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Dedication

For Nadine and her bathtime reading






Epigraph

I do not know much about gods; but I think that the river

Is a strong brown god – sullen, untamed and intractable,

Patient to some degree, at first recognised as a frontier;

Useful, untrustworthy, as a conveyor of commerce;

Then only a problem confronting the builder of bridges.

The problem once solved, the brown god is almost forgotten

By the dwellers in cities – ever, however, implacable.

Keeping his seasons and rages, destroyer, reminder

Of what men choose to forget. Unhonoured, unpropitiated

By worshippers of the machine, but waiting, watching and waiting.

T. S. Eliot, ‘Dry Salvages’
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Prologue

There has always been the river. Sometimes it comes at a canter, sometimes in a torrent, depending on weather and whim. This early evening, it is placid and smooth, a blue-grey snake that lies more or less still, ready to strike.

A woman, hot from her run, takes off her shoes and socks and cools her aching feet in the satin chill of the water. The air is thick, the river is inviting. Around her is the peace that comes just before dusk in the countryside, the day all but over, the swelter gone, the breeze rising to greet the beginnings of night.

Elsewhere a man, also warm from his constant movement, backpack cutting into his shoulders in familiar – and welcome – thrum of pain. He moves down the river path, up again, never still. At night he sleeps nearby, watches the insects settle and swarm above the surface, little motes of life. Above him bats flit, soundless, twisting and swerving into the living clouds. If you only eat midges, he thinks, you must need to keep hunting the long night through, just to fill your tiny bat belly. Larger creatures appear too, especially if he doesn’t move much: big fish rise up gulping to the surface, mouths puckered; voles and shrews, ratty and swift, dart in and out of the water, slick and slippery as if they have been oiled. Once he saw an otter, incongruous as if from a picture book, resting on the bank, paws across its chest.

People are drawn to water, day and night. To eat and drink, to gather and stare. They ignore him, mostly. If he is walking, head down, they let him go by, a figure lost in his own private world. Sometimes they jog past him, huffing at the temerity of his existence, daring to slow them down for a micro-second. As dusk comes, and he finds his spot for the night, he becomes completely unseen, ignored. A part of the landscape, the unconsidered backdrop. He witnesses romantic assignations, kisses and cuddles, hungry hands clawing atop scanty summer clothes. Skinny-dips in the river: shrieks of joy and cold, bright flares of flesh in the gloom.

Not just joy, of course. There is never just joy in the world. He sees fights, hears shouts and curses, wounding words that can never be taken back. There is danger here. The river, which loops and bends, bracketed by thick lines of trees and vegetation, is always both public and private. You can do all sorts, especially in those moments of half-light early and late.

And whatever else happens, the river keeps going, ever onward. Unlike life, which can be suddenly stopped when you least expect it.






Book One: Watershed


Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn

Among the river sallows, borne aloft

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies.

John Keats, ‘To Autumn’










Chapter One

Jake Jackson, happy, is standing in a second-hand bookshop, lost in thought. His fingers trace the spines of books that all bear the scars of reading. Softly battered, marked by time and use. Shabby, like him. Outside, through the bay window, the afternoon looks mild and warm and sleepy, a final soft exhalation of summer. No cars move down this cobbled street. Not that many people either.

He is in Meryton, the largest town near Little Sky, the farmhouse where he lives. Three streets of shops, a school, two churches, three pubs, and mostly small, snug cottages, built for local labourers over the past few centuries. Jake doesn’t come here often, but he loves books, especially detective books, and can’t be without access to a bookshop. He enjoys the randomness, the serendipity of visiting a place where he can’t predict what exactly might tempt him, stocked as it is by the whims and subjective tastes of those unknown folk who live close by. He likes objects that have been given up, spurned even, something he can reclaim. In any case, he has no choice. Little Sky is not on a postal route, and so he cannot receive deliveries by men in shorts representing faceless companies. His house has no internet access either, so the world of online shopping is removed entirely.

Every couple of weeks, he gets a lift the ten miles or so along meandering lanes to Meryton, buys a few books, and runs them home, following the route of the river that lies across the landscape like a solid line scribbled on a page. It has become a pleasant ritual in a life where such minor moments of routine are plotted and treasured.

Jake hears a gentle cough and peers over his shoulder, pushing his long, sun-streaked hair clear to meet the eyes of the man standing behind the cash register. The bookseller is entering late middle age, thick-rimmed black glasses contrasting with a pale and freckled face, his hair grey, his cropped stubble white as chalk. Behind him is a sign with the name of his establishment in ornate lettering: BOOKS DO FURNISH A ROOM. Some sort of literary joke.

Sam Fryer (‘I should’ve opened a chippy,’ he once told Jake) has been running the shop for decades, having fled his former life in the city as a teacher. He had a radical background there: was a marcher, a heckler, a self-righteous protester on behalf of social justice, but had eventually grown worn down by his failure to change the world, and worn out by the demands of teaching unwilling children. His shop was his passion, his escape.

