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  Chapter One


  All through the last week of February, the body lay beneath a pile of sacking on the floor of a neglected shed on an allotment near Claris Green in the London borough of
  Barnet. Less than a year ago, this tiny plot of land had boasted plums, tomatoes, strawberries and seasonal flowers, but then the allotment holder had died, and in the lengthy wait for a new tenant
  the plants had withered, become choked by weeds and threaded with cobwebs, and one wall of the shed had been smashed by vandals using it for sport.


  It being late winter, with no new holder yet in prospect, the body had thus far remained undiscovered for eight days, though one large, smooth, speckled pebble, chucked through the broken planks
  of wood by a hooligan with time on his hands, now rested on the sacking directly over the dead womans left thigh.


  The discovery, when it was finally made, would horrify and sicken whoever had the misfortune to stumble upon it. However advanced the state of decomposition of the corpse by then, identification
  would swiftly be made, for Lynne Frances Bolsover had been reported as a missing person by her husband seven days before, and with no reported sightings since then or usage of her VISA card,
  concern for her safety had begun to mount. Besides which, while Mrs Bolsovers black leather Marks & Spencer handbag (placed by her killer in a wheelie bin on Franklin Road, less than a
  mile from the allotment) would never be found, Lynne was still dressed in her Next red pullover and blue jeans with a Siamese cat patch on their right back pocket, and those clothes, supported by
  the missing womans dental records, would smooth the way for the police.


  Though not, of course, the Bolsover family.


  The pathologist would, in due course, confirm that the twenty-nine-year-old wife of John Bolsover and mother of Kylie, aged six, and Alex, aged four, had died from a massive brain haemorrhage
  after her skull had been fractured by three blows to her head. The murder investigation already launched by the Metropolitan Polices Area Major Investigation Team, North West, would pick up
  a full head of steam  and would, in all probability, be rapidly solved. For the AMIT NW detectives would soon learn that, hoping to alleviate Lynnes prolonged depression after an
  abortion a year earlier, her GP, Dr Deirdre Miller, had recently prescribed Prozac; that staff at a health shop half a mile from the Bolsovers semi-detached had often supplied the deceased
  with arnica for bruising; that, according to Pam Wakefield (Lynnes sister) and Valerie Golding (her next-door-neighbour), Lynne had frequently been bullied, yelled at, and almost certainly
  hit by John Bolsover, her husband; and that  this from sister Pam  it had been John who had insisted on the termination that had so depressed his wife.


  It was likely that Bolsover would be interviewed several times before being arrested and charged with her murder.


  Though he would never confess.


  Because he was not guilty.





  Chapter Two


  Everyone said, regularly, that Lizzie Piper Wade was a very lucky woman.


  Except for poor Jack, of course those who knew about her middle childs Duchenne muscular dystrophy would quickly add though God knows even that has to
  be a little easier for her than for other women.


  Other women meaning those with the misfortune not to be married to Christopher Wade.


  Life had taught Lizzie about counting blessings, and she had learned over the years, despite the cruelty of Jacks diagnosis, to be grateful for many things. She was grateful for
  Jacks courage and humour, for his intelligence and self-esteem, and, perhaps most vitally, for his unshakable confidence in his familys great love for him. She was boundlessly
  grateful that twelve-year-old Edward and Sophie, seven in March, were both healthy  though time and testing, perhaps in her teens, would yet tell whether or not Sophie was a carrier of the
  gene defect that had afflicted ten-year-old Jack.


  She was grateful for her work.


  How important a journalist interviewing her for one of the Saturday supplements had asked her a year ago would you say your career is to you, in the general
  scheme of things?


  I know Im lucky to have it, Lizzie had answered. Lucky to be able to cook and eat and drink, and write about it and get paid for it.


  Shed gone on, as she usually did, about her good fortune, saying that though she did actually work fairly hard, it was sometimes difficult to think of what she did as real
  work. But she had not given the answer that lay uppermost in her mind: the most truthful answer.


  Work keeps me sane.


  The journalist, knowing about Jacks condition, would probably have assumed that Lizzie was thinking of that. But Lizzie had not spoken the words, neither to that person nor to any other.
  Not even to Angela Piper, her mother, nor to Gilly Spence, who helped with Jack and the other children and some of the housework  making Gilly another blessing.


  Work keeps me sane.


