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			Prologue

			The river Avon was one of several such named waterways in Britain. This particular Avon wound its way slowly through the counties of Wiltshire, Somerset and beyond. It was a wide river. It poured in silky folds over the weir in the city of Bath, wending its way through the green fields beyond, through various small villages, until it reached the market town of Abbeyford.

			Here there was another weir, although smaller than the one in Bath. The river flowed over it and swept down under the main bridge of the town. It was an ancient structure, built when the town itself had grown up around the medieval monastery which had bestowed Abbeyford with its name. There were swans, ducks and geese here, bobbing about on the water, fed by the locals and the tourists. Every year a pair of swans built an enormous nest on the riverbank, just down from the traffic lights on the corner of the town square. It was something of a local tradition to watch the hatching of the cygnets, and to photograph and comment on their growth; from fluffy brown babies to elegant white adults. The local Facebook page We Love Abbeyford was always awash in springtime with pictures of the young swans, and they invariably ended up with nicknames.

			This year, the cygnets were named Jonas and Tika. These were the names of a pair of briefly famous reality TV stars who’d come to the public attention via a game show, in which couples competed to marry virtual strangers in the hope of winning an all-expenses paid exotic honeymoon. The cygnets, unlike their human counterparts, shunned public appearances. They were much happier swimming downstream with their mother, poking about on the riverbanks and paddling in the shallow edges of the river. There were deep, undercut caves in the banks, downstream from the weir, and Jonas and Tika were taught by their parents that fish could sometimes be found there.

			Jonas, the young cob, dipped his head beneath the waters by the bank. There was something floating there; white, waterlogged, lodged in the undercut of the bank. He pecked experimentally at a bloated hand, swollen with decay and water, before giving it up as a bad job and turning to join his mother and sister.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			“‘Twin Oaks’? Is that not the slightest bit cheesy?”

			Kate Redman paused in the act of hauling wet washing out of the machine and dumping it into a washing basket. “Bird, I’m having a naming ceremony. The mere venue doesn’t even come close to how cheesy that is.”

			Detective Sergeant Chloe Wapping cast a doubtful glance towards the living room, where two Moses baskets stood on their stands. All was quiet, for now. “Well, if you hate it so much, why are you having one?”

			“Anderton wanted it,” panted Kate, wrestling a recalcitrant sheet into the washing basket. “And I don’t know – it might be nice? Just to mark the occasion, you know…”

			“Wouldn’t it be easier to have a christening?” Chloe took the brochure of the Twin Oaks venue from the surface of the kitchen table and perused it.

			“It would, except we’re not Christians. Slightly hypocritical, don’t you think?”

			“Oh, let me help, for God’s sake. Sit down.” Chloe dropped the leaflet and took the washing basket out of Kate’s hands. “Besides, aren’t you supposed to sleep when the babies sleep?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Go on, get to bed. I’ll hold the fort down here.”

			Kate looked at her with dumb gratitude. Chloe shook her head in impatience and then inclined it towards the stairs. “Go on.”

			Kate, feeling as if she were moving through slowly setting cement, waded for the stairs. Even half an hour of sleep, even that… As she set her foot on the first step, there was a murmur and then a squawk from one of the Moses baskets in the living room. Both women froze.

			“Go on,” whispered Chloe. “I can manage.”

			Kate shook her head, miserably. As she’d expected, the cluck and squawk quickly resolved itself into a full-blown cry, weak at first but gearing up to maximum volume within a minute or two.

			Kate hurried into the living room and reached for her daughter, praying that her cries wouldn’t wake her still-sleeping brother in the other Moses basket. The baby girl’s face was screwed up and her tiny fists were beating at the air.

			“God love her,” said Chloe. “She looks like an angry tomato.”

			“I’ll take her upstairs. Do you mind just keeping an eye on—”

			“No problem at all. Can’t I give her a bottle for you, you try and get that sleep?”

			“Well, you could, but I’m still trying to establish breastfeeding, really—” Kate was frantic to escape the room as the baby’s cries got louder. “Sorry—”

			“Go on, go.”

