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Chapter One

His office seemed to shrink as he paced. The walls 
drew in, their angles distorted by the elongated 
shadows cast from the swivel lamp on his desk. The 
Yard always felt a bit eerie at night, as if the very emptiness 
of the rooms had a presence. He stopped at the 
bookcases and ran his finger along the spines of the 
well-thumbed books on the top shelf. Archaeology, 
art . . . canals . . . crime reference . . . Many of them 
were gifts from his mother, sent in her continual quest 
to remedy what she considered his lack of a proper 
education. Although hed tried to group them alphabetically 
by subject, there were a few inevitable strays. 
Kincaid shook his head  would that he could order his 
life even half as well as he did his books.

He glanced at his watch for the tenth time in as 
many minutes, then crossed to his desk and sat down 
very deliberately. The call that had brought him in had 
been urgent  a high-ranking police officer found murdered 
 and if Gemma didnt arrive soon hed have to 
go on to the crime scene without her. Shed not been in 
to work since she had left his flat on Friday evening. 
And although she had called in and requested leave 
from the chief superintendent, she had not answered
Kincaids increasingly frantic calls over the past five 
days. Tonight Kincaid had asked the duty sergeant to 
contact her, and shed responded.

Unable to contain his restlessness, he rose again 
and had reached to pull his jacket from the coat stand 
when he heard the soft click of the latch. He turned 
and saw her standing with her back to the door, 
watching him, and a foolish grin spread across his face. 
Gemma!

Hello, guv.

Ive tried and tried to ring you. I thought something 
must have happened

She was already shaking her head. I went to my 
sisters for a few days. I needed some time

We have to talk. He moved a step nearer and 
stopped, examining her. She looked exhausted, her pale 
face almost transparent against the copper of her hair, 
and the skin beneath her eyes held faint purple 
shadows. Gemma

Theres nothing to say. She slumped, resting her 
shoulders against the door as if she needed its support. 
It was all a dreadful mistake. You can see that, cant 
you?

He stared at her, astonishment freezing his tongue. 
A mistake? he managed finally, then wiped a hand 
across his suddenly dry lips. Gemma, I dont 
understand.

It never happened. She took a step towards him, 
entreating, then stopped as if afraid of his physical 
proximity.

It did happen. You cant change that, and I dont 
want to. He went to her then and put his hands on her
shoulders, trying to draw her to him. Gemma, please, 
listen to me. For an instant he thought she might tilt 
her head into the hollow of his shoulder, relax against 
him. Then he felt her shoulders tense under his fingers 
and she pulled away.

Look at us. Look at where we bloody are, she said, 
thumping a fist against the door at her back. We cant 
do this. Ive compromised myself enough already. She 
took a ragged breath and added, spacing the words out 
as if to emphasize their weight, I cant afford it. Ive my 
career to think of . . . and Toby.

The phone rang, its short double brr echoing loudly 
in the small room. He stepped back towards his desk 
and fumbled for the receiver, bringing it to his ear. 
Kincaid, he said shortly, then listened for a moment. 
Right, thanks. Replacing the handset in the cradle, he 
looked at Gemma. Cars waiting. Sentences formed 
and dissolved in his mind, each sounding more futile 
than the last. This was not the time or the place to 
discuss it, and he would only embarrass them both by 
going on about it now.

Finally, he turned away and slipped into his jacket, 
using the moment to swallow his disappointment and 
compose his features in as neutral an expression as 
he could manage. Facing her again, he said, Ready, 
Sergeant?



Big Ben struck ten oclock as the car sped south across 
Westminster Bridge, and in the back seat beside 
Gemma, Kincaid watched the lights shimmer on the 
Thames. They sat in silence as the car zigzagged on
through South London, inching its way towards Surrey. 
Even their driver, a usually chatty young PC called 
Williams, seemed to have caught their mood, remaining 
hunched in taciturn concentration over the wheel.

Clapham had vanished behind them when Gemma 
spoke. Youd better fill me in on this one, Guv.

Kincaid saw the flash of Williamss eyes as he cast a 
surprised glance at them in the rearview mirror. 
Gemma should have been briefed, of course, and he 
roused himself to answer as ordinarily as possible. 
Gossip in the ranks would do neither of them any good. 
Little village near Guildford. Whats it called, 
Williams?

Holmbury St Mary, sir.

Right. Alastair Gilbert, the division commander at 
Notting Dale, found in his kitchen with his head bashed 
in.

He heard Gemma draw a sharp breath, then she 
said with the first spark of interest hed heard all evening, 
Commander Gilbert? Jesus. Any leads?

Not that Ive been told, but its early days yet, Kincaid 
said, turning to study her.

She shook her head. There will be an unholy stink 
over this one, then. And arent we the lucky coppers, 
having it land in our laps? When Kincaid snorted in 
wry agreement, she glanced at him and added, You 
must have known him.

Shrugging, he said, Didnt everyone? He was 
unwilling to elaborate in front of Williams.

Gemma settled back into her seat. After a moment 
she said, The local lads will have been there before us. 
Hope they havent messed about with the body.

Kincaid smiled in the dark. Gemmas possessiveness 
over bodies always amused him. From the beginning of 
a case, she considered the corpse her personal property 
and she didnt take unnecessary interference kindly. 
Tonight, however, her prickliness brought him a sense 
of relief. It meant she had engaged herself in the case, 
and it allowed him to hope that their working relationship, 
at least, was not beyond salvage. Theyve promised 
to leave it until weve had a chance to see things in 
situ.

Gemma nodded in satisfaction. Good. Do we know 
who found him?

Wife and daughter.

Ugh. She wrinkled her nose. Not at all nice.

At least theyll have a WPC to do the hand-holding, 
Kincaid said, making a half-hearted attempt to tease 
her. Lets you off the hook. Gemma often complained 
that female officers were good for more than breaking 
bad news to victims families and offering comforting 
shoulders, but when the task fell to her she did it exceptionally 
well.

I should hope so, she answered and looked away 
towards her window, but not before he thought he saw 
her lips curve in a smile.

A half-hour later they left the A road at Abinger 
Hammer, and after a few miles of twisting and turning 
down a narrow lane, they entered the sleepy village of 
Holmbury St Mary. Williams pulled on to the verge and 
consulted a scribbled sheet of directions under the map 
light. When the road curves left we stay straight on, 
just to the right of the pub, he muttered as he put the 
car into gear again.

There, said Kincaid, wiping condensation from his 
window with the sleeve of his coat. This must be it.

Turning to look out of her window, Gemma said, 
Look. Ive never seen that particular sign before. He 
heard the pleasure in her voice.

Kincaid leaned across her just in time to catch a 
glimpse of a swinging pub sign showing two lovers silhouetted 
against a smiling moon. Then he felt 
Gemmas breath against his cheek and caught the faint 
scent of peaches that always seemed to hover about 
her. He sat back quickly and turned his attention 
ahead.

The lane narrowed past the pub, and the blue 
flashing of the panda cars lights lit the scene with an 
eerie radiance. Williams brought their car to a halt 
several yards back from the last car and almost against 
the hedge on the right, making allowance, Kincaid 
guessed, for the passing of the coroners van. They slid 
from the car, stretching their cramped legs and huddling 
closer into their coats as the November chill 
struck them. A low mist hung in the still air, and 
plumes of condensation formed in front of their faces 
as they breathed.

A constable materialized before them in the lane, 
Cheshire Cat-like, the white checks on his hatband 
creating a dog-toothed smile. Kincaid identified them, 
then peered through the gate from which the constable 
had come, trying to make out features in the dark bulk 
of the house.

Chief Inspector Deveney is waiting for you in the 
kitchen, sir, said the constable. The gate moved silently 
as he opened it and led them through. Theres a path
just here that goes round the back. The scene-of-crime 
lads will have some lamps rigged up shortly.

No sign of forced entry?

No, sir, nor any tracks that weve been able to see. 
Weve been careful to keep to the stones.

Kincaid nodded in approval. When his eyes 
adjusted to the dimness within the precincts of the 
garden wall, he could see that the house was large and 
stolidly Tudor. Red brick, he thought, squinting, and 
above that black-and-white half timbering. Not the real 
thing, surely  more likely Victorian, a representation 
of the first migration of the well-off into suburbia. A 
faint light shone through the leaded panes in the front 
door, echoed by faint glints from the upstairs windows.

Carefully he knelt and touched the grass. The lawn 
that separated them from the house felt as smooth and 
dense as black velvet. It seemed that Alastair Gilbert 
had lived very well.

The flagged path indicated by the constable took 
them along the right side of the house, then curved 
around to meet light spilling out from an open door. 
Beyond it Kincaid thought he could see the outline of a 
conservatory.

A silhouette appeared against the light, and a man 
came down the steps towards them. Superintendent? 
He extended his hand and grasped Kincaids firmly. 
Im Nick Deveney. An inch or so shy of Kincaids 
height and near his age, Deveney flashed them a 
friendly smile. Youre just in time to have a word with 
the pathologist. He stepped aside, allowing Kincaid, 
Gemma and the still-silent Williams to enter the house 
before him.

Kincaid passed through a cloakroom, registering a 
few pairs of neatly aligned wellies on the floor and 
mackintoshes hanging from hooks. Then he stepped 
through into the kitchen proper and halted, the others 
piling up at his back.

The kitchen had been white. White ceramic floors, 
white ceramic walls, set off by cabinets of a pale wood. 
A detached part of his mind recognized the cabinets as 
something he had seen when planning the refitting of 
his own kitchen  they were free-standing, made by a 
small English firm, and quite expensive. The other part 
of his mind focused on the body of Alastair Gilbert, 
sprawled face down near a door on the far side of the 
room.

In life, Gilbert had been a small, neat man known 
for the perfection of his tailoring, the precision of his 
haircuts, the gloss upon his shoes. There was nothing 
neat about him now. The metallic smell of blood 
seemed to lodge at the back of Kincaids nose. Blood 
matted Gilberts dark hair. Blood had splattered, and 
smeared, and run in scarlet rivulets across the pristine 
white floor.

A small sound, almost a whimper, came from 
behind Kincaid. Turning, he was just in time to see a 
pasty-faced Williams push his way out through the 
door, followed by the faint sound of retching. Kincaid 
raised an eyebrow at Gemma, who nodded and slipped 
out after Williams.

A woman in surgical overalls knelt beside the body, 
her profile obscured by a shoulder-length fall of 
straight, black hair. She hadnt looked up or paused in 
her work when they had entered the room, but now
she sat back on her heels and regarded Kincaid. He 
came nearer and squatted, just out of the bloods path.

Kate Ling, she said, holding up her gloved hands. 
You wont mind if I dont shake?

Kincaid thought he detected a trace of humour in 
her oval face. Not at all.

Gemma returned and dropped down beside him. 
Hell be all right, she said softly. Ive sent him along to 
the duty constable for a cuppa.

Cant tell you much, Dr Ling said as she began 
stripping off her gloves. Bloods not congealing, as you 
can see. She gestured at the body with the deflated 
latex fingers of an empty glove. Possibly taking some 
sort of anticoagulant. From the body temperature Id 
say hes been dead four or five hours, give or take an 
hour or two. Her eyelid drooped in a ghost of a wink. 
But look at this, she added, pointing with a slender 
index finger. I think the weapon has left several 
crescent-shaped depressions, but Ill know more when 
I get him cleaned up.

Looking closely, Kincaid thought he detected fragments 
of skull in the blood-matted hair, but no crescent 
shapes. Ill take your word for it, Doctor. Any defence 
wounds?

Not that Ive found so far. All right with you if I 
have him moved now? The sooner I get him on the 
table, the more well know.

Its your call, Doc. Kincaid stood up.

The photographer and the scene-of-crime lads 
would like to move the live bodies out as well, said 
Deveney, so they can get on with things.

Right. Kincaid turned to him. Can you fill me in
on what youve got so far? Then Id like to see the 
family.

Claire Gilbert and her daughter came home around 
half-past seven. Theyd been away several hours, doing 
some shopping in Guildford. Mrs Gilbert parked the car 
in the garage as usual, but as they came across the back 
garden towards the house they saw that the back door 
stood open. When they entered the kitchen they found 
the commander. Deveney nodded towards the body. 
Once shed ascertained there wasnt a pulse, Mrs Gilbert 
called us.

In a nutshell, said Kincaid, and Deveney smiled. 
So whats the theory? Did the wife do it?

Theres nothing to suggest they had a fight  
nothing broken, no marks on her. And the daughter 
says they were shopping. Besides Deveney paused. 
Well, wait till you meet her. Ive had her check the 
house, and she says she cant find a few items of jewellery. 
There have been a few thefts reported in the area 
recently. Petty things.

No suspects in the thefts?

Deveney shook his head.

All right, then. Where are the Gilberts?

Ive a constable with them in the sitting room. Ill 
take you through.

Pausing in the doorway for a final glimpse of the 
body, Kincaid thought of Alastair Gilbert as he had 
seen him last  lecturing from a podium, extolling the 
virtues of order, discipline, and logical thinking in 
police work  and he felt an unexpected stirring of pity.






Chapter Two

As they entered the sitting room, Kincaid gathered a 
quick impression of deep red walls and understated 
elegance. A fire burned in the grate, and across the 
room a plainclothes constable sat in a straight-backed 
chair with a teacup balanced on his knee, looking not 
at all uncomfortable. From the corner of his eye, Kincaid 
saw Gemmas eyes widen as she took in the male 
hand holder, then his attention was drawn to the two 
women seated side by side on the sofa.

Mother and daughter  the mother fair, small-boned, 
and delicate of feature; the daughter a darker 
copy, her long, thick hair framing a heart-shaped face. 
Above her pointed chin her mouth looked disproportionately 
large, as if she hadnt quite grown into it. 
Why had he thought of the Gilberts daughter as a 
child? Although his wife appeared considerably 
younger, Gilbert had been in his mid-fifties, and certainly 
they might have had a grown, or nearly grown, 
daughter.

The women looked up enquiringly, their faces 
composed. But the perfection of the little tableau was 
marred by Claire Gilberts clothes. The front of her 
white turtle-necked sweater was decorated with a
Rorschach stain of dried blood, and the knees of her 
navy trousers bore darker splotches as well.

The constable had set down his cup and crossed the 
room to have a murmured word with his boss. Deveney 
nodded at him as he left the room, then turned back to 
the women and cleared his throat. Mrs Gilbert, this 
is Superintendent Kincaid and Sergeant James from 
Scotland Yard. Theyll be helping us in our inquiries. 
Theyd like to ask you a few questions.

Of course. Her voice was low and almost hoarse, 
huskier than Kincaid had expected for a woman of her 
size, and controlled. But when she leaned forward to 
set her cup on the low table, her hand trembled.

Kincaid and Gemma took the two armchairs 
opposite the sofa, and Deveney shifted the constables 
chair so that he sat beside Gemma.

I knew your husband, Mrs Gilbert, Kincaid said. 
Im very sorry.

Did you? she asked in a tone of bright interest. 
Then she added, Would you like some tea? The low 
table before her held a tray with a pot and some extra 
cups and saucers. When Kincaid and Gemma both 
murmured affirmatives, she leaned forward and 
poured a little into her own cup, then sat back, looking 
around vaguely. What time is it? she asked, but the 
question didnt seem to be directed to anyone in 
particular.

Let me do that for you, said Gemma after a 
moment, when it became clear that tea was not forthcoming. 
She filled two cups with milk and strong tea, 
then glanced at Deveney, who shook his head.

Accepting a cup from Gemma, Kincaid said, Its
very late, Mrs Gilbert, but I want to go over one or two 
things while theyre clear in your mind.

The carriage clock on the mantelpiece began to 
chime midnight. Claire stared at it, frowning. It is late, 
isnt it? I hadnt realized.

The daughter had been sitting so quietly that Kincaid 
had almost forgotten her presence, but now she 
shifted restlessly, drawing his attention. Her clothes 
made a rustling sound against the sofas cream-and-red 
striped chintz as she repositioned herself, turning 
towards Claire and touching her knee. Mummy, 
please, you must get some rest, she said, and from the 
entreaty in her voice Kincaid guessed that it was not 
the first time shed made the request. You cant keep 
on like this. She looked at Kincaid and added, Tell her, 
Superintendent, please. Shell listen to you.

Kincaid examined her more closely. She wore a 
bulky jumper over a tight black miniskirt, but in spite 
of the sophistication of her clothes, there was an 
unfinished quality about her that made Kincaid revise 
his estimate of her age down to late teens, perhaps 
even younger. Her face looked pinched with stress, and 
as he watched she rubbed the back of her hand against 
her lips as if to stop them quivering. Youre absolutely 
right He paused, realizing he didnt know her name.

Obligingly, she filled it in for him. Im Lucy. Lucy 
Penmaric. Cant you A muffled yelping came from 
somewhere nearby and she paused, listening. Kincaid 
heard the frustration in the sound, as if the dog had 
given up hoping for a response. Thats Lewis, she said. 
We had to shut him in Alastairs study to keep him 
from . . . you know, getting into things.

A very good idea, Kincaid said absently as he added 
what hed just heard to his assessment of the situation. 
Her name wasnt Gilbert, and she referred to the commander 
as Alastair. A stepdaughter rather than a 
daughter. He thought of the man he had known and 
realized what had struck him as odd. Try as he might, 
he couldnt quite manage to imagine Gilbert relaxed 
before a fire, a large (from the sound of it) dog sprawled 
comfortably at his feet. Nor did this room, with its rich 
velvets and chintzes and the deep pile of a Persian 
carpet under their feet, seem a likely habitat for a dog. 
I wouldnt have thought of Commander Gilbert as a 
dog man, he ventured. Im surprised he allowed a dog 
in the house.

Alastair made us

Alastair preferred that we confine Lewis to his 
kennel, interrupted Claire, and Lucy looked away, her 
face losing the brief spark of animation hed seen when 
she spoke of the dog. But under the circumstances . . . 
Claire smiled at them, as if excusing a lapse in manners, 
then looked around vaguely. Would you like 
some tea?

