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CHAPTER ONE

She stood at the bus stop, shuffling her feet. It had been twelve minutes, and still no bus. You’d think on bloody Kensington High Street on a Friday night, you could get a freaking bus. This sucked.

Not to mention the creepy guy in the hoodie and earpods who kept glancing at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. She felt too exposed in her white, filmy spring dress, and she hadn’t even brought a cardigan to throw over her shoulders. What had she been thinking, wearing the damned thing? Well, she knew what she’d been thinking. It was a gorgeous night, unseasonably warm, and she’d thought things would turn out differently.

Deliberately, she turned her back on hoodie and checked her mobile. No text. No missed call. It seemed she’d been wrong.

And still no bus. Hoodie edged a little closer.

That did it. She’d walk round the corner into Kensington Church Street and catch the 52—that way she wouldn’t have to change at Notting Hill Gate. But it meant going back past the piano bar and she didn’t want to see them.

She hurried, looking back once to make sure hoodie hadn’t followed. When she passed the club, music came thumping through the open first-floor windows. She ducked her head, as if that would make her invisible. When she’d stormed out, she’d half hoped someone would follow, but now she didn’t want to talk to any of them. Not tonight. Maybe not ever.

And Hugo, she was finished with him for good, she really was. Just thinking about last night made her flush with shame. Feeling guilty about wanting to break things off, she’d slept with him again. And then, tonight, she’d found out what else he’d been up to. Jesus. Wanker.

Her sandals slapped on the pavement as she cut across the open forecourt of St. Mary Abbott’s church. It seemed dark and deserted with the flower stall closed, and she was glad to round the corner and climb the hill to the 52 stop.

The bus came trundling round the corner, squeaking and sighing to a stop, and she climbed on with relief. She sat downstairs—no way she was attempting the spiral stairs in the full-skirted dress. Settling into the seat, she looked away from her reflection in the glass, but not before she’d seen the dark hair curving against her cheek and the bare line of her neck. She shivered.

Back at the club, she’d taken one sip of the nasty drink the bartender had made her, then left it on some stranger’s table. Now she wished she’d held her nose and got it down. At least it might have made her sleep.

When the bus rattled to a stop at Elgin Crescent, she got out and walked the rest of the way. The gardens were dark, the streets quiet. The house, when she reached it, was dark, too, except for a faint glow from the lamp in the basement kitchen.

Taking her key from her bag, she paused for a moment on the step, suddenly reluctant to go in. She wished she had someone to talk to. Her mum, maybe, who would give her sensible advice. But her mum was miles away, and she couldn’t ask for her help. She’d promised not to tell anyone what she’d learned, and it was a promise she was bound to keep.

She’d been an idiot with Hugo. She could see that. She could also see that it didn’t matter in the long run. He was trivial, never more than a diversion, and her life would go on very much the same without him.

It was the other thing that was going to have consequences she hadn’t foreseen. Consequences that were going to change her life, one way or the other, whatever happened.

Jean Armitage never set an alarm clock. She had awakened at 5 A.M. every morning of her adult life, winter or summer, rain or shine. She took great pride in this. To her mind, people who weren’t ready to meet the day were lacking in fortitude.

When her husband, Harold, had been alive, she’d slipped carefully from the bed, tiptoeing to the bathroom to dress so as not to disturb him. A banker, he’d thought it uncivilized to rise before six.

Now, she enjoyed the freedom of switching on the bedside lamp, of dressing as she pleased, of making the bed with boarding-school neatness before going downstairs. On this Saturday morning in May, she fluffed the pillows and gave the flower-patterned duvet cover a final, satisfied pat. Crossing to the window, she pulled open the curtains and stood for a moment, looking down into the communal garden. The sky was a clear, pale rose and the first rays of the sun were just gilding the tops of the trees.

Her pleasure was marred, however, by the sight of the half-finished extension jutting into the garden proper from the back of her neighbor’s house. Jean frowned and gave a tsk of disapproval. Just because the people had suffered a loss didn’t give them an excuse to encroach on community land. She’d complained to the Council, as had some of the other residents on the garden, but so far nothing had been done. Well, she’d never been one to back down from a challenge.

A few minutes later, armed with coffee, she let herself through the iron gate that separated her small private patio from the communal garden proper. In fine weather, she liked to stroll the path that wound round the garden’s perimeter, sipping her coffee and taking stock. The perfectly raked pea gravel crunched under her feet and she caught the heady scent of the blooming Cecile Brunner roses. Clive Glenn, the hired gardener, had surpassed himself this year. The hedges were immaculately clipped, the trees were in full leaf, and the late-spring flowers were bursting in full glory. Cornwall Gardens had never looked more beautiful, and she had no doubt it was the finest garden in Notting Hill.

Jean tugged her cardigan a bit more firmly over her shoulders as she walked. A slight chill lingered in the air, but the day promised to be warm and sunny. Perhaps it would give her a good chance to canvas some of the other residents for support.

She’d begun to formulate a plan when something caught her eye. Frowning, she stopped, gazing at the brilliant green swath of lawn that meandered through the garden’s center. The vista was marred by something white bundled under a plane tree in the heavily wooded area she thought of as the grove. Those bloody builders working on the extension, she thought, allowing herself a silent curse word, leaving rubbish where it could blow about.

Or had there been a burglary? she wondered, her heart quickening a little with alarm. Whatever the object was, it lay in the grass not far from the garden shed, and there had recently been a rash of break-ins in London’s communal garden sheds.

Any burglars would be long gone, she chided herself, leaving the path and setting off across the dew-damp grass with renewed purpose. But she slowed as she drew nearer. What had looked like a large white bundle of plastic or paper had begun to resolve itself into what looked disturbingly like a human shape. It was, Jean realized with a start, a woman. A young woman in a white dress, stretched out beneath the great branches of a plane tree.

She lay on her back, her face turned slightly away, but as Jean drew nearer she recognized her profile and the dark shoulder-length hair. It was the nanny from across the garden.

Incensed, Jean Armitage drew a breath, ready to scold as she charged forward with renewed purpose. What sort of a prank was this? Young people did anything these days. Sleeping in a private garden after a night on the town, she guessed. Such behavior was not to be tolerated in Cornwall Gardens, not among civilized people. She would have a thing or two to say to the girl’s employer when she’d got the young laggard up and about.

Suddenly, the sun climbed over the tips of the treetops, the light painting the green grass and the white dress with rippling, shifting dapples.

Jean stopped, her shoes squeaking on the wet grass. The heavy scent of the roses seemed suddenly cloying. Instinctively she put a hand to her breast. There was something not quite natural about the girl’s position. And she was still, so still. A sparrow swooped down, almost brushing the girl’s dark hair, and yet she did not stir.

Any reprimand died unformed on Jean’s breath. She moved a step closer, then, slowly, another. And saw that the girl was not sleeping at all.

