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Chapter One

She’d never been much of a sleeper. A good thing, she supposed, since getting by with little rest was a major requirement for a cook. That morning, she’d been up well before the September dawn. She’d made the farm runs, picking up the day’s fresh veg for the pub. Then, home again, she’d made breakfast for her eleven-year-old daughter, Grace, before taking her to school. She treasured those quiet mornings with her daughter. Often it was the only time they managed to spend together outside of the restaurant kitchen.

Her brief hour on her own in the pub kitchen before the staff arrived for lunch service was priceless as well, and today doubly so. She’d scrubbed the walk-in fridge, organized the supplies, handwritten the day’s menu for Bea, her manager, to copy. Now, apron-clad, she sat on the kitchen’s back step, looking out over the little service area between the pub and the cottage that was the chef’s attached accommodation. Sipping her first espresso of the day from the pub’s machine, she ran over her to-do list for tomorrow’s charity luncheon at Beck House, the Talbots’ place.

Sudden doubt assailed her. What had she been thinking to commit to such a thing, catering an outdoor lunch for four dozen of the local well-to-do, as well as national food bloggers and restaurant critics?

When she’d come here with Grace, three years ago, glad of a regular job that put a roof over their heads and food in her daughter’s mouth, she’d sworn to keep it simple. Good pub food. Pies, fish and chips, seasonal soups, a Sunday-roast lunch. She had done that, and done it well, judging by the daily packed house. Why, then, had she let herself be seduced into stretching past those self-imposed boundaries? “Something memorable, Viv. Something only you can do,” Addie had said, with utter, breezy confidence. She’d taken the bait.

Well, she was in for it now, regardless, and she couldn’t stop the little fizz of excitement in her veins. Everything, from starter to pudding, was made with local produce, and she’d spent weeks refining the menu.

That morning she’d already prepped the pub’s smoker—a poor man’s Kamado Joe—and put in one last lamb shoulder. Over the past few weeks she’d cooked and frozen more than half a dozen joints, but last night, in an attack of panic, she’d decided to do one more. The white beans with fennel that would accompany the meat had also been cooked and frozen, and were now defrosting in the cottage kitchen. She had a few things to finish up that afternoon, and a few that could only be done tomorrow morning, but overall she thought she was in good shape.

Taking a last sip of her coffee, she gazed absently beyond the mellow Cotswold stone of the storage shed and adjoining cottage to the hills rising away from the gentle valley of the River Eye. This was her favorite time of year, early autumn, had been since she was a child, growing up in these same Gloucestershire valleys. She’d never thought, after fifteen years in London, that she’d end up back here. But maybe it was a good thing. And maybe the charity lunch would be a good thing, too. She’d certainly paid her dues the last few years between catering jobs and the pub, and if she was totally honest, she missed the buzz of the bigger food world. Maybe it was time she stuck a toe back in those waters. What harm could it do, after all this time?

She tipped the dregs of her cup into the potted geranium by the back door. On with it, then, and let tomorrow bring what it would.

She was pushing herself up from the step when a tall shadow fell across the yard, blocking the morning sun, and when she looked up, her heart nearly stopped.

Nell Greene pushed a few bites of chicken-and-tarragon pie about on her plate. You could always count on the pub’s made-from-scratch pies. Chef Viv’s short-crust pastry was divine and a cold snap in the late-September weather had made Nell crave that sort of comfort. The pub’s open fire beckoned as well, so she’d taken a seat in the bar near the hearth, rather than in the more formal dining areas on either side of the cozy center room.

But she’d felt odd, alone, in the midst of the Friday-night bustle, and had toyed with her food as she watched the evening sun slant through the pub’s mullioned windows. Since her divorce, she’d found that she quite liked living on her own, but she had not got used to dining alone in public places. Watching couples always made her feel more awkward, and the sight of the two middle-aged and obviously married couples chatting over gins and newspapers brought a familiar twinge of jealousy. But tonight the young man and woman at the next table took the prize. They sat with their legs intertwined, kissing and nuzzling. When the blond woman ran her hand up inside the leg of the man’s football shorts, Nell looked away, cringing with embarrassment. She suspected they were both married—but to other people. Nothing else would explain such a brazen display of—well, she supposed you could call it affection. At least she wasn’t the only one alone tonight, she thought, glancing at the tall man in the fedora who had claimed the comfortably worn leather sofa in the corner.

He was, she guessed, a good ten years younger than she, perhaps in his midforties. Beneath the brown hat, his unruly dark blond hair curled to his shoulders. His beard, full but neatly trimmed, was a shade darker than his hair, but it failed to hide his strikingly deep dimples, visible when he’d smiled at the waitress. At first, she’d thought he must be meeting someone, but a half hour had passed and he was still alone.

Now, as though sensing her notice, he glanced up. Raising his eyebrows in the direction of the snogging couple, he gave her a small conspiratorial smile. Blushing, Nell managed to nod back. Then, slowly and deliberately, the man winked at her before turning his attention back to his food.

Nell felt mortified. Had he been mocking her? But there hadn’t seemed any malice in his gesture, and after another moment spent nibbling at the remains of her pie, curiosity got the better of her and she glanced his way again. What was such a good-looking man doing on his own in the village pub on a Friday evening? Strangers weren’t unusual, as the village was a draw for tourists and holidaymakers, but you seldom saw someone unfamiliar on their own.

He caught the barman’s eye and touched his coffee cup. There was something in his manner that made her think he was used to getting what he wanted, and quickly. Well, why not? In spite of the slight eccentricity of the hat and the shoulder-length hair, his clothes were obviously expensive. Perhaps he was a guest at the posh manor house hotel in the village.

Nell watched as Jack, the bar manager, brought a fresh coffee from the kitchen and whisked away the man’s empty cup. Why only coffee? Nell wondered.

Having found alcohol too easy a crutch in the early days of her divorce, she’d given it up except for the occasional social glass of wine. Now she no longer drank alone, and she felt a little more warmly disposed towards a fellow abstainer. She’d readied another smile when she saw that he was looking, not at her, but towards the kitchen.

