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One

Carrie wanted to stay out longer. She had nothing else to do but she did not want to go home. She had come out of the newsagent’s in a churn of anxiety about what she had found out, what was happening, and until she had processed it in her head, she could not walk into the house and face Colin.

There were cafes on either side, new and smart, old and comfortable, but all full. Someone bumped into her, someone else almost tripped her up. A man sat in a doorway on a piece of old matting, with a dog and a mug of coppers, and spat on the pavement. Her hair was damp from the drizzle, as were the sleeves of her coat and the handles of her tote bag.

She felt a surge of panic, and the need to move, to get away, though it was herself she really wanted to get away from. She went down the side street towards the cathedral, past the great west door and into the new visitors’ centre which had opened just before Christmas, to equal choruses of delight and disapproval. It was cool and beautiful there, a calm place, like the ancient cathedral itself, and there were only a few people in the refectory. Carrie got her pot of tea and a cheese scone, and went to the far end of the cafe, beside a glass wall through which she could see the tiled space beyond. She closed her eyes. She did not come to the cathedral to pray, she had no particular belief, though sometimes she spoke aloud to someone, someone who might be listening, and if there was no one and she was only talking to herself, it still helped.

Perhaps she would not have to tell him, she thought, spreading butter on her scone, perhaps he would work it out for himself. No. Colin was incapable of working anything out except the figures he saw on his computer screen from early morning until late at night, the white electronic arrows moving up and down.

A woman came into the refectory, took a tray, gave her order, the sort of woman who usually came in here, a volunteer who manned the shop, or sat behind the new glass counter giving out information and leaflets, or arranged the flowers. No, not flowers, Carrie remembered that the flower arrangers came in as a group, three or four of them, clattering their trays and talking cheerily. A lot of the people who helped out in the cathedral and this visitors’ centre were cheery.

She pushed some crumbs around her plate with her forefinger, and pressed them together to form a ball.

Then the swing doors opened again and there was bumping and shuffling and voices. Two young women with pushchairs. They came down the aisle towards her, and settled down at a table with a lot of fuss and chat and coat removing and chair scraping. The refectory was noisy because all the surfaces were hard. No one had thought of that. Every cup and saucer clattered, cutlery clashed, the sudden noise of the coffee machine muffled speech.

She came here for peace and quiet, a place where she could be safely herself, and sooner or later people and their racket always drove her away.

One woman had gone to the counter, the other sat with the children. A baby was on her lap, its arms jerking up and down like the arms of a string puppet, not yet within its control. Carrie did not want to look at it. She looked at it.

And then she saw the other child. It had not been taken out of its pushchair and it was turned slightly to face Carrie. She did not know how old it might be, only that it was not a baby. Children like that could be any age.

Children like that. It was still but not asleep. Its lolling head was too large and it wore a bib into which it was dribbling. Its eyes did not focus. Its face was the colour of dough.

The woman was bringing over the tray of drinks and as she set it down on their table she looked at the child and her face broke into a smile and seemed to blaze up at the sight, as if she had been bathed in sunshine. The look was joyous, a look of delight. But most of all, a look of love, unconcealed, all-absorbing.

The child saw nothing, only moved its head a little, as it dribbled and its eyes rolled up and round and up again.

Carrie left, almost knocking over her chair, startling the baby on the lap. But the child in the buggy was not startled. It seemed to be unaware of every sound, every movement around it, every person.

Outside she leaned on a pillar and felt her heart race and lurch and her mind spin and nausea rise up in her, like a creature springing out of water deep down, and she retched, but nothing came out of her mouth except an ugly sound, so that a man walking past flinched slightly, before quickening his step. She took in gulps of air which tasted of rain.

Somehow she had to find her car and drive home and, eventually, talk to Colin, tell Colin, make Colin angry or shocked or miserable. Frightened, perhaps, as she was. Her fear was deep-rooted and powerful. It was absolute, certain, real, the fear of her worst nightmares and waking terror. A fear that was growing inside her.



She had plenty of time to think about what she was going to say. She made shepherd’s pie with three vegetables, peeling, chopping, mashing, making gravy, process after process which was soothing. She baked apples, stuffing the cores with brown sugar, raisins and ginger, which took more preparation, so that she would be even calmer. But of course it was no help at all, she did everything slowly, mechanically, and all the time the lines she had to speak were being rehearsed in her head, over and over again, and with them came the questions – what would he say, how would he react, would he be silent or angry, shocked or irritated, or perhaps even disbelieving? No, there would be no reason for that. Why would she lie to him about this of all things?

