon. Where they were was a wood with a clearing in it broad enough for a thousand people to dance on, but its springiness came from the dense green turf and its walls were a ring of tall forest trees, beech and ash and chestnut. Because the leaves were lush and green, the house, which wasn’t far away, couldn’t be seen. Nor could its outbuildings and its gardens.
In the center of the open space the people, a hundred or so, had formed a circle. Most of them had no idea the house was there. They had come in mini-buses and vans and some in their own cars, down a lane which debouched from another lane, which led from a rather narrow road. Nothing at the entrance to the lane indicated whether this was private land or not and nothing gave a clue to the presence of the house. Some of the people wore the ordinary clothes favored by the young and middle-aged alike and both sexes, jeans, a shirt, a sweater or jacket, but others were enveloped in robes, black or brown. They held hands and waited, expectant, perhaps excited.
A man dressed in white—open-necked white shirt, white trousers, white shoes—strode into the middle of the ring. When he reached the center the people began to sing. It was a rousing tune that might have been a hymn or a chorus from an opera or musical. 
When it was done they clapped their hands rhythmically. The clapping ceased when the man in white spoke.
He called out in ringing tones, “Are there any evil spirits tormenting you? Is there anyone here possessed by a bad spirit?”
The silence was deep. No one stirred. A little breeze rose and flitted across the circle, lifting long hair and making draperies flutter. It fell again as someone appeared within the ring. None of those holding hands, the singers, those who had clapped, could have told where the newcomer came from. No observer, even from close to, could have told if this was a man or a woman and no living person could be seen immediately behind it, yet it stumbled a little as if given a push. It was draped from neck to feet in a black robe and its head was covered by a black veil. A cry went up from the man who had asked about evil spirits.
“Send your fire down, Lord, burn the evil spirits!”
“Burn, burn, burn!” cried the ring.
The man in white and the figure in black met. From a distance they looked like a pair of lovers in disguise, masked and cloaked figures from the Venice Carnival perhaps. It was growing darker now, thin cloud passing across the face of the moon. The priest and supplicant, if that is what they were, were close enough to touch, but no one could see if they touched or not. Seeing was less important than hearing and suddenly there was much to hear as the black figure let out a long low wail, a keening moan, but louder than a moan, and followed by a series of such cries. They sounded real, not staged, they sounded as if they came from a distressed and anguished heart, a soul in torment, and now they rose and fell, rose and fell.
The white figure kept quite still. The ring of people began to shiver and sway from side to side and soon they too were moaning while some beat at their bodies with their hands or, in several cases, with twigs they picked up from the ground. They swayed and wailed and the cloud passed so that the moon came out once more and blazed on this ritual, bathing it in white fire. 
Then the figure in black also began to move. Not slowly as the people did but with swift movements that became frenzied as it beat with its hands not on its own body but on the chest and arms of the man in white. Its moans became growls and you could hear its teeth chattering as it growled.
Apparently oblivious of the violent assault made on him, the man in white raised his arms above his head. In the voice of some ancient priest he called, “Confess your sins and wickedness!”
Then it came, a catalog of errors, of commission and omission, some of it murmured, some of it uttered so that all could hear, the voice rising to a shout of desperation. The people were quiet, listening avidly. The confession went on but in less impassioned tones, dwindling until the creature in black was stammering, growing limp and cringing. Then there was silence broken only by a soft, almost sensual, sigh that rose from the crowd.
The priest spoke. He laid one hand on the black-cloaked shoulder and said in a ringing voice, “Now come out of him!” There was no absolution, only that assured command: “Come out of him!”
A cloud drifted across the moon, an event that evoked another sigh from the people, more perhaps a gasp of wonderment. A shudder passed through them as if a gust of wind had ruffled a field of corn.
“See the evil spirits, my children! See them in the air flying across the moon! See Ashtaroth, the demon, she who dwells in the moon!”
“I see! I see!” came the cry from the ring of people. “We see the demon Ashtaroth!”
“The creature that was their home has confessed to great sins of the flesh, but she, the demon, the embodiment of fleshly sin, has come out, and with her those lesser spirits. See them high above us in the air now!”
“I see! I see!”
And at last the supplicant in black spoke. It was in a broken voice, weak and sexless. “I see, I see . . .”
“Thanks be to the Lord God of Hosts!” cried the man in white. “Thanks be to the Blessed Trinity and all angels!”
“Thanks be to the Lord!”
“Thanks be to the Lord and all angels,” said the figure in black.
Within moments it was in black no longer. Two women broke through the ring and came into the center, bearing armfuls of white clothing. Then they dressed the black figure, covering it from head to foot until there were two in white.
The one who had been black called aloud but in misery no longer, “Thanks be to the Lord who has delivered his servant from sin and restored purity once more.”
The words were scarcely uttered when the dance began. The two white figures were swallowed up in the crowd as someone made music, a tune coming from somewhere, a melody like a Scottish reel that at the same time, strangely, was a hymn. 
They danced and clapped. A woman had a tambourine and another a zither. The figure who had sinned and been redeemed and purified stood in the midst of them, laughing a merry laugh like someone enjoying himself at a children’s party. There was nothing to eat, nothing to smoke, and nothing to drink, but they were drunk on fervor, on excitement, on the hysteria which comes when many are gathered together in a single belief, a single passion. And the one who was absolved continued to laugh peal after peal, merry and joyful as a child.
The dance lasted for half an hour but ceased when the music was withdrawn. It was a signal for departure and everyone, suddenly subdued once more, moved back to the lane where vehicles were parked on the grass verge.
The priest figure, who had come alone, waited until the people had gone before stripping off his robes and emerging as an ordinary man in jeans and combat jacket. The robes he put into the boot of his car. Then he walked down the drive to the house. It was large by present-day standards, early Victorian, with two shallow flights of stairs mounting to a front door inside a modestly pillared portico, and a balustrade bordering its slate roof, a house that was pleasing to look at if rather dull. There are hundreds, if not thousands, like it all over England. Plainly, no one was at home, but no one would be on a week night. He mounted the steps on the left-hand side, took an envelope from his pocket and slipped it through the letter box. He lived in straitened circumstances like most of his flock and wanted to save the cost of postage.