Were quite all right, Mrs Gilbert, he said. Lucy was 
right: her mother needed rest. Claires eyes had the 
glazed look of impending collapse, and her coherence 
seemed to fade in and out like a weak radio signal. 
But even though he knew he couldnt press her much 
further, he wanted to ask a few more questions before 
letting her go. Mrs Gilbert, I realize how difficult this 
must be for you, but if you could just tell us exactly 
what happened this evening, we can get on with our 
inquiries.

Lucy and I ran into Guildford for some shopping. 
Shes studying for her A levels, you see, and needed a 
book from Waterstones in the shopping centre. We 
poked about a bit in the shops, then walked up the High 
Street to Sainsburys. Claire stopped as Lucy stirred 
beside her, then she looked at Deveney and frowned. 
Wheres Darling?

Gemma and Kincaid glanced at each other, Kincaid 
raising a questioning eyebrow. Deveney leaned over 
and whispered, The constable who was with them. His 
name is Darling. Turning to Claire, he said, Hes still 
here, Mrs Gilbert. Hes just gone to give the other lads a 
hand for a bit.

Tears filled Claires eyes and began to run down the 
sides of her nose, but she made no move to wipe them 
away.

After youd finished your shopping, Mrs Gilbert, 
Kincaid prompted after a moment, what did you do 
then?

She seemed to focus on him with an effort. After? 
We drove home.

Kincaid thought of the quiet lane where they had 
left their car. Did anyone see you? A neighbour, 
perhaps?

Claire shook her head. I dont know.

While they talked, Gemma had unobtrusively 
pulled her notebook and pen from her bag. Now she 
said softly, What time was this, Mrs Gilbert?

Half-past seven. Maybe later. Im not quite sure. 
She looked from Gemma to Kincaid, as if for reassurance, 
then spoke a little more forcefully. We werent 
expecting Alastair. He had a meeting. Lucy and I had
bought some pasta and ready-made sauce at Sainsburys. 
A bit of a treat, just for the two of us.

Thats why we were surprised to find his car in the 
garage, added Lucy, when her mother didnt continue.

What did you do then? Kincaid asked.

After a quick glance at Claire, Lucy went on. We 
put Mums car in the garage. When we came around 
the corner of the garage into the garden we could see 
the door standing

Where was the dog? asked Kincaid. Whats his 
name  Lewis?

Lucy stared at him as if she didnt quite understand 
the question, then said, He was in his run, in the back 
garden.

What kind of dog is Lewis?

A Lab. Hes brilliant, really lovely. Lucy smiled for 
the first time, and again he heard that flash of proprietary 
pride in her voice.

Did he seem upset in any way? Disturbed?

Mother and daughter glanced at each other, then 
Lucy answered. Not then. It was only later, when the 
police came. He got so frantic we had to bring him into 
the house.

Kincaid set his empty cup on the table, and Claires 
body jerked slightly as the china clinked. Lets go back 
to when you saw the open door.

The silence stretched. Lucy moved a bit nearer her 
mother.

The fire settled and a shower of sparks rose, then 
flickered out. Kincaid waited another heartbeat, then 
spoke. Please, Mrs Gilbert, try to tell us exactly what 
happened next. I know that youve already been
through this with Chief Inspector Deveney, but you 
might remember some tiny detail that could help us.

After a moment Claire took Lucys hand and cradled 
it between her own, but Kincaid couldnt tell if she 
was extending support or receiving comfort. You saw. 
There was blood . . . everywhere. I could smell it. She 
drew a deep, shuddering breath, then continued. I 
tried to lift him. Then I realized . . . I had some first-aid 
training, years ago. When I couldnt find a pulse, I 
dialled nine-nine-nine.

Did you notice anything unusual as you came into 
the house? asked Gemma. Anything at all in the 
kitchen that wasnt quite where it should be?

Claire shook her head, and the lines of exhaustion 
seemed to deepen around her mouth.

But I understand youve reported some things 
missing from the house, said Kincaid, and Deveney 
gave him a quick nod of confirmation.

My pearls. And the earrings Alastair gave me on 
my birthday . . . he had them specially made. Claire 
sank back against the sofa cushion and closed her eyes.

It sounds as if they must have been quite valuable, 
said Gemma.

When Claire didnt stir, Lucy glanced at her, then 
answered, I suppose they were. I dont know, really. 
She pulled her hand free of her mothers and held it 
out in a pleading gesture. Please, Superintendent, she 
said, and at the distress in her voice the dog began to 
bark, scrabbling against the door with his claws.

Do shut him up, Lucy, said Claire, but her voice 
was listless, and she didnt move or open her eyes.

Lucy sprang up, but even as she did so the dogs
barking faded to a whimper, then subsided altogether. 
She sank back to the edge of the sofa, looking in mute 
appeal from her mother to Kincaid.

Only one more thing, Lucy, I promise, he said 
softly, then he turned to Claire. Mrs Gilbert, do you 
have any idea why your husband came home early?

Claire pressed her fingers to her throat and said 
slowly, No. Im sorry.

Do you know who he was meet

Please. Lucy stood up, shivering. She crossed her 
arms tightly beneath her breasts and said through chattering 
teeth, Shes said already. She doesnt know.

Its all right, darling, said Claire, rousing herself. 
With an apparent effort, she pushed herself to the edge 
of her seat. Lucys right, Superintendent. Its not  it 
wasnt Alastairs habit to share details about his work. 
He didnt tell me whom he intended seeing. She stood 
up, then swayed. Lucy reached out to support her, and 
as she was the taller of the two, her arm fitted easily 
around her mothers shoulders.

Please, Mummy, do stop, she said, then she looked 
at Kincaid. Let me take her upstairs now. Her voice 
held more question than command, and she seemed to 
Kincaid very much a child playing an adults part.

There must be someone you can call, said Gemma, 
standing and touching Lucys arm. A neighbour? A 
relative?

We dont need anyone else. We can manage, Lucy 
said a little abruptly. Then her brief bravado seemed 
to dissolve as she added, What should I do about the 
house . . . and things? What if . . .?

Deveney answered her gently, but without patronizing
her. Please dont worry, Miss Penmaric. Im sure 
that whoever did this wont come back. And well have 
someone here all night, either outside or in the 
kitchen. He paused for a moment, and they heard a 
faint whimpering. Why dont you take the dog upstairs 
with you, if it makes you feel more comfortable? he 
suggested, smiling.

Lucy gave it grave consideration. Hed like that.

If theres nothing else . . . Claires speech had 
begun to slur, yet in spite of her exhaustion she still 
maintained a semblance of graciousness.

Thats all for tonight, Mrs Gilbert. And Lucy. 
Thank you for your patience, said Kincaid as he stood 
beside Deveney and Gemma, and they all watched silently 
as mother and daughter left the room.

When the door had swung shut, Nick Deveney 
shook his head and ran his fingers through the early 
grey streaking his hair at the temple. Im not sure Id 
have held up as well, under the circumstances. Lucky 
for them, isnt it, that they have each other?



The scene-of-crime team was still busily at work in the 
kitchen, but Alastair Gilberts body had been removed. 
The drying blood had smeared in streaks and swirls, 
like a childs exercise in fingerpaints. Excusing himself 
to speak to one of the SOCOs, Deveney left Kincaid and 
Gemma standing in the doorway.

Kincaid felt the adrenalin that had sustained him 
for the last few hours ebbing. Glancing at Gemma, he 
found her studying him. Her freckles, usually an 
almost imperceptible dusting against her fair skin,
stood out in sharp contrast to her pallor. He suddenly 
felt her exhaustion as if it were his own, and the familiar, 
intimate awareness of her ran through him like a 
shock. As he lifted a hand to touch her shoulder, she 
started to speak, and they both froze. They had lost the 
ease of it, all their carefully established camaraderie 
had gone, and it seemed to him as if she might misconstrue 
even his small gesture of comfort. Awkwardly, he 
dropped his hand and shoved it in his pocket, as if 
removing it from temptation. As Deveney came back to 
them, Gemma abruptly excused herself and left the 
kitchen by the cloakroom door without meeting his 
eyes again.

Dr Ling said shed schedule the post-mortem first 
thing tomorrow at Guildford Mortuary. As he spoke, 
Deveney slumped against the doorframe and watched 
with an abstracted expression as one of the civilian 
techs scraped up a blood sample from the floor. Cant 
be soon enough, as far as the brass are concerned. Ill 
have the plods out door-to-door at first light He 
paused, and for the first time his expression was wary 
as he glanced at Kincaid. That is, if it meets with your 
approval.

The chain of command when the Yard was called in 
to work with a regional force could be a bit tricky. 
Although technically Kincaid outranked Deveney, he 
had no wish to antagonize the local man at the outset. 
Nick Deveney seemed an intelligent and capable 
copper, Kincaid thought as he nodded assent, and hed 
be more than happy to let him run his end of things 
without interference. Youll be following up on this 
intruder business?

Maybe at daylight well find hes left half-inch-deep 
footprints all over the garden, Deveney said, grinning.

Kincaid snorted. Along with a set of perfect prints 
on the door-knob and a criminal record a mile long. We 
should be so lucky. How early is first thing, by the 
way? he asked, yawning and rubbing his hand across 
the stubble on his chin.

Sevenish, I would imagine. Kate Ling doesnt seem 
to need sleep. Exists on a combination of coffee and 
formaldehyde fumes, said Deveney. But shes good, 
and we were lucky to get her on the scene tonight. As 
Gemma rejoined them, Deveney included her with a 
quick smile. Listen, why dont you send your driver 
back to London with your car? Ive made arrangements 
to put you up at the local  you did come prepared to 
stay? When they nodded, he continued. Good. Well 
send someone to take you to the mortuary in the morning. 
And then He broke off as a plainclothes officer 
beckoned him from the cloakroom door. With a sigh he 
pushed off from the wall. Back in a tick.

Ill see to Williams, said Gemma a little too quickly, 
and left Kincaid standing alone. For a few moments he 
watched the technicians and the photographer, then 
he edged around their work area until he reached the 
refrigerator. Opening it, he bent over and examined 
the contents. Milk, juice, eggs, butter, and, tucked haphazardly 
on to the bottom shelf, a package of fresh 
pasta and a plastic container of Alfredo sauce, bearing 
the Sainsbury delis seal. Neither container had been 
opened.

I found some bread and cheese. Made the ladies 
some sandwiches, said a voice above his head.

Kincaid stood and turned, and found himself looking 
up at the rosy-cheeked visage of Police Constable 
Darling. Ah, the minder, he murmured, then at the 
constables blank look he added more loudly, Very 
thoughtful of you . . . He couldnt quite bring himself to 
add the surname.

Add hunger to shock and exhaustion and theyd 
have been in a right state, Darling said seriously, and 
there didnt seem to be anyone else to look after them.

No, youre quite right. Usually, helpful and nosy 
neighbours materialize out of the woodwork in this sort 
of situation. Relatives, too, as often as not.

Mrs Gilbert said both her parents were dead, volunteered 
Darling.

Did she now? Kincaid studied the constable for a 
moment, then gestured towards the hall door. Here, 
lets have a word where its a bit quieter. When they 
reached the relative calm of the passageway, he continued. 
You sat with Mrs Gilbert and her daughter for 
quite some time, didnt you?

Several hours, Id say, in between the chief 
inspectors comings and goings.

A lamp on the telephone table lit Darlings face 
from below, revealing a few lines on his brow and 
crinkles at the corners of his blue eyes. Perhaps he was 
not as young as Kincaid had first thought. You seem to 
have taken this in your stride, Kincaid said, his curiosity 
piqued by the mans self-possession.

I grew up on a farm, sir. Ive seen death often 
enough. He regarded Kincaid for a moment, then 
blinked and sighed. But there is something about this 
one. Its not just Commander Gilbert being a senior
officer and all. Or the mess, exactly. Kincaid raised an 
eyebrow and Darling went on, hesitantly. Its just that 
it all seems so . . . inappropriate. He shook his head. 
Sounds stupid, I know.

No, I know what you mean, Kincaid answered. Not 
that appropriate was a word hed be likely to apply to 
any murder, but something about this one struck a distinctly 
jarring note. Violence had no place in such an 
ordered and well-kept life. Did Mrs Gilbert and Lucy 
talk to each other while you were with them? he asked.

Darling settled his broad shoulders against the wall 
and focused on a point beyond Kincaids head for a 
moment before replying. Now that you mention it, I 
cant say that they did. Or only a word or two. But they 
both talked to me. I offered to ring someone for them, 
but Mrs Gilbert said no, theyd be all right on their 
own. She did say something about having to tell the 
commanders mother, but it seems shes in a nursing 
home and Mrs Gilbert thought it best to wait until 
tomorrow. Today, that is, he added, glancing at his 
watch, and Kincaid heard the beginnings of fatigue in 
his voice.

I wont keep you, Constable. Kincaid smiled. And I 
cant speak for your guvnor, but Im about ready to 
salvage what little sleep I can from this night.



Late as the hour was, a few lights still burned in the 
pub. Deveney rapped sharply on the glass pane of 
the door, and in a moment a shadowy form slid back 
the bolts.

Come in, come in, the man said as he opened
the door. Take the chill off. Im Brian Genovase, by the 
way, he added, holding out a hand to Kincaid and 
Gemma in turn as they crowded in behind Deveney.

The pub was surprisingly small. They had entered 
directly into the right-hand alcove, where a handful of 
tables surrounded a stone hearth. To their left the 
length of the bar occupied the pubs centre, and beyond 
that a few more tables were grouped to make up the 
dining area.

Its kind of you to wait up, Brian, Deveney said as 
he went to the hearth and stood rubbing his hands 
above the still-glowing embers.

Couldnt sleep. Not with wondering what was 
going on up there. Genovase tilted his head towards the 
Gilberts. The whole village is buzzing, but no one 
quite had the nerve to brave the cordon and bring back 
a report. I gave it a try, but the constable on the gate 
persuaded me otherwise. As he spoke he slipped 
behind the bar, and Kincaid saw him more clearly. A 
large man with dark hair going grey and the beginnings 
of a belly, he had a pleasant face and quick smile. 
Youll need something to warm you up from the inside, 
he said, pulling a bottle of Glenfiddich from the shelf, 
and while youre at it you can tell me all thats fit to 
print. So to speak. His flashed a grin at them and 
favoured Gemma with a wink.

Theyd followed him to the bar, unresisting as lemmings 
drawn towards the cliff. As Genovase tilted the 
bottle over the fourth glass, Gemma suddenly put out a 
restraining hand. No, thank you, but I dont think I can 
manage it. Im just about out on my feet. If youll just 
tell me where to put my things

Ill show you, Genovase said, putting down the 
bottle and wiping his hands on a towel.

No, please, Im sure I can manage, Gemma said 
firmly, shaking her head. Youve put yourself out 
enough as it is.

Shrugging good-naturedly, Genovase gave the 
appearance of recognizing a stubborn set of mind when 
he saw it. Round the bar, up the stairs, down the corridor, 
last door on the right.

Thanks. Good night, then. Focusing on the empty 
space between Kincaid and Deveney, she added, Ill 
see you in the morning.

A dozen excuses to call her back, to go up with her, 
froze on the tip of Kincaids tongue. Anything he did 
would make them both look foolish and might arouse 
the very speculation they couldnt afford, so he sat on 
in miserable, silent frustration until she disappeared 
through the door at the far end of the bar. Deveney, too, 
had watched her, and seemed to have trouble drawing 
his gaze from the empty doorway.

Genovase raised his glass. Cheers. This is on the 
house, Nick, so youll not get me for breaking the 
licensing laws, but I expect to be paid in kind.

Fair enough, Deveney agreed. Then he said, Ah, 
thatll do nicely, as the first sip of whisky went down. 
You heard that someone did for Commander Gilbert, I 
take it?

Genovase nodded. But Claire and Lucy  theyre all 
right, arent they?

Shocked, but fine other than that. They found the 
body.

Relief and distress battling in his face, Genovase
said, Oh, lord, and rubbed at an invisible spot on the 
bar with his towel. Was it bad? What? The small 
negative movement of Deveneys head stopped him. 
Out of bounds? Sorry.

We wont be releasing full details for a bit, said 
Deveney with practised diplomacy.

It would be difficult to keep anything under wraps 
for long in a village this size, Kincaid knew, but theyd 
try until the house-to-house enquiries were finished, 
just in case someone let slip they knew something they 
shouldnt.

You were friendly with the Gilberts? Deveney 
asked Genovase, sliding forward on his stool so that he 
could rest his elbows on the bar.

Its a small village, Nick. You know how it is. Claire 
and Lucy are well liked.

Kincaid took another sip of his drink and said casually, 
And the commander wasnt?

Brian Genovase looked wary for the first time. I 
didnt say that.

No, you didnt. Kincaid smiled at him. But is it 
true?

After a moments consideration, Genovase said, 
Let me put it this way  Alastair Gilbert didnt go out of 
his way to make himself popular around here. Not one 
of the beard-and-wellie brigade, not by a long chalk.

Any particular reason? Kincaid asked. Gilbert 
hadnt gone out of his way to make himself popular 
with his officers, either, not if Kincaids experience with 
him was any indication. He had seemed, in fact, to 
enjoy making the most of his superiority.

Not really. An accumulation of small misunderstandings,
amplified by the gossip mill. You know how 
it is, he said again, place like this, things get blown out 
of proportion sometimes. Obviously unwilling to say 
more, Genovase finished his drink in one swallow and 
set his glass down.

Deveney followed suit and sighed. Im not looking 
forward to this, I can tell you that. Better you than me 
in the hot seat, mate, he added, glancing at Kincaid. 
Youre welcome to it.

Thanks, Kincaid said with considerable irony. He 
finished his own drink more slowly, finding comfort in 
the burn as it went down, then stood and retrieved his 
coat and bag. Thats it for me, Im afraid. He looked at 
his watch and swore. Hardly worth going to bed.