The scene in the cathedral refectory played itself out again too. The two young women. The baby with jerking hands. The one in the pushchair. The way it had been and would be forever, and yet still, the mother had given the child such a look of blazing love. So that could happen? It was possible, was it?

But Carrie could not believe it.



The table was laid and the supper ready when, as he always did, apparently knowing the moment by some sixth sense, Colin came out of his office, where the monitors would sit by themselves, scrolling through their eternal rows of figures, their flashing panels of red or green, occasionally remaining calm for moments, before going into a dance of non-stop manic moves and then a brief panic. She had sometimes gone in and glanced at the three screens and felt panic in turn. It was infectious and yet she did not understand any of it, did not have any idea what the frenzy meant.

‘Good?’

‘Very good.’ Did he know that he rubbed his hands together, like a man in a cartoon about greed? Was it greed, or just satisfaction with his job, a day’s decent results? She never knew. The money came in, was stored away somewhere, in more rows of numbers, moved out again, increased, decreased. How much money?

He went into the cloakroom to wash his hands, which was the signal for her to start carrying supper into the dining room.

‘Careful, Carrie, it isn’t properly on the table mat.’

She shifted the hot dish a millimetre. Colin reset his knife and fork exactly parallel to one another.

‘Profitable day?’

‘Very. The markets have been going crazy, all over the place.’

‘So that’s a good thing? I never understand it.’

‘You don’t have to. It just means I can dip in and out making quick profits and locking them in, making more, locking them in too.’

When she had met him he had been about to leave the City hedge fund he worked for and set up on his own. They had moved out of London and were renting this house until they found one he thought was worth buying. She would have been happy to stay here. She liked it, the house, the garden, the park beyond which belonged to a large estate. But he said it was not an investment. It was pointless, bad financial management, to rent for any length of time.

He ate neatly, taking small mouthfuls. Carrie ate nothing, though she pretended to, even putting food into her mouth, but she could not swallow it because her mouth was already full, of the thing she had to tell him.

‘Sorry …’ She went into the kitchen to get rid of it.

‘No bones in shepherd’s pie,’ Colin said.



Back in the dining room, she sat down again. He had taken four carrots and they were arranged on his plate in order of size, though to her eye there was little difference between them. He was hesitating. Which end should he begin to eat from? Once he had decided, he was committed.

‘I’m having a baby,’ Carrie said, and the words seemed to blurt out of their own accord. She had not meant to tell him just then.

There was a long and terrible silence while he stared down at his plate and she sat very still and the nausea rose again, filling her mouth.



‘The worst is that you didn’t tell me and now it’s too late.’

Colin had paced round the room like a zoo animal, sat down again without looking at her, paced again, sat down again. Gone into his office to check his screens and come out, shaking his head.

‘I can’t focus, I can’t concentrate, this is all I can think about. Why didn’t you tell me when you first found out? We could have done something.’

‘I was frightened of what your reaction would be.’

‘And now?’

‘It was unavoidable.’

‘We said we would never have children, I couldn’t cope with children and you certainly could not.’

‘Why “certainly”? Why do you say that?’

‘Because of the way you are with all of this. Because of … Listen, when do you have to see a doctor or go to a hospital or something?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think I can. I’m afraid of what I’ll find out. You know that.’

‘That’s in your head. It isn’t fact.’

‘It is.’

He paced round the room again. Round and round.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Yes you are, you’re going to have a baby.’

‘That. Yes.’

‘Dear God, after all we said. You should have been more careful. Why weren’t you more careful?’

‘You could have had the vasectomy.’

‘I trusted you.’

‘This is not only me. It’s you. It’s both of us. I’m not taking all the blame.’

‘You have a neurosis, a phobia, whatever, about having a deformed child … handicapped – I don’t know what one is supposed to call it these days. I simply do not want any child. It isn’t going to have problems, it will be fit and healthy and living in the house, and I can’t face that.’

‘Why? If you believe it will be fit and healthy.’

‘Because it will intrude on my life … I need to think about this. I need to go away to think about it.’

‘Why go away? Why can’t you think here?’

‘I won’t be able to work.’

‘Take a break from work.’

He stared at her.

She got up and started to clear away the dishes.

‘Leave that. Sit down. We have to decide what to do.’