Sam had not given up his history in one conversation, but in several, over many months of Jake’s regular attendance. His voice soft and searching, his eyes calm, pale grey as pebbles. Jake had told him – in similarly protracted fashion – some of his own past: his life as a policeman, a detective in fact, a loyal member of an institution Sam had once so lustily reviled. Now both older, both removed from that urban world, they could be wry and understanding of one another’s former lives.

‘Jake, will you make your mind up and buy something? I’d like to close up in a second.’

There is a clock on the wall to the side of them, ticking thoughtfully. ‘It’s barely even five o’clock, Sam. I’ve no idea how you make this place pay.’

Sam is clearing his desk, stacking papers and books. ‘I overcharge the likes of you. It’s a seller’s market. If you didn’t have me, where would you go?’

Jake carries his book choices to the desk, well-thumbed paperbacks as ever, selected with no great theme in mind, with names that have grown familiar to him over time: Fred Vargas, Ellis Peters, Lucy Foley, Ian Rankin.

He hands over a twenty-pound note, and waves away the change. If you have money, he thinks, you should always share it generously with people who provide something you value. And Jake is, by any standards, wealthy. He inherited a farmhouse called Little Sky from his uncle Arthur, along with his love of books, a library of thrillers, and enough money to live comfortably forever. Arthur’s death had defined Jake’s life, enabled him to leave the force and the city, embrace the rolling quietude of the deep countryside, seek peace.

Sam ushers him out of the door, where he nearly bumps into a solid figure walking swiftly past. He carries a heavy backpack, like a soldier’s, three or four times the size of Jake’s, and he is marching like a soldier, head down and fast, yomping along as if part of an invisible cohort somewhere on the moors. Jake’s impact moves him a fraction sideways, but scarcely checks his momentum. He does not look back, waves off Jake’s apology, and heads relentlessly on. His body is thick and trim, his T-shirt blackened with sweat, his hair shorn almost to the skin, like a penitent.

Jake shouts another apology, to no avail, and turns back to Sam, who looks rueful.

‘You’ll not get much out of him.’

‘I’ve seen him around the place, along the river. Always marching up and down.’

Sam is leaning against the doorway, rolling a cigarette. ‘That’s Martin. He buys the occasional book here, but I wouldn’t say I’ve got to know him. He always looks like he’s running away from something, and in a sense he is.’ Sam lowers his voice, rests a hand on Jake’s shoulder. ‘I hate to gossip, as you know.’ Jake grins at the manifest untruth. ‘But he left his name when he was waiting for a book, and I googled him. Martin George. There was a man of that name a few years ago, lost his wife and daughter. The youngster was killed, the wife assaulted, you know, raped, in their house while he was out.’

‘Jesus. Poor guy.’

‘It’s worse even than that. He was on early shift, left for work in the middle of the night, accidentally left the door open. Just forgot to check it properly, left it swinging, an invitation to the wrong person. Someone went in, opportunistic, I suppose. Wife never forgave him, moved away. It broke him, as it would, wouldn’t it? He gave everything up, lives more or less on the river now, spends his days walking about the place, sort of restless. He’s, I don’t know, empty when you speak to him, emptied out.’

Sam has lit his cigarette and taken several deep puffs, and now stubs it on the wall, red sparks careening to the ground. ‘Anyhow, I’ve not got time to chat. That’s the whole reason I kicked you out in the first place.’ He pats Jake once more, a gesture of kindly solidarity, and heads inside.

Jake slides his purchases into his own backpack, and shrugs it tight onto his shoulders. It is a lovely late afternoon for a run, warm but not hot, the air a balm against his skin. He is wearing old cloth shorts, once blue but now grey with over-washing, and a dark green vest. His arms are well-muscled, a pale blue vein snaking across each bicep, his calves knotted beneath hairs that have been coppered by the summer sun. He walks in the direction Martin has gone, then takes two turns which bring him to the river’s edge.

He could hear the water before, but now he sees it, navy blue flecked with foamy white as it courses, heedless, past him. The low sun coats its surface like bronze polish. It is wide at this point, a hundred yards across or more, and in the distance to his left he can see the structure of a bridge, once stone now concrete, casting long shadows into the water. He sets his feet on the small pathway that borders the river. The ground in front of him is already a patterned carpet of discarded leaves, those freshly bleached greens and yellows mixed with umber and ochre, life’s rot, muddied and soft and scuffable.

Jake begins to jog, keeping the water to his right as he goes, a constant companion for the next ten miles. His stride is long and easy, his daily regime of running around the vast perimeter of his property making his legs feel hardy, his lungs full and wide. He sees almost nobody. A cottage, from which smoke snakes into the silvery blue of the early evening, the only sign of hidden life.

There is hardly any traffic on the river either. A man in an ancient rowboat, in the shade of a willow, thick-jumpered and still, a fishing rod leaning out precariously into the water. A single barge, grubby and water-beaten, huffing and puffing past, scarcely faster than his running pace. Quiet once more. The path follows the bends of the river, long and sinuous, like a casually outstretched arm. The light begins to fade with the afternoon, the water darkens, now chestnut-coloured, glossy as paint.