Youre last on the left, Mr Kincaid, said Genovase. 
And Ill have a bit of breakfast for you in the morning.

Kincaid had said his thanks to both and turned to go 
when Deveney touched him on the arm and said 
quietly, Your sergeant  Gemma. Shes not married, I 
take it?

It was a moment before Kincaid found his tongue, 
managed to say reasonably enough, No. No, shes not.

Is she . . . um, unattached, then?

That, said Kincaid through clenched teeth, is 
something youll have to ask her yourself.






Chapter Three

The hurt had been evident on his face. Gemma hadnt 
expected it, and it had almost caused her to lose her 
resolve. During the days shed spent hiding at her sisters, 
watching Toby play in the park with his cousins 
and thinking furiously of what she should do, shed 
managed to convince herself that he would be glad to 
ignore what had happened, relieved, even grateful. So 
she had prepared her little speech, giving him a 
graceful out that he would accept with a slightly 
embarrassed grin, and rehearsed it so often in her 
mind she could almost hear him saying, Of course, 
youre absolutely right, Gemma. Well just go on as 
before, shall we?

Experience should have taught her that Duncan 
Kincaid never behaved quite as expected. Shivering a 
little in the cold room, she turned back the bed and laid 
out her nightdress. She fumbled in her carryall until 
she found the zip bag containing her toothbrush and 
cleanser and turned resolutely towards the door.

Then suddenly, limply, she sat down on the edge of 
the bed. How could she have been foolish enough, in 
the days that had passed like aeons since the night 
at his flat, to think she could grant herself an instant
immunity to his physical presence? Memory had 
flooded back with a jolt like a boxers punch the 
moment she saw him, leaving her breathless and 
shaken. It had been all she could do to hold on to her 
wavering defences, and now she couldnt bear the 
thought of bumping into him in the corridor outside 
her room. She had no armour left  a kind word, a 
gentle touch, and she would be undone.

But she must get to bed, or she would feel even less 
capable of dealing with things in the morning. So she 
listened, alert for the creak of a tread on the stairs or 
the sound of a door opening. Reassured by the silence, 
she slipped from her room and tiptoed down the hall to 
the bathroom.

When she emerged a few minutes later, the door 
to the room opposite the bathroom was closing. She 
stopped, heart thumping, chiding herself for being 
absurd, until the glimpse before the door swung shut 
assured her that the person inside was not Kincaid. 
Frowning, she tried to fit together pieces of the brief 
image  curling fair hair falling over a surprisingly masculine 
pair of shoulders. She shrugged and returned to 
her room, letting herself in with a grateful sigh.

And if, once she had put on her warm nightdress 
and tucked herself under the puffy duvet, there was a 
kernel of disappointment hidden in the relief, she 
buried it deeper still.



The sight of the Royal Surrey County Hospital did 
nothing to brighten the atmosphere in the small car. 
Gemma studied the sprawl of muddy-brown brick,
wondering why it had not occurred to the architects 
that ill people might need a bit of cheering up.

I know, said Will Darling, as if hed read her 
thoughts. Its bloody institutionally awful. Its a good 
hospital, though. They combined several smaller facilities 
when they built this one, and it offers just about 
every sort of care you could imagine.

Darling had arrived at the pub just as Gemma and 
Kincaid had finished their breakfasts. They had eaten 
in uncomfortable silence, served by an equally subdued 
Brian Genovase. Not much of a morning person, 
hed said with a shadow of last nights smile. Goes with 
the territory. The breakfast had been good, though  
the man could still cook even when his social skills 
were not at their best  and Gemma had forced herself 
to eat, knowing shed need the sustenance to get 
through the day.

The Chief Inspector should have been here before 
us, said Darling, scanning the parked cars as he pulled 
the car around to the back of the hospital and stopped it 
in a space near the mortuary doors. Im sure hell be 
along in a minute.

Thanks, Will. Kincaid stretched as he emerged 
from the cramped back seat. At least we get to enjoy 
the view while we wait, unlike the clientele. He 
nodded towards the unremarkable glass doors.

Gemma slid from the car and moved a few steps 
away, considering the prospect. Perhaps if you were 
inside the building looking out, it wasnt such a bad 
place after all. The hospital was high on the hill rising 
to the west of Guildford, and below, the red-brick town 
hugged the curve of the River Wey. Pockets of mist
still hovered over the valley, muting trees ablaze with 
autumn. To the north, higher still, the tower of the 
cathedral rose against a flat grey sky.

Its a new cathedral, did you know that? asked 
Darling, coming to stand beside her. Begun during the 
war and consecrated in nineteen sixty-one. You dont 
often have a chance to see a cathedral built in our 
lifetime. Glancing at Gemma, he amended with a 
smile, Well, perhaps not yours. But its lovely, all the 
same, and well worth a visit.

You sound very proud of it, said Gemma. Have 
you always lived here? Then she added, with the 
frankness he seemed to inspire, And you cant be old 
enough to have seen it built, either.

Chuckling, he said, Got me to rights, there. I was 
born on consecration day, as a matter of fact. May seventeenth, 
nineteen sixty-one. So the cathedral always 
had a special significance for us He broke off as a car 
pulled up beside theirs. Heres the chief, now.

Suddenly aware that Kincaid had been standing 
quietly against the car, listening to their conversation, 
Gemma flushed with embarrassment and turned away.

The few hours sleep seemed to have rejuvenated 
Nick Deveney. He hopped out of the battered Vauxhall 
and came over to them with a quick apology. Sorry 
about that. I live south of here, in Godalming, and there 
was a bit of a holdup on the Guildford road. His breath 
formed a cloud of condensation as he rubbed his hands 
together and blew on them. Heaters out in the bloody 
car. He gestured towards the doors. Shall we see what 
Dr Ling has in store for us this morning? Smiling at 
Gemma, he added, Not to mention getting warm.

They trailed Deveney through the maze of identical 
white-tiled corridors, passing no one, until they 
reached another set of double doors. A very official-looking 
sign above them read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL 
ONLY  RING BELL FOR ADMITTANCE, but the doors stood 
slightly ajar and Deveney pushed on through them. A 
faint smell of formalin tickled Gemmas nose, and then 
she heard the murmur of a voice. Following the sound 
to the autopsy room, they found Kate Ling sitting on a 
stool with a clipboard on her lap, drinking coffee from 
a large thermal mug. Sorry, my assistants off with flu, 
and I couldnt be bothered manning the portals. And 
its not as if anyones dying to get in here, she added, 
looking at Deveney as if waiting for his groan.

Deveney shook his head in mock amazement, then 
turned to the others, who had squeezed into the small 
room behind him, none of them venturing too close to 
the white-sheeted form on the table. Did you know 
that all pathologists have to undergo a special initiation 
into the Order of Bad Puns? Wont let em practise without 
it. The doc here is a Grand Master and loves to 
show off. He and Kate Ling grinned at each other, 
completing what was obviously a practised and much-enjoyed 
routine.

Just finishing up my notes on the external, Ling 
said, scribbling a few more words, then setting her pad 
aside.

Anything interesting? Deveney asked. He studied 
the pad as if he might decipher it upside down, 
although Gemma thought it unlikely that the doctors 
scrawl was legible even right side up.

Lividity corresponds perfectly with the position of
the body, so Id say he wasnt moved. Of course, we 
expected that from the blood spatter, but they pay me 
to be thorough. She gave them a wry smile over the rim 
of her mug as she drank, then continued, So if we 
calculate the drop in body temperature using the temperature 
of the Gilberts kitchen, Id say he was killed 
between six and seven oclock. Swivelling around 
towards the counter top behind her, Ling exchanged 
her coffee for a new pair of latex gloves. As she pulled 
them on, she added thoughtfully, One odd thing, 
though. There were some tiny rips in the shoulders of 
his shirt. Not large enough that I could hazard a guess 
as to what made them or why. Sliding from the stool, 
she checked the voice-activated mike hanging over the 
autopsy table, then lifted the lid from the stainless-steel 
instrument box on a nearby rolling trolley. All set, 
then? Youll need to gown and glove. She regarded 
them quizzically. You lot are jammed in here like sardines 
in a can. Ill need some elbow room.

Will Darling touched Gemma on the shoulder. I 
can take a hint when I hear it. Come on, Gemma, well 
wait in the corridor. Let them have all the fun.

Having appropriated two folding chairs from a 
nearby room, Will set them up just outside the postmortem 
room door and left Gemma for a moment. 
Ill find us a cuppa, he said over his shoulder as he 
disappeared down the corridor.

Gemma sat, her eyes closed and her head leaning 
against the wall. She felt a little resentful of having 
been so easily excluded, yet she was glad not to have 
to summon the resources watching an autopsy always 
required. With half her mind she listened to the
murmur of voices and the clink of instruments, 
imagining the methodical exploration of Alastair Gilberts 
body, while with the other half she thought about 
Will Darling.

He had an easy assurance not consistent with his 
rank, yet there was no aggressiveness to it, and no 
sense of the desire to impress ones superiors that she 
so often saw and knew shed been guilty of herself. And 
there was something comfortable about him, maybe 
even comforting  something more than the sense of 
ease provided by his friendly, slightly snub-nosed face, 
but she couldnt quite put her finger on it.

She opened her eyes as he reappeared beside her, 
holding two steaming polystyrene cups. Expecting 
institutional sludge, she tasted the tea, then looked at 
him in surprise. Whered you get this? Its actually 
decent.

My secret, Will answered as he settled himself 
beside her.

Kate Lings voice came clearly through the open 
door. Of course, we were fairly certain from the blood 
velocity and external examination of the head wounds 
that we were looking at blunt force trauma, but lets see 
what things look like when we get under the scalp.

In the silence that followed, Gemma cradled the 
hot cup in her hands, taking an occasional sip of tea. 
She knew that Dr Ling would be peeling Gilberts scalp 
from his skull, folding it forward over his face like a 
grotesque mask in reverse, but it seemed distant, not 
logically connected to the feel of the chairs cold metal 
against her back and thighs or the faint shapes she 
fancied she saw in the distempered wall opposite.

Her eyelids drooped and she blinked, fighting the 
fuzzy blanket stealing over her. But her lethargy had 
the overwhelming quality born of exhaustion and 
emotional stress, and Dr Lings words floated disjointedly 
in and out of a haze.

. . . blow just behind the right ear . . . several overlapping 
blows nearer the crown . . . all slightly to the 
right . . . never be sure  some lefties perform gross 
motor skills with their right hand.

Gemmas eyes flew open as she felt Wills fingers 
against her hand. Sorry, he said softly. You were about 
to tip your cup.

Oh. Thank you. She grasped it more firmly in both 
hands, making a huge effort to stay alert and concentrate, 
but the voice began again, its precise intonation 
as soporific as a warm bath. When Will took the 
cup from her slack hands a few minutes later, she 
couldnt manage a protest. The words came to her 
now with a clarity and an almost physical presence, 
as if their existence outweighed all surrounding 
stimuli.

. . . most likely conclusion is that the blow behind 
the ear was the first, struck from behind, and the others 
followed as he fell. Ah, now take a look at this . . . see 
the half-moon shape of the indentation in the bone? 
Just here? And here? Lets take a measurement just to 
be sure, but Id be willing to bet thats the imprint of a 
common or garden-variety hammer . . . quite characteristic. 
Nasty things, hammers, though you wouldnt 
think it. Never forget a case I had in London  a little 
old lady living alone, never done anyone a moments 
harm in her life, opens her door one day and some
bloke bashes her in the side of the head so hard with a 
hammer it lifts her right out of her slippers.

Did they catch him? Some part of Gemmas mind 
recognized the voice as Deveneys.

Within a week. Silly bugger wasnt too bright, 
talked about it all round the pubs. Hang on a bit while I 
take some tissue samples.

Gemma heard a saw, and a moment later smelled 
the sickening odour of burning bone, but still she 
couldnt reach the surface of consciousness.

. . . commanders medical records, by the way, he 
was taking an anticoagulant. Had heart surgery two 
years ago. Lets see how well things had held up.

In the silence that followed Gemma drifted deeper 
still. Muttered phrases such as constricted arteries 
and type-A personality no longer had any meaning, 
then awareness of the post-mortem faded away all 
together.

When Will nudged her with a whispered Theyre 
finishing up now, Gemma, she jerked awake with a 
gasp. She had dreamed that Kincaid stood before her 
with his most mischievous grin, and in his hand he 
held a hammer, wet with blood.



For the first time Gemma saw Holmbury St Mary in full 
light. The pub faced an immaculate triangle of green, 
with the Gilberts lane to the right and the church on its 
left. Across the green, a few rooftops and red-brick 
gables peeked from among the trees.

Deveney had gone back to Guildford Police Station 
to oversee incoming reports, delegating Will Darling to
drive Gemma and Kincaid back to the Gilberts. Meet 
you there in an hour and well compare notes, hed said 
as he got into his car and gave a mock shiver. Looks 
like I wont be getting the bloody thing in the shop any 
time soon.

Will parked in the car park behind the pub, and 
they walked across the lane slowly, studying the house 
and its surroundings as they went. The thick hedge 
almost met over the curved iron gate, and above it 
only the upper floor of the house showed, black beams 
against white-trimmed red brick, creeper softened. A 
suburban fortress, Kincaid said softly as Will nodded to 
the uniformed constable on duty at the gate. And it 
didnt protect him.

Any too curious onlookers? Will asked the 
constable.

Ive passed through a couple of neighbours wanting 
to help, but thats been it.

No press?

A few sniffers is all.

Wont be long, then, said Will, and the constable 
agreed resignedly.

I hope Claire Gilbert and her daughter are ready 
for a siege, said Kincaid as they took the path towards 
the back of the house. The media wont let this go 
easily.

When they reached the cloakroom door, Kincaid 
hesitated, then said, Gemma, why dont you and Will 
find Mrs Gilbert and take a detailed statement of her 
movements yesterday afternoon, so that we can run a 
check. Ill be along in a bit. Gemma started to protest, 
but he had already turned away, and for a moment she
stood watching him walk across the garden towards the 
dogs run. Then, sensing that Will was watching her, 
she turned and opened the cloakroom door a little 
more forcefully than necessary.

The white-tiled kitchen floor winked at Gemma as 
she entered, its glossy surface pristine, unmarred. 
Someone had cleaned away the blood.

Gemma looked suspiciously at Will, remembering 
hed made some excuse to stay behind when theyd 
left for the pub last night, but he merely gave her an 
innocent smile. The fingerprint technician was still 
busily dusting the cabinet surfaces, but aside from that 
Gemma could almost imagine it an ordinary room on 
an ordinary day, waiting for the smell of toast and 
coffee and sleepy breakfast chatter. A colourful placemat 
and napkin lay on the table in front of the garden 
window, along with a copy of The Times. The paper 
bore yesterdays date, Gemma discovered when she 
examined it, yet she didnt remember seeing it last 
night  she barely remembered noticing the breakfast 
alcove. That wouldnt do at all, she told herself, and 
interrupted Wills quiet conference with the technician 
more sharply than shed meant.

Mrs Gilbert made herself a cup of tea, said shed be 
in the conservatory if anyone wanted her, the fingerprint 
man said in answer to Gemmas question, then 
went back to his tuneless whistling.

Remembering the glassed extension shed seen 
from the garden, Gemma led the way through the 
kitchen and turned to the right. She tapped lightly on 
the door at the end of the hall, and when she heard no 
answer after a moment, opened the door and looked in.

Although a profusion of green plants gave the room 
the proper conservatory ambience, it was obviously 
very much lived in. Two squashy sofas faced each 
other, separated by a low table covered with books and 
newspapers. A woolly rug drooped from one sofa back, 
and a pair of reading glasses sat jauntily on a side table. 
A pair of Doc Martens peeked from under the other 
sofa, the first sign Gemma had seen that Lucy Pen-maric 
lived in this house.

Claire Gilbert sat in the corner of the near sofa with 
her back to the door, stockinged feet curled up beneath 
her, a yellow legal pad in her lap. Her gaze rested not 
on the pad, however, but on the garden, and even when 
Will and Gemma stepped into the room she didnt stir.

Mrs Gilbert? Gemma said softly, and then Claire 
turned her head with a start.

Im sorry. I was miles away. She gestured at the 
pad in her lap. There are so many things to be done. I 
thought Id make a list, but I cant seem to keep at it.

We need to ask you a few questions, if you dont 
mind, said Gemma, directing a silent and unflattering 
epithet towards Kincaid for leaving her with this task. 
She never grew inured to the grief of bereaved relatives, 
had in fact given up hope of becoming so.

Sit down, please. Claire slipped her feet into her 
shoes and smoothed her skirt over her knees.

Youre looking a bit better this morning, said Will 
as he sat down on the sofa opposite her. Did you sleep, 
then?

I didnt think I possibly could, but I did. Strange, 
isnt it, how the body makes its own decisions. She did
look better, less drawn and fragile, her skin porcelain-fine even in the mercilessly clear morning light.

And Lucy? he asked as Gemma sat beside him and 
took out her notebook.

Claire smiled. I found the dog stretched out on the 
bed with her this morning, but she didnt stir even 
when I took him out. I insisted she take a sedative last 
night. Shes stubborn as a mule, though you wouldnt 
think it to look at her, and she doesnt like to admit 
when shes reached her limit.

Takes after her mum, does she? said Will with a 
familiarity that Gemma, daunted by Claire Gilberts 
rather formal good manners, would have found impossible 
to attempt. She remembered Claires distress when 
she realized Will had left the room last night, and marvelled 
that he had managed to establish such rapport in 
only a few hours.

Claire smiled. Perhaps youre right. Though I was 
never as single-minded about things as Lucy. I fluffed 
my way through school, although I dare say I could 
have done better if Id had some idea what I wanted to 
do. Dolls and house . . . she added softly, looking out 
into the garden again and pleating the fabric of her 
skirt with her fingers.