‘Nothing. There’s nothing we can do. It’s too late for … to get rid of it. Far too late.’

‘Are you sure about that?’

‘I don’t think … I couldn’t do that. Kill a child.’

‘But at the beginning …’

‘This isn’t the beginning.’

‘No.’

‘When will it be born?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘All right.’ He stood up. ‘I’ll help you clear the table. I can’t go back to work now.’

He came round to her. Put out both his hands. Carrie took them. ‘If this is what happens, it happens.’

‘I won’t be able to cope with a child who isn’t right.’

‘That’s all the nonsense in your head. Forget that.’

‘I can’t.’

‘You can and you will.’ His eyes did not flicker away from her face. She had always believed him, believed him when he said she should marry him, that they would work perfectly together, that it was the right thing for her, no one else would ever have married her, plain and awkward as she thought herself to be, she had been amazingly, miraculously lucky really. But she could not believe him about this because it was simply not a question of belief, but of knowledge. She knew the baby had something gravely wrong with it, so that nothing he said to try and reassure her, convince her, could possibly make any difference.

She followed him, with the loaded tray he was carrying, into the kitchen.

Fact was fact.




Two

Tim’s train was forty minutes late, which meant that he was not home until well after nine o’clock.

‘Sorry, sorry …’ He shook his raincoat off at the front door and put his wet boots on a wodge of newspaper.

‘OK, but there’s only so long you can keep liver and bacon before it curls at the edges and goes leathery.’

He went into the kitchen where Ade was putting plates into the warming oven.

‘Bloody railways.’ Tim gave him a hug and went to the wine cooler.

‘No,’ Ade said, ‘I’ve opened a bottle of red. It’s ready.’

‘What can I do then?’

‘Sit down. How was the day?’

‘Good actually. Boring in parts – the paper about … well, you don’t want to know, just before eating, but it went on and on and bloody on, and if that’s how the guy teaches med students he’s putting them off for life. The charisma of a mollusc. But Tiedemanns was brilliant. Worth going just for him. This looks amazing.’

‘Just the usual, but thankfully not charred to a cinder. Cheers. Many there?’

‘The lecture theatre was packed and people were standing. All to hear Tiedemanns of course. If you knew half of what he has done in his lifetime … makes you humble.’

‘You’ve no need to be humble. You’ve pioneered procedures, you’ve transformed the surgical aspect—’

Tim spooned creamed potato onto his plate, shaking his head. ‘I’m not putting myself down. I’m proud of what I do and have done – and I’ve got lucky once or twice. But beside Tiedemanns – he’s a god, Ade.’

‘Making me jealous.’

Tim’s sudden, loud laugh made Ade wince, as always.

‘Remind me to show you his photo in the conference brochure. This mash is great. What about you today?’

‘Bloody models. The girls were great, but the boys –’ He made a two-fingered gesture. ‘It was only a mid-level fashion mag, I mean not Vogue or anything, God knows why they wanted me, but that’s fine, I’m cool with that so long as they pay my going rate. I am not cool with boys who act like they’re Naomi Campbell only more so. And it was pissing down. But done and dusted and I’m going to Tanzania on Wednesday.’

‘Fashion again?’

Ade shook his head. ‘Travel. Upcountry – wild animals. Make a change from mad models. Been too much of that lately.’

‘I can’t remember if you’ve been before.’

‘Not Tanzania. Botswana. But Africa’s Africa and I love it.’ He smiled across the table and reached out for Tim’s hand. ‘Wish you could come.’

‘I know. Helluva a week though. One day at a conference and my list has been set back too much, though Max is fine – nearly as good a surgeon as me now. Anyway, I don’t regret the day, just to hear—’

‘Tiedemanns. I got you.’

‘How long are you going to Tanzania for?’

The doorbell rang before Ade could reply. They lived in what had once been a farmhouse on the outskirts of Lafferton. The address was Up Starly but the house was almost a mile away from the village, with a view over meadows to the river and a garden, Tim’s province, which they had extended by buying another acre when the farm next door had come up for sale. The house was everything Tim had ever wanted or dreamed of – a boy from a Birmingham terrace without a blade of grass or a green tree to be seen, who had fallen in love with the country when he had been fostered for the fifth or sixth time, by a couple who had lived on a farm. They had been efficient, brisk, kind enough, but never loving. They had taught him to work hard and to be polite and thoughtful. He had liked them, even become fond of them, but had fallen in love with the farm, the land and the animals, the whole way of life. He had also been clever and they had not only encouraged but pushed him to do well. ‘You don’t want to get stuck like us. It’s what we are, what we do, but you can do better for yourself, Timothy. You owe it to take every chance sent your way.’ Owe it to whom? Them? The parents he had barely met? The other foster families? The social workers? But in the end he had understood that they meant he owed it to himself.