Bea Abbott, the pub’s manager, came through the kitchen door at the back of the bar. With a murmured word to Jack, she came round the bar and crossed the room towards the exit leading to the pub’s small garden. It was odd, thought Nell, that she didn’t stop to speak to any of the customers. Bea, with her dark curly hair and rimless glasses, was usually efficiently chatty. Nell had been glad to see her so well situated here.

In the corner, the man with the fedora watched the door close after Bea, then uncrossed his long legs and drummed his fingers on the table. His face was intent now, abstracted, and when his gaze passed over her, she knew she’d become invisible. Suddenly, he set his coffee cup down with a click and stood. He strode across the room, going round the bar and through the kitchen door without so much as a by-your-leave to Jack.

Nell sat openmouthed in surprise, but Jack merely frowned and went on wiping glasses with more force than necessary.

The snogging couple got up and went out the car park door, still entwined. The dining rooms on either side of the bar had begun to fill as Sarah, one of the servers, showed arriving customers to their tables. But over the increasing hum of conversation, Nell heard rising voices from the kitchen.

At first the voices were indistinct. Then Viv Holland said quite clearly, “You can’t just waltz in here like this, demanding things. Who the hell do you think you are?” Nell was surprised. She’d never heard Viv, the spikily blond creator of the perfect pastry, raise her voice.

There was an answering rumble, indecipherable. The man in the hat, Nell guessed.

“No, you can’t,” said Viv, her voice now high and furious. “I won’t do it. I told you—”

“Viv, come on, be reasonable.” The man again, more clearly now, with a hint of cajoling. His accent, Nell decided, was Irish.

Viv muttered something.

“Well, if you’re going to be a stubborn cow,” the man said, sounding less patient now, “at least consider—”

“No.” There was a crash, as if Viv had dropped something. Or thrown something. “You have no bloody right to ask it,” she said, close to shouting. “Now get out. I mean it.”

Conversation had died in the bar as the other patrons turned, wide-eyed, towards the kitchen. Jack stood, his hand frozen on the beer pull.

What on earth? wondered Nell, feeling terribly uncomfortable. She’d been intending to speak to Viv about Lady Adelaide’s harvest lunch tomorrow, but now she didn’t want to intrude.

The man came through the door into the bar, his expression grim. He pushed past Nell’s table without a glance of acknowledgment and slammed his way out the garden door with a force that left it banging behind him. His camel hair coat remained behind, crumpled on the sofa.

“Are you certain your parents have room for us all?” From the passenger seat, Gemma James gave an anxious glance at her companion.

Melody Talbot laughed and shook her head. “Gemma, I told you not to worry. The house has eight bedrooms.”

This brought Gemma little comfort. Eight bedrooms. What the bloody hell did someone do with eight bedrooms? Gemma had grown up in a two-bedroom flat over her parents’ bakery in north London, sharing a room—not always amicably—with her sister. Although she now lived in a very nice house in Notting Hill, the accommodation was due more to circumstance than means, and she was still intimidated by real wealth. She was a working cop, a detective inspector, and such trappings didn’t come with an ordinary copper’s salary. Unless, of course, you were Melody Talbot.

She studied her friend. Small-framed, pretty, her dark hair growing out a bit from last spring’s boy-short cut, Melody drove with confidence, her hands relaxed on the wheel of her little Renault Clio. Melody was Gemma’s detective sergeant, but it was only after they’d worked together for some time that Gemma had learned anything about Melody’s background. There was good reason for Melody’s reticence, Gemma now knew. Melody’s father was the publisher of a major London newspaper, one known for investigative journalism that did not always favor the police. Melody had kept herself to herself, afraid of being ostracized if her colleagues learned of her connection, until the events of the last few months had forced her to open up a bit. Still, Gemma had only recently been invited to Melody’s flat, and had never met her parents.

The invitation for Gemma and her family, and their friend Doug Cullen, to spend the weekend at Melody’s parents’ country house had come as a surprise. “Mum’s putting on this big harvest festival do,” Melody had said. “She wants to meet you and Duncan. And Doug, too, God knows why. Do come. Seriously.” Moved by an unexpected vulnerability in Melody’s expression, Gemma had impulsively agreed.

Now she wondered what on earth she’d been thinking.

They’d had to split up; Gemma and their almost four-year-old, Charlotte, traveling with Melody, while Duncan was coming on his own in the family car later that night. Their boys, Toby, seven, and Kit, fifteen, would come on the train tomorrow with Doug. Duncan and Doug, who worked on the same team at Holborn CID in central London, had been finishing up a case that afternoon, while Toby had not wanted to miss his Saturday-morning ballet class.

“Mummy,” Charlotte said sleepily from the backseat, “are we there yet?”

“Almost, lovey,” Gemma answered, although she had no idea. It had gone six, and they’d bypassed Oxford more than an hour ago and were now well into the Cotswold Hills. “Did you have a good sleep?” she asked, reaching back to give Charlotte a pat.

“I want my tea,” Charlotte said plaintively.

“Soon, darling,” Melody assured her. “And it will be a lovely tea, too. We really are almost there. You’re going to love it.”

Charlotte might, but Gemma was not at all certain about this country-house lark. She was a townie through and through. The city fit her like an old shoe, made her feel safe and comfortable. Outside of its confines she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself.

But she had to admit, as she watched the evening light fall across the rolling hills and sheep-strewn fields of Gloucestershire, that it was beautiful. They passed the turning for Bourton-on-the-Water, and a few minutes later Melody took a sharp left into a lane signposted THE SLAUGHTERS.

“Slaughters?” said Gemma, frowning. “You’re taking the piss.”

Melody grinned. “It doesn’t mean what you think. It’s a modernization of an Old English word for slough, or boggy place. At least that’s one interpretation. There’s Lower Slaughter and Upper Slaughter, and we are somewhere in between.”

The lane was narrow, banked by hedges, and as the incline gently dropped it was increasingly covered by overarching trees. Gemma began to see long, low limestone cottages on either side of the lane, then a large manor house set back from the lane on the right. “Is that—”

Melody was already shaking her head. “Oh, no. That’s the manor house. Seventeenth century. Much too grand for us. It’s quite a posh hotel now.”