“You’re up early for a Saturday,” Gemma said as she padded into the kitchen barefoot, still in her dressing gown. “I thought I heard you.”

Kincaid turned from the coffeemaker. He’d taken a quick shower, then thrown on jeans and yesterday’s slightly wrinkled shirt. “I tried not to wake you.” The machine hissed as coffee began to drip into the carafe.

His wife slid into a chair at the kitchen table, smothering a yawn as she pulled back her tumbled copper hair and anchored it with a scrunchie. “That smells heavenly,” she said, taking a deep sniff as the aroma reached her.

“Want some?” Kincaid lifted her favorite mug from the shelf beside the cooker. It was festooned with garish pink roses, some of which cascaded over the chipped rim, but Toby had bought it for her at the market with his pocket money, so it would never be thrown in the bin.

“Of course.” She watched him as he added a dash of milk to her cup. “But I thought we were having a lie-in. It is Saturday.”

“So it is.” He handed Gemma her coffee, summoning a smile, and poured his. But he was too restless to sit. Standing with his back to the cooker, he went on, “But I couldn’t sleep. This damned case is giving me nightmares.”

“I thought it was all sewn up. Open and shut.” She was eyeing him warily now.

He shrugged, aiming for nonchalance. “I just want to have one more look over the file before it goes to the prosecutors. What if I missed something?” It had been a simple enough case. A coke dealer in Camden, found shot in his flat.

“You promised to take the kids and the dogs to the park,” said Gemma, sounding unconvinced. As if to make her point, Geordie padded in, tail wagging, and plopped down at Gemma’s feet.

“I know. I’m sorry. I won’t be long.” That earned him a disbelieving look. “No one will be in on a Saturday morning without an active case,” Kincaid added. “I just need—” He stopped.

He couldn’t tell her what he needed. He couldn’t say that he meant to force himself to look at the crime scene photos—or that he hoped that if he could do that, he might stop dreaming of another crime scene, and of the man he had called a friend, dead, with a gun in his hand.

Turning, he set his cup in the sink, sloshing coffee over his fingers. He wiped his hand with the good tea towel, then went to kiss Gemma’s cheek.

But she didn’t turn her face up to him. “What is wrong with you?” she asked, her voice sharp. “What am I supposed to tell the kids?”

Kincaid’s hands shook with a sudden rush of anger. “Whatever you like. Since when do I have to apologize for doing my job?”

He walked out of the kitchen without giving her a chance to answer. As he left the house, the front door banged behind him with a sound like a gunshot.

“Don’t let the kittens out.” Gemma looked up as the patio French doors opened, wiping a grimy gardening glove across her brow. She’d thought it was Toby or Charlotte, and at seven and three—and a half, as Charlotte regularly reminded her—they were easy game for tiny feline escape artists. But it was Kit, with Captain Jack, their black-and-white kitten, draped over his shoulder.

“Um, need some help?” he asked tentatively, surveying the spilled bag of potting soil and the empty plastic containers littering their small flagstone patio. Beyond, the shady spots in their Notting Hill communal garden begged for lemonade and lawn chairs. The fine morning had turned hot as noon approached, and Gemma could feel her dirt-stained nose going pink with sunburn.

“You’ve done more than your share today already.” She sat back with a sigh, wondering if it had been her knee she’d heard pop. This gardening lark was not half what it was cracked up to be. The begonia she’d just put carefully in a pot had a broken and bedraggled stem, and her back hurt.

Kit shrugged, keeping firm fingers on the scruff of the kitten’s neck. But he had looked after the younger children while they all paid a visit to Rassells, the garden center on Earl’s Court Road. Thank goodness, too, or Toby would undoubtedly have wreaked havoc among the roses and rhododendrons.

Her enthusiasm for her project was waning. Having grown up above a high street bakery in north London, gardening didn’t come naturally to her.

“Has Dad rung?” Kit’s tone seemed deliberately neutral. Gemma couldn’t tell if he was upset by Kincaid’s failure to give the kids their promised outing to Hyde Park.

“No,” Gemma said, suppressing a sigh, “not yet.” She’d regretted her irritation with Kincaid as soon as he’d slammed out the door. She’d stood, frowning, watching him from the kitchen window as he got into his old green Astra and drove away.

They’d never criticized each other for the long hours they spent on the job. Both detectives, it was one of the things that had made their relationship work. But this—this wasn’t the job. It was something else, and it worried her. He hadn’t been the same since the day in March when they’d heard Ryan Marsh had died.

Gemma had tried to talk to Kincaid about it, but he’d merely given her a blank stare and changed the subject. They’d always been able to discuss things, first as partners on the job, then as lovers, and, eventually, spouses. She wasn’t sure how to deal with the wall he’d thrown up between them lately.

Shifting the squirming kitten to his other shoulder, Kit glanced at his watch. “It’s just that I’ve a history exam to study for, and I promised some mates from school I’d meet them at Starbucks this afternoon.” He disentangled sharp little claws from his shirt and Jack gave a meow of protest. “Oh,” Kit added as he turned back towards the house, “you do remember that Toby has ballet in half an hour, and Charlotte is supposed to go to MacKenzie’s?”

Gemma glanced down at her dirty hands, her jeans and sweaty T-shirt, and said, “Bugger.”

Kincaid looked from the interior glass window of his office in Holborn Police Station into the CID room, momentarily empty in the lunchtime lull. Staff had been in and out during the morning, but his team were all off for the weekend, pending any new cases, and for a Saturday the Borough of Camden seemed relatively calm.

He’d edited his report on the Camden shooting a half dozen times, changing a word here and a word there, only too well aware he was wasting time. The prints of the crime scene photos lay at the bottom of the file folder, untouched. What kind of a cop was he, unable to look at a gunshot wound?

His mobile lay on the too-tidy surface of his desk. Reaching out, he touched it, then adjusted its alignment with the blotter by a millimeter before drawing his hand back. He knew he should call Gemma, but the longer he put it off the harder it got. What would he say?

Maybe he would just pick up flowers on the way home. Clichéd, yes, but perhaps a bouquet and a “sorry” would suffice.

And the kids? He grimaced. He couldn’t bear the thought of Charlotte’s disappointment. Disgusted with himself, he stood and slipped his mobile into his pocket. It was time he behaved like a proper father. And a proper husband. Maybe he could still keep his promise to the kids.

He’d grabbed his jacket from the clothes hook and closed his office door behind him when Detective Chief Superintendent Thomas Faith came striding into the CID room. Tall and thin, with fair hair going gray and a clipped mustache, his governor wore even his Saturday civvies like a uniform.

“Duncan,” said Faith, “glad I caught you. The desk sergeant said you were here.”

“Just going, sir.” Kincaid wished he’d made his escape a moment sooner.

But Faith didn’t look like a man with an urgent mission. “Good work on the case,” he said. “The DAC will be pleased.”