He had gone to medical school and left the farm – and the Nowells had died within a year of one another not long after, so that the nearest he had known to home was gone. He had been left with a passionate ambition, not only to qualify and do well as a doctor, but to earn enough to buy somewhere for himself among fields and trees and birds and creatures. When he had met Ade, who had come to photograph hospital staff for a colour supplement, they had found not only that they wanted to be together but that both longed to live as deep in the country as was consistent with work.

The house they had found, after months of searching and several disappointments, was Ash Farm. Three years and a lot of work later, and it was exactly as they wanted it. They were not rich but both owned some pictures and small sculptures, which combined more easily into a collection than they had expected, given that Ade’s taste was for the very modern, and for classic photographic prints, Tim’s for rare English porcelain and art nouveau. Their furniture was a mixture of well-designed traditional and Ikea; Tim’s baby grand piano and harpsichord were unmatched by anything of Ade’s, but he was a serious birdwatcher, with a valuable collection of rare ornithological books. The rugs were another blend, of Habitat and good-quality Persian. Looking around now, Tim felt the familiar sense of deep satisfaction, and of being completely settled.



Ade answered the door. It was pouring with rain and a chill wind blew into the wide hall. The outside light came on, but for a moment Ade thought nobody was there. Then a young woman appeared, coat up over her head.

‘Hello?’

‘I’m so so sorry to bother you but you’re the only house, we’ve walked what feels like miles and your light was on. I’m Beth, this is Ryan …’

Ryan was huddled into himself, thin, spectacled, and rain was running off his hair and down his face. He had no coat, only a jacket.

‘Our car packed in just as we came out of the last village, I’ve spent half an hour in the pouring rain trying to get it started but I need to get the AA and my bloody phone’s out of battery.’

‘And I forgot mine, it’s at home on the hall table. Do you think we could just come into the porch and use your phone to ring them? We’ll pay for the call, obviously.’

‘For heaven’s sake – just come in, please. I’m Ade. Take your wet things off … the phone is in the kitchen.’

‘Who is it?’ Tim came to the doorway.

‘This is Beth and Ryan … sorry, didn’t get your last names.’

‘Brown.’

‘This is so kind of you, it won’t take a minute, and then we’ll just go back to the car and wait for the AA.’

‘No, no, I’ll drive you down to it. But listen, come and have a coffee or a drink? Ryan, there’s the phone – have you got a number?’

‘Yeah, the AA card’s in my wallet somewhere. Thanks a lot, thank you.’

‘If your lights hadn’t been on I think I’d have cried.’

‘What can I get you? Sit down, sit down.’

‘It’s lovely and warm in here. And dry!’

‘Where have you come from? Look, please sit and have something.’

‘Honestly, don’t trouble yourself. As soon as he’s sorted the AA we’ll be out of here.’

Ryan was talking on the phone now, giving the location and details of the car and what had happened. Tim had gone into his office. Ade made a pot of coffee, put milk on to warm … Ade, always sociable.

‘So, what do you do, Beth?’ She had thick dark brown hair, fringed over her forehead, and brilliant blue eyes. It was a striking combination, and although her features were unremarkable, her looks drew attention. Those of her husband did not. Odd how that happened.

‘I’m a classroom assistant. Ryan teaches PE. This is a lovely kitchen! Lovely house – I’m envious! Have you lived here long?’

‘Nearly three years.’

‘It’s beautiful. Wish we could afford something like it. What do you do?’

‘I’m a photographer – mainly fashion – you know, Vogue, Harper’s – and international travel mags. So I get about. Tim’s a doctor.’

‘Right. How lovely.’

‘Shortbread? I did make it actually, though I’m not much of a baker. Go on, help yourself.’

Ryan had come back to the table. ‘Right, they’ll be about half an hour – they’ve actually got a van ten miles away just finishing off another job.’

‘Thank goodness for that. So, we can get out of your hair … this shortbread’s fab – you should definitely make it more often.’

‘Ryan – have some?’