Im sorry? said Gemma, not sure shed heard 
correctly.

Focusing on her, Claire smiled apologetically. I was 
one of those little girls who played house and nursed 
her dolls. It never occurred to me that marriage and 
family might not be the centre of my life, and my 
parents encouraged that, my mother especially. But 
Lucy . . . Lucys wanted to be a writer since she was six
years old. Shes always worked hard at school, and now 
shes studying to sit her mocks in preparation for her 
A levels in the spring.

Will leaned forward, and Gemma noticed absently 
that the elbow of his tweed jacket was wearing thin. 
She goes to the local comprehensive, then? he asked.

Oh, no, Claire answered quickly, then she seemed 
to hesitate for a moment before continuing. Shes a day 
student at the Duke of York School. I suppose Ill have 
to ring the headmaster sometime today and explain 
whats happened. Exhaustion seemed to wash over her 
at the thought. Her mouth quivered, and for a moment 
she covered it with her fingers. I think Im managing 
well enough until I have to tell someone, and then . . .

Isnt there someone who can make these calls for 
you? Gemma asked, as she had before, but hoping that 
with rest Claire would have reconsidered.

No. Claire straightened her shoulders. I wont 
have Lucy do any of it. This is difficult enough for her 
as it is. And theres no one else. Alastair and I were 
both only children. My parents are dead, and Alastairs 
father. Ive been to his mother already this morning, 
first thing. Shes in a nursing home near Dorking.

Gemma felt a rush of sympathy for Claire Gilbert. 
Telling an old woman that her only son was dead could 
not have been easy, yet Claire had done what was 
necessary, alone and as quickly as possible. Im sorry. 
That must have been very difficult for you.

Claire gazed out of the window again, touching her 
fingers to the silk scarf at her throat. In the reflected 
light her pupils shrank to pinpoints, and her irises were 
as gold as a cats. Shes eight-five and physically a bit
frail, but her minds still sharp. Alastair was very good 
to her.

In the silence that followed they heard Lewis give a 
sharp, playful bark, then came a good-natured shout 
from Kincaid. Claire gave a tiny, startled jerk and 
dropped her hand to her lap. Im sorry, she said, looking 
at them again. Where were we?

If you could just tell us a little more about your 
movements yesterday afternoon and evening? 
Gemma uncapped her pen and waited, but Claire 
seemed puzzled.

Im sorry, she said again. Im afraid I dont 
understand.

You said you and Lucy did some shopping, 
prompted Gemma. Where exactly did you go?

But what difference could it possibly Claires 
protest died as she looked at Will.

He shook his head gently. How can we know at 
this point whats important and what isnt? Some detail, 
something someone said, something you saw, could 
prove the glue that holds all the pieces together, so 
please be patient.

After a moment, Claire said, Oh, all right, with 
some grace and settled back into the sofa. Ill give it a 
try.

About half-past four we left the house and drove 
into Guildford. Lucy drove  shes only had her licence 
a few months and likes to practise whenever she can. 
We left the car in the Bedford Road car park and 
crossed over the pedestrian bridge to the Friary.

A shopping precinct, Will explained to Gemma. A
conversion of the old Friary Meaux brewery site, very 
upmarket.

Claire smiled a little at Wills description. I suppose 
it is, but I have to confess that I like it. Staying warm 
and dry while one goes round the shops has its advantages. 
Her smile faded as she returned to her story. 
Lucy needed a book from Waterstones . . . shes reading 
Hardy for one of her exams, I think. After that . . . 
She rubbed her forehead, then gazed out of the window 
for a moment. Gemma and Will waited patiently until 
she sighed and began again. We bought some coffee at 
the speciality shop, then a bottle of Badedas at Boots. 
After that we window-shopped for a bit, then had some 
tea at the restaurant in the court, I cant think of its 
name. Its absurd. I seem to have these gaps in my 
mind where things I know perfectly well should be, but 
instead theres a perfect blank. I remember when 
Claire paused on the shudder of an indrawn breath, 
then gave a sharp shake of her head. Never mind. It 
doesnt matter now. Lucy and I left the centre from the 
far side and walked up the High Street to Sainsburys, 
where we picked up a few things for our dinner. By the 
time we finished and drove home it was almost half-past 
seven.

Gemmas pen flew over the page until she caught 
up, but before she could frame a question, Claire spoke 
again. Must I . . . the next bit . . . must I go over it 
again? Her hand hovered near her throat again, and 
Gemma saw her fingers tremble slightly. She had 
small, slender hands, with fine, unmarked skin, and 
although her nails were very short, they were buffed to 
a healthy pink.

No, Mrs Gilbert, not just now, said Gemma a bit 
absently as she thumbed back through her notes. When 
she reached the beginning of the interview she paused, 
then looked up at Claire Gilbert. But tell us about the 
earlier part of the afternoon. You didnt say what you 
were doing before going to Guildford.

Id been at work, of course, Claire said with a touch 
of impatience. Id just got home minutes before Lucy 
arrived back from school  oh, my God . . . Her hand 
flew to her mouth. I didnt ring Malcolm. How could I 
have forgotten to ring Malcolm?

Malcolm? Will raised an eyebrow.

Malcolm Reid. Claire rose and went to the window, 
where she stood looking out into the garden, her back 
to them. Its his shop  his business  and I work in the 
shop, but I also do some consulting.

Forced to turn around awkwardly, Gemma squinted 
at Claires outline, haloed by the light. Consulting? She 
hadnt thought of Claire Gilbert working, had automatically 
categorized her as a pampered housewife with no 
duties more demanding than attending meetings at the 
Womens Institute, and now she chided herself for her 
carelessness. Assumptions in an investigation were 
dangerous  and an indication that she didnt have her 
mind on her job. What sort of business is it? she 
added, resolving to give Claire Gilbert her undivided 
attention.

Interior design. The shops in Shere  its called 
Kitchen Concepts, but kitchens arent all we do. Claire 
glanced at her watch and frowned. Its just getting on 
for nine oclock  Malcolm wont have missed me yet. 
The smooth fall of her fair hair caught the light as she
shook her head, and when she spoke her voice wavered 
for the first time. Telling Gwen was all I could think of 
from the time I woke this morning, then once Id done 
that . . . I feel such a ninny She broke off suddenly 
and laughed. When have you heard that expression? 
My mother used to say that. Her laughter stopped as 
suddenly as it had begun and she sniffed.

Will had taken advantage of Claires retreat to the 
window to rise and explore the room. Hed wandered 
over to a dresser that stood against the back wall and 
now idly rearranged a collection of seashells. You 
mustnt be too hard on yourself, he said, turning to 
Claire. Youve had a dreadful shock and you cant 
expect to go on as if nothing has happened.

Those are Lucys. Coming to stand beside him, 
Claire picked up a small green-and-red-speckled shell 
and turned it in her hands. She had a book about the 
seaside she loved as a child, and shes collected shells 
ever since. This ones called Christmas. Apt, isnt it? 
She replaced the shell, aligning it carefully, then gave 
an odd little shake of her head, as if to clear it. I keep 
thinking that Alastair would expect me to cope, and 
then I remember . . . Her words trailed off and she 
stood for a moment, staring at the shells, her hands 
hanging limply at her sides. Then, seeming to gather 
herself with an effort, she turned to them and smiled. 
Id better ring Malcolm as soon as possible. The shop 
opens at half-past and Id not want him to hear it from 
someone else.

Gemma gave in gracefully. Thank you, Mrs Gilbert, 
she said as she tucked her notebook into her bag 
and stood. Youve been very helpful. Well leave you to
get on with things. The rote phrases came easily, while 
underneath she wondered furiously where in hell Kincaid 
had got to and what he could have been doing 
poking about in the garden all this time. Claire came 
with them to the door, and as Gemma stepped into the 
hall Will stopped and murmured something to her that 
Gemma didnt quite catch.

The fingerprint technician had packed up his 
equipment and gone, leaving only his dust to mar the 
impression that normal life in the Gilbert household 
would resume at any time. The light came more 
strongly through the bay window, highlighting the 
motes dancing in the air. Gemma went to the window 
and looked out into the garden  there was no sign of 
Kincaid.

Whats next? asked Will as he came in from the 
hall. Wheres our super got himself off to?

Gemma thanked whatever guardian angel made 
her bite her lip rather than venting her bad temper, 
because just at that moment Kincaid came in through 
the cloakroom door and smiled broadly at them both. 
Waiting for me? Sorry. I got a bit carried away in the 
garden shed. He wiped a smudge of dirt from his forehead 
and brushed ineffectually at the cobwebs on his 
jacket. How did you

Was the dog giving you a hand? interrupted 
Gemma. As soon as the words left her mouth she heard 
their shrewishness and would have called them back if 
she could. Flushing with shame, she drew a breath to 
explain, apologize, and then she saw that in his left 
hand he held a hammer.

The hall door flew open and Claire Gilbert came in
as if propelled, her cheeks pink stained. Malcolm says 
theyve been round to the shop already, she said 
breathlessly, looking from one of them to the other in 
appeal. People saying things and reporters. Theyre 
coming here. The reporters are coming here Her 
gaze fixed on Kincaid, the quick colour drained from 
her face and she crumpled upon the white tiles.






Chapter Four

For a large man, Will Darling moved with surprising 
swiftness. He managed to reach Claire before her head 
made contact with the floor, and now knelt beside her, 
supporting her head and shoulders against his knees. 
As Gemma and Kincaid hovered over them anxiously, 
Claires eyelids fluttered open and she moved her head 
restlessly. Im sorry, she said as she focused on their 
faces. Im sorry. I cant think what happened.

She struggled to sit up, but Will restrained her 
gently. Keep your head down a bit longer. Just relax 
now. Still feel woozy? When she shook her head, he 
raised her a few inches. Well do it a little at a time, 
he continued as he eased her into a sitting position and 
then into one of the breakfast area chairs.

Im so sorry, Claire said once more. How dreadfully 
silly of me. She rubbed at her face with trembling 
hands, and although some colour had returned to her 
cheeks, she remained unnaturally pale.

Kincaid pulled a chair away from the table and sat 
facing her. I didnt frighten you with that, did I? he 
asked, gesturing towards the hammer which hed 
placed carefully on the nearby counter top. Hed 
rubbed absently at the cobwebs in his hair, and now a chestnut lock fell in a comma on his forehead. With 
one eyebrow raised in concern, he looked deceptively, 
dangerously innocent, and Gemma found herself feeling 
sorry for Claire Gilbert. Its only the old hammer 
from your garden shed. A bit the worse from neglect, 
Im afraid, he added with a rueful smile, brushing at 
the sleeves of his jacket again.

You dont think . . . thats what Alastair . . . Claire 
shivered and hugged herself.

From the layer of dust Id say it had been months 
since anyone touched that hammer, but well need to 
run some tests just to be sure.

Claire closed her eyes and took a breath, exhaling 
slowly. Tears began to slip beneath her closed lids as 
she spoke. It did frighten me. I dont know why. Last 
night they asked me over and over if I knew what 
might have been used, if there was anything missing, 
but I couldnt think. The garden shed never even 
occurred tome . . .

Having seen her maintain her control when almost 
incoherent with shock and exhaustion, Gemma felt 
surprised at Claires distress, yet thought she understood. 
Even though she had dealt with the bloody 
aftermath, Claire hadnt wanted to imagine what had 
happened to her husband. Her mind had avoided it 
until she confronted a physical reminder. Funny how 
the mind played tricks on you. Mrs Gilbert, Gemma 
began, wanting to offer some comfort, dont

Please dont keep on calling me that, said Claire 
with sudden vehemence. My name is Claire, for Gods 
sake. Then she covered her face with her hands, muffling 
small hiccuping sobs.


With a warning shake of his head, Will mouthed, 
Let her cry. He went to the refrigerator, and after a 
moments rummaging, retrieved a loaf of bread, butter, 
and marmalade. Popping two slices in the toaster, he 
assembled plate and cutlery, putting things together so 
efficiently that by the time Claires tears had subsided, 
her belated breakfast was ready.

Youve been living on tea, he said accusingly. 
Thats all youve had this morning, isnt it? Without 
waiting for her answer, he went on. And you barely 
touched your food last night. You cant go on this way 
and expect to cope, now can you? As he spoke he 
spread the butter and marmalade, then handed Claire a 
slice of toast.

Obediently she took a small bite. Will sat beside 
her, watching with such concentration that Gemma 
could almost hear him urging Claire to chew and swallow, 
chew and swallow.

After a moment Kincaid caught Gemmas eye and 
motioned towards the garden. She followed a pace 
behind him through the narrow cloakroom, careful not 
to bump against him, determined not to notice the faint 
smell of his soap, his aftershave, his skin. But she 
couldnt help seeing that his hair needed cutting  hed 
forgotten, as he often did, and it was beginning to creep 
over the edge of his collar at the back.

A wave of irrational anger swept through her, as if 
those wayward hairs had deliberately meant to offend 
her. When they reached the garden, she pounced on 
the first unrelated grievance that came to mind. Did 
you have to upset Claire Gilbert like that? Shes been 
through enough as it is, and the least we can do is


The least we can do is try to find out who killed 
her husband, he interrupted sharply. And that means 
covering every possibility, however unlikely. And how 
was I supposed to know that the sight of the garden 
shed hammer would send her into a dead faint? he 
added, sounding aggrieved. Either that or my face 
needs an overhaul. He tried on a smile, but when she 
merely scowled back at him he said crossly, What the 
hell is the matter with you, Gemma?

For a moment they stared at each other. She 
wondered how he could ask such a stupid question, 
then realized she didnt know the answer. All she could 
sort from the jumble of her feelings was that she 
wanted her confusion to go away, her world to right 
itself again. She wanted things to be as they were, safe 
and familiar, but she didnt know how to make it so.

She turned away and walked across the grass to the 
dogs run. Lewis wagged his tail in happy greeting, and 
she touched his nose through the wire mesh.

Kincaids voice came from behind her, neutral now. 
And have you forgotten that the spouse is always the 
most likely suspect?

Theres no evidence, Gemma said, hooking her 
fingers through the fence. And besides, she has an 
alibi.

Too true, Im afraid. Whos this Malcolm fellow 
Claire mentioned, by the way? When shed told him, 
he considered for a moment, then said, Wed best 
divide up the labour for the rest of the day. You and 
Will go over her tracks in Guildford. Ill wait here for 
Deveney, then perhaps well have a word with Malcolm 
Reid before we tackle the village. He waited, and when she didnt answer, didnt turn, he said, Well keep 
a PC on the gate until the furore dies down, so Claire 
wont have to deal with the press unless she goes out. I 
hope that puts your mind at rest, he added as he 
walked away, and he didnt quite manage to suppress 
the sarcasm.




Buckled into the passenger seat of Wills car, Gemma 
fumed silently. Who the hell did Duncan Kincaid think 
he was, ordering her about like some raw recruit? He 
hadnt discussed it with her, hadnt asked her opinion, 
and when a small voice in her head suggested that 
perhaps she hadnt given him the opportunity, she said 
aloud, Shut up.

Sorry? said Will, taking his eyes off the curve of 
the road to give her a startled glance.

Not you, Will. Im sorry, I was thinking out loud.

Not a very pleasant conversation you were having, 
he said, sounding amused. Want to add a third party?

It seems to me you take on enough without adding 
my troubles, Gemma answered in an attempt to 
change the subject. How do you do it, Will? How can 
you stay objective when you seem to feel such empathy 
for the people involved? She hadnt meant to 
speak so plainly, but something about him eased the 
normal safeguards off her tongue. Hoping he hadnt 
taken offence, she glanced at him, but he met her eyes 
and smiled.

I have no trouble remaining objective when Im 
presented with evidence of wrongdoing. But until 
then I see no reason why I shouldnt treat people with as much decency and consideration as possible, 
especially when theyve been through an experience as 
difficult as Claire Gilberts and her daughters. He 
looked at her again and added, Youve brought out my 
upbringing. Sorry. I didnt mean to preach. My mum 
and dad were staunch supporters of the Golden Rule, 
though people dont set much stock by it nowadays.


He kept his attention on the road after that, for 
they had reached the A25 and the morning traffic was 
heavy.

Gemma watched him curiously. She didnt often 
hear men talk willingly of their parents. Rob had been 
ashamed of his  hardworking tradespeople with 
unpolished accents  and shed been furious with him 
when shed heard him tell someone once that they 
were dead. Will . . . earlier you said the cathedral 
always had special significance, and just then you said 
your parents were . . . are your parents dead, then?


Will coaxed the car around a grumbling farm lorry 
before answering. Two years ago, Christmas-time.

An accident?

They were ill, he said. Then with a grin he added, 
Tell me about your family, Gemma. I couldnt help 
noticing the set of plastic keys in your handbag.

Very professional of me, isnt it? But if I dont keep 
them handy Toby loses the real thing, and before she 
knew it she had launched into a detailed account of 
Tobys latest escapades.




The snapshot showed Claire and Lucy together, arms 
round one another, laughing into the camera, against a background that looked like the pier at Brighton. 
Gemma had borrowed it from a frame on the dresser in 
the conservatory. The spotty-faced assistant at Waterstones 
studied it, then tossed his hair back and looked 
at Gemma and Will with bright, intelligent eyes. Nice 
bird. Bought a copy of Jude the Obscure. Wasnt inclined 
to stay for a chat, though.


You do mean the daughter? said Gemma a bit 
impatiently.

The younger one, yeah. Though the others not 
bad, either, he added with another considering glance 
at the photo.

And youre sure you didnt see them both? Gemma 
fought the urge to snatch the photo back, sure that he 
was smudging it with his fingerprints.

He tilted his head and eyed them speculatively. 
Cant swear to it, can I? It was a fairly busy afternoon, 
and I might not have even remembered her, if she 
hadnt come to the register. With an exaggerated little 
sigh of regret he returned the photo to Gemma.