They came into the village proper. Gemma saw a venerable church, and across from it, a long, low pub, its windows beginning to glow with lamplight. A glimpse of the hanging wooden sign showed a lamb on a green field. To their left, a pretty river ran under an arched bridge. “There’s the other hotel, there, the inn,” said Melody, pointing to a building covered with bright creeper on the far side of the bridge. “But the pub is definitely the place to eat for casual fare.”

Their road crossed the bridge and followed alongside the river. All the buildings were the same honey-colored stone, except for a redbrick mill on the river’s bend.

“What’s that, Mummy?” asked Charlotte, pointing. “The round thing.”

“It’s a water wheel, sweetie. Is it still in use?” Gemma added to Melody.

“It’s a museum. With a tea shop. Maybe we can go tomorrow.” Melody glanced in her rearview mirror. “Would you like that, Char?”

“Yeah.” Charlotte nodded, her halo of caramel ringlets bouncing.

They had left the village and were climbing now, the river lost to sight beyond green fields. The evening sun lay gold and flat across the hills rising away to either side.

As the road climbed, the hedges drew in until they were running through a tunnel of trees. At its end, Melody slowed and turned into a narrow drive. Before them, open parkland sloped down towards the river, but an avenue of trees lined the winding drive and shielded the distant view.

Gemma noticed Melody’s hands tighten on the wheel as they entered a deeper wood. “The Woodland,” said Melody. “Then the Wild Garden and the house. All very Arts and Crafts.”

“Are we there? Are we there?” Charlotte jiggled in her car seat with excitement. Gemma found she was holding her breath.

The trees thinned, the drive dipped, and as they came out into the sunlight, Gemma gasped at the riot of color before her. Oranges, yellows, and purples filled the garden that rose in gentle terraces towards the house.

And the house! Built of the same pale Cotswold stone she’d seen in the village, it glowed in the late-evening light. There was a central gabled porch that rose to the height of the second-story slate-tiled roof, with wings either side. Leaded glass winked from the windows and a lazy spiral of wood smoke drifted from the central chimney. Blowsy pink roses climbed up either side of the porch.

“Oh, it’s gorgeous,” whispered Gemma. “Not at all the grand mansion I was picturing.”

“Thank you. I think,” Melody added, a wry twist to her lips. The drive swooped left round the garden, then the tires crunched as Melody pulled up the Renault on the graveled forecourt.

“Welcome to Beck House.”

Duncan Kincaid watched the sun set from the A40. He had plenty of time to admire the spectacle, as the traffic was creeping along in annoying stops and starts. He’d rung Gemma to let her know he was held up. According to the radio, there was a major traffic incident just short of his exit. He supposed it was a good thing after all that the family hadn’t traveled together, although he hadn’t been thrilled about leaving the boys in London.

Of course, they would be all right tonight. Their family friend Wesley Howard had offered to stay with them. Then Kit would walk Toby to his ballet class in the morning, after which they’d meet Doug Cullen at Paddington for the train. Not that Kit and Toby couldn’t have traveled down alone, but Kincaid felt better knowing they’d have adult supervision.

The thought of Doug as “adult supervision” made him smile. Not that Doug wasn’t past thirty now, but somehow he couldn’t see his sergeant in a parental role. Doug had said he had a sculling event in the morning, but Kincaid suspected he was more reluctant to lose a Saturday morning in his garden. Since the spring, the garden had become Doug’s new passion and he talked about it with the tediousness of the convert.

Kincaid also wondered how comfortable Doug felt about the visit to the Talbots’ country home. They had both worked with Sir Ivan after the events of the spring, but neither had met his wife, and from Melody’s description Lady Adelaide sounded quite formidable.

The sun sank below the horizon and he shifted restlessly, wishing he’d at least had the forethought to grab a sandwich and a bottle of water. But, hungry as he was, he was more concerned about his old car than his stomach. The Astra’s engine had seemed a bit rough lately. He hoped the car didn’t overheat with all the idling.

When the traffic finally began to move, he breathed a sigh of relief. It looked like the old beast would make it, after all. And perhaps he would even reach the Talbots’ in time for dinner.

Dawdling, Nell sipped at her cold coffee. Outside, the dusk faded and lights winked on in the village. But neither Viv nor Bea emerged from the kitchen, nor did the man in the fedora return for his coat. Diners came and went, and Jack was too busy at the bar to chat. Reluctantly, Nell settled her check with Jack and let herself out into the crisp night.

The car park was now dark as pitch and the sharp air smelled of wood smoke and apples. Nell wondered if there might be a light frost by morning, and if the weather would hold for tomorrow’s luncheon. She supposed that she would just show up at Beck House and do whatever was needed. Perhaps Lady Addie would know something about the mystery man, although Nell didn’t think she was much of a one for gossip.

In the meantime, Bella, her border collie, was waiting for her evening walk, and the stars were hard and bright in the night sky. Nell took a breath of contentment as she unlocked her little Peugeot. This was a good life she had chosen, all in all.

Easing her way out of the car park, she took the old quarry road out of the village. Her cottage was close enough that she could have walked, but the lane was narrow and could be treacherous in the dark. Her headlamps glared against the hedges as the lane dipped and turned.

Suddenly, a figure appeared in the center of the road. Nell jammed on the brakes, skidding to a halt. The man in the fedora was walking away from her, in the center of the lane. He didn’t turn or even seem aware of the car, and as she watched he staggered slightly. Was he drunk after all? Why was he walking away from the village, and without his coat?

Lowering her window, Nell called out, “Hello, there.” When he didn’t respond, she got out, leaving the engine idling, and walked towards him. “Excuse me! Do you need a lift? It’s not safe walking these lanes in the dark.”

He kept going, and it wasn’t until she reached him and put a hand on his arm that he turned, as if startled. Immediately, she saw that he was not drunk, but ill. His face was pale, beaded with sweat in spite of the cold, and his eyes were unfocused. He swayed under her touch.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “Do you not feel well? I think you need some help.” He didn’t resist as she grasped his elbow and guided him gently towards the car. She could feel him trembling. Should she take him back to the village? But then what? Not only did she not know where he was staying, there was no doctor.

The man swayed against her, mumbling something she couldn’t understand. Nell made a decision. It would have to be Cheltenham. There was nothing nearer. “Right,” she said briskly. “I can see you’re ill. Let’s get you in the car.” She put an arm round him to support him. “We’re taking you straight to hospital.”