‘No, you’re all right thanks. I’ll just go and check if it’s still raining.’

‘I wonder … do you think I could use your loo?’ Beth asked.

‘Sure – second door on your left off the hall. The light’s outside.’

‘Such a beautiful place,’ she said, returning to the kitchen. ‘I love that statue – sculpture, what is it, the one on the hall table?’

‘Isn’t it charming? I was so lucky with that – got it in a Sotheby’s auction when there were some big continental pieces up for sale so no one was taking much notice of it. She’s actually a Henry Moore maquette.’

‘Just beautiful. Listen, thank you, we should go so we don’t miss the AA man.’

‘You mustn’t do that – I’ll take you down to your car.’

‘Here’s Ryan … you’re soaked again, Ry. Maybe we’d better let you take us … thanks again so much, you’ve been amazing.’



‘What was the matter with you?’ Ade said when he got back.

‘Nothing. I just wish you wouldn’t become bosom buddies with every waif and stray, that’s all.’

‘You are so bloody STUFFY.’




Three

Half an hour before the end of the film, Fern Monroe and Kelly Jones exchanged glances and, as one, edged their way along the row and escaped from the cinema.

‘That was pants.’

‘Total. Honestly, you ought to be able to get your money back.’

‘What are we going to do now?’

Fern looked at her watch. ‘Half eight. Half past EIGHT?’

They had both found themselves recently single, and over tea in the police station canteen one day, had said more or less in the same breath, ‘I’m done with men.’

Talking on, they had discovered that they both liked films, football and wine, among many other things. That night had been the start of several trips to the cinema, the next weekend had seen them both in the stands watching Bevham United. They were not alike in all respects but, for now, they enjoyed one another’s company. Kelly was a sergeant, Fern a DC. They rarely worked together and almost never talked shop but tonight, settled in the wine bar with glasses of a warming Shiraz which had spicy notes, Fern said, ‘How’s uniform? You snowed under at the moment?’

‘Lot of bad drugs around at the moment so we’ve had some nasty things happening – kids having to be practically brought back from the dead by A&E. Not saying any drugs are OK but some of these we’re seeing are a whole different ball game – ten times stronger, often spliced with dangerous additives. Otherwise, it’s the usual – some break-ins, domestics, your usual Friday and Saturday nights, traffic offences. You?’

Fern shook her head. ‘Been dead, so it’s going back over old records, catching up, clearing out. I’m bored to sobs with it.’

‘Don’t say that.’

‘Kelly, I didn’t fight and sweat my way into CID to bring in a duster and polish the desks.’

‘Something’ll blow up. Always does.’

‘Maybe now the boss is back he’ll be a magnet for some really offbeat cases we can get our teeth into. If not, it’ll be seeing year ones across the zebra.’

‘Don’t know why you expect Serrailler to attract interesting crimes.’

‘Come on, look at his track record.’

‘You obviously have.’

‘Yes, well.’

‘Fern!’

She did not flicker, or rise to the bait.

‘OK … You want another?’

‘No, I’ve got the car.’

‘We’re not going home yet – when I’ve finished this I’m having a virgin mojito. Anyway, what’s he really like to work with? I know about his arm and all that obviously.’

‘He was bloody lucky.’

Kelly raised an eyebrow.

‘No, I realise, of course, losing your arm isn’t great, but he very nearly died.’

‘Is he gay?’

‘Absolutely not. I do know that much.’

‘How?’

‘Oh, just word around.’

‘Has he been married?’

‘Not sure. Don’t think so.’

‘I know he’s said to have played the field a bit … lots of girlfriends, never settled on one. Makes you wonder what’s wrong with him. I bet he is actually gay, just doesn’t make it known.’

‘There’s nothing gay about him.’

Kelly rolled her eyes, and looked over to the passing waitress to order more drinks.

‘You hungry? They do good tapas.’

‘Yes, OK … keep things going.’

‘Thing is, Fern, and don’t take this the wrong way – and you might not agree with me and I’m not in any way getting at disability—’

‘It’s only one arm for heaven’s sake.’

‘Yes. But still …’

‘They wouldn’t have had him back in the force if they’d thought it would make any difference – uniform, yes, maybe, I don’t know, but CID, no probs.’

‘It’s not that. I … Oh, never mind. Probably me being weird.’

‘Go on.’

‘No. Forget it.’