He can feel the pull in his muscles, the mild strain that makes getting to the end of exercise worthwhile in the first place. A larger boat passes him, a sailboat, broad and impressive, large-bellied and billowing with the insistent breeze.

That belly of the sail reminds him of pregnancy, makes him think of Livia. He had met her three years before, the local vet, and they had fallen in love. He had never had children, not in his first marriage, which ended in a welter of miscarriages and regret. He thought he might never have them, but this last summer – amid an investigation into murder on an archaeological dig – Livia had shyly, magnificently confirmed she was having his baby. That fact is now the centre of his existence, something that he weighs continually, clutches in his mind, a blessing and a burden of responsibility. He is desperate for nothing to go amiss, for disaster not to strike. He feels always a second away from bad news, knows he has an endless foreshadowing of a flinch. It annoys Livia, he can tell, that he has this edginess, this fear that seems as solid and growing as the child inside her.

Jake shakes his head to clear negative thoughts. He is nearly home, the shape of his surroundings now recognizable: a hawthorn tree, trunk wizened and wrenched forward like an old man leaning on a stick, its berries already weighing down the branches, pinpricks of blood against the lush green of the leaf; the bank of cornflowers on a hummock rich with wild grass, a needless tuft in the landscape, shaggy and speckled with blue. He strikes off on a path that takes him past Livia’s house. He slows to let his breathing settle, the throb of his pulse loud in his ears.

Inside the garden, Livia is sitting on a chair by the door, her mind elsewhere, green eyes wide open, as she frets a piece of material in her hands. She stands as she sees him, her expression a little absent, preoccupied, her legs long and brown, still glinting in the incoming dusk.

‘Lovey, I was going to leave a message for you. That woman by the river, they’ve found her phone, her shoes, but no other sign of her. Do you think she’s lying somewhere? Do you think she’s dead?’






Chapter Two

The missing woman is called Claire Davidson, small, short-dark hair, early thirties, a nurse with a husband and two children. She had been gone a couple of days and already there was a hue and cry about her. Livia had followed the story from the outset, it had preyed on her mind, and she now spent too much time monitoring its progress, hungry for news of Claire’s fate.

Claire had been on a walk or run by the river, some form of exercise. She’d been wearing lycra, mainly pinks and purples, and had headed off on a route that should have taken her – according to her regular habits – no more than an hour or two. Then nothing. Disappeared from the land completely.

Jake knows most of this only from Livia herself. He tries to divorce himself from the news, in any form. At Little Sky, it is easy. Once he had lived an urban life as a detective, over-filled with incident, with events of cruelty and chaos. He had spent time trying to explain it all, to piece together what had led to disappearances and assaults and deaths, to make sense of what appeared so often senseless. Now, where he can help it, he no longer seeks information about what is going on in the world.

He leans forward into Livia’s hug, inhaling the cherry perfume of her hair, feeling that hard knot in her stomach nestling against him. ‘Liv, is this the hormones talking, d’you think? You seem very invested in that woman.’

She jabs him archly. ‘Well forgive me for caring about another human being.’ She sighs, as the jab becomes a stroke, her fingertips pushing down the fibrous hairs on his arm. ‘You’re probably right. But only a bit. I feel sorry for her, that’s all. In the photos, she has this kind, this searching, this – I don’t know – hapless face. And I hate the thought of something happening to her. What do you think’s gone on?’

‘It’s an odd thing, but people really do disappear, especially in places a little out in the wilds. She could’ve been attacked, sure, but she could’ve decided to go for a swim, people do, and just not been ready for the water.’

‘You swim all the time, it must be safe in summer, mustn’t it? I’m always walking past half-naked folk diving in the river.’ She sniffs at him. ‘And, by the way, you could do with some sort of plunge right about now.’

He pulls up a chair, mock-frowning, feeling the damp droop of his vest, smelling the animal tang of drying sweat. ‘That’s what comes from grabbing me as soon as I walk in.’ Livia has poured him a cold glass of home-made lemonade from a jug half-filled with ice and mint. It is sharp and herby. He swallows a large mouthful. ‘No, the water’s pretty cold even at this time of year. Definitely still dangerous.’

‘Hard to believe an impromptu swim could be deadly, though. And where’s her body?’

Jake stands up and stretches. ‘You’d be surprised. Water’s never really safe. And you’re always telling me not to see conspiracies everywhere.’

The garden is small, and overlooks fields that stretch into the distance, pale greens, stubbly browns, and one shock of yellow, a wide patch of rapeseed that has not yet been harvested. In the apple tree above them, a solitary cuckoo offers a modest serenade, two paired notes floating gently down, simple as a flute. Behind them, in the kitchen, he can hear Diana, Livia’s daughter, singing less tunefully to herself as she does her homework. She was a welcome product of an unwelcome liaison with a father she has never met, and is now eight, a big fan of Jake, somewhat changeable on the subject of a new sibling on the way.