			 

			Kate held the apoplectic baby to her chest as she walked up the stairs. She eased herself onto the bed, shoving up her nursing top and held the baby to her, waiting for the agonising moment of the latch. Multiple times a day, she thought to herself, I can’t do this any longer, I’m just going to bottle feed, this is agony multiple times a day… But somehow, she kept going. It helped that they were mix-feeding them, so when Kate had been brought to screaming-point by the pain, Anderton (or a handy friend such as Chloe) could step in to take over with a bottle.

			Her daughter’s hard little gums clamped onto Kate’s nipple and she gritted her teeth, trying to breath slowly through the pain. “It does get better,” her oldest friend Hannah, mother to three, had told her. “Just give it time. And slather on the old nipple cream. Seriously, slather it on.”

			The pain gradually eased to a mere red-hot blur, as opposed to the white-hot agony of the first latch. Kate’s tired gaze found the window opposite their bed, the fresh green leaves of the beech tree outside waving in the spring breeze. The West Country had had almost two weeks of unbroken warm, mild weather. Most days, Kate had spread a blanket under the trees in the back garden and lain there with the babies, one on each side of her as they all stared up at the moving branches of the tree above them.

			She had known early motherhood with twins was going to be hard – but she hadn’t quite anticipated how hard. The endless cluster feeding, the snatched hour of sleep here and there… She’d semi-joked to Chloe that “I’m not looking for three hours at a time or anything ridiculous like that. I’m not being greedy,” and they’d laughed, but it was only half a joke.

			Anderton did his best but he couldn’t breastfeed them, could he? He had nobly taken on the majority of the nappy changing – “So he bloody should,” Chloe had commented – and he’d gone to sleep in the spare room more than once to try and give Kate enough space to rest. But the day-in-day-out-all-night grind was mostly Kate’s, and it was wearing her down.

			Emily had fed herself back to sleep. You weren’t supposed to do that, apparently, but Kate couldn’t quite bring herself to care about the long-term effects at the moment. She thought of lying the baby next to her on the bed while she herself slept but she was too terrified to do that. The twins had been born nearly a month early. They still seemed so tiny to their mother, tiny and fragile. Kate sighed and lifted up the baby and crept downstairs with her, to try and restore her to her basket before her brother woke up.

			Chloe insisted (in a whisper) that she go back up to bed while both babies were asleep and she would watch over them. Kate was almost too tired to thank her. She crawled on her hands and knees up the stairs and rolled back onto her bed, her slippers still on her feet. She was asleep in moments.

			Anderton was home by the time she woke up. Kate was half-horrified, half-relieved to realise that she’d slept for several hours. Her breasts were filling with milk, hard and painful. Disorientated, she hurried downstairs to check on the babies. Chloe had left but had sent her a text saying that she’d left the twins in the capable hands of their father, and to make the most of the rest. Kate smiled, a little tearful. Bloody hormones. She was a twitching wreck emotionally; up one minute and down the next. She took a deep breath, pushed her hair back from her face and went back into the living room to face the battle anew.

			It was surprisingly peaceful on first glance. Kate saw that Chloe, God bless her, or perhaps Anderton had hung out the wet washing. Anderton was holding and rocking Ivo. Emily was lying in her snug bouncy chair contemplating the gently twinkling lights and rainforest sounds coming from the bar at the front of it.

			“Oh, thank God,” said Anderton, sounding relieved. “This one’s ready for his dinner.” Ivo was indeed beginning to exhibit definite signs of displeasure at his growing hunger. Kate nodded and took the baby from her husband.

			She put him to the opposite side to where she’d fed his sister, so it wasn’t quite as painful as it could have been. She tried not to hiss in pain as he latched on.

			“Shall I get you a glass of water?”