Kincaid’s predictions turned out to have been overly optimistic. The traffic had slowed again, and it was fully dark by the time he finally left the Oxford ring road. The car was too old to have built-in sat-nav, and not wanting to stop to check his mobile, he trusted to his memory of the map he’d looked at earlier.

As he passed Burford, the land began to rise into the Cotswold Hills, as well as he could tell in the dark. Not far to go, then, but he had to laugh at the idea of the Talbots referring to their place as a “weekend” home. Perhaps they knew a way to circumvent the motorway traffic—or simply took the train to the nearest station, where they had a retainer waiting to fetch them. Or maybe they just took a helicopter, he thought, grinning.

A signpost loomed in the headlamps. It was the turnoff for Bourton-on-the-Water, the nearest small town to the Talbots’ village. Almost there, then. He was wondering if he should find a place to pull over and check the map on his mobile when headlamps blazed suddenly from his left, blinding him.

Before he could throw up a hand or hit the brake, there came a tearing impact, and all went dark.





Chapter Two

Sound returned first. Gradually, Kincaid became aware of creaks and groans, like metal protesting, and then a sort of rhythmic ticking.

Smell came next. Burning rubber. Hot metal. Petrol.

His eyes flew open. At first the darkness seemed absolute. Then, as he began to make out shapes, nothing he saw made sense. When he tried to move, his head spun and a wave of nausea hit him.

Something warm trickled into his eye. Blinking, he reached down to touch his face—down, not up.

His orientation came back with a jarring click. He was upside down. What the hell had happened?

This time he moved more gingerly. Pain in his shoulder, a twinge of pain across his ribs. Seat belt. He was hanging upside down from his shoulder harness.

A flash of memory came. Lights. Bright lights on his left.

Shit. He must have been hit.

Take it easy, he told himself, stifling panic. Assess the situation.

Cautiously, he turned his head to the left, trying to focus. In the dimness he could make out a mass of metal and glass where the seat should have been. The passenger door.

“Shit.” This time he managed to whisper it. He touched the collapsed remains of his airbag, thinking it had probably saved his life. From somewhere behind him came a strobe of light, then he heard a car door slam. A voice called out.

The smell of petrol grew stronger. His heart thudded. Bloody hell, the engine. Reaching up, he felt for the ignition and turned the key. He had to get out of the car.

Inching his right hand upwards, he felt for the door latch. There. When he pulled it, there was a satisfying thunk. Good. Not jammed. He pushed the door outwards a few inches, exhaling with relief when it seemed to move freely. Another foot and it stopped, caught, he thought, on a slight rise in the ground. Still, it was enough.

He took a breath, wincing at the pain in his ribs, then, bracing his right hand against the roof, he unbuckled the seat belt with his left. He eased his shoulders through the open door, then slithered out and back until he was free of the car.

Panting from the effort, he used the door to lever himself up until he stood, facing the bonnet. The glare from his own headlamps shone into impenetrable blackness, disorienting him. Slowly, using the door as a support against the dizziness, he turned, blinking against more lights. It took him a moment to understand that he was seeing the headlamps from two cars. The first was nose in to the hedge that bordered the verge. When he blinked against the glare, he could see that the vehicle’s front end was crumpled like a child’s smashed toy.

Behind that car, another stood at a slight angle to the road, its headlamps illuminating the wrecked vehicle—the car that had hit him, he realized, with a shock that made him grip the door a little harder. A figure moved, blocking the light momentarily.

“Sir, are you okay?” It was the woman’s voice he’d heard before he climbed out of the car.

“I think so,” he managed, his voice cracking. Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Anyone else in the car?”

“No.” Thank God, he thought.

“Okay, good. Hang on. I’m ringing for help.” Her voice was calm, assured, but still he heard the tension beneath the words.

No one had emerged from the other car.

Fingers touching the underside of the Astra, he made his way to the end of the boot, then he stepped out towards the wrecked car, feeling his way across the uneven ground. The woman, who had knelt by the driver’s-side door of the wreck, stood.

“Hey,” she called. “You need to stay put.”

“I can help.”

As he drew nearer, he saw that she was dressed in a cardigan over what looked like hospital scrubs.

“I’m a police officer,” he said. “Is anyone hurt? I think that car hit me.”

He blinked as she shone a torch in his face.

“You’re bleeding.”

“It’s a surface cut. I’m fine.” He tried not to wince as pain shot through his ribs.

She looked back at the car against the hedge, seemed to hesitate. “Okay, look. I need to walk up the road to get a good signal. Can you just talk to this lady here while I do that?”

Kincaid nodded, then, realizing she probably couldn’t see the gesture, said, “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”

After an instant’s pause, the woman started towards the road. “Right,” she threw over her shoulder. “You know what to do.”

Crossing the last few feet to the driver’s door, he realized there was no sound from the car’s engine. Had the Samaritan reached in and turned it off? Carefully, Kincaid lowered himself into a squat, wincing as pain shot through his knee. Touching the car for support, he peered into the driver’s window.

A glance told him that the airbag had deployed and collapsed. And that the impact with his car had crumpled the front end of the small saloon into the car’s interior. The driver was trapped. And she was conscious.

She turned her head towards him and whispered something he didn’t understand.

“Help’s coming,” he said. “You’re going to be fine.”

Now he saw that there was a passenger beside her. A man. And he wasn’t moving.

“I—” Her voice was a thread of sound now. She lifted her hand, reaching towards him, and he took it gently. Her fingers felt small in his, and warm. He thought her short hair was light in color, but he couldn’t tell more in the dim light. She moved, as if to struggle.

“Shh.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “Stay still. Are you in pain?”

She blinked, looking puzzled. “No. I—I don’t know. Will you stay . . . with me?”

“Of course I will. We’ll have you out of there in a tick, don’t you worry.” It was going to take the fire brigade, he thought, and probably the Jaws of Life. How long before they arrived? He caught the coppery scent of blood. “Just hang on,” he said, as reassuringly as he could.

“I—” Her fingers moved in his. “I didn’t mean . . .” Her voice faded and he thought, even in the dim light, that her skin had lost color.