Her head pops out from the open door for a second, an animal from its burrow, hair wild with dark curls, her eyes green like her mum’s but paler and softer, a washed-out watercolour.

‘You look like a right sweaty mess, Jake.’

‘Afternoon to you, little one.’

Her lips twist in weary scorn. ‘I’m not little any more. Anyway, bye.’ She retreats and resumes her song.

For a second, as the light begins to fail, Jake feels protective of Livia and Diana, the beginnings of his family. An irrational impulse. He reaches over and strokes Livia’s hand. ‘You’re sleeping here tonight, aren’t you? Why don’t I come tomorrow morning and we’ll go and join the search. I’m sure you’ll be able to find out where it’s happening.’

Livia clasps hold of his wrist gently, running her own fingers – which are brown and delicate, faintly creased with age – over his calloused palms, writing small circles on each patch of roughened skin. ‘I’d like to do that, I reckon. Good thinking, lovey. Are you not staying over? I’ve got a house call in a few minutes, then I’m dropping off Di at her riding club.’

‘I think I’ll get home, clean myself up and sort the house out. You guys can then stay the weekend in the sort of luxury you’re accustomed to.’

They kiss goodbye, Jake feels the customary clench of affection in his stomach. His legs have stiffened and he is slow in his walk out of Parvum, and towards home. His journey takes him one final time near to the river, a slinking, steady presence, almost black in the soft dusk, moving with solemn languor. It looks peaceful, sombre and safe. And yet he knows that it can be a killer.






Chapter Three

Water is still on his mind when he gets home. The sky has paled to ballet-shoe pink. There is still welcome warmth in the air and the ground. Jake drops his backpack by the door, kicks off his clothes and walks to the pier that stretches into Chandler Lake. The name is a deliberate nod to crime fiction, as it is with the other landmarks of his vast, undulating, isolated property: Agatha Wood, Poirot Point, fields called Bosch, Morse and Wimsey.

He had always been suspicious of wild swimming, and the online trumpeting and tribalism that seemed to accompany it. But the shock of chill water to the body has become an experience he craves, pitched somewhere between therapy, trial, and sensory jolt. It’s like a proof of living, as he now leaps in and feels his breath torn from his body, the enveloping velvet of coolness, the dark depths beneath the soft-hued sky. There is danger here, but also release. He wonders how Claire had felt about the same sensation, if indeed she had.




The next morning, Livia is waiting for him and together they drive in her battered Volvo to a hamlet called Westerby, a scattering of houses in one of the bends of the river. It was here that Claire Davidson had last been seen, and where her belongings had been found. There is another search planned for this morning, and they can see when they arrive a gathering of volunteers, many clad as if for a summer picnic: bare legs and sunhats, bottles of water and dark glasses. Some are brandishing their phones, complaining about a lack of signal.

Jake recognizes some of the locals. Families from Parvum, a dad he half-knows from Diana’s school. Sarah from the village shop, the Jolly Nook, is closest to the river, slightly aloof, arms folded and apprehensive, kicking the turf as she waits and listens to a suet-faced, lumbering figure who is probably a farmer. Rose and Lily are there too: brother and sister, he a harmless scoundrel, she an archaeology student, both sitting on the damp ground, faces raised in anticipation of the heat of the day. Livia greets them with hugs and flops down beside them. Jake’s progress is checked by a hand to his arm. He spins round and sees another familiar face, Jo, one of his closest friends in the area. She is a journalist, reluctantly running the news operation of a local newspaper that has mostly become a vapid and garish website, a cantankerous, charming, loyal figure, who had long been close to Livia and has warmed to Jake since his arrival.

Her face is closed, disgruntled. She has a cigarette in one hand, and expels smoke as she talks. It feels fitting, she is fairly smouldering with annoyance.

‘Jakey, I thought you and Liv would come along to this. There’s a pretty good turnout of the local citizenry, mostly good sorts. But there’s a few strangers too, look yonder.’

A group of people standing on the wall by the bridge. Young, at least younger than Jake, the men in T-shirts with the arms rolled up to their shoulders, hair fluffed up at the front in poodleish fashion, the women in tiny shorts and long shirts. They are filming each other and themselves on their phones, a general hubbub of singsong narration audible even at this distance.

Jo snorts with derision. ‘This whole story is getting too big already. It’s partially my lot’s fault, I know. We’ve all been pitching the tale of the bouncy white nurse and her mysterious disappearance, real heartstring stuff. The nationals have got excited, there’s a broadcast truck somewhere blocking the road into the village. Hairy-arsed engineers sipping their tea in the street. I can handle that; I’m used to it, I’m part of it, if I’m honest. But this shower over there really boil my piss. Influencers. They’ve come here to solve a mystery for their fucking TikTok following.’

Jake is quiet, as Jo runs slightly out of steam.