The owner of the house and grounds had asked for a fee. Naturally, though he was a rich man. But the priest, if priest he was, had jibbed at two hundred pounds and they had finally agreed on a hundred. 
The envelope also held a note of thanks. The people might want to make use of the open space again, as they had done several times in the past. The priest always referred to it as “the open space,” though he had heard it called the Dancing Floor, a name he thought had an idolatrous ring to it.
He went back to his car.

Chapter 1
THE KINGSBROOK WAS NOT USUALLY visible from his window. Not its course, nor its twisty meanders, nor the willows which made a double fringe along its banks. But he could see it now, or rather see what it had become, a river as wide as the Thames but flat and still, a broad lake that filled its own valley, submerging its water meadows in a smooth silver sheet. Of the few houses that stood in that valley, along a lane that had disappeared leading from a bridge that had disappeared, only their roofs and upper stories showed above the waters. He thought of his own house, on the other side of that gently rising lake, as yet clear of the floods, only the end of his garden lapped by an encroaching tide.
It was raining. But as he had remarked to Burden some four hours before, rain was no longer news, it was tedious to remark on it. The exciting thing worthy of comment was when it wasn’t raining. He picked up the phone and called his wife.
“Much the same as when you went out,” she said. “The end of the garden’s under water but it hasn’t reached the mulberry tree. I don’t think it’s moved. That’s what I’m measuring by, the mulberry tree.”
“Good thing we don’t breed silkworms,” said Wexford, leaving his wife to decipher this cryptic remark.
There hadn’t been anything like it in this part of Sussex in living memory—not, at least, in his memory. In spite of a double wall of sandbags the Kingsbrook had inundated the road at the High Street bridge, flooded the Job Center and Sainsbury’s, but miraculously—so far—spared the Olive and Dove Hotel. It was a hilly place and most of the dwellings on higher ground had escaped. Not so the High Street, Glebe Road, Queen and York streets with their ancient shopfronts and overhanging eaves. Here the water lay a foot, two feet, in places three feet, deep. In St. Peter’s churchyard the tops of tomb-stones pierced a gray, rain-punctured lake like rocks showing above the surface of the sea. And still it rained.
According to the Environment Agency, the land in the flood plains of England and Wales was saturated, was waterlogged, so that none of this latest onslaught could drain away. There were houses in Kingsmarkham, and even more in flatter low-lying Pomfret, which had been flooded in October and were flooded again now at the end of November. Newspapers helpfully informed their readers that such “properties” would be unsaleable, worth nothing. Their owners had left them weeks ago, gone to stay with relatives or in temporarily rented flats. 
The local authority had used up all the ten thousand sandbags it had ordered, scoffing at the possibility of half of them being used. Now they were all under the waters and more had been sent for but not arrived.
Wexford tried not to think about what would happen if another inch of rain fell before nightfall and the water reached and passed Dora’s gauge, the mulberry. On the house side of the tree, from that point, the land sloped very gradually downward until it came to a low wall, quite useless as a flood defense, that separated lawn from terrace and French windows. He tried not to think about it but still he pictured the water reaching and then pouring over that wall . . . Once more he reached for the phone but this time he only touched the receiver and withdrew his hand as the door opened and Burden came in.
“Still raining,” he said.
Wexford just looked at him, the kind of look you’d give something you’d found at the back of the fridge with a sell-by date of three months before.
“I’ve just heard a crazy thing, thought it might amuse you. 
You look as if you need cheering up.” He seated himself on the corner of the desk, a favorite perch. Wexford thought he was thinner than ever and looked rather as if he’d just had a facelift, total body massage, and three weeks at a health farm. “Woman phoned to say she and her husband went to Paris for the weekend, leaving their children with a—well, a teen-sitter, I suppose. The couple got back late last night to find the lot gone and naturally she assumes they’ve all drowned.”
“That’s amusing?”
“It’s pretty bizarre, isn’t it? The teenagers are fifteen and thirteen, the sitter’s in her thirties, they can all swim, and the house is miles above the floods.”
“Where is it?”
“Lyndhurst Drive.”
“Not far from me, then. But miles above the floods. The water’s slowly creeping up my garden.”
Burden put one leg across the other and swung his elegantly shod foot in negligent fashion. “Cheer up. It’s worse in the Brede Valley. Not a single house has escaped.” Wexford had a vision of buildings growing legs and running, pursued by an angry tide. “Jim Pemberton has gone up there. Lyndhurst Drive, I mean. And he’s alerted the Subaqua Task Force.”
“The what?”
“You must have heard of it.” Burden just avoided saying “even you.” “It’s the joint enterprise of Kingsmarkham Council and the Fire Brigade. Mostly volunteers in wetsuits.”
“If it’s amusing,” said Wexford, “that is to say, if we aren’t taking it seriously, why such extreme measures?”
“No harm in being on the safe side,” said Burden comfortably.
“All right, let me get this straight. These children—what are they, by the way? Boy and girl? And what’s their name?”
“Dade. They’re called Giles and Sophie Dade. I don’t know the sitter’s name. 
They can both swim. In fact, the boy’s got some sort of silver medal for life-saving and the girl just missed getting into the county junior swimming team. God knows why the mother thinks they’ve drowned. They’d no reason to go near the floods as far as I know. Jim’ll get it sorted.”
Wexford said no more. The rain had begun beating against the glass. He got up and went to the window, but by the time he got there it was raining so hard that there was nothing to see, just a white fog and, near at hand, raindrops exploding on the sill. “Where are you going to eat?” he said to Burden.
“Canteen, I suppose. I’m not going out in this.”
Pemberton came back at three to say that a couple of volunteer frogmen had begun searching for Giles and Sophie Dade but it was more a formality, an allaying of Mrs. Dade’s fears, than a genuine anxiety. None of the water lying in the Kingsmarkham area had reached a depth of four feet. It was over in the Brede Valley that things were more serious. A woman who couldn’t swim had been drowned there a month before when she fell from the temporary walkway that had been built from one of her upper windows to the higher ground. She had tried to cling to the walkway struts, but the floods came over her head and the rain and wind swept her away. Nothing like that could have happened to the Dade children, competent swimmers to whom twice the present depth of water would have presented no problems.