			“Yes, please.” Kate rested her head against the back of the sofa as the baby sucked, and breathed deeply. Another thing that had taken her by unpleasant surprise were the afterpains she’d had when feeding. Nothing like that had happened with – with her first child. She’d been thinking of him more and more since the twins’ birth, fleeting painful moments where she remembered that long ago occasion. Kate had developed quite a technique for batting away those memories, a mental image of a hand thwacking away the pain when it resurfaced.

			She did it now. Opening her eyes, she gazed down into the face of her little boy as he suckled. When he’d been born, he’d looked startlingly like Anderton. All babies do, Hannah had told her. It’s evolution, isn’t it? Making sure the father sticks around, once he knows it’s his child.

			Anderton came back into the room with a glass of water for her, ice as well and a lemon slice. She smiled at him in tired thanks.

			“Oh, by the way,” said Anderton, kneeling down by his daughter and adjusting the blanket tucked around her, kicked loose by a tiny foot. “Mark said he might pop by later, after work. I said that would be fine – it would be, wouldn’t it?”

			“Mark?” Kate was a little surprised. Mark was her former boss and great friend, Detective Chief Inspector Olbeck. An evening visit from him normally wouldn’t have raised her eyebrows, but she knew he’d been very busy with the latest high-profile case, the missing woman Carrie Rawlins.

			“Is it okay? I can put him off if you’re too tired—”

			“No, it’s fine.” The few hours of sleep had eased Kate’s fatigue a little and she told Anderton that, adding “It’ll be good to see him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Olbeck was as good as his word, turning up after dinner. The clocks had gone forward over a month ago and the sky was still light, limpid blue and dyed gold by the setting sun. One of Kate’s leaving gifts from work had been a three-month subscription to Fresh Feast, where ingredients for a tasty nourishing meal were delivered three times a week. Anderton, already a keen cook, had volunteered to take over the majority of food preparation. Kate, sitting on the sofa with a swaddled sleepy baby in each arm, felt almost content.

			Olbeck, himself an experienced father of two adopted children, knew better than to loudly knock on the door or ring the doorbell. Anderton had left the door on the latch for him and he slipped into the living room, Pantomiming a greeting at Kate, his face dissolving into indulgent smiles at the now sleeping babies.

			“How are you?” he whispered, leaning over Kate’s full lap to kiss her on the cheek.

			“All the better for seeing you. Let me put these guys back to bed.”

			“Here, I’ll take Emily for you.” He wriggled careful hands under the baby and lifted her with practiced ease. “Oh, what a little beauty she is. Just like her mama.”

			Kate snorted, softly. “I look like the wreck of the Hesperus, and you know full well I do.”

			“You look lovely,” said Olbeck, in a firm whisper. He lowered Emily to the Moses basket and there was the usual tense wait to see if contact with the cooler mattress would wake her up again.

			All was well this time. Breathing out, Kate carefully raised herself from the sofa, wincing at the jab of pain from her healing caesarean scar, and did the same with Ivo.

			Olbeck watched her. “We always used to put a hot water bottle in Poppy’s cot when she was a baby. Just before we put her down, I mean, not to keep in there or anything. Just to warm up the mattress.”

			Kate, bent over Ivo’s basket, began to withdraw her hands with the minute, careful precision of someone attempting to defuse a bomb. Ivo gave a little cry, more of a chirp, and the two adults tensed before the baby settled back to sleep again.

			“Come into the kitchen,” murmured Kate. “We’ll be able to talk normally in there.”

			 

			Anderton had cleared up the kitchen and stacked the dishwasher. Kate felt a stab of guilt. They had once had the rule that the one who cooked would not be the one to wash up so that should have been her… but then she had been feeding two babies all evening so perhaps she was off the hook? Her husband said nothing about it, anyway, just gave Olbeck a handshake in greeting (Anderton had never quite got comfortable with the manly hug). He poured Olbeck a glass of red wine.

			“Only one, thanks, I’m driving.”

			The three of them sat down at the table. Anderton and Olbeck had wine, Kate had her delicious glass of warm water. Sarcasm most definitely meant. But then she was breastfeeding, so could hardly get stuck into the booze. She stifled a yawn.