“It’s all right,” he told her. “It was an accident.” He thought he heard sirens in the distance.

“No.” The woman turned her head until she could meet his gaze. “I didn’t . . . He was . . .” Her fingers tightened in his. “Please,” she whispered. “Tell them he—” And then the light went out in her eyes.

Viv knelt on the kitchen floor, chasing down slippery fingers of peeled potato with shaking hands. She’d dropped the pan of hand-cut chips destined for the deep fryer.

“Here, let me help,” said Angelica, squatting beside her and reaching for the pan.

“No.” Viv shook her head. “Can you do more chips? We’ve got to get them on or we’ll fall behind.” The hand-cut chips were one of the pub’s signature dishes and the orders for fish and chips and steak frites would be piling up. It was Angelica, the line cook, who ordinarily prepped them before service.

“Okay. But how about you take a smoke break.” It was a joke; a weak one. Viv didn’t allow anyone who smoked to work in back or front of house, much less smoke out in the yard.

Viv chased down the last potato and stood, dumping the lot in the bin.

Ibby, her sous-chef, gave her a cold look as he squeezed past her with two starters of gravlax and horseradish cream. “We’re already in the weeds. What were you thinking, letting that wanker in the kitchen?”

“I didn’t let—” Viv stopped, pressing her lips together. There was no point in arguing with Ibby—Ibby, whose ever-present sense of grievance kept him from being the chef his cooking skills justified. “Just get on with it,” she said.

His muttered, “Yes, Chef,” as he set the plates on the pass was sullen, and she thought that she might actually, finally, fire him. But he was right. What had she been thinking?

She’d taken a breath and turned back to the pies puffing up in the oven, when Bea came in from the bar, her face flushed.

“What the hell happened in here?” Bea hissed. “Sarah says you had a row and half the restaurant heard it. And the tickets are piling up.”

Viv met Bea’s gaze. “Where is he? Is he still out there?”

“No. But he’s left his coat.”

Panic seized Viv. “Grace. Where’s Grace?”

“She’s watching telly in the cottage. I just checked on her.”

Viv’s hands shook with relief. “Good. I just didn’t want—” She broke off as Jack came through from the bar.

The tiny kitchen was suddenly much too hot and filled with far too many bodies. “What the hell are you playing at, Viv?” Jack snapped his bar towel like a bullfighter throwing down a challenge. “Who the hell was that, swanning about the place all day in his poncey hat?”

They all stared at her. Waiting, for different reasons, to hear what she would say.

Finally, Viv spoke to Jack. “Fergus. Fergus O’Reilly. The chef. He was my chef, a long time ago.”

Kincaid had shaken the driver, gently at first, then more forcefully. When there was no response, he’d shouted for the woman with the mobile phone.

“I think she’s stopped breathing,” he said when she reached him.

She deftly moved him aside. Feeling for the pulse in the driver’s neck, she shook her head. “Bloody hell. I can’t get to her, and I don’t have any equipment.”

The sirens grew louder. “We’ll have to wait for the ambulance.”

“But she—she was just talking to me. And what about him?” He gestured towards the passenger.

The woman shook her head. “He wasn’t belted in. I’d guess his head hit the windscreen.”

Kincaid looked at the driver again, and he knew that she was too still, much too still. A wave of dizziness hit him.

He must have swayed, because the next thing he knew he was sitting on the ground and the woman was steadying him with one hand while shining a torch in his eyes with the other. “You may be concussed,” she said. “You’ve got a lump the size of a goose egg. Don’t move.”

The siren had grown deafening. Headlamps threw the woman’s face into profile. She was about Gemma’s age, with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail. Then the siren’s wail stopped. Doors slammed, voices shouted. The woman left him. He stayed where he was, frozen, as the action flowed round him.

A boulder, he thought woozily. He might as well be a boulder in a stream. The water was so cold. Not water, he realized, but ground. The cold was seeping through his trousers. The night had turned chill. Why, he wondered, had the woman in the car had her window down? He was shivering now, his teeth beginning to chatter.

The woman came back to him, throwing a rough blanket over his shoulders. “Can you stand if I help you?”

Kincaid started to nod, then quickly thought better of it. She steadied him as he pushed himself up, then she supported him across the rough ground of the verge to her car. Opening the door, she eased him down onto the seat, examining his head in the light of the dome lamp. “You’ve got a good cut there, and one on your cheek, but the bleeding’s let up. What else hurts?”

“Ribs,” he managed with a grimace. “And my hand,” he added with surprise, glancing down at his right hand. He could see bruising, and the beginning of swelling. “Why didn’t I feel it?”

“Shock.” She reached into the footwell and drew something out of a bag. “I keep a thermos in the car for the drive home.” She unscrewed the cap and filled it. “Here. Drink up.”

Kincaid took it left-handed, with shaking fingers. It was coffee, hot and milky. A few sips stopped his teeth chattering. He could see the ambulance crew moving round the wrecked car, their yellow safety jackets gleaming in the light of the flares they’d laid.

“The woman,” he said. “The driver—”

His helper was shaking her head. “Nothing they could do. It’s going to be a job to get both of them out. I can’t imagine what happened. She always seemed such a careful person.”

“You knew her?”

“Oh, not well. But I recognized her. Nell Greene. She was an administrator at my base hospital. In Cheltenham. A nice woman, but she left under some sort of cloud.”

Nell, Kincaid thought. He wished he’d known. He kept hearing her voice, entreating him.

One of the yellow jackets loomed nearer. The woman, who’d been squatting beside the open car door, rose and spoke to him, their voices drifting down to Kincaid.

“Dead,” the man said.

His companion gave him a puzzled look. “What are you talking about? We know they’re dead.”

“No. I mean the bloke in the passenger seat. There was barely a trickle from that head wound. I’d swear he was already bloody dead when the car crashed.”

The woman in scrubs, he learned, was called Tracey, Tracey Woodman, and she’d been on her way home from an ambulance shift out of Cheltenham.

“I was only a half mile behind you,” she told him. “I heard the crash.” Her shoulders twitched in an involuntary shudder. “There’s nothing else sounds like that. I feared the worst.” She glanced down at him. “You were lucky.”