More a cause for concern in everyone’s view was the looting currently going on from shops in the flooded High Street. A good many shopkeepers had removed their goods, clothes, books, magazines and stationery, china and glass, kitchen equipment to an upper floor and then removed themselves. Looters waded through the water by night—some of them carrying ladders—smashed upper windows and helped themselves to what they fancied. One thief, arrested by Detective Sergeant Vine, protested that the iron and microwave oven he had stolen were his by right. In his view, the goods were compensation for his ground-floor flat being inundated, he was sure he would get no other. 
Vine suspected that a bunch of teenagers, still at school, were responsible for stealing the entire CD and cassette stock from the York Audio Center.
Wexford would have liked to check with his wife every half hour, but he controlled himself and didn’t phone again until half past four. By then the heavy rain had given place to a thin relentless drizzle. 
The phone rang and rang, and he had almost decided she must be out when she picked up the receiver.
“I was outside. I heard it ringing but I had to get my boots off and try not to make too much mess. Rain and mud make the simplest outdoor tasks take twice as long.”
“How’s the mulberry tree?”
“The water’s reached it, Reg. It’s sort of lapping against the trunk. Well, it was bound to, the way it’s been raining. I was wondering if there was anything we could do to stop it, the water coming up, I mean, not the rain. They haven’t found a way to stop that yet. I was thinking about sandbags, only the council hasn’t any. I phoned them and this woman said they’re waiting for them to come in. Like a shop assistant, I thought.”
He laughed, though not very cheerfully. “We can’t stop the water but we can start thinking about moving our furniture upstairs.” Get Neil over to help, he nearly said, and then he remembered his son-in-law was gone out of their lives since he and Sylvia split up. Instead he told Dora he’d be home by six.
That morning he hadn’t brought the car. Lately he’d been walking a lot more. The almost endless downpours stimulated his need to walk—there was human nature for you!—because the chance to do so in comfort and in the dry came so seldom. At first light, no rain had been falling and the sky was a wet pearly blue. It was still dry at eight thirty and he’d begun to walk. Huge, heavy clouds were gathering, covering up the blue and the pale milky sun. By the time he reached the station the first drops were falling. Now he thought he would have to make it home through this wet mist that intermittently became drizzle, but when he came out of the newly installed automatic doors the rain had lifted and for the first time for a long while he felt a marked chill in the air. It smelled drier. It smelled like a change in the weather. Better not be too optimistic, he told himself.
It was dark. Already dark as midnight. From this level, on foot, he could see nothing of the floods, only that the pavements and roadways were wet and puddles lay deep in the gutters. He crossed the High Street and began the slightly uphill walk to home. The Dades he had forgotten, and he wouldn’t have recalled them even then but for passing the end of Kingston Gardens and reading the street name in the yellow light from a lamp. Lyndhurst Drive met it at its highest point, and those living there could have looked down from their windows to his roof and his garden. They were safe. Someone had told him that for the floods to reach such a height they would have had first to rise above the cupola on Kingsmarkham Town Hall.
Yes, the Dades were safe up there. And the chance of their children being drowned practically nil. Before he left, a message had come through from the Subaqua Task Force to say that no living people or bodies had been found. 
Wexford stared up the hill, wondering exactly where they lived. And then he stopped dead. 
What was the matter with him? Was he losing his grip on things? Those children might not have drowned but they were missing, weren’t they? Their parents had come home from a weekend away and found them gone. Last night. All this nonsense about floods and drowning had obscured for him the central issue. Two children, aged fifteen and thirteen, were missing.
He walked on fast, thinking fast. Of course, the chances were that they were back by now. They had been, according to Burden, in the care of an older person, and they were all three missing. That surely meant that the sitter, presumably a woman, had taken them somewhere. Probably she had told the mother on the previous Friday, or whenever it was the parents went away, that she intended to take them on some outing and the mother had forgotten. A woman who would assume that her children had drowned, just because they weren’t there and part of the town was flooded, had to be—well, to put it charitably, somewhat scatterbrained.
Dora wasn’t in the house. He found her down in the garden, directing the beam from a flashlight onto the roots of the mulberry tree. “I don’t think it’s come up any more since I spoke to you at four thirty,” she said. “Do we really have to move the furniture?”
They went indoors. “We could shift some of the stuff we value most. Books. Favorite pictures. That console table that was your mother’s. We could make a start with that and listen to the weather forecast at ten.”
He gave her a drink and poured one for himself. With the much-diluted whisky on the table beside him, he phoned Burden. The inspector said, “I was about to call you. It just struck me. The Dade kids, they must be missing.”
“I had the same thought. Still, correction: they may be missing. 
Who knows but that their sitter’s just brought them back from an educational trip to Leeds Castle?”
“Which started yesterday, Reg?”
“No, you’re right. Look, we have to find out. The last thing they’d do is let us know if they’ve turned up safe. We’re strictly reserved for disasters. If these children still haven’t turned up, the parents, or one of them, will have to come down to the station and fill in a missing persons form and give us a bit more information. No need for you to do it. Get Karen on to it, she hasn’t been exactly crushed with toil lately.”
“I’d like to call the Dades before I do anything,” Burden said.
“And ring me back, would you?”
He sat at the table and he and Dora had their dinner. The letter box flapped as the evening paper, the Kingsmarkham Evening Courier, arrived.
“It’s too bad,” Dora said. “It’s nearly eight o’clock, two hours late.”
“Understandable in the circumstances, don’t you think?”
“Oh, I suppose so. I shouldn’t complain. I expect the poor newsagent had to bring it himself. Surely he wouldn’t let that girl go out in this.”
“Girl?”
“It’s his daughter delivers the papers. Didn’t you know? I suppose she does look rather like a boy in those jeans and that woolly cap.”