Will, leafing idly through the volume on the sales 
table beside the register, looked up. What time was it?

For a moment the boy dropped his pose as he 
thought. After four, because thats when I take my 
break, and I remember Id had it already. Nearer than 
that I cant say.

Thanks, said Gemma, making an effort to sound as 
if she meant it, and Will gave him a card with the usual 
instructions to call them if he remembered anything 
else.

Prat, said Gemma under her breath as they left the 
shop.


Youre not feeling very charitable this morning, are 
you? Will asked as they dodged shoppers laden with 
bags and parcels. Your boy will be just like that in a few 
years.

Recognizing the tease, Gemma said, God forbid, 
and smiled. Hed better not be. I hate men who leer. 
And boys.

As they continued down their list of shops, the 
spotty-faced boy grew more appealing in retrospect. No 
one else had any recollection of mother or daughter, 
together or alone. At least were warm and dry, which 
is more than some can say, offered Will, dragging 
Gemmas attention from the window of a boutique. 
Theyd parked the car in the Bedford Road car park, 
just as Claire had done, and crossed over Onslow Street 
into the Friary by the covered pedestrian walkway. 
Gusts of wind had shaken the bridge as the first drops 
of rain slicked the street below.

Mmmm, she answered, eyes on the dress in the 
window again. It was short, clingy, and black, the kind 
of dress she never bought, never had occasion to wear.

Nice dress. Youd look great in it. Will studied her, 
and she felt conscious of her unremarkable trousers 
and jacket. How long has it been since youve bought 
something you didnt need for work?

Gemma frowned. I cant remember. And Ive never 
had a dress like that.

Go on, Will urged, grinning. Treat yourself. Have a 
quick look while I ring the station and check in.

Youre a bad influence, Will. I shouldnt, I really 
shouldnt . . . She was still grumbling as Will waved at 
her and ambled off in the direction of the phone box, but there didnt seem much point without an audience. 
Will was uncannily on the mark. She bought good-quality, 
serviceable clothes, neutral enough to wear 
over and over, conservative enough not to hinder her 
career prospects  and she suddenly hated them. The 
condemned went quietly, she said under her breath 
and entered the shop.


She emerged feeling a decade older  the teenage 
sales assistant had been dreadfully condescending  
and considerably lighter in her bank balance. Thrusting 
the plastic carrier bag at Will, she said accusingly, I 
cant go around making inquiries carrying my shopping. 
Now what will I do?

Roll it up and put it in your handbag. Will demonstrated 
patiently. You could hide an army in this thing. 
Ive never understood why women dont get permanently 
lopsided from carrying around the equivalent of 
a suitcase all day. He looked at his watch. Weve still 
Sainsburys to try, but Im starving. Lets get a bite of 
lunch first, and maybe the rain will stop.

After some debate they settled on the fish and chip 
shop in the food court and carried their trays to one of 
the moulded plastic tables in the common area. Will 
tucked into his food with relish, but with the first bite of 
fish, grease coated Gemmas mouth and ran down her 
throat, threatening to gag her with its rancid slickness. 
She pushed the tray away, and when Will looked up 
and frowned she snapped, Dont lecture me, Will. Im 
not hungry. And I hate mushy peas. She pushed at the 
distasteful mess with the prongs of her plastic fork.

When he returned to his lunch without comment, 
Gemma felt a rush of shame. Im sorry, Will. Im not usually like this. Really. It must be something about 
this case. Makes me feel all jumpy. And itll be worse 
once the press get hold of it.

Sensitive, are you? Will said as he loaded his fork 
with fish and peas, adding a chip for good measure. Its 
your guv and mine wholl have to tread carefully. 
Heads could roll if things arent sorted out fast enough 
to please the powers that be. Id just as soon not be in 
their shoes. Give me door-to-door in the rain any day. 
He smiled and she felt restored to his good graces.

When hed mopped up the last of his lunch, she 
said, Sainsburys then?

And afterwards well stop in at the station and you 
can get acquainted with the lads in the incident room.




Neither the deli assistant nor the checkout girl at 
Sainsburys proved the least bit helpful. Gemma and 
Will came out into the High Street again discouraged, 
but at least Will had got his wish and the rain had 
receded to a soft drizzle. The pavements were thronged 
with shoppers, and a columned passageway held banks 
of flower-stalls. At the bottom of the steep street, 
Gemma could see the soft colours of the trees lining 
the river-banks.

Youll have to see it in better circumstances, said 
Will.

Its lovely when the sun shines, and theres a first-class 
museum in the castle.

Youre mind reading again, Will. Gemma ducked 
away from a woman wielding an umbrella. It is a 
pretty town, even in the rain. Good place to grow up, she said, thinking of Toby learning to fend for himself 
in the London streets.


But I didnt  not in Guildford itself, anyway. We 
lived in a village near Godalming. Im a farm boy  
cant you tell? He held up a broad hand for her inspection. 
See all those scars? A little tangle with the hay 
baler. Touching the pale streak that sliced through his 
eyebrow, he added, Barbed wire, that one. My parents 
must have despaired of raising me to adulthood in one 
piece.


Youre an only child, Gemma said, guessing.

A late blessing, they always said, in spite of the 
trips to the doctors surgery.

It was on the tip of Gemmas tongue to ask him 
what had become of the farm, but something in his 
expression stopped her. They walked the rest of the 
way back to the car park in silence.




Having asked Will to run her back to Holmbury St 
Mary in case she was needed, she felt a fool when the 
constable on the Gilberts gate said that Kincaid and 
Deveney hadnt returned, nor had Kincaid left her a 
message.

Ive some phone calls to make, she assured Will. 
Ill wait at the pub. She waved him off with a smile, 
then slowly crossed the road. The rain had stopped, but 
the tarmac felt greasy beneath her feet and moisture 
hung heavily in the air.

The odour of stale cigarette smoke lingered inside 
the pub, but there was no sign of human presence. 
Gemma waited for a few minutes, warming her hands at the embers of the lunchtime fire. Her stomach 
rumbled emptily, and once shed become aware of it, 
the pang quickly became ravenous hunger. Another 
trip to Surrey flashed in her memory, a day when she 
and Kincaid had shared sandwiches in a tea-shop 
garden, then walked along the river-bank.


Unshed tears smarted behind her eyelids. Dont be 
a stupid bloody cow, she said aloud. Lack of sleep and 
low blood sugar, thats all that was wrong with her  
nothing that a snack and nap wouldnt fix, and she 
might as well take advantage of the time on her own. 
Scrubbing at her eyes, she marched over to the bar, but 
the reconnaissance didnt turn up so much as a packet 
of stale crisps. She had some biscuits in her overnight 
bag  they would have to do.

Shed trudged halfway up the stairs, feeling as 
though her calves carried lead weights, when a body 
flew around the landing and cannoned into her. As the 
blow against her right shoulder spun her round, she 
lost her footing and sat down with a thump.

Oh, God! Im sorry. I didnt see you coming  are 
you all right? The flying body resolved itself into an 
anxious-faced young man, broad-shouldered and sporting 
shoulder-length tumbling blond curls. He peered 
up at her, holding out a hand as if he werent sure 
whether to help her or protect himself from her ire.

I saw you last night, she said, still too dazed to 
come up with anything more appropriate, when I 
came out of the bathroom.

Im Geoff. He dropped his hand and ventured a 
smile. Look, are you sure youre all right? I didnt hurt 
you? I didnt know anyone else was around Rolling his eyes, he added under his breath, Brianll have my 
head on a platter.


Gemma looked down, past his tatty sweater and 
jeans. He wore thick socks but no shoes. No wonder 
she hadnt heard him. Im fine, really. I wasnt paying 
attention, either. She studied him, liking his oval face 
and clear grey eyes. Although the moustache adorning 
his upper lip was a mere downy wisp, Gemma thought 
he must be in his mid-twenties, at the least. Tiny lines 
had begun to radiate from the corners of the eyes, and 
the creases between nose and mouth spoke of accumulated 
living.

Her stomach rumbled again, loudly enough for him 
to hear, and she groaned. If you can tell me how to 
rustle up something to eat around here, Ill call us 
even.

Come down to the kitchen and Ill make you a 
sandwich, he said, looking pleased to be let off the 
hook so easily.

You will? But . . . are you sure its okay? As she 
wondered why a guest would be so free with the pubs 
kitchen, a wave of light-headedness swept over her.

They stared at one another in consternation for a 
moment, then his face cleared and he said, I live here. 
I should have said. Its Geoff Genovase  Brians my 
dad.

The information took a moment to click into place, 
then she said, Oh, of course. Silly of me not to have 
twigged. Now that she knew, she could see it in the set 
of his shoulders, the shape of his head, the quick flash 
of his smile. Thats all right, then.

A little unsteadily, she followed him down to the kitchen. He seated her at a small table wedged into a 
space near the gas cooker, then opened the refrigerator 
and studied the contents. Cheese and pickle okay? 
Thats what I was thinking of having.


Lovely. As he rummaged in the fridge, she looked 
around the room. The kitchen was small but professionally 
equipped, from the stainless-steel cooker to 
the scarred work table.

Geoff sliced the crumbly cheddar and assembled 
the ingredients with the deftness of one who had 
grown up helping out in the kitchen, and in a few 
moments carried two plates of thick wholemeal sandwiches 
to the table. Go ahead, he urged her. Dont be 
polite. Ive put the kettle on, and Ill have us some tea 
in a minute. As Gemma bit into her sandwich, he ran 
hot water into a brown earthenware pot to warm it. She 
made herself chew slowly, closing her eyes and tasting 
the buttery richness of the cheddar against the dark, 
sweet sharpness of the pickle. After the first few bites 
she felt her muscles begin to relax.

Geoff emptied the warm water from the pot and 
spooned in tea. With his back to her, he said, Youre the 
lady copper, arent you? Brian told me you came last 
night. He added boiling water from the kettle on the 
cooker, then brought the pot and two mugs to the table. 
Milk? Mouth too full to speak, Gemma nodded, and 
he returned to the fridge for a pint bottle. Sugars on 
the table, he said as he slid into the chair across from 
her.

Did you know him? Gemma asked, having 
managed to swallow. Commander Gilbert, I mean.

Course I did. Place like this, you cant not know people. Even around a mouthful of bread and cheese, 
his tone held disgust.


It must be hard for you, said Gemma, her curiosity 
aroused, living in such a small village, I wouldnt think 
thered be a lot going in the way of social life.

Lots of young people stayed on with their parents 
when they couldnt find work  it was an economic fact 
of life. Thered been times after Rob left that shed been 
afraid she and Toby might have to go back to her 
parents small flat above the bakery, and the idea had 
horrified her. Geoff merely shrugged and said, Its all 
right.

The sandwich is super, she said, washing down a 
bite with a mouthful of the tea hed poured her. When 
he gave her a gratified smile, she ventured, What do 
you do? For a job, I mean?

He waited until hed finished chewing before 
answering. Oh, this and that. Mostly I help Brian out 
around the pub. Pushing away from the table, he stood 
up and reached into the cupboard above the cooker. 
Look. He selected a packet of biscuits and held it out 
for her inspection. I know just what we need to finish 
up.

Chocolate digestives? Gemma said with a sigh of 
contentment. The plain ones, too. My favourite. She 
ate in silence for a few minutes, and when shed 
finished her sandwich, she separated a biscuit from the 
stack and nibbled on its edge. Geoff had undoubtedly 
shied away from the personal  shed try the general 
again. You must have been pretty shocked when you 
heard about the commander. Were you here last night?

I was in my room, but Brian saw the pandas go by, lights and sirens. He called me down to take over the 
bar  it was Johns night off  then he went straight 
across the road, but they wouldnt let him through. 
Theres been an accident was all theyd tell him, and 
he came back in a right state. We didnt know until Nick 
Deveney sent a constable over to make arrangements 
for you that it was the commander, not Lucy or Claire.


And that made a difference, did it? asked Gemma, 
thinking how much people revealed unwittingly, just 
by the construction of their sentences, their emphasis 
on certain words.

Of course it did. Geoff sat back in his chair and 
crossed his arms. Like I said, its a small place, and 
everybody knows everybody, especially neighbours. 
Lucys a nice kid, and Claire . . . everyone likes Claire.

Odd, thought Gemma, if Claire Gilbert was so well 
thought of, that she had leaned on Will Darling rather 
than accepting comfort from a sympathetic neighbour. 
But not Alastair Gilbert? she asked. You didnt mind 
so much about him?

I didnt say that. Geoff frowned at her, their 
pleasant camaraderie definitely damaged. Its just that 
hes not here  I mean he wasnt here  what with his 
job and being in London most of the time.


I knew him, said Gemma, putting her elbows on 
the table and propping her chin in one hand. She 
wondered why she hadnt mentioned it to Kincaid, 
then shrugged. She hadnt felt inclined to volunteer 
anything remotely personal.

He was my super at Notting Hill when I first joined 
the Force, she continued. Geoff relaxed, looking 
interested and settling more comfortably into his chair, as if Gemmas admission had put them back on equal 
footing. Sipping her tea, she said, But I didnt really 
know him, of course  there were more than four 
hundred officers at Notting Hill, and I was too lowly to 
come to his attention. He might have spoken ten words 
to me in all that time. The man she remembered 
seemed to have little connection to the body sprawled 
so messily on the Gilberts kitchen floor. Hed been 
small and neat, soft-spoken and particular in his dress 
and his diction, and had occasionally given little pep 
talks to the ranks about the importance of rules.  A 
tight ship, my sergeant used to say. Gilbert runs a 
tight ship. But I dont think he meant it kindly.


He did like things his way. Geoff broke another 
biscuit in two and popped one half into his mouth. 
Indistinctly, he said, He was always at odds with the 
village council over something, wanting them to 
enforce the parking restrictions round the green, 
things like that. The second biscuit half followed the 
first, then he refilled both their cups. And he had a row 
with the doctor a couple of weeks ago. If you can call it 
rowing when no one raises his voice.

Really? Gemma sat up a bit. What about?

I dont know. I didnt actually hear it. It was a Saturday, 
see, and I do some odd jobs for the doctor. When I 
went up to the kitchen door to ask her about the 
compost, he was just leaving. But something had happened 
 you know how you can tell sometimes, like 
bad feeling stays in the air. And Doc Wilson had that 
tight-lipped look.

Her? I mean she? said Gemma, trying to sort out 
her cases.

This is a very feminist village  lady doctor and 
lady vicar. And I dont think the Commander got on 
with either of them.

Gemma remembered that Gilberts manner to the 
women under his command had bordered on condescending, 
and hed been notorious for overlooking 
female officers for promotions.

I cant wait to meet them, she said, toying with the 
idea of stealing a march on Kincaid by interviewing 
the doctor.

This afternoon? Geoff studied her with concern. 
You look all in, if you dont mind my saying so.

Thanks.

Her evident sarcasm made Geoff blush. Im sorry. 
Its just that  you know what I mean. You look tired, is 
all.

She relented. Its okay. Maybe I will go up to my 
room for a bit. And thanks for looking after me. Id have 
caved in, I think, if you hadnt rescued me.

Any time, fair damsel. He stood and gave a little 
bow. Gemma laughed, thinking doublet and hose 
would have suited him and imagining his fair curls 
under a plumed hat.

She followed him up the stairs, and when they 
reached the door of his room, he stopped. Tell me if 
you need anything else. Imat your

His words faded out of Gemmas perception. A 
computer sat on a desk across his room, and she stood 
staring, fascinated by the image on the screen. What is 
it? she asked, without taking her eyes from the picture. 
Mist seemed to swirl in the eerie, three-dimensional 
scene, but she could make out a turreted castle, and through one of its doorways a vista of green grass and a 
path leading towards a mountain.


Its a role-playing game, an adventure. A girl finds 
herself transported to a strange land, and she must 
survive by her wits, her skills, and her small knowledge 
of magic. Only by following a certain path and 
collecting talismans can she discover the secrets of the 
land, and then she will have the power to stay or to go 
back to our world.

You can play. Ill show you. He touched her arm 
but Gemma shook her head, resisting the 
enchantment.

I cant. Not now. Pulling her gaze away, she 
focused on his face. What does she choose, in the end?

He regarded her, the expression in his grey eyes 
unexpectedly serious. I dont know. That all depends 
on the player.






Chapter Five

Kincaid stood alone in the Gilberts kitchen, listening 
to the sound of the ticking clock. It hung above the 
refrigerator, and the large black hands and numerals 
against its white face were impossible to miss, reminding 
him that time was indeed fleeting. He should be 
concentrating on Alastair Gilberts murder, rather than 
wanting to punch his fist against the wall in frustration 
every time he thought about Gemma. After her outburst 
in the garden, she had left for Guildford without 
speaking an unnecessary word to him. What in hell 
had he done now? At least, he thought with a flare of 
satisfaction, he hadnt sent her traipsing off around the 
county with Nick Deveney, after the way hed leered at 
her last night.

Sighing, Kincaid ran a hand through his hair. There 
was nothing for it but to get on with things as best he 
could. Glancing automatically at his watch, he 
shrugged in irritation. He bloody well knew what time 
it was, and as long as he had to wait for Nick Deveney 
and had the ground floor of the house to himself, he 
might as well have a look round.


Entering the hall, he stood quietly for a moment, 
orienting himself. For the first time he noticed the higgledy-piggledy nature of the house  a step here, a 
step down there  every room seemed to exist on 
a different level. The exposed beams in the walls were 
canted at slightly tipsy angles. For a moment he fancied 
he heard an echo of the kitchen clock, then traced 
the insistent ticking to a grandfather clock half hidden 
in an alcove beneath the stairs. To his untrained eye, it 
looked old and probably quite valuable. A family heirloom, 
perhaps?


Nearest the kitchen lay the sitting room they had 
used last night, and a quick glance showed it quiet and 
empty, the fire burned down to cold ash. Continuing 
down the hall towards the front of the house, he 
opened the next door and peered in.