The deputy assistant commissioner, Crime, had been taking all the murder investigation teams to task on their clear-up rates recently. Kincaid understood the politics and the numbers crunching, but he also knew that too much emphasis on targets encouraged sloppy policing. And now, with the things that had happened—

Faith interrupted his thoughts. “Tell your team a job well done. And I’ll be sure to mention it to your former governor when I see him.”

“Sir?” Kincaid looked at him, puzzled. His former boss, Detective Chief Superintendent Denis Childs, had taken personal leave from Scotland Yard in February, after requesting Kincaid’s transfer to the Borough of Camden’s murder investigation team at Holborn Police Station in central London. And not only had Childs offered Kincaid no explanation for his decision, he hadn’t answered any of Kincaid’s subsequent attempts to communicate.

“Oh, I assumed you knew.” Faith looked as surprised as Kincaid felt. “Chief Superintendent Childs is back on the job.”

Gemma had managed to change into a cream-colored summer blouse, but had to make do with dusting off the knees of her jeans and splashing her flushed face with cold water.

If she’d had her wits about her, she’d have walked both children to their destinations, but now, pressed for time, she bundled them into her little Ford Escort. The car had been sitting in the sun and the seat was hot enough to sear the backs of her thighs.

Their friend MacKenzie Williams lived just up the road, in a house with a deep blue door, tucked away behind a high garden wall. Roses bloomed all round it, and it looked more like a fairy-tale cottage than the typical Victorian Notting Hill villa. As Gemma pulled up, MacKenzie and Oliver came to the gate to meet them.

“Stay in the car,” Gemma warned Toby as she unbuckled Charlotte from her child seat.

“But I want to see Bouncer,” protested Toby. Bouncer was the gray tabby kitten they had given to the Williamses, one of the four Kit and Toby had rescued from the shed in their communal garden back in March.

“Toby, do you want to dance or not?” Gemma asked as Charlotte climbed from her seat and jumped to the pavement with a resounding smack.

“Ye-es,” Toby said after a moment’s silence, subsiding into his seat.

Charlotte tugged on Gemma’s hand. “Mummy, can I go?”

“Of course, lovey. You mind MacKenzie, now.” Gemma gave her daughter a kiss, then a farewell pat on the bottom as Charlotte ran to join Oliver at the gate.

MacKenzie ruffled Charlotte’s cloud of caramel-colored hair. Then, nodding towards the car, she said softly, “Is that a changeling you have there? Where is the Boy of a Thousand Arguments?”

Gemma grinned and rolled her eyes. “There are miracles, apparently. Thanks to you.”

It was MacKenzie who was responsible for Toby’s newfound interest in ballet. Her son, Oliver, was Charlotte’s best friend at school. MacKenzie had taken Charlotte and Toby to visit Oliver’s tots’ ballet class. Charlotte had been unimpressed, although she’d fancied a tutu. Toby, however, had been absolutely smitten. A trip to the Royal Ballet with MacKenzie had cemented his determination to do what he’d seen on the stage. But when Gemma had begun to explore lessons, she’d been horrified both by the lack of nearby classes for boys and by the cost of the general classes that were available.

“Take him to the Tabernacle,” MacKenzie had suggested when Gemma discussed it with her.

“The Tabernacle has ballet?” Gemma asked, surprised. The round redbrick building on Powis Square had a long history in Notting Hill, first as a church, then as a counterculture mecca, and now as a community center and the headquarters of the Notting Hill Carnival. It had a garden, a full service café, an art gallery—and, apparently, dance classes.

“There’s a ballet school during the week,” MacKenzie had told her. “And Portobello Dance on Saturdays. Portobello Dance is first-rate training, there are lots of boys in the classes, and it’s very reasonable.”

MacKenzie had, as usual, been right. There were two other boys in his class, and the instructor was male, a celebrated professional dancer and choreographer.

Now, as Gemma hunted for a place to park on Powis Square, Toby began to fidget. “I don’t want to be late. Mr. Charles will say something.”

Toby, who had never minded being scolded, took any correction from the gentle-voiced teacher seriously.

“All right,” said Gemma, pulling up in front of the center’s wrought-iron gates. “You go on in. Don’t forget your bag.” She watched until Toby had disappeared into the building, then went to find a spot for the car.

Once parked, she walked back to Powis Square and into the Tabernacle’s bustling front garden. Outdoor tables were filled with people eating or just enjoying the sun. Children played, safe within the gated space, and several dogs tethered to tables watched the activity with interest.

The round center part of the building reminded her of the oast houses she’d seen in Kent, but with a taller square tower tacked on either side. The building should have been awkward, but it somehow managed charm instead. The orangey-red brick glowed in the bright sun, the color a pleasing contrast to the leafy green of the garden’s trees.

Gemma was tempted to find a spot to sit in the sun. Thirst won, however, and she went in, eyes adjusting to the dimness of the interior. After a moment’s deliberation, she bought a fresh-squeezed lemonade from the café counter at the back. Sipping her drink with a sigh of pleasure, she climbed slowly up the right-hand staircase, taking in the photos of Notting Hill celebrities that adorned the walls.

The ballet studio was at the back on the first floor, behind the theater. Parents were not allowed inside during classes, but she thought she might peek through the glass insets in the doors that separated the studio from the upper vestibule. She hadn’t become accustomed to seeing Toby in his white T-shirt and black leggings, his small face set in concentration, and it made her heart contract a bit with wonder. How could her unruly child seem suddenly so serious and focused? Not that she was complaining, she thought, smiling as she pushed through the doors into the vestibule.

When she’d come to previous classes she’d seen a few other parents waiting, but today the space was empty except for a boy. He was, she guessed, nine or ten. He wore the requisite white T-shirt and black leggings, but his calves were covered with ratty, unraveling leg warmers, and his white ballet shoes were dirty and scuffed. His ash brown hair brushed his collar and there was a dusting of freckles across his slightly snub nose.

In the silence that followed the click of the closing door, Gemma heard him counting under his breath. He was practicing positions, steadying himself with outstretched fingertips touching the top of a wooden chair—an impromptu barre. She recognized some of the basic positions Toby was learning, but this boy did them with a grace and precision that spoke of years of practice.

Stepping away from the chair, he muttered, “One, two, three, turn,” then pushed up with one foot and began a series of pirouettes that made Gemma’s eyes widen in admiration. He stopped, facing Gemma, but began to spin again without acknowledging her.

He reached ten before he lost his balance, put his extended foot down, and said distinctly, “Shit.” Now he did look at her, warily.

“Oh, too bad,” said Gemma, ignoring the swearing. “I must have distracted you. Have another go.”

After a moment, he nodded, then lifted into another series of pirouettes. This time he reached twelve. His breathing, Gemma noticed, was even and relaxed.

“Don’t you get dizzy?” she asked, as he moved effortlessly into a stretch.

He shook his head, then pushed his light brown hair off his forehead. “Not since I was little. You find something to look at. I use the sticker on the door.”