			“How are things, Mark?” She asked.

			“I was going to ask you the same question.”

			“I’m fine—” This time the yawn couldn’t be stifled.

			Anderton put a bowl of rice crackers on the table, a recent passion of his. “Chloe helped out today, God bless her.”

			“That’s good. Oh, Jeff said he’d be available sometime this week if you need a hand. He’s part-time now anyway and both the kids are in school. Well, you know, pre-school in Poppy’s case.”

			“That’s so kind of him.” Kate made a concerted effort to wake up. “How’s work?”

			“Ha. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.”

			Both Kate and Anderton sat up a little straighter.

			“Carrie Rawlins,” said Anderton, the flatness of his voice betraying the fact that it wasn’t a question.

			“How did you guess?” Olbeck slugged back a mouthful of wine, swallowed and sighed. “The bloody woman’s just disappeared into thin air.”

			“I thought there’d been a sighting of her in Bristol?” asked Anderton.

			“Ha! There’ve been sightings of her in bloody Edinburgh and Galway and probably bloody Timbuctoo. All mistaken or false.” Olbeck pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “It’s a nightmare.”

			Kate felt a little fizz in her blood, sparkling through the tiredness. “What can you tell us, Mark?”

			All of them knew as well as anyone how easy it would be to prejudice a case, to let slip information that shouldn’t be in the public domain.

			Olbeck opened his eyes and looked at them both. “Well, what do you guys know?”

			“Only what’s been in the news.” Anderton pushed himself up from his chair and went to fetch the day’s copy of The Times from the dresser. He sat back down and unfolded it, reading aloud. “Carrie Rawlins - Police Launch Extensive Search Operation. Fears are growing in the tranquil village of Thatchfield-on-Avon as the hunt for missing mother of two, Carrie Rawlins, enters its second week—”

			Olbeck groaned. “Of course we launched an ‘extensive search operation’. We tend to do that when middle-aged, middle-class respectable mothers go missing completely out of the blue.”

			“We’re not the journalists,” Kate said, with a grin. “You know the kind of bollocks they write.”

			“Yes, I do.”

			Anderton topped up Olbeck’s glass. “Go on, you can leave the car here. I’ll run you home.”

			Olbeck gave him a look of gratitude. “Appreciate that. Jeff will no doubt have my guts for garters for missing bedtime again…”

			“Would he really?” Kate was troubled, remembering the sticky patch that Jeff and Olbeck’s marriage had hit a few years ago.

			“No, honestly.” Olbeck gave her an affectionate glance. “I’m joking. Anyway – Carrie Rawlins.”

			“Was it true that her dog was left tied to a bench by the river?” asked Anderton.

			Olbeck nodded. “Yes. That’s one of the weird things about this case. Carrie Rawlins takes the dog out for a walk fairly early, a fortnight ago. She follows her normal path for a walk, along the Avon, out of the village, alone. Except for the dog, obviously. A few people saw her before she went out of sight behind the woods that fringe the riverbank by the weir and then it was like she just vanished – into thin air. Somehow leaving her dog safely tied up to a bench by the river.”

			“What kind of dog was it?” asked Kate, before asking herself why it mattered.

			“One of those funny half-breeds. The fluffy ones with the rude name.”

			“Eh?” said Kate and Anderton, simultaneously.

			“Cockapoos. That’s the one.”

			“What?” said Anderton.

			Kate gave him an amused glance. “I know what he means. Half cocker-spaniel, half poodle. Am I right, Mark?”

			“That’s right.”

			Anderton looked genuinely confused. “Isn’t that just – a mongrel?”

			Olbeck laughed. “Never use the m-word around these kinds of people, mate, honestly.” He sobered up immediately. “Honestly, I shouldn’t laugh.” He gave his half empty wineglass a glare. “Probably shouldn’t drink any more, either.”

			“It must be hard,” sympathised Kate.