Their waitress came by with the drinks, quickly followed by their tapas, preoccupying them for several minutes while they were set down, arranged, identified, tasted, given marks out of ten.

‘I know what you were going to say.’

Kelly shook her head. ‘You don’t. These little things in pastry shells are something else – you had one?’

‘Not yet so don’t eat them all. You were going to say you couldn’t fancy a man with … one arm. A prosthesis.’

Kelly filled her mouth to avoid having to answer. She did not meet Fern’s eye.

‘Right. Then just say so. I don’t feel the same – wouldn’t bother me. The person’s still the person.’

Kelly nodded.

‘And as such, he’s a great boss. And don’t look at me like that.’




Four

‘Ade … look at this.’

The address on the envelope was typed ‘To Ade and Tim’. Tim took the sheet of paper.


Dear Ade and Tim,



We still can’t thank you enough for so kindly and trustingly welcoming us into your home after our car broke down that terrible wet night, and for letting us dry out, use your phone, giving us drinks etc. If it hadn’t been for you we don’t know where we’d have been – with a long, wet walk ahead, that’s for sure. We have been racking our brains to think of a way of saying thank you and then Beth remembered you had some CDs of opera on your table and the idea struck. There is an opera company coming to the Apollo Theatre in Bevham and so we have got two tickets for you and are enclosing. Sorry, we don’t know much about it so hope it’s one you like and that you’re not already booked to go. Fingers crossed and thank you both again SOOOOO much. Have a great evening.



With best wishes from

Beth and Ryan



‘Oh my God, how sweet is that?’

‘And I was supposed to be checking out the ENO tour and I forgot. Which night is it?’

Ade checked the tickets. ‘Thursday. Do not tell me you’re operating late.’

‘Do not tell me you’re on a shoot in Buenos Aires.’

‘Nope.’

‘Me neither.’ They high-fived as Tim dashed out of the door.

‘We’ll have dinner, yes? It’s not the longest Britten, we should be fine to eat after.’

‘Will you book somewhere?’ Tim shouted through the open car window as he roared off.

Ade had a quiet couple of days ahead. He was going to do some serious tidying up before Sheila, their daily help, arrived to shoo him out of the way, then book the best dinner venue.

He went into the sitting room, humming an aria from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.




Five

‘Is Sam asleep?’

‘Sounds like it.’

‘Are you saying I snore?’ Sam sat upright in the back of the car.

‘As if.’

‘Where are we?’

‘Outskirts of Lafferton.’

‘OK, just drop me at the end of Palmerston Road, I’ll walk down to the flat.’

‘Don’t worry, Sambo, we won’t expect to be asked in for coffee.’

‘Place is spotless.’

‘You mean you vacuum the floor?’

‘Eat my dinner off it.’

Kieron took the dual carriageway. It was nearly midnight and quiet.

‘Great match though.’

‘Ronan says T20 isn’t real cricket.’ Ronan, junior doctor, one of Sam’s flatmates.

‘He has a point,’ Simon said, ‘it isn’t – but if you accept it for what it is and don’t make comparisons it’s a fantastic game.’

‘Thought we weren’t going to do it, though, that last couple of overs.’

‘Never in doubt.’

‘Bloody hell, what’s that place lit up like what Ma would have called a gin palace?’

On their right, set back and high up, the house they were looking at was illuminated front and back, inside and out. It blazed with security lights, fairy lights, water-fountain lights, steps lit up, some of them changing from silver to white to ice blue and back.

Kieron slowed. ‘I can’t have been this way after dark for a while – I’ve never seen it lit up like that.’

‘Declan McDermid’s place,’ Sam said casually. ‘He was in the hospital last month, handing over some new cardiac equipment.’

‘I haven’t met him but I’m always reading about him and hearing about him and seeing his face on the local news. You know anything more about him, Simon?’

‘Mainly what I’ve been told by the media, like you.’

‘How did he make his money?’

‘He’s some sort of importer-exporter and he has a few factories. I think,’ offered Sam.

‘A few factories! What do they make?’

‘Not a clue. OK, left turn and drop me on the corner. Thanks a lot … thanks for a great day, Si.’

‘Thank your stepfather, he got the tickets.’

Sam scrambled out, hitched on his small rucksack and went down his street without looking back.

Kieron laughed. ‘He’s all right. He loves that job. Have you been introduced to Rosie?’

‘Who’s Rosie?’

‘Ah, you’ve been away. A lot happens in a couple of months.’