  None of them would have truly understood that statement. All of them would have believed that if Lizzies emotional strength did occasionally teeter a bit, it had to be because of Jack and
  the constant strain of balancing priorities  and even then, taking all that into account, they would still silently have added a waiver to their very real empathy: Easier for Lizzie than
  most.


  Because all her family, friends and colleagues, and anyone whod read about her in womens magazines or tabloids, felt much the same way about one pivotal aspect of her life; that
  Lizzies greatest, head-and-shoulders-above-the-rest, blessing (especially, some privately thought, since though she was a nice enough-looking blue-eyed blonde, she was no great beauty) was
  that she had Christopher for her husband.


  Christopher Edward Julian Wade.


  The gifted, renowned, attractive plastic surgeon who regularly donated his services to the needy in European and Third World countries, as well as being the founder and lynchpin of HANDS, a
  charitable institution dedicated to the physical and psychological aid of disfigured men, women and children.


  Dubbed Saint Christopher by several tabloids.


  The Wades divided their family life between a large, early Victorian, stucco-fronted house on the Thames near Marlow in Buckinghamshire, and a garden flat in Londons Holland Park; both
  homes having been virtually gutted and reconstructed some years back in order to be able to accommodate Jacks special needs  ramps, a stairlift in the house, widened doorways,
  modified bathrooms  as they arose, as his strength and abilities gradually waned, and both also possessing working kitchens for Lizzie and studies for her and Christopher.


  Add the blessing of wealth.


  Lizzie had long ago lost count of how many fans had written to tell her how much they envied her  not so much because of her bestselling books and regular appearances as Lizzie Piper in
  cookery slots on This Morning and on the Food and Drink Channel, but because of her life with the fabulous Christopher.


  Because none of them knew the truth about him.


  They all knew only what Lizzie wished them to know, for knowing more would serve no purpose. She would not  could not  contemplate leaving Christopher, no matter what,
  because of her children. Because of Jack. Because, flawed as her husband was, he was also the most genuinely tender father imaginable.


  And because Jack worshipped him.


  So, for at least as long as Jack lived (and although Lizzie knew the statistics, knew that despite the hopes for gene and other therapies of the future, her beloved son might still be lucky to
  survive past his teens or early twenties, she seldom permitted herself to contemplate his death), Lizzie would tell no one. Would allow her family and the world beyond to go on believing,
  wholeheartedly, in the semi-myth of Saint Christopher Wade.


  For Jack.





  Chapter Three


  Some people found it hard to trust Robin Allbeury.


  A prosperous, successful, Labour-supporting solicitor with offices in Bedford Row and a sumptuous penthouse home in Shad Tower, a sleek building on Bermondsey Riverside near St Saviours
  Dock and Butlers Wharf on the south-east side of Tower Bridge, Allbeury was, on the whole, a contented man.


  An elegant bachelor of forty-two, not handsome but undeniably attractive, with dark hair threading nicely with silver, and warm brown eyes, he supported the arts but, in his personal taste
  rankings, placed cinema above theatre, thrillers above literature, jazz above opera. Silence above jazz. Quiet dinners above parties. Friendships with women above men. And his single status above
  marriage.


  You dont know what youre missing, David Lerman, one of his partners, blissfully happy with his second wife, had told him more than once. Julias
  transformed my life.


  Julias wonderful, Allbeury had agreed, but you were a miserable sod before you met her, whereas Im a happy man.


  So you claim. Lerman had remained dubious.


  I do. Allbeury had smiled.


  His speciality in law was matrimony, though these days, as head of his own firm, he tended to be highly selective about which cases he took on, leaving either Lerman or one of their associates
  to deal with the bulk of marital matters, while he supervised and allowed himself time for his other work.


  What he did in that spare, private time, was to help rescue women trapped in deeply unhappy marriages; women who, either for financial or other reasons, saw no way out. They seldom came to him.
  It was usually Allbeury who, learning of their circumstances in any number of ways, volunteered his services to them.


  He had built up a grapevine of trusted informants over the years, a disparate bunch spread over Greater London. A telephone operator working for the emergency services, a disillusioned social
  worker, a probation officer, a police constable, a paramedic, a publican and one west London vicar.


  Anyone finds out Ive passed this on to you, the social worker had agitated at one of his early meetings with Allbeury, and Im fucked.