			Olbeck sighed. “Well, I’m sure I’ll survive. We’re having another search of the river tomorrow. It’s just there are a few things that need to be checked out—”

			He stopped talking abruptly. Kate and Anderton exchanged glances. She felt something that suddenly sharpened into a pang; the realisation that this was how Anderton had felt for years, all those years when she’d come home from work and had been unable to tell him anything, despite all his years of experience as an officer…

			Olbeck seemed to become aware of the silence in the room. “Oh, God, sorry. Didn’t mean to pour all this out on you.” He tipped the last of the wine down his throat. “I only came around for a bit of tea and sympathy.”

			“Wine and sympathy,” said Kate, smiling, trying to set him at his ease.

			“Indeed. Listen, I’m still under the limit, so I’ll shoot off.” Anderton went to protest but Olbeck shook his head, smiling. “Thanks for the offer of the lift, honestly, but I should really get home. You guys get some rest.” He shot an affectionate glance in the direction of the living room. “You’ll no doubt need it.”

			Kate saw him to the door and gave him a hug. “Come around any time, you know, right?”

			“I know. Listen, I’m so sorry I haven’t been able to step up a bit and help you guys out—”

			“Don’t be silly. You’ve got work.”

			Olbeck leant in for a last hug. “Ha! Twins are work. Listen, call me any time you need to, okay, and if I can’t make it, I’ll send in the cavalry. He’s better with small babies than me, to be honest.”

			“Thank you,” said Kate. She kissed him goodbye and waved to him as he walked down the garden path.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			DS Chloe Wapping and Detective Constable  Ravinder Cheetham were the officers chosen by Olbeck to re-interview the husband of the missing Carrie Rawlins once more. This would be their third interview with Dr Russell Rawlins, who had been married to Carrie Rawlins for seventeen years.

			“We met at work,” he told them, sitting back down at the kitchen table. He was a quietly spoken, courteous man who’d never failed to offer them refreshments on all of their visits, even the first when Carrie had first disappeared.

			Chloe looked down at her notes. “That was at the Bisfield Hospital in Hertfordshire, is that right?”

			“Yes, that’s right. I was the senior registrar there and Carrie was working as a ward sister.” Dr Rawlins stared off into the middle distance, his thoughts clearly back there in the past.

			“When did you move from the wards to management?” asked Rav.

			“Not for some years. Carrie gave up her job when we moved down here from the southeast – the children were much younger then - It was only when they were both settled at school that she went back part-time.”

			Chloe allowed him to keep talking. She looked around the kitchen as he spoke, familiar now with its cosy, family-led charm. One wall of the kitchen was exposed stone, the others painted in pale green. The kitchen table they were sitting at was a modern one in blond wood, the chairs a mixture of ironwork with padded seats and wooden ones in a classic country style.

			There were several flourishing houseplants and a fridge stuck all over with photographs, lists, tickets from concerts and plays… all the usual detritus of an affluent, middle-class family. But now the mother of that family was missing, perhaps never to return… Chloe pulled her focus back onto the words of Dr Rawlins, telling herself to concentrate.

			“Is there anyone that you know of who might have threatened your wife, Dr Rawlins? Anyone she might have been afraid of?”

			Dr Rawlins, who’d been asked this question once before, looked affronted. “No. I keep telling you, no. There was nothing, there was nobody. We’re not – we’re just not that kind of people.”

			Rav had asked the question, but Chloe was the one who inwardly raised her eyebrows at the answer. What kind of people did he mean by that? She asked that very question.

			“Oh, you know, people who – I don’t know – people who attract drama. You know the sort.”

			Chloe and Rav exchanged a discreet glance.

			“Can you tell me what you mean, Dr Rawlins?”

			Dr Rawlins looked as if he’d regretted saying anything. “Oh, you know – well, if you work in healthcare, you can get all sorts of people working with you. I mean, obviously it can be a very pressured work environment. Some people respond better to that than others.”

			As it happened, Chloe did know what he meant. Police work could be similar.

			“I do see, Doctor
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From the author of Hunt and Muse