‘Jake, do you even know what TikTok is?’

‘No more than I need to.’ He shakes his head. ‘But are they any worse than journalists, really? You’re ghoulish, and your readers are ghoulish, everyone loves a pretty tragedy even if they pretend not to.’

Jo laughs. Her bobbed hair, with tinges of grey she has stopped trying to conceal, flutters in front of her face and she huffs it away. ‘They’re so fucking . . . guileless about it all, though. We dress things up and talk about the public interest and important ideas like scrutiny and transparency. They just want to look good, get likes and be close to the action. They should at least pretend to care, shouldn’t they?’

One of those to whom she is gesturing, a woman with red sunglasses and a sort of blond beehive hairdo, is sprawled on her side as close to the flowing water as she can, filming herself issuing dire warnings about the dangers of the river behind her.

‘I see your point, Jo. But they’ll get bored of this in the end.’

‘Let’s hope they get bored because we find her.’

Jake points to another cluster, just young men this time. They are in shorts and vests, standing with their arms taut, their triceps bulging. ‘Some more charming strangers?’

Jo stubs her cigarette out carefully. ‘Nah, they’re locals, lads from Meryton. If I were to be uncharitable for a moment – and I know you’d not expect that of me – I’d say they want to be in the background of whatever videos are being made, and appear on the telly. They’ve been flexing their muscles like that for the last half hour, while trying to pretend they’re not. It must be exhausting.’

One of them, prison-built with thick arms and small legs, a ghost of a moustache, hair shaved at the sides and allowed to grow long at the back, is staring fiercely at the river, letting his hands clench and unclench. Jake watches as he is brought back into the group with a push, rejoining their desultory conversation with his hands still bunched at his sides.

He turns back to Jo. ‘Who’s in charge here, then? Is there a plan?’

‘Your pal McAllister’s running the show really, but he’s delegated this morning’s search to those coppers there.’ She gestures to a man and a woman in black trousers and white shirts. ‘They’ll give you a map, and an area to cover, and then off you go.’ Chief Inspector McAllister was a recent arrival to their community, and a welcome one. He had worked closely with Jake when they looked into the murders at the archaeological dig.

As the police officers begin dividing the crowd into groups, Livia stands. Jake watches as she walks over and waits to collect a map, rubbing her belly with one hand, her back with the other, unconsciously framing the life within. It’s a habit she has adopted early on, a sort of pose of pregnancy. Jake likes to see it, and wonders if anyone else can read its meaning. She is wearing light grey cotton trousers and a yellow vest, her skin darkened by the summer months, the brown base of her stomach, hard as an upturned bowl, only briefly visible when she shifts position. It is not quite big enough to excite attention, not quite small enough to ignore if you look for it.

Jo has grabbed a notebook from somewhere. ‘You get going with that gorgeous lady of yours. I’ll stick around here and bother the police. Not that they talk to journalists any more. In their scheme of things, we exist somewhere between petty thieves and arsonists. Scum, really.’

‘Is that what they think of you, or you think of them?’

She winks, then leans across and pecks him on the cheek. Scents of coffee and smoke. She moves off to hug Livia, before heading on towards the two officers.

‘I said we’d cross the river and go one or two miles up.’ Livia is serious, but there remains a breezy energy about her. ‘Rose and Lil are going to stick on this side, and then we could meet up.’ She points to the map. ‘At the Old Souls Bridge here.’

‘Are you all right going that far?’

She pushes a finger to his mouth. ‘No pregnancy fussing. I’m not ill, I’m not an invalid. I’m a healthy animal with another one waiting its time inside me.’

‘Silly me.’

They cross the bridge briskly and head up the pathway. Most of the other groups have stayed on the other side of the river, some going upstream, some down, some heading off across the fields – softly rolling and green in parts, otherwise more hardscrabble, with brown, post-harvest soil turned over and baked hard and crumbly in the sun.

Soon Jake and Livia are alone. They hold hands for a few strides, arms swinging, before they both realize they should not be approaching the journey as just a gentle walk in the sun. It is hard not to relax into the morning, though, the sky now blue with gently scudding clouds, the reassuring burble of the water. They pass a pair of birds bobbing near the reeds, long pale necks, with heads of mottled orange at the back, black feathers sticking up on top. Avian punks, croaking like bad singers.

‘I love bad-haircut birds.’ Jake is oddly pleased by the sighting.

‘We in the veterinary community prefer to call them great crested grebes, you know.’

‘They look a bit like those gym lads. Posers.’

‘It’s how lots of animals pick their mates – who’s the best poser?’

‘That’s certainly how I picked you out. I remember that hot day, you were in small shorts, tiny vest, sexily chasing sheep in a field.’ He taps her on the bottom gently. ‘Posing and sweating.’

She digs him in the ribs. ‘Working, as you well know. I never sweat.’