They kept the curtains at the French windows drawn back so that they could see if the rain started again and see too the tide of flood which had crept perhaps six feet across the lawn since last night. One of the neighbors, his garden elevated a few inches above the Wexfords’, but enough, enough, had an Edwardian street lamp at the bottom of his lawn and tonight the light was on, a powerful white radiance that revealed the water lying gleaming and still. It was a shining gray color, like a sheet of slate, and the little river, somewhere down there, was lost in the broad shallow lake. It was weeks since Wexford had seen the stars and he couldn’t see them now, only the bright but hazy lamplight below and a scurrying clotted mass across the sky where the rising wind agitated the clouds. Black leafless tree branches bowed and swayed. One swept the surface of the water, sending up spray like a car driving through a puddle.
“Do you want to start moving stuff now?” Dora asked when they had finished their coffee. “Or do you want to see this?”
He shook his head, rejecting the paper which seemed to hold nothing but photographs of floods. “We’ll move the books and that cabinet. No more till we’ve seen the weather forecast.”
The phone rang as he was carrying the sixth and last cardboard box of books upstairs. Luckily, most of his books were already on the upper floor, in the little room they had once called his study and now was more like a mini-library. Dora took the call while he set the box down on the top stair.
“It’s Mike.”
Wexford took the receiver from her. “I’ve a feeling they haven’t turned up.”
“No. The Subaqua Task Force want to resume the search tomorrow. They’ve got some idea of going under the deep water in the Brede Valley. 
They’ve not much to do and I think they like the excitement.”
“And Mr. and Mrs. Dade?”
“I didn’t phone, Reg, I went up there,” said Burden. “They’re a funny pair. She cries.”
“She what?”
“She cries all the time. It’s weird. It’s pathological.”
“Is that right, doctor? And what does he do?”
“He’s just rude. Oh, and he seems to be a workaholic, never an idle moment. He said he was going back to work while I was there. The kids are definitely missing. Their dad says it’s all rubbish about them drowning. Why would they go near floodwater in the depths of winter? Who got hold of this ridiculous idea? His wife said she did and started crying. Jim Pemberton suggested maybe they went in the water to rescue someone else but in that case, who? The only other person to go missing is this Joanna Troy . . .”
“Who?”
“She’s the friend of Mrs. Dade who was spending the weekend in their house to keep an eye on the two kids. Dade’s doing the missing persons forms now.” Burden’s voice took on a hesitant tone. Perhaps he was remembering the heartfelt note in Wexford’s voice when he expressed a wish not to get involved. “As it happens, things are a bit more serious than they seemed at first. The Dades got home from Paris—they came in through Gatwick—a little while after midnight. The house was in darkness, the children’s bedroom doors were shut, and the parents just went to bed without checking. Well, I suppose they wouldn’t check. After all, Giles is fifteen and Sophie is thirteen. It wasn’t till mid-morning that Mrs. Dade found the kids weren’t there. And that means not only that they’ve been missing since Sunday midnight but possibly since Friday evening when the parents left.”
“And this Joanna Whatever?”
“Troy. Mrs. Dade’s been phoning her home number all day without getting a reply and Dade went round there this afternoon but no one was there.”
“It doesn’t seem to matter whether I sincerely hope or don’t bother,” said Wexford wearily. “But we’ll leave it all till tomorrow.”
Burden, who could be sententious, said cheerfully that tomorrow was another day.
“You’re right there, Scarlett. Tomorrow will be another day, always providing Dora and I haven’t been drowned during the night. But I dare say we’ll be able to get out of the bedroom windows.”
He had been watching for more rain as he was speaking and the first drops had splashed against the glass midway through his last sentence. He put the receiver back and opened the front door. It was milder out there than he could ever remember for the time of year. Even the wind was warm. It had brought with it the next downpour and the rain increased in intensity as he watched, straight-down rain like glass or steel rods crashing onto the stone flags and splashing into the waterlogged gullies between them. The down-flow pipe from the roof gutters began to pour out water like a tap turned full on and the drain, unable to cope with so great a volume, was soon lost under an eddying flood of its own.
Dora was watching the news. It ended as he came in, and the weather forecast began with its typical irritating preamble: a kind of improbably glamorous creature in the guise of a water sprite wearing a silver lamé designer gown, sitting on top of a fountain while a concealed fan blew her hair and draperies about. The meteorologist, an altogether more normal sort of woman, pointing with a ferrule at her map, told them of flood warnings out on four new rivers and an area of low pressure rushing across the Atlantic in pursuit of the one presently affecting the United Kingdom. By morning, she said, as if this wasn’t true already, heavy rain would be falling across southern England.
Wexford turned it off. He and Dora stood at the French windows looking at the water which now, as in the front garden, filled the paved area immediately outside. The rain made little waves on its surface where a twig bobbed about like a boat on a choppy sea. 
The trunk of the mulberry tree was half submerged and it was now a lilac bush which had become the criterion. The rising water lapped its roots. A few yards of dry land remained before the incoming tide would reach the wall. As he watched, the light at the end of the garden next door went out and the whole scene was plunged into darkness.
He went up the stairs to bed. The possibility of two young proficient swimmers being drowned no longer seemed to him so absurd. You didn’t need too much imagination to fancy the whole country sinking and vanishing under this vast superfluity of water. Everyone overcome by it like shipwrecked men, their raft inadequate, their strength gone, the young and the old alike, the strong and the weak.

Chapter 2
SO MUCH FOR NOT GETTING INVOLVED. He was on his way there now, heading up Kingston Gardens toward Lyndhurst Drive with Barry Vine, who was driving. 
Vine seemed to think drowning in the Brede Valley, particularly in the very deep water now filling Savesbury Deeps where the frogmen had begun searching again, a real possibility. 
The night before he had thought so himself. Now, with the sun shining on wet pavements and glittering dripping branches, he wasn’t so sure.
Three hours earlier, when he got up, the rain had apparently just stopped. It was still dark but light enough to see what had happened during the night. He didn’t look out of the window. Not then. He was afraid of what he might see, and even more afraid, when he went down to make Dora’s tea, of the water waiting for him at the foot of the stairs or lying, still and placid, across the kitchen floor. But the house was dry and when he had put the kettle on and at last made himself pull back the curtains and look out of the French windows, he saw that the silvery gray lake still stopped some ten feet from the little wall that divided lawn from paving.