One of the ambulance crew called to her and, after telling Kincaid firmly to stay put, she walked away. The police arrived shortly after, first one panda car, then a second. The fire brigade was not far behind. Kincaid watched as the police and the firefighters conferred with the medics, set flares across the road to redirect traffic, then began setting up a cordon round the accident scene. Used to being in charge, he felt oddly helpless. It was only when an officer came over to speak to him that he realized he not only had no transportation, he had no means of communication. His mobile had been on the car seat.

“My mobile phone,” he said. “Did anyone find it?”

The officer, whose name badge read HAWKINS, shook his head. “No joy, I’m afraid. You’ll have to wait for the scene investigators to finish, and while I’m sure they’ll do their best, that won’t be anytime soon.” Hawkins took Kincaid’s details, raising his eyebrows at Kincaid’s rank. Kincaid at least had identification. His driving license and warrant card were still in his jacket pocket. He winced as he drew them out. His hand was throbbing and every breath brought a stabbing pain in his ribs.

“And what were you doing here? Sir,” Hawkins added hastily.

“Meeting my wife. We’re visiting friends for the weekend. At Beck House.”

This garnered another raised eyebrow. “Just so we can contact you, sir. And we’ll need a blood draw before you leave the scene. You’ll need to come into the station at Cheltenham to make a full statement tomorrow.”

He’d thought about asking if he could borrow the officer’s phone to ring Gemma when Tracey Woodman returned. “When they’re finished with you, I’d be happy to give you a lift.”

Kincaid accepted gratefully.

Woodman examined him, frowning. “You’ll need that cut on your forehead stitched.”

He shook his head, suddenly feeling exhausted. “Not tonight.”

“Then let me at least clean you up a bit, after they stick you.” Leading him over to the ambulance, she sat him on the tailgate, where one of the ambulance medics took a blood sample and labeled it. Then Woodman swabbed gently at the cut in his hairline, finishing with some strips of tape. “There. You’re going to look quite rakish, even once it’s stitched. Downright piratical.”

“My kids will be impressed.” He managed a smile. “Not to mention my wife. Once she gets over killing me for worrying her. I’m hours late, and I lost my mobile in the crash.”

“Do you want to use mine to ring her?”

Kincaid thought, then shook his head, gingerly. “It’s not far, I don’t think. Better I tell her in person. It’s Beck House, near Upper Slaughter.”

Woodman whistled. “The Talbot place? You do move in fine company. You know,” she added as they walked back to her car, “I think I heard at the hospital that Nell Greene had retired to one of the Slaughters. Inherited a cottage or something. We should all be so lucky.” She glanced at the mangled remains of Nell Greene’s little car and shrugged. “Or maybe not.”





Chapter Three

The Talbots had come out to greet Gemma and Melody as soon as Melody’s car came to a full stop on the gravel drive. “My mum has radar. She’ll have sensed us coming up the lane,” Melody whispered as Gemma got out and lifted Charlotte from her car seat. Charlotte clung to her, taking in the house and the strangers with wide eyes.

Lady Adelaide Talbot had given her daughter a peck on the cheek, then held out her hands to Gemma. “I’m so pleased to meet you at last. And you must be Charlotte,” she said, bending down so that she could look the child in the eye as Gemma let Charlotte slide to the ground. “Welcome to Beck House, darling. We’re going to have lots of fun. Would you like to see the house?”

Charlotte nodded, still shy.

“Thank you for having us, Lady Adelaide,” Gemma began, but Melody’s mother was already shaking her head.

“Call me Addie. Everyone does. Can you imagine being saddled with Adelaide? And I’m only a lady when I’m not at home.” Her smile was infectious and Gemma relaxed. Melody had always given her the impression that her mother was quite starchy. She’d been expecting prim, proper, and possibly matronly. Glancing at Melody, she thought she should have known better. Addie Talbot was small, dark-haired, and even more delicate than her daughter. She was also effortlessly elegant in a way that made Gemma doubt her own choice of work trousers and nubby jumper, and wonder just how badly her hair needed a brush.

To cover her discomfort, she exclaimed over the cascades of pink roses surrounding the front door. “Oh, these are gorgeous. What are they?”

“St. Swithun’s. A David Austin climber. Ivan chose them because he misses his dreadful Newcastle weather,” Addie added as she linked her arm through her husband’s.

“St. Swithun’s Day, if it does rain, full forty days it will remain,” said Ivan with a twinkle. “Famously inaccurate.”

“Do come in,” Addie urged. “Ivan can bring your things.” She took Charlotte’s hand and whispered something in her ear that made her giggle.

From inside the house came the sound of excited barking, one dog a high, shrill yap, the other a deeper rumble. “Puppies,” said Charlotte, jiggling with excitement now.

“We put the dogs in the study,” explained Addie, nodding towards the room on the front of the house. “Until we knew if you were comfortable with them.”

“Oh, we have tw—” Gemma began, just as an enormous furry head appeared in the window and a loud “Woof” rattled the glass.

Gemma and Charlotte both jumped, and all of the Talbots grinned. “That’s MacTavish, Mum’s dog,” said Melody. “He’s the size of a horse. But don’t worry, he’s a sweetheart.”

“MacTavish?”

“He’s a Scottish deerhound,” Addie explained. “We thought he deserved something appropriately north of the border.”

Ivan held the door for them, and Gemma caught her breath as she stepped inside. The covered entry opened into a large dark-beamed hall that ran the depth of the house. Sun falling through the west windows painted the pale cream walls with blocks of gold, and through windows on either side of a staircase at the back, Gemma saw a garden and the green of rising hills. A fire already crackled in a large fireplace set at a right angle to the front door.

“It’s beautiful,” Gemma murmured. “And so unusual.”

“My great-grandfather built it in 1905,” said Addie. “The architect was a disciple of Luytens and a devoted follower of the Arts and Crafts movement. They believed in function as well as comfort.”

“I’ll take you for a tour,” put in Melody, nodding towards the study, where the barking was now interspersed with frantic whining, “but first things first. You might want to pick up Charlotte so that Mac doesn’t knock her down.”

Ivan opened the study door and the dogs came bounding out. The small bark, Gemma saw, belonged to a Jack Russell that leapt excitedly at Melody’s legs. “That’s Polly,” said Melody, “Dad’s favorite girl.”