Gemma glanced at the blue oval FIRE DOOR sticker behind her, then looked back at the boy. “You’ve been dancing a long time, then.”

“Since I was three.”

Toby was getting a late start, she thought. The muffled thump of piano music came from the studio, and through the glass door panel she caught a glimpse of Toby’s blond head bobbing. “My son’s just starting. He’s seven.”

“He might still be okay,” said the boy, with the careless condescension of the professional for the amateur.

“Are you waiting for a class?” Gemma asked.

He nodded. “Not the next one, but the one after—the advanced class. But I do lessons during the week in Finsbury Park.”

“You dance six days a week?” Gemma had slightly horrified visions of what it would mean for their family if Toby ever became that serious. “I should think you’d want your Saturdays to do things with your mates.”

Shrugging, he said, “Mr. Charles is brilliant at choreography. And I can come by myself.”

“You don’t go to Finsbury Park on your own?”

His friendly expression disappeared in a scowl. “My mum doesn’t think I’m old enough.”

“Well, mums can be like that,” Gemma suggested gingerly. “How old are you? Eleven?” she added, guessing at the upper end of the scale.

“Almost.” His wide mouth relaxed again. “My mum wants me to try out for the Royal Ballet School when I’m eleven. That’s why I have to practice.” As if reminded, he stepped back to the chair. Touching it with one hand again for balance, he raised the opposite leg to his ear in a position Gemma would have thought anatomically impossible.

Mr. Charles’s voice came clearly from the studio. “Good, good. Now, again.” The piano thumped a little more vigorously.

“I should let you get on with it, then,” Gemma said. She suspected she’d exhausted the boy’s conversational patience, and it was too small a space for two people to ignore each other. “I’ll just go downstairs. Good luck with your audition. I’ll bet you’ll be terrific.”

A quick smile lit his freckled face. “Thanks.”

She gave him a small wave as she turned to the door and let herself out. Perhaps she’d sit in the garden, after all, and finish her lemonade while she waited for Toby’s class to finish.

Gemma opened the doors leading to the garden and cannoned into someone coming the other way. In the instant of shocked apologies, she realized she’d just bumped into MacKenzie Williams. “MacKenzie, are you okay?” she asked, patting her friend’s arm.

Then she felt a stab of alarm. “MacKenzie, what are you doing here?” she said sharply. “Where’s Charlotte? Is she all right?”

“Gemma. I forgot you were here.” MacKenzie frowned at her. “No, no, the kids are fine. I’ve left them with Bill. But—” She shook her head, words deserting her.

“What is it?” Gemma put an arm round MacKenzie’s shoulders and gently steered her out of the traffic path. Her friend was trembling. “Here. Sit,” she added, guiding MacKenzie to an empty table in the shade. Realizing she still held her half-drunk lemonade, she handed MacKenzie the cup. “Drink this.” When MacKenzie had taken a few obedient sips, Gemma sat beside her and said firmly, “Now. Tell me what’s happened.”

“It’s—It’s the most dreadful thing. It’s Reagan,” MacKenzie said on a gulp. Her skin looked parchment pale against the mass of her dark curly hair. “You won’t have met her. She models for us,” she went on, “and minds Oliver sometimes.” MacKenzie and her husband, Bill, ran a very successful online and catalog clothing company called Ollie. “But she”—MacKenzie took a breath—“Reagan lives with a family in Cornwall Gardens. She’s nanny to their son.”

“Okay.” Gemma nodded encouragingly.

MacKenzie gripped the plastic lemonade cup with both hands. “Gemma, she’s dead. Reagan’s dead. They found her under a tree in Cornwall Gardens this morning. But Jess—the boy she looks after—doesn’t know. His mum sent me to look for him.”

“Okay,” Gemma said again. “That’s terrible. But, MacKenzie, why are you here?”

“Oh.” MacKenzie looked surprised that Gemma hadn’t understood. “Because he’s a dancer. Jess is a dancer. That’s how I knew this was a good place for boys. Jess has class here every Saturday.”




CHAPTER TWO

Until a few months ago, New Scotland Yard had felt like home to Kincaid. Now, as he entered the great glass tower just off Victoria Street, he felt like an intruder. The faces of the ground-floor security officers were unfamiliar, and they checked his identification with no flicker of acknowledgment.

Once buzzed through, he took the lift to the floor that housed Detective Chief Superintendent Childs’s office. He’d driven straight to the Yard from Holborn, hoping to catch Childs working on a Saturday. It was his former boss, after all, who had set him that example.

As long as Kincaid had worked with Denis Childs, he couldn’t say he’d ever known him well. But up until the previous autumn Childs had had his respect, and his trust. Kincaid might even have called him a friend.

They had been on good enough terms that Childs had recommended  Kincaid and Gemma as long-term tenants for his sister’s Notting Hill house.

Then, the previous autumn, Childs had personally assigned Kincaid to a high-profile case involving the death of a police officer in Henley-on-Thames. Kincaid had disagreed with his superior’s actions—he had, in fact, held Childs responsible for the unnecessary deaths of two people, one of them a senior Met officer, the other the officer’s entirely innocent wife.

That had been his last case before taking family leave to care for their daughter, Charlotte. When he’d returned to the Yard in February, he’d found his office cleared out and a reassignment letter waiting on his desk. Kincaid was told his boss had taken an extended personal leave.

Denis Childs had never struck Kincaid as vengeful. So why had Childs removed him from his command and cut off all communication? And where had he been for three months?

The lift dinged as he reached Childs’s floor. As the doors opened, he took a breath and moved his shoulders, trying to ease the tension across his shoulder blades. The corridor was empty, although he felt the ever-present hum of activity in the building. Voices came from behind half-closed doors, phones rang, but no one emerged.

Although he’d avoided his own former office, the sight of the chief superintendent’s office brought an ache of familiarity. As did the sight of Childs’s personal assistant, Marjorie, working at her desk in the anteroom.

Her pleasant face lit in a smile as she looked up and saw him. “Detective Superintendent, whatever are you doing here?” Marjorie had always made him feel he was one of her favorites—but then he suspected she gave all the officers the same impression.

“How are the family?” he asked, eyeing the proliferation of photos on Marjorie’s desktop.

“My daughter’s expecting her first.” Marjorie beamed. “I’m just finishing up some things here as she’s due any day and I expect to take a few days off.”

“So you should. Congratulations,” he said, and meant it. Then he nodded towards the closed door to Childs’s inner sanctum. “I thought I might catch his highness in on a Saturday, as well.” The reference was a joke that Kincaid and Marjorie had shared, but now her face fell.

“Oh, no. I’m sorry, Mr. Kincaid, he’s not.”

Kincaid was not entirely certain that he believed her. Her eyes had flicked towards the closed door. Marjorie was cheerful, friendly, and very efficient, but guile was not her strong suit. “No overtime?” he asked. “Old habits, you know,” he added with a smile, hoping to put Marjorie at her ease again.