Since then there had been no more rain. The weather forecast had been right as far as the coming of a further downpour but wrong in its timing. 
There was still the second approaching area of low pressure to look forward to. As he got out of the car at the point where Kingston Gardens met Lyndhurst Drive, a large drop of water fell onto his head, onto his bald spot, from a hollybush by the gate.
The house on the corner was called “Antrim,” a name neither pretentious nor apparently appropriate. Unlike any other in Lyndhurst Drive, where neo-Georgian sat side by side with 1930s art deco, 1960s functional, 1890s Gothic, and late-twentieth-century “Victorian,” the Dades’ house was Tudor, so well done that the undiscerning might have mistaken it for the real thing. Beams of stripped oak crisscrossed slightly darker plaster, the windows were diamond-paned, and the front door heavily studded. The knocker was the ubiquitous lion’s head, and the bell pull a twisty wrought-iron rod. Wexford pulled it.
The woman who came to the door was very obviously the anxious mother, her face tear-stained. She was thin, wispy, and breathless. Early forties, he thought. Rather pretty, her face unpainted, her hair a mass of untidy brown curls. But it was one of those faces on which years of stress and yielding to that stress show in its lines and tensions. As she led them into a living room a man came out. He was very tall, a couple of inches taller than Wexford, which would make him six feet five, his head too small for his body.
“Roger Dade,” he said brusquely and in a public school accent that sounded as if he purposely exaggerated it. “My wife.”
Wexford introduced himself and Vine. The Tudor style was sustained inside the house, where there was a great deal of carved woodwork, gargoyles on the stone fireplace (containing a modern, unlit gas fire), paisley pattern wallpaper, and lamps of wrought iron and parchment painted with indecipherable ancient glyphs. 
The top of the coffee table around which they sat held, under glass, a map of the world as it was known in, say, 1550, with dragons and tossing galleons. Its choppy seas reminded Wexford of his back garden. He asked the Dades to tell him about the weekend and to begin at the beginning.
The children’s mother began, making much use of her hands. “We hadn’t been away on our own, my husband and I, since our honeymoon. Can you believe that? We were desperate just to get away without the children. 
When I think of that now, I feel just so guilty I can’t tell you. A hundred times since then I’ve bitterly regretted even thinking like that.”
Her husband, looking as if going away with her was the last thing he had been desperate to do, sighed and cast up his eyes. “You’ve nothing to be guilty about, Katrina. Give it a rest, for God’s sake.”
At this the tears had come into her eyes and she made no effort to restrain them. Like the water outside, they welled and burst their banks, trickling down her cheeks as she gulped and swallowed. As if it were a gesture which he was more than accustomed to perform, as automatic as turning off a tap or closing a door, Roger Dade pulled a handful of tissues from a box on the table and passed them to her. 
The box was contained in another of polished wood with brass fittings, evidently as essential a part of the furnishings as a rack for magazines or CDs might be in another household. Katrina Dade wore a blue crossover garment. A skimpy dressing gown or something a fashionable woman would wear in the daytime? To his amusement, he could see Vine doing his best to avert his eyes from the bare expanse of thigh she showed when the front of the blue thing parted.
“But what’s the use?” The tears roughened her voice and half choked it. “We can’t put the clock back, can we? What time did we leave on Friday, Roger? You know how hopeless I am about things like that.”
Roger Dade indeed looked as if, with varying degrees of impatience and exasperation, he had borne years of unpunctuality, forgetfulness, and a sublime indifference to time. “About half past two,” he said. “Our flight was four thirty from Gatwick.”
“You went by car?” Vine asked.
“Oh, yes, I drove.”
“Where were the children at this time?” Wexford had directed his eyes on to Dade and hoped he would answer, but he was to be disappointed.
“At school, of course. Where else? They’re quite used to letting themselves into the house. 
They wouldn’t have to be on their own for long. Joanna was coming over at five.”
“Yes. Joanna. Who exactly is she?”
“My absolutely dearest closest friend. That’s what makes all this so awful, that she’s missing too. And I don’t even know if she can swim. I’ve never had any reason to know. Perhaps she never learned. Suppose she couldn’t and she fell into the water, and Giles and Sophie plunged into the water to save her and they all . . .”
“Don’t get in a state,” Dade said as the tears bubbled up afresh. “You’re not helping with all this blubbing.” Wexford had never actually heard the word used before, only seen it in print years before in boys’ school stories, old-fashioned even when he read them. Dade looked from one police officer to the other. “I’ll take over,” he said. “I’d better if we’re to get anywhere.”
She shouted at him, “I want to do the talking! I can’t help crying. Isn’t it natural for a woman whose children have drowned to be crying? What do you expect?”
“Your children haven’t drowned, Katrina. You’re being hysterical as usual. If you want to tell them what happened, just do it. Get on with it.”
“Where was I? Oh, yes, in Paris.” Her voice had steadied a little. She pulled down the blue garment and sat up straight. “We phoned them from Paris, from the hotel. It was eight thirty. I mean, it was eight thirty French time, seven thirty for them. I just don’t understand why Europe has to be a whole hour ahead of us. Why do they have to be different?” No one supplied her with an answer. “I mean we’re all in the Common Market or the Union or whatever they call it, the name’s always changing. We’re supposed to be all the same.” She caught her husband’s eye. “Yes, all right, all right. 
We phoned them, like I said, and Giles answered. He said everything was fine, he and Sophie had been doing their homework. Joanna was there and they were going to have their supper and watch TV. I wasn’t worried—why should I have been?”
This too was obviously a rhetorical question. To Wexford, although he had been in her company only half an hour, it seemed inconceivable that she would ever be free from worry. She was one of those people who manufacture anxieties if none naturally occur. Her face puckered once more and he was afraid she was going to begin crying, but she went on with her account.
“I phoned again next day at the same sort of time, but nobody answered. I mean not a real person. The answering machine did. I thought maybe they were all watching something on television or that Giles had gone out and Joanna and Sophie weren’t expecting me to call. I hadn’t said I’d call. I left the number of the hotel—not that they didn’t have that already—and I thought they might have called me back but they never did.”