A companionable silence falls. They start to concentrate their attention more on the riverbank, a thin strip of mud three feet beneath them, massed thickets of plants, some rotting wood. There has been rain this summer, more than usual, so the water is high and fast, especially for the season. It is clear enough, bottle-green in this light, but so deep that the silty depths are invisible. At each clump of vegetation they crouch, looking into the morass, checking if anything is trapped.

‘Would we really be able to find anything in the water at this point?’

Jake creakily stands. ‘It’s possible, but I’ve been on jobs where a body stays hidden for ages even with divers in the water. Once everything gets so wet, it merges into the surrounding wetness.’

‘I heard some expert on the radio saying that he’d find Claire in a morning’s work.’

‘I’ve never trusted people who are one hundred per cent confident about anything. Especially experts showing off on the radio.’ He inhales. There is the faint smell of dirt and decay, sickly, in the air. ‘Doubt always seems to be a healthier approach in life generally.’

They move on. Two boats pass, small motor launches, their inhabitants waving cordially. Thicket to thicket they go. Livia has found a long stick, almost head-height, which she uses to prod into each murky dampness. They look up the river, the surface shimmers and slides, a soft haze hovers. Right before the course twists westwards, it widens and, in the cleft of the bend, they see a mooring area, a stationing of barges tied together.

‘What’s that right the way up there?’ Livia is curious.

‘I’ve walked near it before. It’s like a barge community. Maybe four or five of them, more or less permanently docked, if that’s the word you use. I’ve never met anyone who actually lives there, though.’

‘Maybe someone might have seen Claire.’

‘I’m sure they’ll have been asked.’

‘Do you want to check?’

Jake stretches. He’s not exactly pushed for time. ‘Why not?’

They increase their pace with a destination now in mind. Jake feels the sweat trickle down his back, pooling at his waistband. Livia looks as cool as normal. The sun never seems to overheat her body, her skin welcomes the rays as a healthful gift, darkening further each day, leaving just the few contrasting, creamy, private patches shaped by tan-lines. Jake tries to put those areas out of his mind for the moment.

They are within hailing distances of the barges. The first appears deserted, gently rocking with the current, some bright red geraniums a splash of living colour against the prevailing browns and greens. On the second – its name Offshore painted in baroque, looping letters – sits a woman, hair as white as wool, incongruously dressed in a rain jacket. Her occupation is summery enough: she is shelling peas into a metal bowl, which glints in the sun like the surrounding water.

Livia hails her as they come alongside the barge. Her face, at rest rather forbidding, breaks into a smile and she beckons them aboard. They sit down beside her on the bench, which is sanded smooth and faintly warm.

‘Those look good. Where d’you get fresh vegetables on a boat like this?’ Livia is friendly and solicitous as ever.

She beams, teeth broken and greyed. ‘Ah, not that I should be boasting about it, but we’ve got what you might call an informal garden beyond those trees there.’ She gestures with her head, her hands busy squeezing, peas popping into the bowl with a satisfying ping. ‘I’m sure we should’ve asked permission, but we’ve been here for so long, nobody’s ever worried too much about it. My name’s Maud, by the way.’

Jake and Livia introduce themselves.

‘And how long before the little baby comes?’

Livia gulps, a little taken aback. She had only told Jake about it a few weeks ago, and they have told nobody else. ‘I’m only a few months, and still think most people can’t spot it.’

‘Don’t worry, my dear. I’ve got an eye for that sort of thing. Always had. Pregnancy suits you too.’ Maud beams. ‘You’ll make a lovely-looking family, I’ve no doubt. Big feller like your man, lovely exotic beauty like yours.’

Jake winces a little at ‘exotic’. Livia takes no offence. ‘I don’t know what to say to that, Maud.’

Maud offers a hand, strong and meaty, the product of a lifetime’s outdoor work. ‘I’m too old to mind my tongue too much.’ She smiles, beatific. ‘Now you came to me, can I help with anything?’

Jake explains their search for Claire. Maud nods sagely. ‘I’d heard something on the wireless. I’m out on deck most days, all day in the summer, weather permitting, and I’m sure as can be I’ve seen nothing floating past. We get plenty of joggers on the riverside, though, and I generally pay them no mind. They look so unhappy, I reckon, especially the women. So joyless. When I was young, I didn’t need to charge around the place, all sweaty and sad-looking. I ate properly and walked everywhere, and looked like a woman should look. Curves, here and there. Some of this lot wear so little, I see more of their unmentionable bits than my old man did when we were courting.’

She nudges Jake suggestively. ‘I might not be much to look at now, but I was a real head-turner when I were a lass, let me tell you. I do say, though, that when you get to a certain age, you might as well be comfortable. My old man was the same too.’

‘Is he about?’

‘He passed on a while back, God rest him. A real waterman, you know. We spent years up and down the rivers, and then came here a long while ago to settle. Never regretted it, and I like the company now. I’m the local old biddy, and that suits me.’

Jake looks across at the row of moored barges, shackled loosely together, never still. ‘It’s a little community, I guess.’