“Oh, no, he’s been good as gold,” she said, as if eager to be back on safe territory. “I told him he’d answer to me, otherwise.”

Kincaid propped a hip on the corner of Marjorie’s large desk. “I’ve just heard he was back. How is he?”

“Oh, brilliant, Mr. Kincaid. You won’t believe how well he’s—” She stopped suddenly and flushed. After an awkward moment, she said, “I’ll leave him a note saying you popped by, shall I? That way he’ll be sure to see it if he does come in over the weekend.”

Kincaid knew when he had been dismissed, and he could hardly storm the door. “Thanks,” he said, standing and forcing a smile. “Best wishes to your daughter. And give the chief superintendent my best.”

With a cheery wave to Marjorie, he turned and walked towards the lift.

When the lift doors had hissed shut behind him, he said, very loudly, “The bastard.”

Kincaid felt eyes on the back of his neck all the way across the main lobby. He told himself that it was daft, that no one had any interest in him, but he couldn’t shake it. The uneasiness that had begun with the Henley case and his subsequent reassignment had turned into something more the night Ryan Marsh died.

Of course, he’d always known there was corruption within the ranks of the Met. Kincaid had seen enough of human nature—and of officers seduced into minor and major transgressions—to know it was inevitable. But, until Henley, he’d never imagined it would affect him personally.

Just how deep did it go, the rot? And was Denis Childs part of it?

He was waiting in the queue to exit the Yard car park when his mobile beeped with a text. Gemma, he thought as he fished the phone out of his jacket pocket, and he’d better have an apology at the ready. He felt a renewed stab of guilt over the missed expedition to the park.

But a glance at the phone screen showed an unfamiliar number. And the text said simply, “The Duke. Roger St. 8 P.M.”

The afternoon found Gemma unexpectedly on her own in the house. Duncan had taken the two younger children and the dogs, not to Hyde Park as originally promised, but just down Ladbroke Road to Holland Park. Now, Gemma wondered if Duncan’s efficient marshaling of the children had less to do with pleasing them and more with not wanting to talk to her. He’d come in, kissed her, and apologized for snapping at her that morning, but he hadn’t met her eyes. At least the commotion of getting the children ready for their outing had kept her from worrying over MacKenzie and the boy she’d met at the ballet class.

The pair had left the Tabernacle a few minutes after Gemma had spoken to MacKenzie, Jess looking mulishly furious, MacKenzie distressed. Gemma hadn’t intruded, but now she wondered how the girl had died, and how ten-year-old Jess would take the news. And she was a little surprised at how much she’d hated seeing MacKenzie so shocked and upset.

Searching for a distraction, she sat down at her dusty piano and tried a tentative chord. The sound seemed unexpectedly loud in the quiet house, but she felt herself relaxing as the reverberation died away. Encouraged, she began to play, haltingly, working the stiffness from her fingers. After a while she thought only of the progression of notes, and without the dogs to bark, it took her a moment to recognize the chime of the doorbell.

Pushing back the piano bench, she hurried to the door and opened it. MacKenzie stood on the porch, looking unusually disheveled. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “I thought I’d stop in before I went home.”

“Of course,” Gemma said, giving her friend a quick hug as she ushered her in. “Are you okay?”

“Yes. No.” MacKenzie’s voice shook. “I don’t know. I just couldn’t go home and face having to explain about Reagan to Oliver.”

“Come in the kitchen and I’ll make us a pot of tea.”

MacKenzie followed her obediently, but as Gemma reached for the kettle, she said, “Um, anything stronger on offer?”

“That bad?” Gemma turned to study her. MacKenzie wore one of her trademark Ollie printed skirts and a crisp white blouse, but she looked thoroughly wilted. Her dark, curly hair was pulled into a haphazard ponytail, and her lips looked bloodless.

Still, even in the worst of circumstances, MacKenzie Williams was stunning. MacKenzie had a model’s poise combined with the confidence of a born entrepreneur, and the money and the social status of the Notting Hill elite. But Gemma quickly discovered that there was no artifice to MacKenzie—she was as down to earth and as kind as anyone Gemma had ever met.

MacKenzie nodded. “Awful.”

“We’d better fortify you, then.” Gemma retrieved a bottle of Pinot Grigio from the fridge and gave two wineglasses a quick swipe with a tea towel. “It’s stuffy in here,” she said when she had poured wine for them both. “Let’s go out on the patio.”

“Where is everyone?” MacKenzie asked as Gemma led her through the sitting room. “I’ve never seen the house so quiet.”

“Duncan’s taken the little ones and the dogs to the park. Not that you’d know it from the mess,” Gemma added, navigating through the litter of toys on the floor. “Kit’s at Starbucks with his mates. Supposedly studying.”

MacKenzie managed a smile. “Texting and watching videos on their phones, more likely.” She stopped to stroke the small furry bundle on the sofa back. The bundle moved, resolving itself into two kittens, black-and-white Jack and tortoiseshell-and-white Rose. They stretched and yawned, showing tiny needle-sharp teeth, then Jack gave MacKenzie’s finger an experimental nibble. “Ow.” She jerked her hand back. “Little bugger.”

“He is that,” Gemma said, laughing.

“At least you have two. They can keep each other entertained. Bouncer is climbing up my legs. Even when I’m not wearing trousers.”

Gemma was glad to hear MacKenzie’s voice sounding steadier.

The patio was still in the sun, but the air had cooled a bit from midafternoon and it felt pleasant. “It looks lovely,” MacKenzie said as they sat, and Gemma felt gratified to have her flower-potting efforts appreciated.

“I’m not much at gardening. But I thought with the fine weather, we should be enjoying . . .” She stopped, seeing MacKenzie’s expression.

MacKenzie waved a hand at her to go on and took a gulp of her wine. “Of course you should,” she said when the wine had gone down. It’s just . . . I can’t help thinking . . .”

“Would you rather go in?”

“No. Don’t mind me. I can’t go avoiding gardens just because of where they found her.”

“Cornwall Gardens, you said?” Gemma thought for a moment, trying to place it.

“Just north of Blenheim Crescent—”

“Up against Kensington Park Road,” Gemma finished. “I know where it is.” It was one of a string of communal gardens strung jewel-like through this part of Notting Hill, much like the one stretching before them in the afternoon light. Other than the two of them on the small gated patio, the space was deserted. “You’d think,” she said, wanting to ease MacKenzie’s tension, “that people would use these gardens more, as coveted as they are. Our children play in the communal area, but we hardly see anyone else, even out of term time.”

“The adults work all day, and the children are in boarding school or scheduled activities.” The disapproval in MacKenzie’s voice was clear. The Williamses were an anomaly in their social circle. They’d managed to build a successful business that included their child, and family remained their top priority.

“I have one in a scheduled activity now,” Gemma reminded her, teasing a little.