Vine intervened. “You said you thought your son might have gone out, Mrs. Dade. 
Where would he go? Somewhere with his mates? Cinema? Too young for clubbing, I expect.”
A glance passed between husband and wife. Wexford couldn’t interpret it. Katrina Dade said, as if she were skirting round the subject, avoiding a direct reply, “He wouldn’t go to the cinema or a club. He isn’t that sort of boy. Besides, my husband wouldn’t allow it. Absolutely not.”
Dade put in swiftly, “Children have too much freedom these days. They’ve had too much for years now. I did myself and I know it had an adverse effect on me for a long time. Until I dealt with it, that is, until I disciplined myself. If Giles went out he’d have gone to church. They sometimes have a service on Saturday evening. But in fact, last weekend it was on the Sunday morning. I checked before we left.”
Most parents in these degenerate times, thought Wexford, who was an atheist, would be gratified to know that their fifteen-year-old son had been to a church service rather than to some kind of popular entertainment. Never mind the religious aspect. No drugs in church, no AIDS, no predatory girls. But Dade was looking unhappy, his expression at best resigned.
“What church would that be?” Wexford asked. “St. Peter’s? The Roman Catholics?”
“They call themselves the Church of the Good Gospel,” said Dade. “They use the old hall in York Street, the one the Catholics used to have before their new church was built. God knows, I’d rather he went to the C of E but any church is better than none.” He hesitated, said almost aggressively, “Why do you want to know?”
Vine spoke in an equable, calming tone. “It might be a good idea to find out if Giles did actually go there on Sunday, don’t you think?”
“Oh, possibly.” Dade was a man who liked to provide ideas, not receive them from some other source. He glanced at his watch, frowning. “All this is making me late,” he said.
“Shall we hear about the rest of the weekend?” Wexford glanced from Dade to his wife and back again.
This time, Katrina Dade was silent, making only a petulant gesture and sniffing. Roger said, “We didn’t phone on the Sunday because we were going back in the evening.”
“That night, rather,” said Vine. “You were very late.” He probably didn’t mean to sound severe.
“Are you trying to insinuate something? Because if you are I’d like to know what it is. May I remind you that you’re to find my missing  children, not find fault with my conduct.”
Soothingly, Wexford said, “No one is insinuating anything, Mr. Dade. Will you go on, please?”
Dade looked at him, curling his lip. “The flight was delayed nearly three hours. Something to do with water on the runways at Gatwick. And then they took half an hour getting the bags off. It was just after midnight when we got home.”
“And you took it for granted everyone was in bed and asleep?”
“Not everyone,” said Katrina. “Joanna wasn’t staying that night. She was due to go home on Sunday evening. They could be alone for a little while. Giles is nearly sixteen. We all thought—everyone thought—we’d be home by nine.”
“But you didn’t phone home from the airport?”
“I’d have told you if we had,” snapped Dade. “It would have been after ten thirty and I like my children to be in bed at a reasonable hour. They need their sleep if they’re to do their schoolwork.”
“What difference would it have made if we had phoned?” This was Katrina, sniffling. “The answering machine was still on. Roger checked yesterday morning.”
“You went straight to bed?”
“We were exhausted. The children’s bedroom doors were shut. We didn’t look inside, if that’s what you mean. They’re not babies to be checked up on every moment. In the morning I had a lie-in. My husband went off to the office at the crack of dawn, of course. I woke up and it was gone nine. It was unbelievable, I haven’t overslept like that for years, not since I was a teenager myself, it was incredible.” Katrina’s speech quickened in pace, the words tumbling over one another. “Of course, my first thought was that the children had to go to school. I hadn’t heard them, I’d been so deeply asleep. I thought, they’ll have got up, they’ll have gone, but as soon as I got up myself I knew they hadn’t. 
You could tell no one had used the bathroom, their beds were made, something they never do, and it looked as if someone who knew what she was doing had made them. Joanna, obviously. There was no mess, everything was tidy—I mean, it was unknown.”
“You must have tried to find out where they were,” Wexford said. “Phoned friends and relatives? Did you phone the school?”
“I phoned my husband and he did, though we knew they weren’t there. And they weren’t. Of course they weren’t. Then he phoned his mother. God knows why. For some unaccountable reason that’s quite beyond me, the children seem fond of her. But he drew a complete blank. The same with the children’s friends’ parents—those we could get hold of, that is. So many mothers aren’t content to be homemakers, are they? They must have careers as well. Anyway, none of them knew a thing.”
Vine said, “Did you try to get in touch with Ms. Troy?”
Katrina Dade stared at him as if he’d uttered some extreme obscenity. “Well, of course we did. Of course. That was the first thing we did. Before we even phoned the school. There was no answer—well, her answering machine was on.”
“I was obliged to come home,” Dade said, implying it was the last place he wanted to be. “I went over to her house. No one was there. I went next door and the woman there said she hadn’t seen Joanna since Friday.”
That meant very little. A neighbor isn’t always aware of the comings and goings of the people next door. Wexford said, “And then?”
Katrina had assumed the vacant look and glazed eyes of a member of the local drama group playing Lady Macbeth in the sleepwalking scene. “It was while my husband was out that I looked out of the window. I hadn’t looked out before. I saw a devastating sight. 
You can see all the floods from here, like a great sea, an ocean. I could hardly believe my eyes, but I had to, I had to. That was when I knew my children must be out there somewhere.”
In the calmest, steadiest voice he could muster, Wexford said, “The frogmen have resumed their search, Mrs. Dade, but what you suggest is very unlikely. 
The floods are quite a distance from here and nowhere in Kingsmarkham are they more than four feet deep. The search has moved to the Brede Valley, three miles away at the nearest point. Unless Giles and Sophie are great walkers or Ms. Troy is, I find it hard to see why they should go near the Brede.”
“None of them would walk anywhere if they could help it,” said Dade.