  No ones going to find out from me, Allbeury had told him.


  The case in question had concerned a woman suffering from her husbands extreme mental cruelty. Social services had been alerted by neighbours because of the wifes constant loud
  sobbing, but with no visible bruises or blood, and in the face of her refusal to make any complaint, the social worker had had little choice but to withdraw.


  I feel Ive abandoned someone in darkest despair.


  No chance of her leaving? Allbeury asked.


  Shes sunk too deep to even try, the young man had said. Hes a complete control freak. Wont let her cash a cheque without his signature, wont let
  her have an ATM card, tells her who she can or cant see.


  Suicide risk, do you think? Allbeury asked.


  Id say its a distinct likelihood.


  Allbeury had been quiet for a moment.


  Tell me all you know.


  He generally worked that way, extracted whatever his informant could offer, then used his own methods to verify the womans circumstances, after which, if he felt he might be able to help,
  he made contact via a third party to arrange a first meeting, usually in a public place outside their own environment. Some of the women shied away in alarm, but often they were sufficiently
  intrigued and bleak enough to take at least that first step.


  They tended, in general, to like and to have faith in Allbeury, who was a gentle, diplomatic interrogator, though some were suspicious, especially when he told them there was no need to concern
  themselves about money.


  I cant pay you any other way either, more than one had said.


  Nor do I expect you to.


  All he was offering, he told them, was a way out. An escape. An end to their marriage, if that was what they decided they ultimately wanted. An end to intimidation or raw vulnerability or actual
  fear.


  But why? one distrustful wife had asked. If you say you dont want money, and I wont risk applying for Legal Aid, why on earth do you want to
  help?


  He had smiled. Call it my missionary complex.


  Missionaries convert people, dont they?


  The only thing I want to convert you to, Robin Allbeury had told her, is freedom.





  Chapter Four


  Mike Novak, a private investigator with a struggling agency operating out of a run-down former warehouse in New Smithfield, a grungy undeveloped cul-de-sac off Dock Street near
  the old Royal Mint, had first hooked up with Robin Allbeury five years ago after Allen Keith, at that time a junior partner in the Bedford Row practice, had hired Novak to check out the allegedly
  adulterous wife of a wealthy client. Novak had learned that the shoe had been firmly on the other foot, and had reported as much. The client had been enraged and ordered Allen Keith to fire Novak
  and withhold payment, but two days later senior partner Robin Allbeury had come to the agency to apologize.


  Id rather have my fee, Novak had told him.


  The solicitor with the beautifully-cut hair and suit, and the younger man with rumpled fair hair, pugnacious nose and mouth and hostile blue eyes, had taken a good look at one another.


  Your fee plus a bonus. Allbeury had smiled as hed written out the cheque on the spot. And my thanks for a job well done.


  Your client wouldnt agree.


  Nevertheless, Allbeury had said.


  When, some months later, Novak had read in the Mirror that the clients divorce had been settled with particular fairness to the wife, hed wondered if his report and,
  perhaps, Robin Allbeury himself, might have played a part in the deal.


  The following afternoon, a pair of heavies had jumped Novak near his flat in Lambs Conduit Street, advising him that hed be smart in future to keep his reports in the interests of
  those who paid his bills, then given him a kicking to ram home the point. Deciding later, nursing a stiff drink and his wounds, that the rather smoothly charming Robin Allbeury should be made aware
  of the kind of people he was dealing with, Novak had phoned him, and within hours the solicitor had come to the flat.


  Christ, Allbeury had said, appalled by his face.


  You didnt need to come.


  The other man had ignored the bolshiness. May I come in? In his left hand, he held a bottle of Jamesons. Better than aspirin.


  Novak had hesitated, then let him in and shown him where the glasses were.


  Straight to the point, Allbeury had said, pouring for them both. Okay?


  Why not?


  You have my word, Allbeury said, which I hope, in time, youll come to see is worth something, that my firm will, as of tomorrow, sever all links with the client in
  question.


  Judging by this little lot Novak felt his ribs gingerly he may not like it.


  Tough, Allbeury said.


  What about Allen Keith?


  If Mr Keith has a problem with my decision, he can look for a partnership elsewhere.


  Novak had frowned. You sound like you mean that.


  I never say things I dont mean, Allbeury had said.