Maud nods approvingly. ‘There’s a family at the end, David and Rajni, she’s another dark beauty like you, my love. Their kids are teenagers now, though I can scarce believe it. Next to them are Alex and Julia, sorry Yulia. From the Ukraine, don’t you know, got out before the war. Hard-working pair, them; not around too much. And then there’s Vaughan Mitchell, nearly as old a bugger as me. Used to work in the city, spent a small fortune doing up his barge, changed its name, which I told him you should never do. Terrible luck. Now it’s called The Playboy, would you believe. He’s not as bad as all that, though.’

Jake realizes that Maud could keep a conversation like this going indefinitely. He tries to bring things back to Claire, but it becomes obvious that Maud has seen nothing to help them.

‘We lost a woman to drowning, you know, must have been near ten year ago. She had one of the barges. Lovely woman, a teacher. Jill something. Taught reading books. One night went in, was pulled out three days later, drowned as a cat. As I say, I’ve been up and down the rivers all my life. You never lose respect for the water.’

Jake and Livia get to their feet, start making noises of farewell. Maud grips Livia’s arm. ‘You’ll come back and let me know what happens to her, if you find her, won’t you? And maybe I’ll see you with a little one someday. I was never blessed with children, though we dearly wanted them. It’s a treasure, you know. Priceless.’

Jake looks her in the eye. ‘We think so too.’

‘Yes, I’d say you do. Bless you then, and take care.’

They walk on for a few minutes more, Livia starting to flag a little. Overhead, a peregrine falcon hovers, its wings dipping in the invisible thermals, its yellow feet stark and ungainly. As they reach a small stream flowing into the main river, it suddenly stoops, dropping to the ground, lost to sight.

The stream, running back through a copse of trees, oaks and elders, is crossed by a piece of stonework, Old Souls Bridge, which Jake has read dates back to the medieval period. It is pleasantly hefty, its huge building blocks cool and reassuring, flecks of mica set into the denseness of the granite. Rose and Lily are not there, and so they decide to rest a while. Livia lies flat on the broad wall, hands on her stomach, shoes cast aside, stretching her feet experimentally in different directions. They are compact, slender, packages of tiny bones. Jake perches nearby, grabs one and squeezes: the knuckly ankle, the sole cool and slightly leathery.

‘Go on then.’ Livia sighs expansively. ‘I might be gross and hot, but I’ll accept a foot massage if you’re offering.’

They spend half an hour luxuriating in the bosky quiet, paddling in the shallows, letting the icy water soothe them further, but there’s still no sign of Rose and Lily, so they decide to make their way back. The sun is at its peak, the sky bereft of cloud, dreamlessly blue. They don’t drop their guard as they go, eyes focused downwards, though the sun glares white on the river’s surface.

It is Livia who spots it, her stick trailing in the water, snagging against unseen flotsam as she goes. It pulls her up, a mass of damp cloth snagged on a root. With effort, she drags it out, sodden and dripping.

‘What was Claire supposed to be wearing?’

Jake checks the information on the map. ‘Pink shorts and a purple and black Nike running top.’

‘Like this one, do you think?’

They lean forward and see the white swoosh in the top corner. Shoes and phone left on the bank upstream, her top in the water down here. No other sign of her anywhere. The thought sobers them. Livia sends a short text message on her phone to the number on the top of the map. They mark the spot of their find by shifting a piece of rock across the path, weighing the garment down, before moving off in silence to talk to the police in person. Livia’s hand, as she clings tightly to Jake, stays as cold as the water itself.






Chapter Four

Night-time, Livia’s homely cottage, the air surprisingly chill. Autumn seems to sneak in further with each descent of night. The heat dissipates, the dark swells, there is a dampness you can feel in your lungs when you breathe it in. Livia has a fire going and lies on a sheepskin rug with her feet before it. She was too tired to walk up to Little Sky when they returned from the search, too dispirited about the prospects of Claire’s survival.

A record plays in the corner, fittingly enough: ‘Come, sweet death’ by Bach, all lugubrious cello. Jake is using the laptop to talk to Martha, for what Livia has dubbed ‘The Irascible Loners’ Book Club’, where the two of them discuss detective fiction, usually with little agreement. Martha is a crime author herself, though that is not her defining feature: she spent years as a member of the secret services before being invalided out after close-up gunshots took her legs off below the knees, and still moonlights as an investigator between novels. While she is caustic and bloody-minded, her published stories are actually gentle, comic capers, tales of unlikely heists by a middle-class gang of art thieves.

Jake has been telling her about the books he had bought the day before, trying to get her to try Fred Vargas, whom she has hitherto dismissed as ‘too weird and French’. They are now on stronger common ground, sharing their enjoyment of P. D. James, the later novels especially.

‘Do you think she was in love with Dalgleish?’ Jake is ruminative.

‘A typically male question, as I’d expect from you.’ Martha is smoking cannabis using a pipe, from habit, and to combat the pain from her injuries. Whatever her narcotic consumption, Jake has found she remains sharp and brilliant, one of the best case investigators he has ever come across.