Serrailler had been in Barbados advising their police on a gang of criminals coming in from the UK, and updating their tactics. It had been very hot, he had swum in the bright blue seas twice a day, eaten more fish than in the past decade and felt in danger of relaxing too deeply. It had been a time out of time, he had needed it to refresh and escape some overhanging shadows.

But it was good to be back.

‘Wonder why he has his house lit up like that at midnight,’ Simon said. ‘Draws attention.’

‘Maybe that’s what he wants.’

‘I’ll check him out.’

‘Why? It may be a waste of electricity but so long as he pays the bill it isn’t a crime and you’ve better things to do.’

They were ten minutes from the farmhouse. Simon was staying there while his flat was being rewired, work that should have been finished before his return. His sister and Kieron were always welcoming but he felt that he imposed on them too much and he also longed for his own quiet, private space. In Barbados, he had lived in an apartment provided by the police, right on a road, noisy inside and out. Sometimes he had slept on a mat on the beach, in spite of their warnings.

‘So, what’s been going on in our sleepy corner?’

‘Petty crime wave that takes up too much time and some serious drug stuff.’

‘Related?’

‘Almost certainly.’ He turned into the drive. ‘Ah … she’s out on a call.’

Cat’s job as a partner in a private GP practice meant that when she was on duty she was back to night and weekend calls.

‘You fed up with it?’

‘No, it’s fine. She doesn’t often go out at night to be fair. Come on, I need a beer.’

It was a soft, quiet night, warm for late spring. They took their drinks onto the terrace.

‘God, I couldn’t live in a place like that,’ Simon said, after downing half his beer.

‘Barbados?’

‘All very cool for holidays. And rich. There’s a British doc out there who makes a good income from Botoxing the wives of millionaires. But it isn’t real.’

Kieron finished his beer and stood up. ‘Another?’

‘Why not? Sunday tomorrow.’

The lights of Cat’s car washed across the hedge.

‘On second thoughts, I think I’ll just go to bed,’ Simon said. ‘Leave you with your wife.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Since when were you ever intruding on us?’

‘Since too often. Night, Chief.’

Kieron threw the empty beer can at his back but it fell far short.




Six

At six thirty Ade and Tim left the house. The driver in a car waiting in the lay-by a hundred yards away watched them until they were well out of sight, then sent a text message. Gone. He waited until seven before sending the second message. All clear. Go?

The reply pinged back. Go.

Headlights appeared round the corner behind him, and then a large white van turned into the driveway of Ash Farm. He flashed a couple of times then followed the van.

It took forty minutes, working quickly, for the two men to disable the alarm, get into the house and pick out what they wanted. They took some carefully selected small items of furniture, and then pictures, silver, china in the locked cabinet, small sculptures, two rugs, lamps, three clocks, a case of miniatures, books. They worked from a list and a roughly sketched map.

They did not trouble with anything else. They were not in the small-fry business of taking laptops and televisions.

A large and heavy Chinese vase which stood beside the front door was lifted as they went. They had read about Chinese vases like that. The door was closed and the bulb on the outside light sensor smashed. Two minutes later the van and car had gone.


Ade and Tim turned into their drive well after midnight.

‘Bloody outside light’s gone.’

‘Odd – I put in a new bulb last week.’

‘Tim, the door isn’t locked.’

‘Of course it is, I locked it as we went out, you saw me.’

‘Well, it isn’t locked now … Oh Christ.’

‘What?’

They stood in the hall. Ade walked slowly into the sitting room, then the dining room, the kitchen, the study, switching on lights as he went.

He looked at Tim, who sat down on the edge of the sofa. Looked round the half-empty room. Looked at the spaces on the walls. The empty dresser. Bare floorboards where the Persian rugs had been. Stared round. Realised. It had been the easiest thing in the world for them, he thought.

But there was no point in saying it. It was only much later that Tim spoke, after the police had been and taken statements, almost three o’clock, when they were drinking whisky, sitting in the kitchen because it was the only room which was more or less untouched.

‘I never want to see or hear the Dream again.’



In a unit on an industrial estate twenty miles away, the two men unloaded the last items. The younger man – brown hair and eyes, glasses, nondescript features – walked round the items slowly, a small smile on his face. Most of the large building was in darkness. It was also damp and cold.

‘That’s the lot,’ he said at last, stopping to run his fingers over a small grandfather clock. ‘Let’s cover it up and get out of here.’