  If those thugs had inadvertently helped to bring about the start of a long working relationship with Robin Allbeury, they had also introduced Mike Novak to the love of his
  life.


  Clare Killin had been a nurse on duty in A&E when hed limped in on the afternoon of his beating to have the nastiest of the gashes on his forehead stitched up. It was one thing, Novak
  had confessed to her, facing up to the odd angry fist or even boot, but needles were another matter altogether.


  Ill do my best, shed assured him, her voice soft and Edinburgh-accented.


  Arent you going to take the piss? hed asked.


  Would it help?


  Not a bit.


  Didnt think so. Shed turned around. Want to shut your eyes?


  Novak had checked out her calm hazel eyes, sweet mouth and curly red hair, tied off her face, a few stray hairs escaping. Think Ill keep them open, hed said.
  If you dont mind.


  A fortnight after their first dinner together, Clare had moved into his flat, and three months later they had quietly, joyfully married. Neither had relatives in easy reach, Novak having lost
  both his Czech-born father and English mother in a plane crash seven years before, and Clares widowed father, Malcolm Killin, living up in Scotland, but neither had felt any need for family
  or for anyone else.


  The nearest thing to tension Novak had experienced in those blissful early days had been the odd troublesome client or the ongoing challenge of trying to make Novak Investigations pay its way.
  Clares stresses, on the other hand, had been on a vastly different level, witnessing, as she did almost daily, the kinds of pain and distress that Novak preferred not even to imagine. When
  she had finally burned out because, according to a colleague at the hospital, she was too empathetic to survive long-term as an emergency care nurse, Novak feared that he might, in some way, have
  failed her.


  The agency was relegated to second place and business suffered accordingly as he became determined to help Clare back to full strength, but she never went back to A&E, and Novak had backed
  her decision. The hospital, keen to help, had suggested the possibility of a transfer to another department, and Novak had mooted the idea that she might want to try her hand at private nursing,
  but Clare had rejected both notions.


  Its A&E or nothing for me, shed said. The things that made me unwell are the things I loved. And then shed looked at him, strangely,
  searchingly.


  What? Novak had found the look unsettling. What is it, Clare?


  You must be very disappointed in me. It was a flat statement.


  Dismay hit him hard. For Gods sake, why would you think that?


  You married a nurse. A strong, capable woman who took care of people.


  I married a human being, Clare. A sensitive, caring woman.


  You still love me then?


  The flatness had gone, but the fragility was back, worrying him.


  More than ever, he had told her, almost violently. More than anything.


  Hed asked her, soon after that, if she might like to consider joining him at the agency, had been both surprised and delighted by her eagerness to agree and, as time
  passed, greatly impressed by her contribution. Clare had turned out to be both a natural organizer and an ace at spotting flaws. In less than two weeks, shed been confident enough to take
  over most administrative and bookkeeping tasks, leaving Novak free to focus on persuading at least a few of his formerly regular clients  two divorce lawyers, one of the big agencies who
  farmed out work, and Robin Allbeury  that he was back on track.


  Enrolling in night school, Clare had completed courses in IT, bookkeeping and business administration. She liked learning, enjoyed using her new skills to reorganize and market the agency while
  managing to bring down overheads and, to Novaks relief and gratitude, helping them to break even for the first time and, soon after that, to move into profit. Still eager, she had urged her
  husband into some extracurricular studies of his own so that he might become an ABI member.


  Respectability and contacts, shed said, cant hurt.


  Thats what Robin says, Novak told her.


  Oh, well, Clare said wryly. If Robin says so.


  She had never felt entirely certain about Robin Allbeury or convinced by his unusual, unorthodox and apparently altruistic activities, felt that he had to be concealing his true motives. If he
  was, Novak had told her, he hadnt yet found out what they were, and, to be frank, he wasnt sure that he wanted to find out so long as Allbeury went on helping people.


  Women, Clare had said.


  He helps us pay our bills, Novak had pointed out.


  Shed had no argument with that.


  And he thinks youre a remarkable person.


  Why should he think that?


  Because hes a clever man, Novak had said.