Katrina looked as if he had betrayed her and she withdrew her hand. “Then where are they?” she appealed to the two policemen. “What has become of them?” Then came the question Wexford had been anticipating, the question that always came from a parent in this sort of situation, and came early, “What are you doing about it?”
“First we’ll need some help from you, Mrs. Dade,” said Vine. “Photographs of Giles and Sophie for a start. 
And a description. Some background—what sort of people they are.” He glanced at Wexford.
“A photograph of Ms. Troy as well, if possible,” the Chief Inspector said. “And we have a few more questions. How did Ms. Troy get here on Friday evening? By car?”
“Of course.” Dade was looking at him as if he’d questioned Joanna Troy’s possession of legs or as if every normal person knew human beings were born with motor vehicles attached, as it might be hair or noses. “Naturally, she came by car. Look, is this going to go on much longer? I’m late as it is.”
“Where is her car now? Has she a garage at home?”
“No. She leaves it parked on a kind of drive or pad in front of the house.”
“And was it there?”
“No, it wasn’t.” Dade began to look a little ashamed of his recent scorn. “Would you like her address? I don’t know if we have a photograph.”
“Of course we have a photograph.” His wife was shaking her head in apparent wonder. “Not have a photograph of my very dearest friend? Darling, how could you think that?”
How he could Dade didn’t explain. He went into another room and came back with two photographs, which he removed from their silver frames. 
They were of the children, not their sitter. The girl looked like neither parent. Her features were classical, almost sharp, her nose Roman, her eyes very dark, her hair nearly black. 
The boy was better-looking than Roger Dade, his features more nearly corresponding to a classical ideal, but he looked as if he also might be tall.
“Just topping six feet,” said Dade proudly as if reading Wexford’s thoughts. Katrina had fallen silent. Her husband glanced at her, went on, “You can see they’ve both got dark eyes. Giles has fairer hair. I don’t know what else I can tell you.”
Some time, thought Wexford, you can explain what makes a good-looking, tall, and far from deprived fifteen-year-old join something called the Good Gospel Church. But perhaps you won’t have to, perhaps we’ll have found them before that’s necessary. “Do you know,” he said to Katrina Dade, “the names of any close relatives of Ms. Troy?”
She was speaking dully now, though still far from naturally. “Her father. Her mother’s dead and he’s married again.” She got up, moving like a woman recovering from a long and serious illness. She opened a drawer in a desk designed to look as if made for a contemporary of Shakespeare, lifted out a thick leather-bound album, and extracted from one of its gray gilt-ornamented pages a photograph of a young woman. Still slow and somnambulant, she handed it to Wexford. “Her father lives at Twenty-eight Forest Road, if you know where that is.”
The last street in the district to bear the postal address Kingsmarkham. It turned directly off the Pomfret Road, and the houses in it would very likely have a pleasant view of Cheriton Forest. Katrina Dade was sitting down again but on a buttoned and swagged sofa, beside her husband, who was making an exasperated face. Wexford concentrated on the picture of Joanna Troy. The first thing that struck him was her youth. He had assumed she would be the same sort of age as Katrina, but this woman looked years younger, a girl still.
“When was this taken?”
“Last year.”
Well. Of course it was true that many people had friends a lot older or a lot younger than themselves. He wondered how these women had met. Joanna Troy looked confident and in control rather than handsome. Her short straight hair was fair, her eyes perhaps gray, it was hard to tell. Her skin was the fresh pink and white that used to be called a “real English complexion.” Somehow he could tell she would never be very clothes-conscious, but rather a jeans and sweater woman when she could get away with it, though the photograph showed nothing of her below the shoulders. He was asking himself if there were any more questions he need put to the Dades at this stage when a shattering scream brought him to his feet. 
Vine also leapt up. Katrina Dade, her head back and her neck stretched, her fists pumping the air, was shrieking and yelling at the top of her lungs.
Dade tried to put his arms round her. She fought him off and continued to make some of the loudest screams Wexford had ever heard, as loud as children in supermarket aisles, as loud as his granddaughter Amulet at her most willful. Seldom at a loss as to what to do, he was almost flummoxed. Perhaps the woman’s face should be slapped—that used to be the sovereign remedy—but if so, if that wasn’t about as politically incorrect as could be, he wasn’t going to be the one to do it. He beckoned to Vine and they moved as far from the screaming Katrina and her ineffectual husband as they could get, standing by a pair of French windows that gave on to a terraced garden and then to the floods below.
Katrina having subsided into sobs, Dade said, “Would you get me a glass of water, please?”
Vine shrugged but went to fetch it. He watched Katrina choke over the water, dodged out of the way before she hurled the remaining contents in his direction. This action seemed to relieve her feelings and she laid her head back against a cushion. 
Wexford took advantage of the silence to tell Dade they would like to have a look at the children’s rooms.
“I can’t leave her, can I? You’ll have to find them yourselves. Look, as soon as she shuts up I have to get off to work. All right with you, is it? I have your permission?”
“Rude bugger, isn’t he?” Vine said when they were on the stairs.
“He’s got a lot to put up with.” Wexford grinned. “You have to make allowances. I can’t really believe anything much has happened to these kids. Maybe I should, maybe it’s their mother’s behavior making me think none of this is quite real. I could be entirely wrong and we have to act as if I am.”
“Isn’t it because there are three of them, sir? It’s harder to believe in three people disappearing. Unless they’re hostages, of course.” Vine was remembering that Wexford’s wife had been one of the hostages in the Kingsmarkham bypass affair. “But these three aren’t, are they?”
“I doubt it.”
It was probably thinking of the bypass abductions that reminded Wexford that sooner or later the media was going to have to know about this. He remembered last time with a shudder, the intrusion into his own privacy, the continued onslaughts of Brian St. George, editor of the Kingsmarkham Courier, the embargoes he could barely enforce. Then there had been the furor over that one-time pedophile and poor Hennessy’s death . . .
“This is the boy’s room, sir,” Vine was saying. “Someone certainly tidied it and it wasn’t a fifteen-year-old, not even a religious maniac.”
“I’m not sure we should brand him like that, Barry. Not at this stage. 