‘In fact, have you noticed something?’ Martha warms to her point. ‘Every time a female novelist writes a strong male lead, the first thing men say is: do you think she fell in love with her own character? They said it about Sayers and Ngaio Marsh, they say it about James. Nobody ever accused Colin Dexter about being all gay for Morse, did they? Though, now you mention it, don’t male authors just tend to live vicariously through their heroes instead? They’re always suspiciously hunky. Have you noticed how much Morse gets the women going, despite being old, gouty and stinking of fags? The least sexy sex symbol in fiction, and yet all these surprisingly big-boobed young things fall for him.’

Livia chuckles sleepily. Jake raises his arms in mock-surrender. ‘All right, all right, it was a boring point to make. I’m tired, we walked a long way today, you know.’

‘How insensitive. The one thing I’d love to do if I could, and you’re moaning about it.’

There’s a pause. Then her face breaks into a grin. ‘God, I love doing that. Gets you every single time, you soft bastard.’ She makes her voice shrill. ‘“Oh no, I’ve offended the disabled lady, I’m such a terrible, illiberal person.”’

Another chuckle from the area near the fire. Jake throws a cushion in Livia’s direction.

‘We were only out there in the first place, because Liv here feels she needs to do something to find that poor nurse.’

‘What a fucking cow Livia is. I hate kind people too.’

‘That’s it, I can’t win, I’ll shut up. Unless you’ve got some info about the nurse you want to share, make Liv feel better . . .’

Martha inhales thoughtfully. ‘Even I’m amazed there’s so much play on it in all the various bits of media. I looked it up, you know. More than 170,000 folk go missing every year, and the country weirdly fixates on just a handful, mostly kids or safe-looking white women of child-bearing age. I’d draw some pretty searing social conclusions, but I can’t quite be bothered. No, Claire seems to be in the river. Who knows how she got there and why?’

Jake runs his finger along a groove in the table. ‘And why was she not wearing a top? If she’d been hot to begin with, she could’ve left it with her shoes.’

‘Maybe she went for a paddle first. I agree, it’s odd.’

Livia speaks up from her corner. Flickers of fiery light lick against her skin. ‘I just can’t believe there’s no footage, or evidence, to tell us either way.’

‘You deliberately live, Liv, right out there in the wilds. No CCTV, no handy satellites above, or at least none that the government wants to admit to.’ Martha snorts softly to herself. ‘It’s salutary, when you think about it. The world is bigger than we pretend, and that’s on balance a good thing. Why do you care so much about this one, out of interest?’

Livia raises herself up on her elbows. Jake can see a vein softly pulsing in her neck. ‘Ordinary boring reasons. I just think of her children, I guess, her husband.’

‘Unless he did it, of course. Jake here will tell you how often and how quickly police look at the old feller. And I bet in houses throughout the country, people have clucked at each other when they’ve talked about it, and blamed him.’

Jake waves in agreement, and then offers his thoughts. ‘Shoes off, and phone left on the riverbank: they both suggest she went in of her own accord. Three days ago was warm, maybe she was running, fancied a paddle, and slipped. Took off her top and had a bit of a dip. Or had a seizure, banged her head. Or had a moment of despair and threw herself in. The water’s faster than it should be at this time of year, there’s a strong current. Do you buy that, M?’

‘Occam’s Razor. Simplest explanation’s usually the right one. And Jake is definitely the person I turn to for rank simplicity.’

‘If Jake’s right’ – this is Livia, frowning – ‘there’s no version of her going in where’s she still alive now, is there?’

‘There’s not many other versions that are possible at this stage, whatever we think happened. Either she’s done a runner, without shoes or a phone, and is hiding out somewhere. Unlikely. Or someone has grabbed her for unknown reasons, left obvious evidence of her disappearance, and has decided to keep her hidden. That’s not a very nice thought either.’

Livia slowly eases herself recumbent once more. ‘Fine. Don’t offer sops to reassure me. Can you please go back to debating books? I can handle this sort of thing in fiction, not in real life.’

They take her at her word, speak lightly for a few moments more. After he has said goodbye (Martha is always curt and peremptory, always the first to blip off when the conversation winds down), Jake sits and listens to Livia’s heavy breathing. She has fallen asleep, curled up, feline, as the fire starts to ebb, the few glowing coals gradually blanketed by a thick tissue of ash. He carries her to bed, no burden, for all that he realizes he now has two people in the crook of his arms.

The next morning, Diana packed off in a lift to school, the mess of the house highlighted by a piercing sun, Jake and Livia are drinking coffee when a loud knock sounds at the door. Jake levers himself up, and goes to answer. Standing outside is a man, shortish, haggard and sleep-deprived, thinning brown hair, jeans and an old T-shirt that look like they have been worn for more than a day. Jake smells the desperation, rising like sweat from him.

He makes a grab for Jake’s arms. ‘You’re Jake Jackson, aren’t you? Please. Please. I need your help.’
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