Hed found the commanders study, without a 
doubt. Entering and looking about, he felt that the 
room was almost a parody of a masculine retreat  
the walls not covered with bookshelves were dark panelled, 
a green-shaded lamp cast a pool of light on a 
massive desk, the sofa set before the heavily curtained 
windows was covered in a deep red tartan. Moving 
closer, he studied the light oblongs on the dark walls  
hunting prints, of course. The sound of the heavy clock 
on the desk mimicked his heartbeat, and for a moment 
he imagined the entire house ticking to its own 
internal rhythm. Bloody hell! Swearing aloud broke 
the spell, and he banished thoughts of the Edgar Allan 
Poe story from his mind.

Crossing to the desk, Kincaid found the surface as 
tidy as expected, but a photo in a silver frame made 
him pause and lift it for a better look. This was an 
Alastair Gilbert hed never seen, in shirt-sleeves, smiling, with his arm around a small white-haired woman. 
Mother and son? He replaced the photo, filing in his 
mind the thought that interviewing the elder Mrs Gilbert 
might prove useful.

The top drawer held the usual office paraphernalia, 
neatly arranged, and the side drawers, tidy ranks of 
files that would have to wait for someone else to give 
them a detailed going-over. Unsatisfied with such 
meagre results, Kincaid went through the drawers 
again, and the more careful search revealed a leather-bound 
book tucked behind the files in the right-hand 
drawer. Removing it carefully, he opened it on the blotter. 
It was a desk diary, with the usual engagement 
notations and a few unidentified phone numbers written 
in a neat, pencilled hand. How like Gilbert not to 
have risked making a mistake in ink!

Kincaid turned a few more pages. The day before 
Gilberts death held an ambiguous 6:00, accompanied 
by a question mark and another pencilled phone 
number. Had Gilbert met someone, and if so, why? 
Hed have to leave it to Deveneys team to run checks 
on all the notations while he concentrated on the interviews. 
Closing the book, hed placed it on the desktop 
when a voice startled him.

What are you doing?

Lucy Penmaric stood in the doorway, arms crossed, 
heart-shaped face creased in a frown. In jeans and 
sweatshirt she looked younger than she had the night 
before, less sophisticated, and her pale face bore tiny 
creases, as though shed just got up. I heard a noise  I 
was looking for my mother, she said before he could 
answer.


Not wanting to talk to Lucy from behind Gilberts 
desk, Kincaid closed the drawer and came around it 
before he said, I think shes upstairs having a rest. Can 
I help?

I didnt think to look there, she said, rubbing her 
face as she went to curl up in the corner of the tartan 
sofa. I cant seem to wake up properly  my brains 
gone all fuzzy.

I imagine its the sleeping pill. If youre not used to 
them they can make you feel a bit hung over.

Lucy frowned again. I didnt want to take it. I only 
agreed so Mum would rest. Is she . . . is she all right this 
morning?

Kincaid felt no compunction in editing out Claires 
fainting spell in the kitchen. Coping reasonably well, 
under the circumstances. She went to visit your grandmother 
first thing.

Gwen? Oh, poor Mum, said Lucy, shaking her 
head. Gwens not my real grandmother, you know, she 
added in an instructive voice. Mummys parents are 
dead, and I dont get to see my dads very often.

Why not? Doesnt your mother get on with them? 
Kincaid settled himself against the edge of the desk, 
willing to see where the conversation might lead.

Alastair always had some reason why I shouldnt 
go, but I like them. They live near Sidmouth, in Devon, 
and you can walk to the beach from their house. Lucy 
twirled a strand of hair around her finger as she sat 
quietly for a moment, then she said, I remember when 
my dad died. We lived in London then, in a flat in Elgin 
Crescent. The building had a bright yellow door  I 
remember when we came back from walks I could see it from a long way away, like a beacon. We had the top-floor 
flat, and a cherry tree blossomed just outside my 
window every spring.


If hed thought about Claire Gilberts first husband 
at all, he would have assumed theyd divorced, but then 
what were the odds that a woman in her forties would 
find herself twice widowed? It sounds lovely, he said 
softly after Lucy fell silent for so long he feared shed 
retreated where he couldnt follow.

Oh, it was, said Lucy, coming back to him with a 
little shiver. But cherry blossoms always make me 
think of death now. I dreamed of them last night. I 
was covered in them, suffocating, and I couldnt wake 
myself up.

Is that when your father died? In the spring?

Lucy nodded, then pushed her hair away from her 
face and tucked it behind one ear. She had small ears, 
Kincaid thought, delicate as seashells. When I was five 
I was really ill with a high fever one night. Dad went 
out to the all-night chemist in the Portobello Road to get 
something for me, and a car hit him at the zebra crossing. 
Now its all mixed up in my head  the police 
coming to the door, Mum crying, the scent of the 
cherry blossom from my open window.

So Claire Gilbert had not only been widowed but 
had faced a husbands sudden death once before. 
Remembering the days when giving an occasional 
death notification had been part of his duties, he 
imagined the scene from the officers viewpoint  light 
spilling out from the flat on a soft April evening, the 
pretty young blonde wife at the door, apprehension 
growing in her face as she took in the uniforms. Then out with it, baldly, Maam, were sorry to tell you that 
your husband is dead, and she would stagger as if shed 
been slapped. Theyd been taught to do it that way in 
the Police College, kinder to get it over with, supposedly, 
but that never made it any easier.


Lucy sat with her hair twined around her finger 
again, staring at one of the hunting prints behind Gilberts 
desk. When Kincaid said, Im sorry, she didnt 
respond, but after a moment began to speak without 
looking at him, as if continuing a conversation.

It feels odd, sitting here. Alastair didnt like us to 
come in this room, particularly me. His sanctum, he 
called it. I think women somehow spoiled the 
atmosphere.

My dad was a writer, a journalist. His name was 
Stephen Penmaric, and he wrote mostly about conservation 
for magazines and newspapers. She looked at 
Kincaid now, her face animated. He had his office in 
the box room of our flat, and there must not have been 
enough room because I remember there were always 
stacks of books on the floor. Sometimes if I promised to 
be really quiet, hed let me play in there while he 
worked, and I built things with the books  castles, 
cities. I liked the way they smelled, the feel of the 
covers.

My parents had a book-shop, said Kincaid. Still do, 
in fact. I played in the stock-room, and I used books for 
building blocks too.

Really? Lucy looked up at him, smiling for the first 
time since shed described her dog the night before.

Honestly. He smiled back, wishing he could keep 
that expression on her face.


How lovely for you, she said a bit wistfully. Tucking 
her feet up on the sofa, she wrapped her arms 
around her calves and rested her chin on her knees. 
Its funny. I hadnt thought about my dad so much in 
years.

I dont think its funny at all. Its perfectly natural 
under the circumstances. He paused, then said carefully, 
How do you feel about whats happened, about 
your stepfathers death?

She looked away, her finger back in her hair again. 
After a bit she said slowly, I dont know. Numb, I suppose. 
I dont really believe it, even though I saw him. 
They say seeing is believing, but its not really true, is 
it? With a quick glance at the door, she added, I keep 
expecting him to walk in any minute. She shifted restlessly, 
and Kincaid heard voices from the back of the 
house.

I think thats probably Chief Inspector Deveney, 
looking for me. Will you be all right on your own for a 
bit?

With a return of some of the spirit shed shown last 
night, she said, Of course Ill be all right. And Ill look 
after Mummy when she gets up. She jumped up from 
the sofa with the fluidity of the very young and had 
reached the door before he framed a reply.

As she turned back to him, he said, Lewis will be 
glad to see you, and was rewarded by one more brilliant 
smile.




Have you noticed, Kincaid said to Nick Deveney as 
they wound their way through the series of lanes that lay between villages, that no one seems to be grieving 
for Alastair Gilbert? Even his wife seems to be shocked 
but not distraught.

True enough. Deveney flashed his lights at an 
oncoming car and backed into the nearest passing 
place. But that doesnt give us a motive for murder. 
If that were the case, my ex-mother-in-law would 
be dead twenty times over. He pulled out into the 
road again. Hope you dont mind the short-cut. Actually, 
Im not sure it is a short-cut, but I like driving 
through the hills. Beautiful, isnt it? Storm clouds had 
gathered in the west, but as he spoke a shaft of sun 
broke through, illuminating the air deep in the woods. 
Deveney glanced in his rear-view mirror. Ill bet 
theyre getting a soaking in Guildford, he said, then 
pointed at the elaborate gates of an estate as they 
passed. Look. Its people like that who keep this 
part of Surrey from being overrun by tourists. They 
come here from London, bringing their money with 
them, so that we dont really need to boost our economy 
by encouraging trippers. Shrugging, he added, 
But its a double-edged sword. Although they buy 
property and use services, many of them are never 
really accepted by the locals, and that generates some 
conflicts.

And that was true of Gilbert, too? He certainly 
fitted the classic commuter profile, Kincaid said as 
they came around a curve and gaps in the trees 
revealed a sweeping view across the North Downs.

Oh, definitely, Id say, and he was treated with a 
mixture of disdain and flattery. I mean, after all, you 
dont really want to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs, do you? You just dont want it to think it can sit at 
your table.


Kincaid gave a snort of laughter. I suppose not. Do 
you think Gilbert was aware that he wasnt accepted, 
probably would never be accepted? Did it matter to 
him?

Shrugging, Deveney said, I didnt really know him 
personally, just spoke with him a few times at police 
functions. Changing gear, he added, I only know Brian 
Genovase because we played in the same over-the-hill 
rugby league. The road had descended quickly from 
the hills, and now became a narrow street with picture-postcard 
cottages either side. Holmbury St Mary is 
quite unspoilt, while this village is competing for the 
prettiest village in England title. Thats the Tillingbourne 
River, he added as they crossed a clear stream, 
star of many a postcard.

Its not too bad, surely, Kincaid said as Deveney 
deftly parked against the kerb. Hed seen a rather 
flowery tea-shop but nothing else that seemed out of 
the ordinary.

No, but Im afraid the tarting up is inevitable.

Cynic. Kincaid followed Deveney out of the car, 
flexing toes that had suffered from the failure of the 
Vauxhalls heating system.

Laughing, Deveney agreed, then added, Im too 
young to sound like such an old codger. Must be 
divorce has a tendency to sour a mans outlook. Now 
this shop is certainly not a bad thing  he gestured at a 
sign reading KITCHEN CONCEPTS  and it wouldnt be 
possible without commuters like Alastair Gilbert. It would never occur to the local farmers to have their 
kitchens refitted in Euro-chic.


The window showed them colourful expanses of 
tile interspersed with gleaming copper fittings. Kincaid, 
who had refitted the kitchen in his Hampstead 
flat using mostly do-it-yourself materials, opened the 
door with some anticipation. A wellie-clad woman 
holding carrier bags stood chatting with a man near a 
display of cabinet fronts, but their conversation came 
to an awkward halt as Kincaid and Deveney entered.

After a moment the woman said, Well, Ill be off 
then. Cheerio, Malcolm. She gave them a bright, 
interested glance as she squeezed out of the door, holding 
her shopping to her chest like a bulging shield. 
What was the use of being out of uniform, Kincaid 
often wondered, when you might as well be wearing a 
sign on your chest that said POLICE?

Deveney had his warrant card out, and introduced 
himself and Kincaid as Malcolm Reid came forward to 
greet them. Kincaid was happy to play second fiddle for 
a bit, as it gave him a chance to observe Claire Gilberts 
employer. Tall, with short silvery-blond hair and evenly 
tanned skin that spoke of a recent holiday in a warmer 
clime, Reid spoke in a soft, unaccented voice. Youve 
come about Alastair Gilbert? Its absolutely dreadful. 
Who would do such a thing?

Thats what were attempting to find out, Mr Reid, 
said Deveney, and wed appreciate any help you can 
give us. Did you know Commander Gilbert personally?

Reid put his hands in his pockets before answering. 
He wore good-quality trousers, Kincaid noticed, and 
along with the grey pullover and discreet navy tie they created just the impression needed for Reids position  
not too casual for the owner of a successful business, 
not too formal for a small village. Well, of course Id 
met him. Claire had Val  thats my wife, Valerie  and 
me to dinner once or twice, but I cant say that I knew 
him well. We didnt have much in common. He gestured 
at the showroom, his expression slightly amused.

But surely Gilbert was interested in his wifes 
career? said Kincaid.

Look, lets have a seat, shall we? Reid led them to a 
desk at the rear of the showroom and waved them into 
two comfortable-looking visitors chairs before seating 
himself. Thats not an easy question. He picked up a 
pencil and watched it meditatively while he rolled it 
between his fingers, then looked up at them. If you 
want an honest answer, Id say he only tolerated 
Claires job as long as it didnt interfere with his social 
schedule or his comforts. Do you know how Claire 
came to work for me? He put the pencil down and 
leaned back in his chair. She came to me as a client, 
when Alastair finally gave her permission to decorate 
their kitchen. The house is Victorian, you know, and 
what little had been done to it had been done badly, as 
is so often the case. Claire had been nagging him for 
years, and I think he only gave in when their entertaining 
reached such a scale that it embarrassed him for 
guests to see the kitchen.

For a man who professed not to know Gilbert 
well, Reid had certainly managed to build up an active 
dislike of him, Kincaid thought as he nodded 
encouragingly.

Claire hadnt any design training, continued Reid, but she had natural talent, which is even better in my 
book. When we started her kitchen she was brimming 
with imaginative and workable ideas  they dont 
always go together, you see  and when she came to the 
shop shed help other customers, too.

And you didnt mind? Deveney asked a bit 
sceptically.

Reid shook his head. Her enthusiasm was contagious. 
And the customers liked her ideas, which 
increased my sales. Shes very good, though youd 
never know it by looking at their house.

Whats wrong with their house? Deveney 
scratched his head in bewilderment  whether real or 
feigned Kincaid couldnt guess.

Too stuffily traditional for my taste, but Alastair 
kept a tight rein on things and thats what he liked. It 
was his idea of middle-class respectability.

Reids judgement certainly seemed to fit Gilbert as 
Kincaid had known him. As an instructor he had been 
unimaginative, insisting on rules where flexibility 
might have been more productive, attached to traditions 
simply because they were traditions. His 
curiosity aroused, he asked Reid, Do you know anything 
about Gilberts background?

I believe his father managed a dairy farm near 
Dorking, and Gilbert attended the local grammar 
school.

So the native came back, mused Kincaid. I find 
that rather surprising. But then, his mothers in a home 
nearby, isnt she? he asked, leaning forward to remove 
a business card from a holder on Reids desk. The shops 
name stood out artfully, dark green print against a cream background, with phone number and address in a smaller 
typeface. Kincaid slipped it into his jacket pocket.


The Leaves, just on the outskirts of Dorking. Claire 
visits her several times a week.

Tell us about Mrs Gilberts schedule yesterday, if 
you dont mind, Mr Reid. Deveneys tone made it plain 
that this was a command and only framed as a request 
for politenesss sake.

Sitting forward again, Reid touched the pencil hed 
put down on the blotter. Mimicking Deveney, he asked, 
Why should I, if you dont mind me asking? Surely 
you cant think Claire had anything to do with Gilberts 
death? He sounded genuinely shocked.

Its a normal part of our inquiries, soothed 
Deveney. You should know that from watching the 
telly, Mr Reid. We have to ask about everyone who was 
closely connected with Commander Gilbert.

Reid crossed his arms and regarded them steadily 
for a moment, as if he might refuse, then he sighed and 
said, Well, I still dont like it, but I cant see any harm 
in it because there was nothing out of the ordinary. 
Claire came in around ten and spent the day in the 
shop, helping customers, dealing with some outstanding 
orders for materials. I was out for an appointment 
early in the afternoon, and Claire left before Id got 
back, a bit after four. She and Lucy had planned some 
shopping, I believe. He paused for a moment, then 
added, We dont run a military ship around here, as 
you may have gathered.

And when did you find out that Gilbert was dead? 
asked Kincaid, remembering Claire Gilberts words 
before shed fainted.


Some of the locals were waiting when I unlocked 
the shop door this morning. Theyd heard it from the 
postman, whod heard it from the newsagent. Somebody 
did for Alastair Gilbert last night  bashed his 
head in and left him in a pool of his own blood, were 
the exact words, I believe, he added with a grimace.

Deveney thanked him, and they took their leave, 
Kincaid with a backward glance at the stainless-steel 
arch of the German mixer-tap he hadnt been able to 
afford for his own kitchen sink.

Terrific, Deveney said with weary resignation as 
they got into the car. So much for keeping the cause 
of death under our hats until weve interviewed the 
villagers. Thats life in the country for you.




The last customer, a garrulous old woman named 
Simpson, stood chatting long after shed paid for her 
meagre purchases. Madeleine Wade, who included 
proprietorship of the village shop among her many 
ventures, listened absently to the latest tabloid scandal 
while she closed out the till. All the while she thought 
longingly of curling up in her snug upstairs flat with a 
glass of wine and the Financial Times. The pink paper, 
as she always thought of it, was her secret vice and the 
last relic from her former life. She read it every day, 
tracking her investments, then tucked it away out of 
sight of her clients  no point in disillusioning the 
dears.


Mrs Simpson, having received no more encouragement 
than the occasional nod, finally sputtered to a 
halt, and Madeleine saw her out with relief. Over the years shed learned to be more comfortable with 
people, forced herself to develop an armour impervious 
to all but the most open revulsion, but it was only 
when alone that she felt truly at peace. It became her 
solace, her reward at the end of the day, and she 
anticipated it with the same eagerness an alcoholic 
awaits his first drink


She saw him as she finished locking the door. Geoff 
Genovase stood half in the shadow of The White Hart 
next door, hands in his pockets, waiting. When he 
moved, the light from the street-lamp glittered on his 
fair hair.

His fear reached her then. Palpable and intense, it 
enveloped him like a dense cloud.