Ivan shook his head, laughing. “Jealousy will get you nowhere, sweetheart.”

The deerhound, an enormous gray beast with a head so large he seemed almost prehistoric, trotted towards them. Charlotte buried her head in Gemma’s shoulder and even Gemma tensed a bit. But the dog was as gentle as Melody had promised, and when he came to sniff and lick at Gemma’s fingers, Charlotte reached out, too, and giggled at the dog’s wet tongue.

Catching the heady scent of roses beneath the resinous smell of the fire, Gemma turned and saw a bowl filled with roses on a side table. Some were the pale pink of the climber by the front door, others deeper pinks and reds. “Are these all from your garden?” she asked.

Smiling, Addie said, “The last flush. It’s a bit of a hobby.”

Melody rolled her eyes. “A bit, yeah. You wouldn’t think Mum is happiest with a trowel in her hand, would you? Come on, I’ll show you round.”

The house was smaller than Gemma had expected, and much more homey. From the deep Mediterranean blue of the sitting room that overlooked the gardens, to the pale blush pink of the kitchen/dining area that opened out from the kitchen side of the central fireplace, the place looked well lived in. Sir Ivan’s deep red study faced the drive, as did a formal dining room. There were just enough touches of chintz to add country charm, enough leather to add masculinity, and the oil paintings of Cotswold landscapes glowed like jewels on the walls. The reds, pinks, and blues flowed from room to room in harmony, and Gemma couldn’t help but notice that all the colors set off Addie Talbot’s flawlessly pale complexion. She also realized that the casualness of the house was quite deliberately—and very expensively—achieved, with the sort of expertise that came only with generations of money and taste.

She felt suddenly much less at ease.

There were four bedrooms on the first floor, and four smaller bedrooms in what had once been the nursery and servants’ quarters on the second floor. She and Duncan had been given a room on the first floor, adjoining a dressing room fitted with a small bed for Charlotte. The windows overlooked the gardens and the hills that were now only deep shadows in the dusk.

“This is perfect,” she said to Melody. A shelf of worn books ran the length of the wall above the bed. The wallpaper was rose-sprigged, the bed linens white and puffy, but one corner of the room held a small desk and a slightly tattered slipper chair with an ottoman and reading lamp. “Was this room yours?” she asked, as it struck her.

Melody nodded. “And it usually still is, when I come to stay, but it’s the only room other than Mum and Dad’s with an en suite bath and a bed for Charlotte. I’m happy to take one of the guest rooms,” she added before Gemma could protest. “And I certainly wasn’t giving this one to Doug.”

From the dressing room, Charlotte said, “Mummy, is this for me?”

Turning, Gemma saw that she meant not the little bed, but a picture book that had been placed on the pillow. When Gemma joined her, she saw that a note had been clipped to the front. “Charlotte, welcome to Beck House,” she read. The heavy paper was signed with a large stylized A. “Yes, darling, it is,” Gemma told her. “A present from Lady Addie. You’ll have to thank her.”

“It’s an Alfie! A new one!” Charlotte clutched the book to her chest. The books by Shirley Hughes about a little boy named Alfie were Charlotte’s favorites, as they had been Toby’s.

“How thoughtful of your mother,” Gemma told Melody.

“One of her many talents. She wanted everyone to feel welcome.”

But Addie wouldn’t have known that the books were Charlotte’s favorites unless Melody had told her. Like mother, like daughter, Gemma thought, remembering all the seemingly casual little things that Melody did for her and for others on the team, things that meant she’d been paying attention to what pleased them.

“Your mum seems awfully calm for having such a big event tomorrow.”

Melody laughed. “I wouldn’t count on that. I would guarantee you that she’s making last-minute calls right now, just making sure she has all her ducks in a row.”

“What’s the luncheon in aid of, exactly? You never said.” Gemma had been in court that week, so she and Melody had spent most of the drive catching up on work news.

“The two local churches. Upper and Lower Slaughter are in different parishes, so supporting one without the other would be a political minefield.” Melody frowned. “But I think the real reason is that Mum wants our local chef—remember the pub I pointed out?—to up her game. She’s invited food critics and bloggers and the event will get lots of media attention. I hope Viv is up for it.”

“Why wouldn’t she be?”

“Rumor is that Viv was a rising star on the London food scene ten or twelve years ago. Then she just disappeared. Turned up here a couple of years ago and bought into the Lamb. Wanted a quiet life, apparently. I’d say she got that.”

“Mummy.” Book in one hand, Charlotte tugged at Gemma’s jumper with the other. “Read it to me.”

“Let’s take it downstairs, shall we?” Melody told her. “Dad will have poured drinks and we don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“I can’t think what’s keeping him,” said Gemma a few hours later. She felt it was rude to sit clutching her mobile in the Talbots’ sitting room, but she’d tried Kincaid half a dozen times without a response. It was nearing nine o’clock and he should have arrived shortly after them. She’d even contemplated ringing Kit or Doug, to see if they’d heard from him, but didn’t want to worry them unnecessarily.

“Do you want us to mount a search party?” asked Addie. Gemma thought she was joking until Addie continued, “Ivan can take the Land Rover while Melody and I take our cars. You need to stay with your daughter, of course.”

“Oh, no, I’m sure he’ll turn up,” protested Gemma, shaking her head. Kincaid would be mortified if she called out the cavalry.

But Melody was frowning. “It’s not like him.”

“Maybe his mobile battery died,” Gemma suggested, trying to convince herself. “It wouldn’t be the first time he forgot his car charger. Or he could have had car trouble. I keep telling him he’s got to replace the old boat, even if it hurts his dad’s feelings.” The Astra estate had been a gift from Hugh, Kincaid’s father, when the demands of family life had finally forced Kincaid to give up driving his classic MG. A wife, three kids, and two dogs simply had not fit.

She put her phone on the side table and sipped at the brandy Sir Ivan had insisted on pouring her after dinner. Waiting for Kincaid, they’d put off the light supper the Talbots had prepared until Charlotte had been almost too sleepy to eat. Cold salads, pâté, cheeses, and bread had been laid out in the comfortable eating area in the kitchen.