“Oh, that’s different.” MacKenzie waved her now half-empty wineglass, sloshing it. “Toby wants to do it. Most of these kids are shuttled from one activity to another because their parents can’t be bothered to spend time with them.”

Glad she’d had the forethought to bring the bottle, Gemma topped up MacKenzie’s glass. “What about Jess, then? He obviously does ballet because he wants to. I’ve never seen a more motivated child.”

MacKenzie looked surprised. “You know Jess?”

Earlier, Gemma had merely said that she thought she’d seen him outside the ballet class. “I interrupted his practicing. We chatted a bit.”

“I would never have described Jess as chatty,” MacKenzie said, raising her eyebrows.

“He’s remarkably gifted, isn’t he?”

“Yes. But he can be a bit surly with it. Not out of meanness, but because he’s so . . . driven.” MacKenzie gazed at her glass, her eyes filling. “And now . . . no child that age should have to deal with such a thing.” Glancing up at Gemma, she added, “This sounds absurd, but I’ve never known anyone who died before. I mean someone young. It just seems so . . . so wrong . . .”

“Yes. Of course it does. Tell me about Reagan,” she said, gently. “How did you come to know her?”

MacKenzie’s neck was long and slender—it was one of the things that made her photograph well—and Gemma saw the muscles in her throat move as she swallowed. “It was Nita. Jess’s mum. Bill used to play racquetball with Jess’s dad, Chris, before he and Nita divorced. I saw Nita in Kitchen and Pantry one day, and Reagan was with her.”

At the corner of Elgin Crescent and Kensington Park Road, the café was a well-established Notting Hill gathering spot, especially for yummy mummies, as the area’s trendy, well-off mothers were called. It was, in fact, where Duncan and Charlotte had met MacKenzie and Oliver.

“I had Oliver with me,” MacKenzie said, “and she was so good with him. So I wondered if she might look after him occasionally, if she had any time free from Jess.”

Gemma had not figured out why a ten-year-old required a full-time nanny, but she didn’t interrupt.

“But I didn’t want to poach on Nita’s territory—she can be a bit touchy—so I asked her first and she said it was fine. After that Reagan began coming for an hour or two a couple of mornings a week, when Jess was at school. Watching her with Oliver, I started thinking that she might be a real find for the catalog. She wasn’t turn-your-head pretty, you know? But there was something about her—a . . . a sort of . . . freshness.”

When MacKenzie paused, Gemma refilled her glass once more, then topped up her own. The moisture on the bottle felt cool under her fingers, and a breeze lifted the hair on the back of her neck. She shivered, suddenly chilled, but MacKenzie, intent on her thoughts, didn’t see it.

“She has—had—the most marvelous skin. It seemed to glow. And there was always a sort of sparkle to her . . .” MacKenzie faltered, shaking her head. “We were supposed to do a shoot this afternoon, after you picked up Charlotte. That’s how I found out what had”—her voice failed and she swallowed again—“had happened. I kept trying to call her this morning. When I didn’t hear back from her I called Nita, and she—she said . . .”

“You said Reagan was found under a tree. Tell me exactly what happened.” Gemma heard a dog bark, and distant voices. There were people now in the dappled shade at the far end of the garden.

“I only know what Nita told me. One of Nita’s neighbors was out walking in the garden just after sunup,” said MacKenzie. “She found her—Reagan—and called the police. Nita didn’t know anything had happened. She had a yoga class. When she got home, she checked on Jess, but he and Reagan were both gone. She thought Reagan had taken him somewhere, maybe to K and P for breakfast. Then she saw all the commotion in the garden, but before she could ask what had happened, the police came to her door. The neighbor had recognized Reagan, but Nita had to identify her bod—” MacKenzie stopped and drained her glass, but shook her head when Gemma offered her the bit left in the bottle.

“That must have been awful,” Gemma said. “Was Reagan”—she’d started to say assaulted but tried for something a little gentler—“hurt?”

“Not that Nita could see. She was wearing the dress she’d gone out in last night.”

Gemma frowned. “The garden is gated, right?”

“Yes. There’s only the one entrance other than through the residences.”

“Nita didn’t see her come home last night?”

“No. She said she took a sleeping pill. She does sometimes, when she has to get up early.”

“What about Jess? Did he see her when she came in last night?”

“Nita said he went to bed early.”

“Hmm.” If Jess’s mum had been asleep and Reagan had been out, Gemma thought it highly unlikely that an unsupervised ten-year-old had gone willingly to sleep. She thought over her conversation  with the boy earlier in the day. He hadn’t seemed as if he had anything other than dancing on his mind, and she hadn’t sensed any guile in his manner. But if his mum had been looking frantically for him since she’d learned of Reagan’s death, where had he been before he came to the ballet studio? “What about this morning?” she asked. “Where was Jess?”

“I don’t know,” answered MacKenzie. “He refused to say.”

In the end, Kincaid told Gemma part of the truth.

That was what the lawyers always advised their clients—tell the truth as far as possible.

He’d worried over what to do all through his outing to the park with the children, and then through dinner, glancing surreptitiously at the anonymous text when no one was looking. He’d caught Gemma watching him as he pushed his food around on his plate, but she hadn’t said anything in front of the children.

At seven o’clock sharp he carried his plate to the sink and told the children to go play in the sitting room.

“You only want to get rid of us when you want to have a conversation,” said Kit. “But it means I don’t have to do the washing up. I’ll be in my room.” A moment later his footsteps clattered on the stairs.

“What—” Gemma began, when they had the kitchen to themselves, but he interrupted her.

“I’m sorry, love, but I’ve got to go out for a bit.”

“Now?” She frowned. “Is it work?”

“I’m not sure.” That, at least, was honest. “I got a text this afternoon from an unfamiliar number.” He took his phone from his pocket and showed her the text.

Gemma had risen and begun clearing the table, but she stopped, crockery in her arms, and studied the phone. “The Duke? You’re not seriously thinking of going?”

“Well, I thought I would just see—”

“You have no idea who this is from?” She looked up at him, the frown deepening. “And where the hell is Roger Street?”

He had, in fact, replied, “Who is this?” to the text, but hadn’t been surprised when he didn’t get an answer. “It’s in Holborn. Not far from the station.”

“Someone from work, then?”

“It’s possible,” he said cautiously. He wasn’t going to mention going to the Yard, or the fact that the text had come in just as soon as he’d left Denis Childs’s office. Had someone seen him there?

“Have you been to this pub?” asked Gemma, putting the plates in the sink with a clunk and picking up a dishcloth.

“Never heard of it until today. Most of us go to the pubs round Lamb’s Conduit Street. The Lamb, or the Rugby.”

“It has to be someone who has your number.”

Trust Gemma to be logical. “True. Probably someone from work playing a prank, but I won’t know unless I go.” He thought he sounded believably casual, but Gemma gave him a thoughtful look over her shoulder. She’d been drinking wine with MacKenzie Williams when he came in, and now she looked flushed and slightly pink with sunburn.