The haul from Ade and Tim’s house was covered in tarpaulin and anchored down with metal bars.

‘Good work, Jake,’ the other man said, walking over to an unmemorable red Ford saloon. Which was exactly the way he needed it to be.




Seven

Quite often now Carrie went down to the far end of the garden where there was an old wooden bench from which she could just hear the sound of the river slipping through the reeds and green undergrowth. It soothed her. So did the birdsong. She knew that Colin sometimes watched her from his office window, which was on this side, but he never came to sit with her, though once or twice he had brought her tea when he was pausing briefly to make his own. He would listen to the sounds she mentioned, nod, pat her on the shoulder, or touch her arm, but then go back.

He had stopped asking her anything about her pregnancy or mentioning the baby. It was as though it did not exist, something that he could not engage with, perhaps he even felt it was her business alone. But she knew that would not be true. Theirs was a strangely separate relationship but she still knew him, knew that inside himself he would be processing both what it was and what it would be, how it would affect their future. His future. What she did not know, and she changed her mind every day about it, was whether he believed that there was something wrong with the baby or thought she was mad. He had said once that she was mad – or, as he had put it, mentally unstable.

‘Did you think that when you married me?’

But he had just shrugged. She had never really known why he had married her, though she knew why she had married him – for love, and yes, yes, it was love, as well as for security and because he had asked her and her mother had told her that nobody would ever do that. But her mother had believed nothing of anyone. Life was against you and always would be. That was where it all came from, Carrie knew, but the knowledge didn’t help.


‘Tea.’

Colin came cautiously down the garden with the tray, which held two cups.

‘Is everything all right?’

‘It can run by itself for five minutes. I’ve set everything to “hold” except steel, which is on “buy”.’

‘I thought I read somewhere that steel was … I don’t know what the term is, but in a bad way somehow.’

‘You did. That’s why it’s a “buy”.’

‘I’ll never understand it.’

‘You don’t have to. That’s my job.’

‘So what’s mine?’

He set down his cup. He was not handsome but Carrie found that reassuring. She had never been afraid that Colin would leave her for someone else, or even be unfaithful. It had never crossed her mind. They were alike, both plain-looking, self-contained people. Was that why he had wanted to marry her?

‘No children,’ he had said. ‘I hope you won’t mind.’

She had always assumed, like everyone else, that being married meant having children and the idea of not doing so was surprising and had caught her unawares. She had said, ‘No, of course not,’ but then had to think about it, what exactly it meant, how her married future would be. She had been working as a receptionist in the clinic to which he had gone for a series of appointments to assess his worsening sight. He had talked to her, and as he had waited to be seen, looked at her closely – perhaps studied her would have been a better description. Carrie had become aware of it and kept her head down, embarrassed and uncertain what to make of him. When she had typed up his notes, she had not done so automatically, reading and yet not reading, simply copying, but had followed their meaning and seen what treatment was proposed. After five months, his sight had deteriorated to the point where the only options were a difficult operation or blindness and she realised that she was worried about the outcome of the first and the possibility of the second. She had found out that he was a hedge fund trader, and had only a vague idea of what that meant, though she knew it would involve studying a screen every day. Would he be unable to do that?

Once, while stationary at a traffic light on her way home, she had been thinking about Colin Pegwell’s possible future with such concentration that it took a few seconds for her to notice the angry hooting of drivers behind her. It had shaken her, just as her overwhelming feeling of joy and relief had shaken her when she heard that his operation had been a complete success, that his sight was to be no worse than that of anyone who had to wear rather strong glasses.

The thing that had troubled her most was his age. She had been typing up his notes and was startled to find that he was forty-seven. She was twenty-six.

But it had not mattered. They had found one another, become engaged, then married and been so for two years and not once had the age gap been referred to, let alone caused any problem. It had worked out. Colin had left his firm, she had left her job, and for a few months they had travelled. It had been the best time of all, Carrie saw now, because of everything they had seen and everywhere they had enjoyed together, because they were away from their old, familiar and perhaps dull lives, and most of all from their families.

Back home, they had moved and Colin had set up on his own. He had worked even longer hours and made even more money and everything had changed.

A moorhen climbed out of the river, pushed its way through the undergrowth and was dabbing about on the grass. Moorhens. They nested so unwisely, lost their young to predators, nested again and perhaps eventually reared a brood. Why did they not learn from experience?

She
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