“We didn’t want to worry about getting a hot meal on the table with everyone in transit and the little one up past her bedtime,” Addie had said. “I raided Daylesford Organic,” she added with a conspiratorial smile. Gemma had no idea what she was talking about.

“The Fortnum and Mason of the countryside,” Melody explained. “The poshest farm shop you can imagine. Run by the family who owns JCB.” When Gemma still looked blank, she elaborated. “You know. Tractors. Earth movers. Pots of money. And the shop is so upmarket it even has a spa.” When Gemma raised her eyebrows, Melody said, “Seriously. That’s where you’ll find all the Chipping Norton set. Even the Camerons, if the stars are in your favor.”

Ivan’s mouth twitched in amusement. “Or not, more like.”

In spite of what she’d heard from Kincaid, Sir Ivan Talbot had been a surprise to Gemma. She’d seen photos, of course, so she’d known he was impressively tall and blond, but nothing had prepared her for his sheer presence. Or for the remnants of his Geordie accent. Melody had told her his story; a Newcastle grammar school boy, he’d come to London and taken a job as a fledgling reporter for the Chronicle, the newspaper owned by Addie’s family. Smart and fiercely ambitious, his wooing of the boss’s daughter had made London tongues wag. But anyone who wondered whether plain Ivan Talbot had courted Lady Adelaide Mann out of a desire to move up in the world had only to see the two of them together to know otherwise.

More and more of the running of the paper had fallen to Ivan, and when Addie’s parents died, Ivan had taken over, shaping the paper to his vision. They had all, in the last few months, had reason to be thankful for it.

Gemma was wondering if there was any way she could tell him how much she appreciated what he’d done for Kincaid when both dogs lifted their heads, ears pricked. She heard it then, the crunch of tires on gravel, and then the dogs began to bark.

Later, Kincaid would only remember the swoop of the drive in the dark, then the shape of the house, blotting out the sky. It seemed formidable, but light shone from the lower windows, a good sign, surely.

Tracey Woodman brought the car to a halt in front of the door. Then, reaching up, she switched on the dome light and examined his face one more time. “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. “I’d be happier if you’d go to A and E.”

“I’m fine,” Kincaid assured her. In fact, he didn’t feel fine at all, but the last thing he wanted to do was go to hospital. “Nothing that a good night’s sleep won’t mend.”

“Promise me you’ll at least have someone look at that cut tomorrow. And at your hand.”

Ouch. Obviously he hadn’t managed to hide the fact that his hand was swelling and hurt like blazes. “Right. I will.” He could hear dogs barking now, from inside the house.

Tracey seemed to hesitate a moment, then pulled her handbag from the footwell and dug round in it. She fished out a pen and a scrap of paper with a look of triumph. “Just in case you need anything,” she said, scribbling, “like some more medical advice to ignore”—she looked up with a grin—“here’s my number. I only live in Bourton.”

“Thank you,” Kincaid said, offering her his left hand. “Really.” Light spilled from the door of the house. “I’d better go.” As he climbed out and shut the car door, Tracey switched off the dome light, then gave him a friendly wave as she drove away.

Kincaid turned to see Gemma coming towards him, followed by Ivan Talbot, Melody, and a small, dark-haired woman he assumed must be Melody’s mother. The barking continued from inside the house.

“Duncan! Where’s your car? What happened? Are you all right?” Peering at him, Gemma touched his arm, her face creased with concern. “What have you done to your face? I was so worried.”

“Long story.” Managing a smile, he greeted Ivan. “Good to see you, sir.”

“No ‘sirs’ here. Just Ivan. And this is my wife, Addie.”

When Kincaid reached out to her, she waved his hand away. “Never mind that. Let’s get you inside.”

They led him into the house and introduced him to the dogs, who sniffed at him with more than usual doggy interest. He realized he must smell like blood—and God knew what else he had sat or crawled in on the side of the road.

“Let’s get you a drink,” said Ivan. “You look like you could use one. Whisky?”

“Yes, please. But, first, could I have a wash?” Kincaid turned to Gemma. “Where’s Char?”

“Asleep, upstairs. But I’ll just go make sure the dogs didn’t wake her. Then, I want to know exactly what happened to you.”

Kincaid scrubbed as well as his sore hand would allow, then dried his hands gingerly on the Talbots’ fine linen bathroom towel. Then, he examined his forehead and cheek in the mirror, dabbing at the remaining dried blood with a wad of tissue from the toilet roll. Still, even tidied, he was not a pretty sight. No wonder Gemma had looked horrified. His jacket had a rip in the right shoulder but he had nothing to change into—his overnight bag, he realized, was still in his car. His knee was stinging, too, but he didn’t feel like rolling up his trouser leg to check the damage.

The small downstairs loo was warm, and for a moment he was tempted to sink down on the toilet lid and close his eyes, just for a bit . . .

He shook himself and splashed a little water on the undamaged parts of his face. His hand throbbed—he would have to get some ice on it. By the time Gemma rapped on the door and said, “Are you okay, love?” he was as presentable as he was going to get. Coming out into the kitchen, he gave her a one-sided hug and rested his cheek against her hair for just an instant, but she pulled away so that she could look at him. She touched her fingers lightly to his cheek, then asked, “Where else are you hurt? And how badly?”

“I’m fine, really. Just banged up a bit.”

Lady Addie had made him a plate of sandwiches. As she urged him into the sitting room, she said, “Whatever happened to you, I think you won’t have eaten.” He took the plate willingly, and he didn’t object when Ivan waved him into the chair nearest the fire and handed him a crystal tumbler with a finger’s worth of whisky. He wondered if he should drink it, as odd as he felt, but the first sip warmed him to his toes and he felt his muscles ease.

“The car,” said Gemma. “What happened to the car? Did you—”

Ivan held up a hand. “Let the man eat, lass. Whatever it is, I imagine it will keep a few more minutes.”

Kincaid bit into a ham and tomato sandwich. Suddenly, he was ravenous. As murmured conversation went on round him, he finished the ham, and then the cheese and pickle. Down-to-earth food, and delicious, the sort of thing he’d grown up on in Cheshire. When he’d finished, he set the plate aside and cradled the whisky in his left hand. The
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