“If I didn’t know you better,” she said with a half smile, “I’d think you were looking for an excuse to spend Saturday night drinking pints with the blokes.”

Just then Toby shouted from the sitting room, “Begone, thy evil scum!” There was a squeal, and Charlotte began to wail.

Gemma rolled her eyes. “Can’t say that I’d blame you.” Handing him the dishcloth, she left the room and came back a moment later with Charlotte, tear-streaked and sniffling, on her hip. “I’ve sent Toby to his room. That’s your cue, I think. Go while the going’s good. But take the tube, not the car. And I expect to hear all about it when you get home.”

Permission granted, Kincaid thought, and he didn’t know whether he should feel relieved or worried.

He’d had to wait for the train from Holland Park to Holborn. The delay had made him pushed to reach the pub by eight o’clock, and when he turned into Theobald’s Road, the darkening sky to the east made it seem even later.

As he reached the police station he stopped and checked the map on his phone. The Duke in Roger Street was certainly near enough to the station, but it was several streets to the east and not easily accessible. It was a good brisk walk and he was puffing a bit by the time he reached the pub. He stopped to catch his breath and survey his surroundings.

Lamps flickered on in the nearby buildings. Much of this little part of Holborn was Georgian, but the triangular-fronted pub before him was the apex of a terraced art deco block of flats.

Kincaid whistled. The mansion block was a hidden gem, indeed, and the pub’s steel-framed art deco windows glowed cheerily. But in spite of its welcoming facade, the pub had no Saturday evening spillover onto the pavement and Kincaid wondered if he had indeed come to the right place. Perhaps it was someone from work playing a joke after all, and they’d got him out of the house for nothing. Out of the house—

Shit. Gemma and the kids. Panic welled up in his gut and for an instant he saw it, the image from his dreams, the ruined head, and blood seeping into the carpeting. Swallowing against the sudden nausea, he told himself not to be stupid.

Gemma and the kids were fine. Lifting his shaking hand to the door, he pushed it open.

His first impression was of pink. Not just pink, but the sort of mauve pink of Victorian parlors—or Victorian brothels. The walls might have been splashed with a liberal coating of Pepto-Bismol. The unexpected Victorian effect was heightened by the potted palms tucked into every available corner—there were even two on the bar itself. The place was tiny, but mirrors hung all round the walls made it appear larger. The tables and booths were filled, but the only patrons standing were at the curved wooden bar itself. The pub was a true local, then, Kincaid guessed, and perhaps a secret happily kept.

He stayed just inside the door, scanning faces. At first he thought there was no one familiar. Then he swung back, staring at the man sitting alone in the farthest booth, the one tucked away by the back door. Gone was the familiar bulk, and the once-sallow skin looked rosy in the light reflected from the pink walls. But Kincaid would have known the dark hair and the slightly slanted eyes, black as jet, anywhere.

Denis Childs raised a glass to him in greeting.




CHAPTER THREE

“What the hell are you playing at?” Kincaid said when he reached the table. He stared at Childs, his breath coming a little too fast. “And what the hell happened to you?” he added before he could stop himself.

It wasn’t that Childs looked bad. Although his color was not quite as pink as it had seemed from across the room, he appeared remarkably healthy. The man actually had cheekbones, for God’s sake, and the hand resting on the tabletop was no longer pudgy, but large-knuckled and bony.

“Why don’t you have a beer?” Childs gestured to the filled pint on Kincaid’s side of the table. “I understand it’s quite good here. And you might consider sitting,” he added, his voice still smooth as treacle.

A glance round the room told Kincaid that the other patrons were staring at him. He slid into the booth, landing a little heavily on the hard bench, but he didn’t take up the pint. “You seemed quite sure I’d come,” he said, with a gesture at the beer.

“I thought it worth the gamble.”

“Why here?”

“It’s not far from where I live.”

“In Holborn?” Kincaid was shocked to realize he’d had no idea where Childs lived—he’d always assumed it was somewhere in the suburbs.

“A bit to the east,” Childs said. “Clerkenwell, actually. We bought the house years ago, when people thought we were daft to take on a Georgian house in central London.”

A canny decision, Kincaid thought—but then the man had always been canny. He rested his hand absently on the pint.

“Go on. It’s not poisoned,” Childs said, raising his glass and lifting a mocking eyebrow.

Kincaid hesitated, then touched the pint to Childs’s glass and sipped. The beer was good, creamy and malty with just the right hint of bitter. “Thanks. You’re not drinking beer?”

“Tonic. No beer for me these days, alas.” Childs waved a hand at himself, as if encompassing his changed appearance. “I’m a new man. Quite literally. Or at least part of me is. I had a liver transplant.”

Kincaid stared. “What? But when? No one said—”

“I had it done in Singapore. That’s why I was away. And I’d asked that it not be broadcast.”

“But—” Kincaid was still trying to digest this.

Childs sipped his tonic, then set his glass on the table and steepled his hands together—a gesture that Kincaid knew well. “One reason I went to Singapore,” he said, “is that, as you know, my sister is there. She gave me part of her liver. And”—he forestalled another question with a shake of his head—“we could have done that here, yes, but even with a donor, it can take years to get the procedure scheduled. I didn’t have years.”

“You knew,” Kincaid said, thinking of Childs’s increasingly sallow skin over the past few years. Of course. He’d been jaundiced. And he had been losing weight for at least a year before his sudden leave. “The slimming. I thought it was for your health.”

“It was for my health,” Childs agreed, “although perhaps not in the usual sense. Excess weight complicates any surgery and recovery.”

“But you didn’t—I mean—” Kincaid stopped. He’d never seen Childs drink much, but then he was discovering how little he actually knew about his former boss.

“If you’re trying to find a delicate way of asking if I was an alcoholic, the answer is no.” There was the hint of amusement in Childs’s voice. “I contracted hepatitis when I was a very green detective. It was only in the last couple of years that the extent of the damage became apparent.”

Taking another swallow from his pint, Kincaid mulled over Childs’s revelations. It explained his absence, all right, but not the things that had turned Kincaid’s life upside down. “You knew you were taking leave,” he said. It came out as an accusation. “Why didn’t you tell me you meant to transfer me?”

“Ah. I knew we’d get to that.” Childs sounded resigned. “I didn’t tell you because it was better if they thought I’d cut you loose.”

“What are you talking about?” Kincaid set his pint down, all ease gone. “Who’re ‘they’?”

“Better you don’t know. There are people who don’t like me, Duncan.” The set of Childs’s mouth was grim. “There was more than one reason I didn’t have the transplant here. I’d have been forced to wait until I was too ill to work, and there are those who would have been more than happy for an excuse to push me into early retirement.

“And with me gone, even temporarily, I thought some of that . . . ill will . . . might rub off on you. I’ve known Tom Faith at Holborn for a long time. He’s a good copper.”