Shed sensed it before, a dim undercurrent  sensed 
also the careful control that kept it in check. What had 
caused this explosion of terror? Madeleine hesitated, her 
desire to help warring with her fatigue and her need 
for solitude, then felt a pang of shame. Shed come to 
this village after a lifetime of running away, intending 
to offer whatever aid her talents might provide, and 
such selfishness must be crushed by discipline.

Whatever had triggered Geoffs distress, hed come 
to her for comfort, and she could not refuse. She 
stepped forward, lifting a hand to call out to him, but he 
had melted into the shadows.




When a knock at Gemmas door brought no response, 
Kincaid went back to his room and scribbled a note 
telling her hed be in the bar and that Deveney would 
be meeting them for drinks and dinner. He slipped the scrap of paper under her door and waited for a 
moment, still hoping for a quiet word with her, but 
when there was no stir of movement he turned away 
and went slowly downstairs.

He and Nick Deveney had spent an unproductive 
afternoon at Guildford Police Station, reading reports 
and sparring with the media, and it had left the lingering 
taste of frustration. A pint of Bass, please, Brian, he 
said as he slid on to the only unoccupied bar stool. A 
good crowd for a Thursday evening, he added as Brian 
placed the pint glass on a mat.

Its that nasty out, Brian answered as he drew a 
pint for another customer. Always good for business.

The rain had come on steadily with the dark, but 
Kincaid suspected that the pubs popularity this evening 
had as much to do with exchanging gossip as 
sheltering from the weather. Although he had to admit 
that as refuges went, the atmosphere was pleasant 
enough. A pub never felt right empty. It needed the 
movement of bodies and the rise and fall of voices 
in order to come into its own. This was his first 
opportunity to judge the Moon under the proper circumstances. 
Swivelling around on his stool, he liked 
what he saw: comfortable without too much tarting up. 
There were velvet covers on the stools and benches, a 
dark-beamed ceiling, a few brasses, a few copper pieces 
in the dining area, flowered red-trimmed curtains shutting 
out the night, and the wood fire radiating warmth 
within.

A man in an oiled jacket squeezed in between Kincaid 
and the next stool, handing his glass to Brian to be 
refilled. He spoke without preamble, as if continuing a discussion. Well, he may have been a right bastard, Bri, 
but I never thought it would have come to that. He 
shook his head. Cant even feel safe in our own bloody 
beds these days.


Brian gave a quick, involuntary glance in Kincaids 
direction, then said noncommittally as he pulled the 
pint, He wasnt in his bed, Reggie, so I doubt we need 
worry about ours. He wiped away the foam that had 
overflowed the glass and slid it across the bar before 
nodding at Kincaid and adding, This is Superintendent 
Kincaid, down from London to look into things.

The man gave Kincaid a brusque acknowledgement, 
muttering something that sounded like, Our 
own lads do well enough, before making his way back 
to his table.

Brian leaned across the bar and said earnestly to 
Kincaid, Dont mind Reggie. Hed find fault with sunshine 
in May. But the buzz of conversation around Kincaid 
had died, and he felt himself the target of glances 
both interested and wary.

It was a relief when Deveney came in a few 
minutes later, shaking the water droplets from his rain 
hat before stuffing it into his overcoat pocket. Just as 
Kincaid stood up to greet him, the table nearest the fire 
emptied and they took it over with alacrity.

When Deveney had returned from the bar with his 
pint, Kincaid lifted his in salute. Cheers. Youve just 
had a vote of confidence from the locals.

Wish I felt I deserved it. Sighing, Deveney rotated 
his shoulders and neck. What a hell of a day. As much 
as I hated paperwork at school, why I ever His eyes 
widened as he looked towards the far end of the room, then he smiled. The day just improved considerably. 
Following his gaze, Kincaid saw Gemma edging her 
way through the crowd. Why cant my sergeant look 
like that? Deveney complained with an air of much-practised 
martyrdom. Ill complain to the chief 
constable, take it all the way to the top. But Kincaid 
barely heard him. The dress was black and long-sleeved, 
but there any pretence of demureness ended, 
for the fabric clung to Gemmas body until it stopped 
midway down her thighs. She seldom wore her hair 
loose, but tonight she had left it so, and her fair skin 
looked pale as cream within its copper frame.


Close your mouth, Deveney said with a grin as he 
got up to fetch Gemma a chair.

Gemma, Kincaid began, not knowing what he 
meant to say, and the lights went out.

For an eerie moment a hush fell over the pub, then 
the voices rose in a wave  questioning, exclaiming.

Just hold on, Brian called out. Ill get the lanterns. 
The wavering flame of his cigarette lighter disappeared 
through the door at the far end of the bar. Within 
moments he had three emergency lanterns lit and 
placed throughout the room.

The lamplight cast a soft yellow glow, and Deveney 
smiled at Gemma with unabashed pleasure. Id say 
that was perfect timing. You look even lovelier by 
lamplight, if thats possible.

At least she had the grace to blush, Kincaid thought 
as she murmured something unintelligible. No, let me 
get it, Deveney said as Kincaid rose to get Gemma a 
drink. Its easier for me to get out.

Kincaid sank back on to his bench and regarded her, unsure what he might say without antagonizing 
her. Finally he offered, Nicks right, you do look 
wonderful.


Thanks, she said, but instead of meeting his eyes 
she fidgeted with the empty ashtray and looked 
towards the bar. I wonder where Geoff is? Thats 
Brians son, she explained, turning back to Kincaid. I 
met him this afternoon, and from what he told me 
I thought hed be helping out behind the bar.

Appearing once more from the kitchen, Brian 
announced, Ive been on to the Electricity Board. 
Theres a transformer down between Dorking and 
Guildford, so it may be quite some time before we have 
power again. Not to worry, he interrupted the buzz that 
was beginning, the cookers gas, so most of the menu is 
still on.


Thats a relief, Deveney said as he returned with 
Gemmas vodka and orange, and the dinner menu. Im 
starved. Lets see what Brian can do at a pinch. When 
theyd made their decisions and settled back with their 
drinks, he said to Kincaid, I had a message from the 
chief constable waiting when I got back to the station. 
The gist of it was he expects to see something concrete, 
and there were a few phrases thrown in like residents 
peace of mind and image of the force.

Both Kincaid and Gemma pulled faces. It was familiar 
authority-speak and had little to do with the 
mechanics of an investigation. Youre still keen on 
your intruder theory, Nick? asked Kincaid.

Its as good as anything else weve got. Deveney 
shrugged.

Then Id suggest we start by interviewing everyone in the village whos reported things missing. Well have 
to eliminate the possibility of a connection before we 
can move on. Do we have a list from todays house-to-house?


Just then Brian brought their salads. Once hed set 
them on the table, he wiped his perspiring brow. Cant 
imagine whats kept John, he said. Then he added, He 
helps out behind the bar, and Im that strapped without 
him tonight.

But what about Geoff? asked Gemma.

Geoff? What has Geoff got to do with it? Brian said 
impatiently, then hurried away as another customer 
called to him.

But Gemma said to his retreating back, then subsided, 
a flush creeping up her cheekbones. I know he 
said he worked for his dad, and it seemed a logical 
assumption that he tended bar.

So what do you make of Geoff, then? asked 
Deveney, drawing attention from her embarrassment, 
and she launched into an account of their meeting that 
afternoon.

Kincaid listened, watching her animated face and 
hands as she talked to Deveney, and felt more excluded 
by the minute. He toyed with the ubiquitous cress and 
iceberg lettuce of his salad, wondering if he had really 
known her at all. Had he lain next to her, felt her skin 
against his, her breath on his lips? He shook his head in 
disbelief. How could he have been so wrong about 
what had happened between them?

The word quarrel pulled him back to the conversation 
and he said, What? Im sorry.

Geoff told me that he overheard Gilbert and the village doctor quarrelling a couple of weeks ago, 
Gemma answered a bit too patiently, as if Kincaid were 
a not-too-bright child. But he didnt know what it was 
about, only that they both seemed angry and upset.


Its odd, she added a moment later as she speared a 
tomato wedge with her fork. I dont remember ever 
seeing Gilbert angry. There was just this sort of 
unspoken knowledge that if he spoke even more 
quietly than usual, you were in big trouble.

What? Kincaid said again, glass halfway to his 
mouth. You knew him? You worked under Alastair Gilbert? 
He felt a complete fool as Deveney looked at 
them with a puzzled expression.

He was my super when I was a rookie at Notting 
Hill, Gemma said dismissively. I didnt know it was 
important. In the awkward silence that followed, she 
added, I think we should definitely interview this 
doctor first thing tomorrow, along with the burglary 
victims.

Wait, Gemma, said Kincaid. Someone needs to get 
on to Gilberts office, check out that end of things. And 
youll be needing to look after Toby. Why dont you go 
up to London tomorrow, and Nick and I will do the 
interviews here?

She didnt speak as she pushed her plate away and 
carefully laid down her knife and fork, but the look she 
gave him could have frozen lava.






Chapter Six

Morning commuters packed the Dorking to London 
train. There is no direct service from Guildford, Will 
Darling had explained to Gemma when hed picked her 
up from the pub. So theres usually a bit of a crush. 
Gemma bumped against more than one briefcase 
before she reached the only available seat. The 
immense woman opposite left no room for Gemmas 
knees and she had to wedge herself in sideways. But as 
the train came to life with a jerk, she settled herself 
against the window contentedly enough, grateful for 
the journeys quiet minutes.

A good nights sleep had restored some of her perspective, 
and as Will dropped her at the station shed 
apologized again for yesterdays behaviour.

Dont give it another thought, hed assured her, his 
friendly face unperturbed. Its a difficult case for us all. 
Itll do you good to get home for a bit.

Shed had every intention of apologizing to Kincaid, 
too, but he and Deveney had left for a meeting at Guildford 
Police Station before she came down for breakfast. 
Over solitary toast and boiled egg she tried to convince 
herself that she really hadnt any reason to feel guilty. 
Kincaid had excused himself after dinner with a too polite reserve, and shed been left to fend off the good-natured 
Deveney.


She hadnt deliberately set out tomake Kincaid jealous 
 shed always despised women who used such 
tactics  but Deveneys interest and Kincaids growing 
discomfort had fuelled her like water on a grease fire. 
In the more sober light of day, she realized shed have 
to be a bit more careful with Nick Deveney. He was an 
attractive single man, but to have him making overtures 
was the last thing she needed just now. And 
Kincaid  the reasons she had enjoyed making him 
squirm didnt bear too close an examination.

Deliberately, she turned her attention to more 
comfortable subjects.

Now, as the Surrey countryside gradually disappeared 
into the suburban sprawl of London, she 
thought about Alastair Gilbert, who had taken this 
same train every morning. She pictured him sitting 
where she sat, watching the world with careful eyes, 
briefcase close to his lap. What had he thought about as 
the miles clicked away? Or had he buried himself in his 
Times and not thought at all? Had any of the other 
passengers noticed his absence, wondered what had 
happened to the small, dapper man? Her eyes drifted 
closed until the squeal of brakes announced their 
arrival at Victoria.

Gemma walked up Victoria Street towards Buckingham 
Gate, taking her time, enjoying the thin sunshine 
that had followed last nights downpour. As she turned 
into Broadway, she found the sight of the Yard surprisingly 
welcome. For once, its stark aspect proved 
comforting, and it felt good to be on firm ground again.

Having made a brief report to Chief Superintendent 
Childs, she appropriated Kincaids office, but found 
none of her usual satisfaction in it. It allowed her the 
peace she needed to organize her day, however, and 
soon she had made an appointment with Commander 
Gilberts staff officer, Chief Inspector David Ogilvie, 
and was on her way to the Divisional Headquarters in 
Notting Dale.




She remembered Ogilvie from her Notting Hill days, 
before he, like Gilbert, had transferred to divisional 
headquarters. Hed been an inspector then, and shed 
felt a bit frightened of him. His dark, hawkish looks 
had made his reputation as a ladies man plausible, but 
he seldom smiled, and his tongue was known to be as 
sharp as the jut of his nose.

Steeling herself for an unpleasant interview, she 
introduced herself to the duty officer and sat down in 
the reception area to wait until Ogilvie sent for her. 
Much to her surprise, Ogilvie appeared himself a few 
moments later, hand outstretched in welcome. He 
hadnt changed much, she thought, studying him as 
she shook his hand. Flecks of grey had appeared in his 
thick, dark hair, and the angles of his face were a bit 
more prominent, his body a little leaner.

He led her to his office, seated her cordially, then 
surprised her again by taking the initiative before she 
could get out her notebook and pen. This business 
about Alastair Gilbert is shocking. I dont think any of 
us have quite taken it in yet. We keep waiting for someone 
to tell us it was all a mistake. He paused while he aligned some loose papers on his desk, then gazed at 
her directly.


His eyes were a very dark, pure grey, set off to 
perfection by the charcoal herringbone of his jacket. 
Gemma looked away. Im sure it must be hard for you, 
having worked with

You were part of the team called to the scene, he 
interrupted, ignoring her condolence. I want you to 
tell me what happened.

But youll have seen a report

Shaking his head, he leaned towards her, his dark 
eyes dilated. Thats not good enough. I want to know 
what it looked like, what was said, down to the last 
detail.

Gemma felt a prickle of sweat break out under her 
arms. What in hell was he playing at? Was this some 
sort of test of her abilities? And was she obliged to 
answer him? The silence stretched, and she shifted 
uncomfortably in her chair. What harm could it do, 
after all? He had access to the incident files anyway, 
and she needed to establish some sort of rapport with 
him. She took a deep breath and began.

Ogilvie sat very still while she talked, and when 
shed finished he relaxed back into his chair and smiled 
at her. I see we trained you very well at Notting Hill, 
Sergeant. Gemma started to speak, but he held up his 
hand. Oh, yes, I remember you, he said, and his grin 
grew wolfishly wide. You were quite determined to get 
on, and it seems that you have. Now what can I do for 
you, since youve been so obliging? Will you be wanting 
to go through the things in the commanders 
office?


Id like to ask you some questions first. Having 
succeeded in retrieving her pen and notebook, Gemma 
flipped to a new page and headed it with determination. 
Had you noticed anything different about the 
commanders behaviour recently?

Ogilvie swivelled his chair towards the window a 
little and appeared to give the matter serious thought. 
After a moment he shook his head. No, I cant say that 
I did, but then I knew Alastair for many years and I 
could never have guessed what he was feeling at any 
given time. He was a very private person.

Any difficulties at work? Could someone have 
threatened him?

You mean some villain threatening to do for the 
copper as nicked im? I do believe youve been 
watching the telly, Sergeant. Ogilvie gave a bark of 
amusement and Gemma flushed, but before she could 
retort, he said, As you are aware, Gilbert had little to do 
with day-to-day operational policing. And as he was 
always better at administration than tactics, I dare say 
it suited him. He stood up with a swift grace that 
increased Gemmas impression of his fitness. Ill take 
you

Chief Inspector. Gemma didnt budge from her 
chair. Tell me about the commanders last day, please. 
Did he do anything out of the ordinary?

Rather than sit down again, Ogilvie went to the 
window and fiddled absently with the lever on the 
blinds. As far as I can remember he was in and out of 
departmental meetings all day. The usual drill.

It was only two days ago, Chief Inspector, Gemma 
said softly.


He turned back to her, hands in his trouser pockets, 
and smiled. Perhaps Im getting old, Sergeant. And I 
had no reason to pay particular attention to the commanders 
movements that day. Have a word with the 
departmental secretary, why dont you? And I know 
Alastair kept a desk diary. He liked to know where he 
stood. As he came around the desk and opened the 
door, he said, Ill just get you started.

Gemma smiled and thanked him, all the while 
aware of a distinct feeling that shed been led a merry 
dance.




Alastair Gilberts office furnishings befitted a commander. 
Good-quality carpeting covered the floor, and 
the furniture was the impressive sort only senior 
officers could requisition. A heavy bookcase against 
one wall held volumes of philosophy and military history 
as well as police manuals, but other than that 
Gemma found the room devoid of personality. Of 
course, she hadnt really expected Gilbert to accumulate 
the flotsam that cluttered most peoples work 
spaces, but the order of this room was not even marred 
by family photographs. With a sigh she settled down to 
work.




Not until her stomach growled did she realize shed 
missed lunch by several hours. She replaced the papers 
in the last file and levered herself up from the floor, her 
joints stiff and aching. Her fingertips felt dry and grimy 
from handling so many pieces of paper, but her search had yielded absolutely nothing of interest. Gilberts 
meticulous appointment book merely outlined a day 
that sounded as dull as she felt at that moment.


He had started his last morning with a senior 
officers briefing, then taken care of his correspondence. 
Before lunch hed met with a representative from 
the local council and after lunch with officials from 
local pressure groups and the Crown Prosecution 
Service. There was no reference to an after-work meeting, 
nor had there been any notation for the evening 
before.

Stretching and smothering a yawn, Gemma conceded 
for the first time that Kincaid might have a point 
in not wanting further promotion.She retrieved her hand-bag 
from beneath the desk and went to find the loo.

Feeling better once shed washed her hands and 
splashed water on her face, she emerged from the 
building to find the sun miraculously still shining. She 
stood still and tilted her face up, soaking in the faint 
warmth obliviously until the door flew open and 
someone bumped her from behind. Sorry, she said 
automatically, taking in an impression of a stocky 
female body in a blue uniform, then the face clicked 
into focus and she gasped. Jackie? I cant believe it! Is 
it really you? After a moments laughing and hugging, 
she held her friend at arms length and studied her. It 
is you. Id swear you havent changed a bit.

She and Jackie Temple had been in the same class 
at the Police College, and when they were both posted 
to Notting Hill a pleasant acquaintanceship had merged 
into real friendship. They stayed close, even when 
Gemma transferred from Uniform to CID, but since Gemma had been posted to the Yard theyd seen each 
other very rarely. Now she realized with a shock that 
she hadnt spoken to Jackie since shed been pregnant.