You might feel like going along to the old Catholic Church after we’ve left here and get some background on these Good Gospel people, not to mention whether the boy went to church on Sunday or not.”
If there are any two features which distinguish a teenager’s bedroom from anyone else’s, it must be the presence of posters on the walls and a means of playing music. These days, too, a computer with Internet access and a printer, and these last Giles Dade had, though the posters and player were absent. Almost absent. Instead of a recommendation for a pop group, endangered species rescue, or soccer star, the wall facing Giles’s bed had tacked to it an unframed life-size reproduction Wexford recognized as Constable’s painting of Christ Blessing the Bread and Wine.
Perhaps it was only because he didn’t, couldn’t, believe, but he found this distasteful. Not because of what it was, though Constable’s genius found its best expression in landscape, but where it was and who had put it there. He wondered what Dora, a churchgoer, would say. He’d ask her. 
Vine was looking inside a clothes cupboard at what both of them would have expected to find there: jeans, shirts, T-shirts, a pea jacket and a school blazer, dark brown, bordered in gold braid. One of the T-shirts, on a hanger and probably valued, was red and printed in black and white with a photograph of Giles Dade’s face, “Giles” lettered underneath it.
“You see he had some elements of normal adolescence,” said Wexford.
They must ask Dade, or if it had to be, his wife, which particular clothes were missing from the children’s wardrobes. Football boots were there, sneakers, a single pair of black leather shoes. For going to church in, no doubt.
A shelf of books held a Bible, Chambers Dictionary, Orwell’s  Animal Farm—a GCSE set book?—some Zola in French, surprisingly, Daudet’s Lettres de mon Moulin, Maupassant’s short stories, Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, and something called Purity as a Life Goal by Parker T. Ziegler. Wexford took it down and looked inside. It had been published in the United States by a company named the Creationist Foundation and sold there for the hefty sum of thirty-five dollars. On the shelf below, plugged in for recharging, was a mobile phone.
Drawers below held underpants, shorts, white T-shirts—or one did. In the middle drawer was a mêlée of papers, some of them apparently a homework essay Giles was writing, a paperback on trees and another on the early Church, ballpoints, a comb, a used lightbulb, shoelaces, a ball of string. The top one was much the same but out of the confusion Vine extracted the small dark-red booklet that is a British passport. It had been issued three years before to Giles Benedict Dade.
“At least we know he hasn’t left the country,” said Wexford.
The girl’s room had far more books and posters enough. Just what you’d expect, including one of David Beckham, Posh Spice, and their child, apparently off on a shopping spree. In the bookcase were the works of J. K. Rowling and Philip Pullman, the two Alice volumes, a lot of poetry, some of it just what you would not expect, notably the Complete Works of T. S. Eliot and a selection from Gerard Manley Hop-kins. 
The girl, after all, was only thirteen. A photograph of a handsome but very old woman and one she resembled stood on top of the bookcase, but the one of her brother, identical to that which they had been given, was on the bedside cabinet. A rack of CDs held hip-hop and Britney Spears, showing Sophie to be more of a typical teenager than her brother. Her clothes contributed nothing in the way of enlightenment except that things to wear didn’t much interest her. From the brown-and-gold blazer and brown pleated skirt, they saw that she went to the same school as her brother. There was a hockey stick and a tennis racquet in the wardrobe as well. Sophie’s computer was a humbler version of Giles’s with Internet access but no printer. No doubt, she shared his. She also had a combined radio and cassette player, and a CD Walkman.
Wexford and Vine went downstairs and put a few more questions to the parents. Katrina Dade was lying down. Her husband was on his knees picking up broken glass, having made her a cup of coffee. None was offered to the two police officers. 
Wexford asked about clothes and Dade said they had looked, this had seemed important to his wife, but they had been unable to say what had gone. So many of the clothes their children wore looked just the same, blue jeans and black jeans, plain T-shirts and T-shirts with logos, black, gray, and white sneakers.
“How about coats?” Vine asked. “Where do you keep coats? When they went out they must have worn something more than a sweater at this time of the year.”
Wexford wasn’t so sure. It had become a sign of a kind of macho strength and youthful stamina not to wear a coat outdoors, not even in snow, not even when the temperature fell below freezing. And it hadn’t been cold for the time of year. But was Giles Dade that sort of boy? The boastful swaggering sort who would strut about in a sleeveless vest while others wore padded jackets? He followed Vine and Giles’s father out into the hall, and the inside of a large and rather ornate clothes cupboard was examined.
A fur coat hung there, mink probably, very likely Roger Dade’s gift to his wife in happier days before disillusionment set in, but very politically incorrect just the same. 
Wexford wondered when and where she dared wear it. In Italy, on a winter holiday? There were two other winter coats, both belonging to the parents, a man’s raincoat, a padded jacket, a fleece, a reinforced red garment that looked as if designed for skiing in and a striped cagoule with hood.
“Giles has got an army surplus greatcoat,” said Dade. “It’s hideous but he likes it. It should be here but it’s not. And Sophie has a brown padded jacket like that one but that’s not hers. That’s Giles’s.”
Then it looks likely they at least went of their own volition, Wexford thought. Roger Dade took his own raincoat out of the cupboard, hung it over his arm, said, “I’m going. I just hope this will all have blown over before I get back tonight.”
Wexford didn’t answer. “You say you phoned parents of the children’s friends. We’d like names and addresses, please. As soon as possible. Have you cleared the messages from your answering machine?”
“We’ve listened to them, not cleared them.”
“Good. We’ll take the tape.”
He walked back into the living room to say good-bye to Katrina. They would keep in touch. 
They would want to see her and her husband very soon. Lying on her back, she kept her eyes closed and her breathing steady. He knew she was awake.
“Mrs. Dade?” Vine said. She didn’t stir. “We’re leaving.”
“I suppose it’s understandable,” said Wexford in the car. “All the many times I’ve talked to parents whose children are missing I’ve never been able to understand why they don’t scream the place down with rage and fear. And when I come across one who does I pass judgment on her.”
“It’s because we don’t believe anything serious has happened to them, sir.”
“Don’t we? It’s far too soon to make up our minds.”
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