“You’re implying some aren’t? At the Yard?” Kincaid’s stomach had tightened into a hard knot.

“Those are just the sort of questions you don’t need to be asking, Detective Superintendent.” There was no warmth now in Childs’s dark eyes.

“So you arranged my transfer for my own good?” Kincaid’s voice rose. “What about Gemma’s? Were you behind that, too?” Belatedly, he realized that people were staring at him again.

Childs gave him a look he couldn’t quite read. Then he leaned across the booth, so that his gaze met Kincaid’s directly. “Drink up, laddie,” he said softly. “Go home to your wife. Mind your children. Do your job, and keep your nose out of things.”

Childs sat back and finished the dregs of his tonic. Then he slid out of the booth with surprising grace for a big man. He stood for a moment, as if hesitating, then, with a last nod at Kincaid, made his way out of the bar.

What more could he have said? Denis Childs hunched his shoulders as he walked into the unpleasant east wind. It was late in the year for an east wind—what was the old saying? An east wind blows no good? That would certainly be true tonight, he thought, tugging the lapels of his jacket together with a fist against his chest. The jacket’s tails flapped behind him like crow’s wings. He hadn’t had the time or the inclination to have many things altered, and his clothes hung loose as a scarecrow’s.

He had long experience with parceling out the truth, but tonight had been more difficult than he’d expected. No—he should at least be honest with himself—the difficulty hadn’t been unexpected. But it had been more difficult, even, than he had anticipated.

Of all the officers he had worked with in his career, Duncan Kincaid was his favorite. And the one in whom he saw the most of himself, both the good and the bad. Kincaid, who couldn’t leave well alone. Kincaid, who with all his charm and polish, had to say things he shouldn’t. Kincaid, who had yet to learn to balance the narrow line between what was right and what was expedient.

As if he had, thought Childs, with a rueful grimace. The wind picked up another notch and, ducking his head, for a moment he missed the weight he had shed. He felt insubstantial, powerless. Perhaps he should have taken that medical retirement. Perhaps he should have let the decay in the Met spread unchecked—his attempts to stem it felt as feeble as a gnat swatting at a tiger. But the tiger stank, and the rot within it was spreading like the bloom on a corpse.

He reached the entrance to the churchyard of St. James Clerkenwell. The graves held no fear for him. He’d grown up a server, and the rituals of the church made him comfortable, even if he no longer believed them. The path through the churchyard was a regular shortcut on the walks he’d begun months before for exercise, and the site—originally the medieval nunnery of St. Mary—was certainly well-steeped in prayer. He smiled a little at the pun, but his thoughts circled back to Kincaid. Had he alleviated the man’s peril, or merely increased it?

It had been folly, he thought, if he were to be totally honest, his little confessional. He guessed he had merely dangled a tasty scrap of meat under a dog’s nose. He’d been weak, unable to resist the temptation to salvage his character before a man whose opinion he valued.

The gate banged behind him as he entered the churchyard proper, then clanged again as the wind grabbed it. It was calmer under the tall trees in the churchyard itself, but a few remaining dead leaves and scraps of paper rustled along the ground, caught in an eddy.

What could he do, then, to repair the damage?

He’d been practicing damage abatement for a long time. Perhaps it was time he bit the tiger in the arse. The thought made him laugh out loud, but the sound suddenly seemed strangled, even to his ears. He chided himself for a ninny and hurried on, his eyes now on the churchyard’s far gate.

The blow when it came was from behind, realized only in the moment of impact. Then the root-twisted earth rose up to meet him, and blackness descended.




CHAPTER FOUR

The Thames lay wide and flat above Putney Bridge, gleaming like molten glass in the early morning light.

It was a deceptive calm, however, which Doug Cullen knew very well. The tide was coming in, and the current running beneath the river’s smooth surface was strong enough to pull under the careless or the unwary. Or to snatch a single sculler unlucky enough to capsize, and he was rusty, to say the least.

He stroked a little to the left, aiming the feather of a boat upriver, towards Hammersmith, and squinted into the sun. He’d forgotten his sunglasses, essential gear for a rower. On his right, the boathouse flags were beginning to flutter and snap—the wind was rising. But for now, the advantage of the current allowed him to work the kinks out of shoulders and knees without too much strain. The ankle was another matter.

His doctor had warned him that he might not be ready to row, but after months of enforced inactivity, he’d been determined to give it a try. He’d bought the house in Lacy Road, just a few streets south of the river, because he wanted to take up rowing again, and he was damned if he was going to let the stupid broken ankle keep him from doing it. He’d joined a club and bought the sleek little single scull. It was only now he was beginning to admit that he was woefully out of shape and that the ankle might still not be up to snuff.

The end of the shingle slid by him, then Beverly Brook. Putney Bridge was receding, the red buses looking like toys as they trundled across it. The creak of the oarlocks and the faint splash of the blades as they dipped in the water took on a rhythm that seemed as natural as breathing. Doug’s confidence began to rise. He could bloody well do this. Damn the naysayers.

He was glad his friend Melody Talbot hadn’t come to help with the garden. She’d been promising to help him sort out his little patch of earth since he’d moved into the Lacy Road house in February. Melody, as clueless as he, had spent hours perusing gardening sites and drawing up a plan. Today was the day they had meant to dig the beds for the flower borders.

But when he’d rung her, she’d sounded sleepy and confused. “Oh, Doug, I’m so sorry,” she mumbled. “I forgot. Let me get dressed. I’ll come right over.”

“Don’t bother,” he’d snapped, offended. “I’m taking the boat out.” He’d disconnected before she could protest, then turned his mobile off so he wouldn’t be tempted to answer if she rang back.

Now he was regretting his temper. She hadn’t sounded well. There had been something not quite right about Melody lately, and he realized that it had been several weeks since he’d actually seen her. This wasn’t the first time she’d canceled an engagement, pleading work or tiredness.

Doug could have blamed her lapses on her recent relationship with the guitarist Andy Monahan, but Andy was touring in Europe. No, whatever was wrong with Melody, he didn’t think it was that.

But who was he to even hazard a guess? He, who’d prided himself on his tidy life—his progress in the job, his relationship with his boss, his decision to buy a house—had apparently got it all wrong. He’d been transferred out of a position he loved, second to Detective Superintendent Duncan Kincaid, then Kincaid had not only moved away from the Yard, but seemed to be shunning him.

And now was Melody avoiding him, too?

Suddenly, Putney Bridge seemed very far away. His bad ankle twinged on the next stroke, and glancing round, he found he could see Harrods Book Depository on the south bank of the river. He’d rowed farther than he’d meant. Easing the little scull round in a wide circle, he began to stroke back downriver. But he was fighting the current now, and the rising breeze cut across his bow and kicked up the surface of the water. The pain in his ankle quickly grew worse than a twinge, but there was no choice but to keep rowing unless he wanted to be carried upriver until the tide turned.

Doug gritted his teeth and plowed on
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