Neither have you, Gemma, Jackie said, a smile 
lighting her dark face. And now that we know were 
both god-awful liars, what are you doing here? And 
how long has it been? Hows Rob? Gemmas expression 
must have betrayed her, because Jackie said immediately, 
Oh, no, Ive put my foot in it, havent I? She 
lifted Gemmas left hand and shook her head when 
she saw her bare finger. Im so sorry, love. Whatever 
happened?

You couldnt have known, Gemma reassured her. 
And its been more than two years now. Rob had found 
the demands of family life a bit more than hed bargained 
for and hadnt proved much better as an absentee 
father. The child-support cheques, regular at first, 
became sporadic, then stopped altogether when Rob 
left his job and changed his address.

Look, said Jackie as the door swung open again 
and narrowly missed them, we cant stand about on 
the bleedin steps all day. Im just off duty, but I ran 
some paperwork over from Notting Hill as a favour to 
my sarge. Now Im off home. Come with me and well 
have something to drink and a good old natter.

Gemma had a moments guilt, quickly buried as 
she told herself that she had, after all, followed Kincaids 
instructions to the letter. And she could always 
quiz Jackie about Alastair Gilbert. Smiling, she said, 
Thats the best offer Ive had all day.




*




Jackie still lived in the small block of flats Gemma 
remembered, near Notting Hill Police Station. It was a 
bit of an ugly duckling in an area of terraced Georgian 
houses, but Jackies second-floor flat was pleasant 
enough. Wide windows opened on to a south-facing 
balcony, a profusion of green plants grew among the 
clutter of African prints, and bright-patterned rugs 
covered the casual furniture.

Do you still share with Susan May? Gemma called 
from the sitting room as Jackie disappeared into the 
bedroom, shedding her uniform sweater as she went.

We rub along all right. Shes had another promotion 
 fancies herself a bit these days, Jackie said 
affectionately as she reappeared in jeans, pulling a 
sweatshirt over her tight curls. Im starved, she added, 
heading for the tiny galley kitchen. Hang on a bit and 
Ill put something together for us.

When Jackie refused her offer of help, Gemma wandered 
out on the balcony, admiring the snapdragons 
and pansies that bloomed cheerfully in terracotta pots. 
She remembered that Susan, a willowy woman who 
worked as a production assistant for the BBC, was the 
one with the green fingers. When the three of them 
had gathered together for makeshift suppers in the flat, 
Susan had teased Jackie about her ability to kill anything 
by just looking at it.

This had been her patch, Gemma thought as she 
leaned over the railing and gazed out at the broad tree-lined 
streets  not all of it as elegant and pleasant as 
this, of course, but it had been a good place to start life 
as a copper, and she had grown fond of it. Once shed 
walked a beat that stretched from the crayon-box of Elgin Crescent to the bustle of Kensington Park Road. It 
felt odd to be back, as if time had telescoped in on 
itself.


When she returned to the sitting room, Jackie had 
set out plates of sandwiches, fruit, and two bottles of 
beer. As they pulled their chairs nearer the window so 
they could sit in the last of the sun while they ate, 
Jackie echoed Gemmas thoughts. A bit like old times, 
isnt it? Now tell me about you, she added, as she bit 
into an apple with a resounding crunch.

By the time Gemma had brought her up to date and 
Jackie had promised to visit Toby soon, theyd mopped 
up the crumbs. Jackie, Gemma said tentatively, look, 
Im sorry I didnt keep in touch. When I was pregnant 
with Toby it was all I could do to fall into bed at night, 
and afterwards . . . with Rob . . . I just didnt want to talk 
about it.

I understand. Jackies dark eyes were sympathetic. 
But I envy you your baby.

You? It had never occurred to Gemma that her 
tough and self-sufficient friend might want a child.

Jackie laughed. What? You think Im too crusty to 
want to change nappies? But there it is. And Id never 
have thought youd let a baby interfere with your 
career. Speaking of which, she punched Gemma lightly 
on the arm, who would have thought youd end up 
such a big shot, investigating a commanders murder. 
Tell me all about it.

When Gemma had finished, Jackie sat quietly for a 
moment, swirling the dregs of her beer in its amber 
bottle. Lucky you, she said at last. Your guv sounds 
like a good one.


Gemma opened her mouth to protest, then closed it 
again. That was a can of worms she didnt dare open.

I could tell you some stories about mine that would 
make your hair stand on end, Jackie said, then added 
philosophically, Oh, well, I made my bed when I 
decided I wanted to stay on the street. She finished her 
beer in one swallow and changed the subject abruptly. 
I saw Commander Gilbert at Notting Hill not too long 
ago  one day last week, I think it was. Can you believe 
he had a spot on his tie? Must have got caught in the 
crossfire of a canteen food fight, thats the only reasonable 
explanation.

They both laughed, then, inspired by the mention 
of such juvenile behaviour, settled into a round of do 
you remember?s that left them giggling and wiping 
their eyes. Can you believe how ignorant we were? 
Jackie asked finally, blowing her nose on a tissue. 
Sometimes I think its a wonder we survived. She 
studied Gemma for a moment, then added more 
soberly, Its good to see you again, Gemma. You were 
an important part of my life, and Ive missed you.

Rob hadnt cared for any of Gemmas friends, 
especially those in the force, and after a bit shed lost 
the energy to face the inevitable arguments that followed 
her contacts with them. Nor had he liked her to 
talk about her life before she met him, and gradually 
even her memories seemed to fade from disuse. I 
seem to have lost bits of my life in the last few years, 
she said slowly. Maybe its time I made an effort to find 
them again.

Come and have dinner with us sometime soon, 
then, said Jackie. Susan would love to see you, too. Well drink a bottle of wine to our misspent youth  
and remember when all we could afford was the worst 
plonk imaginable. She stood up and went to the 
window. How odd, she said a little absently, Ive just 
remembered that I thought I saw Commander Gilbert 
somewhere else recently. It must have been the wine 
that brought it to mind, because Id just come out of the 
off-licence in the Portobello Road, and there was Gilbert 
talking to this West Indian bloke whos a known 
grass. At least I thought it was Gilbert, but a lorry came 
between us then and by the time the light changed, 
theyd both disappeared.


You didnt check it out?

Youve been in CID too long, love, said Jackie, 
clearly amused. Just who was I supposed to ask? Commander 
Gilbert himself? I know enough to keep my 
nose out of my elders and betters business, ta very 
much. Still, she turned back to Gemma and smiled, I 
suppose it wouldnt hurt to put in a word or two in 
certain quarters. Ill let you know if anything interesting 
turns up, shall I?




Gemma hated the escalators at the Angel tube station. 
She was sure they must be the longest and steepest of 
any in London, and the prospect of facing that dizzying 
descent every day had almost deterred her from taking 
her flat. At least, she told herself as she hugged the rail, 
going up wasnt nearly as bad as going down  as long 
as you didnt look back.

A plastic bag wrapped itself around Gemmas legs 
as she emerged from the station. Disentangling herself, she saw rubbish blowing all along Islington High Street. 
A sheet of newspaper clung tenaciously to a nearby 
lamp-post, and a plastic bottle rattled discordantly 
along the pavement. The rubbish collection had failed 
again, Gemma thought, frowning in irritation, and she 
certainly didnt have time to complain to the council 
about it.


The sight of the black man sitting on the bench 
beside the flower stall snapped her out of her bad 
temper. Dwarfed by the towering glass office building 
behind him, he cradled a paper-wrapped whisky bottle 
against his thin chest and sang to himself as he smiled 
up at her. His ragged clothes looked as though they 
had once been of good quality, but they offered little 
protection from the wind that made his red-rimmed 
eyes water.

She stopped and bought a bunch of yellow carnations, 
then handed her change to the drunk before 
sprinting across the zebra crossing. Looking back, she 
had a glimpse of his head bobbing like a mechanical toy 
as he gabbled something incomprehensible after her. 
When shed started in the force, a rookie constable, 
shed almost unconsciously shared her parents disdain 
for those who could better themselves if they made the 
effort, but experience had quickly taught her that 
the equation was almost never that simple. For some 
the most you could do was try to make their lives a 
little more comfortable, and if possible leave them a bit 
of dignity.

To her right as she entered the Liverpool Road lay 
the Chapel Market. It was closing time, and with an 
occasional cheerful curse the vendors were tearing down their stalls and packing up boxes. Too late to pick 
up anything there for supper, shed have to stop in 
Cullens or brave the crush in the enormous new 
Sainsburys across the street.


One thing drew her to Sainsburys, much as she 
disliked its sterile, gleaming interior. The busker stood 
on his usual patch outside the doors, his dog watchful 
beside him. She always had a few coins for him, sometimes 
a pound if she could manage it, but this ritual 
was not motivated by pity. Tonight she stopped as she 
usually did and listened to the liquid notes spilling 
from his clarinet. She didnt recognize the piece, but it 
made her feel sweetly sad, leaving a gentle melancholy 
as the sound died away. The heavy coin clinked satisfyingly 
as she tossed it into the open case, but the young 
man merely nodded his thanks. He never smiled, and 
his eyes were as aloof as those of the mongrel lying 
quietly at his feet.

Laden carrier bags bumped her leg as she emerged 
from the supermarket and hurried up the Liverpool 
Road with her collar pinched together against the wind. 
Her anticipation built as she thought of catching Toby 
up in her arms, hearing him squeal with delight as she 
nuzzled his neck, breathing in the warm smell of his 
skin. Turning into Richmond Avenue, she passed the 
grammar school, gates shut against the darkening day, 
playground still except for the movement of an empty 
swing. Before she knew it Toby would be old enough to 
join the children there. Already his plump softness was 
melting away, little boy sturdiness emerging in its 
place, and Gemma felt a pang of loss for his babyhood. 
Thrusting back the guilt that always hovered near the surface of her mind, she assured herself that she did 
the best she could.


At least the move to the Islington flat had brought 
with it an unexpected benefit  her landlady, Hazel 
Cavendish, had offered to keep Toby while Gemma 
worked, and Gemma no longer had to depend on her 
mum or indifferent child-minders.

Thornhill Gardens came into view and Gemma 
slowed, catching her breath so as not to arrive on the 
doorstep panting. Almost home, and lights were 
coming on in the houses along the gardens now, offering 
a tantalizing vision of comfort and warmth behind 
closed doors. The Cavendishes house backed up to the 
gardens, and Gemmas adjoining flat faced Albion 
Street, almost directly opposite the pub.

She let herself into the back garden by the gate at 
the side of the garage, not stopping to leave the groceries 
in the flat. Shed telephoned so that Hazel would be 
expecting her, and as she reached the back door she 
squinted at the small sticky note fluttering in the dimness. 
IN BATH, H., it read, and Gemma smiled as she 
looked at her watch. Hazel ran an orderly house, and 
by this time the children would have had their tea 
and been bustled upstairs to the bath.


A wave of warmth and spicy smells greeted her as 
she opened the door, a sure sign that Hazel was cooking 
one of her vegetable messes, as her husband affectionately 
called them. Hazel and Tim Cavendish were both 
psychologists, but Hazel had taken an indefinite leave 
from her lucrative practice to stay at home with their 
three-year-old daughter, Holly. They had absorbed 
Toby into their household effortlessly, and although Hazel accepted the going rate for child-minding, 
Gemma suspected it was more balm for her pride than 
a financial necessity for the Cavendishes. Following 
the distant sound of voices, she deposited her purchases 
on the kitchen table and dodged the toys 
littering the floor as she made her way upstairs.



She tapped on the bathroom door, and hearing 
Hazels cheerful, Come on in, she slipped inside. 
Hazel was kneeling by the old-fashioned claw-footed 
bath, the sleeves of her sweater pushed up over her 
elbows, her chin-length brown hair forming curly tendrils 
from the steam.

Both children were in the bath, and when Toby 
saw her he shrieked, Mummy! and smacked his hands 
palm-down against the water.

Laughing, Hazel jumped back from the spray. I 
think you little munchkins are clean enough. Welcome 
home, Gemma, she added, wiping the sudsy droplets 
from her cheek.

Gemma felt a sudden spasm of jealousy, but it 
faded as Hazel called out, How about giving a hand 
with the towels? and she soon had her arms full of wet 
and giggling children.




When the children had been dried and dressed in their 
footed pyjamas, Hazel settled them with some toys on 
the kitchen rug and insisted on making Gemma some 
tea. You look knackered, to put it tactfully, she said 
with a smile as she waved away Gemmas offer to help 
and busied herself with kettle and cups.

Gemma sank into a chair at the kitchen table and watched the children as they cranked toy cars up 
and down in the lift of a plastic garage with complete 
absorption. They played well together, she thought. 
Dark-haired Holly had inherited her mothers sweet 
disposition as well as her dimples. A few months older 
than Toby, she ruled him with a bossy kindness that he 
tolerated good-naturedly. Just now, though, with his 
still-damp hair sticking up in spikes, he looked a proper 
little imp.


Stay to dinner, said Hazel as she set a steaming 
mug before Gemma and slid into the chair opposite. 
Tims got a therapy group tonight, so it will just be us 
and the kids. And as a further enticement, Im making 
Moroccan vegetable stew with couscous. And besides, 
she added with a pleading note, I have selfish reasons 
 I could use some adult conversation.

But I picked up some things at the supermarket . . . 
Gemma made a half-hearted gesture in the direction of 
her carrier bags.

Wrinkling her snub nose, Hazel expressed her 
opinion of that. Macaroni cheese out of a box, Ill bet, 
or something equally ghastly. You need something that 
hasnt been thrown together at the last minute. Food is 
comfort for the soul as well as the body. The last she 
intoned with great weight, then laughed. So says the 
philosopher of the kitchen.

With a shamefaced smile, Gemma confessed, It 
was the first thing I saw on the shelf. She stretched, 
relaxed now from the warmth of the room and the tea, 
and looked around the pleasant kitchen. The old glass-fronted 
cabinets had been rubbed with a soft green 
stain, the walls were covered with peach paper, and any spare spaces on counters and table held Hazels 
baskets of jumbled knitting wool. Suddenly finding herself 
loath to leave, she said, It does sound lovely. Are 
you sure we wouldnt be imposing? Im always afraid 
well wear out our welcome. Seeing Hazels emphatic 
reassurance, she added, And Ill admit its been a hellish-week.


Rough case? Hazel asked sympathetically.

You could say that. Cradling the hot cup in her 
hands, Gemma told her about Alastair Gilbert.

When shed finished, Hazel shuddered, concern 
evident in her expression. How awful. For them and 
for you. But theres more than that, isnt there, 
Gemma? she asked, with the direct gaze that must 
have made her patients squirm. You disappear for days 
without notice, show up again, then leave Toby without 
a word of explanation  whats going on?

Gemma shook her head. Nothing. Its nothing. Ill 
be all right.

Shaking her head, Hazel leaned forward earnestly. 
Who are you trying to convince? You know its not 
good to bottle things up. You dont have to be superwoman 
all the time. Let someone else share a little bit 
of the burden

I dont need a therapist, Hazel, Gemma interrupted, 
then instantly regretted it. Im sorry, I dont know 
whats got into me lately. Ive been sniping at everyone. 
You didnt deserve that.

Sitting back with a sigh, Hazel said, I dont know 
 maybe I did. Old habits, you know. Im sorry if I 
overstepped your boundaries, but I care about you, and 
I want to help if I can.


The kindness in Hazels voice brought an ache to 
Gemmas throat, and she felt a sudden longing to pour 
out her troubles and be comforted. Instead, she swallowed 
and asked tentatively, How could you bear it, 
Hazel? Giving up your job like that? Werent you afraid 
of losing yourself?

Hazel watched the children for a long moment 
before answering. It hasnt been easy, but I havent 
regretted it, either. Ive learned from experience that 
its a great emotional risk to ground ones identity 
entirely in ones work. Life is entirely too tumultuous 
for that  you can lose a job or a career tomorrow, and 
then where are you? The same is true of marriage 
and motherhood. You have to rely on something 
deeper than that, something inviolate. She looked up 
and met Gemmas eyes. Easier said than done, I know, 
and Im not avoiding the personal question. I waited 
until fairly late to have a child, and as much as I 
enjoyed my work I decided that being with Holly the 
first few years of her life was an experience I wouldnt 
have a chance to repeat. I sometimes feel guilty about 
that, knowing so many women who dont have that 
option  like you. Hazels dimples appeared as she 
grinned at Gemma. But then Im not sure youd take it 
if you could.

Brow furrowed, Gemma studied her mug as if the 
contents held an answer. No way, Id have said in 
the beginning. I saw being pregnant and having a baby 
as a bloody nuisance, to tell the truth  just another 
way Id let Robs carelessness spill over into my life. But 
now . . .

Toby, perhaps sensing some current of unease in his mothers voice, stopped his play and came to stand 
beside her, butting his head against her arm.


Gemma cuddled him and tousled his hair. But now 
I dont know. There are days when I envy you. She 
thought of Jackie Temples unexpected revelation. Was 
anyone ever satisfied with her lot?

And there are days when I think Ill go mad if I 
hear another toy advert, countered Hazel, laughing. So 
I cook. Thats my defence. She stood up and carried 
their empty mugs to the sink. And I think its time to 
switch from restoratives to sedatives. She pulled a 
bottle of white wine from the refrigerator. This 
Gewrztraminers lovely with the spices in North 
African food. Retrieving a corkscrew from a drawer, 
she started to peel the foil cap off the bottle, then 
stopped and turned back to Gemma. Just one more 
thing. I wont push you, but I want you to know that 
Im always here if you want to talk. And Ill not let the 
therapist get in the way of the friend.



Gemma fell asleep that night in the curving leather 
chair in the flat, Toby sprawled across her lap, only to 
wake in the wee hours, chilled, numb from the weight 
of her sons relaxed body, with Claire Gilberts face 
burned into her mind like the bright after-image of a 
flare.
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