  Two years after that, heartache had returned for them both with the death, at birth, of their longed-for first child. Clare, alone at home and taking a bath, had passed out
  before being able to summon help, and their son, born with frightening speed, had suffered breathing difficulties and had not survived. Grief had poleaxed them. For a week after Clares
  discharge from hospital, neither she nor Novak had moved from the flat, unable to eat or sleep. Robin Allbeury, concerned by the lack of response to his messages, had come to the flat and all but
  taken over, shopping and cooking, alerting Clares father to the tragedy (though Malcolm Killin had himself been ill with pneumonia at the time, and unable to help) and helping Novak to
  organize the small, sad funeral.


  After the hideousness of the inquest, theyd picked themselves up with agonizing slowness, had forced themselves to visit a bereavement counsellor but found her of limited help. Work,
  predictably, had helped the most, and time. Months passed and they began to throw themselves more vigorously into the agency, to build again. But nothing was the same any more, everything felt
  contaminated by sorrow, shame or fear. If something made them laugh, they felt guilty because their child was in his grave. If they made love, they clung to each other like swimmers close to
  drowning. If they saw an infant in a pushchair, the force of their envy cut off their ability to breathe.


  Yet even that had passed.


  Would you mind, Clare asked one morning, almost a year after their loss, if I took on a part-time nursing job? Just two or three evenings a week.


  Novak had been startled. I didnt know you were even thinking about nursing.


  I wasnt, till Maureen phoned last week.


  Maureen Donnelly, a former colleague of Clares, had transferred to Waltham General in Essex two years before to be closer to her father, who had Parkinsons disease. Mindful, in the
  past, not to overdo shop talk when she and Clare got together, Maureen had lately noticed her old friend becoming increasingly keen to listen to A&E news and was happy enough to oblige by
  talking her through some of the more interesting cases that had come through her department.


  Nick Parry was one such case, a twenty-eight-year-old paraplegic who had come in the previous month after his adapted car had been involved in an accident on the North Circular. Struck by the
  young mans courage and sense of humour, and upon hearing that one of his favourite part-time carers was about to be sent back to New Zealand by the Home Office, Maureen had promised to scout
  around for a replacement on his behalf.


  Maureen thought we might get on, Clare told Novak, so I went to visit him.


  Why didnt you tell me?


  Because I thought youd either get excited for me and then upset if it didnt work out, or worried about it and upset if it did.


  Apparently it did, Novak said. Work out.


  If you dont mind.


  Hed looked at her for a moment. Do you still not really know me? Id never stop you doing anything you wanted to do. He had paused, then quickly asked the question
  suddenly uppermost in his mind. Do you want to leave the agency?


  No, Clare had replied decisively. Never. The agencys what healed me. She had paused And you, of course.


  You healed you, Novak had told her.


  Clare had kissed him then, leaned very close and laid her lips gently against his mouth. Youre the best, Mike, she said. You know that?


  I just love you, he said.





  Chapter Five


  So what do you think, Lizzie?


  It was the second Monday of March  two days after Sophies seventh birthday party  and Andrew France, her agent, had just telephoned Lizzie at the house in Marlow to tell her
  that Vicuna Press, her publishers, had come through with their very handsome share of an offer  made in conjunction with the Food and Drink Channel  for a new Lizzie Piper book and TV
  series that would, if she accepted, take her on a European tour, tasting and creating new recipes for publication.


  It sounds marvellous. Lizzie leaned back in the leather swivel chair in her study. I cant quite take it in.


  It really is quite extraordinarily exciting. Andrew sounded gratified by her response.


  You havent said yes?


  Of course not. The agents tone became a touch wary. But I must admit I imagined it an almost foregone conclusion. He paused. You do want this, Lizzie,
  dont you? Christopher certainly seemed sure youd be leaping up and down.


  Lizzie was silent for an instant. When did you speak to Christopher?


  Less than two hours ago. While you were still out on the school run. I know I asked him to let me give you the news myself, but I felt sure he wouldnt be able to resist saying
  something.


  Lizzie heard the surprise in Andrews voice. He was called to London before I got back, she said casually. Theres probably a note somewhere.


  That explains it, Andrew said.


  So what exactly did Christopher say about this offer?


  Not much, Andrew replied. Except that he really was very happy for you. Which, if I may say so, Lizzie, you dont seem to be.


  Oh, I am. Lizzie tried to sound it. Of course I am.


  So can I go back to them, clinch it?


  She hesitated. Give me a little while, Andrew, please. I cant just say yes to something as big, or at least as time-consuming, as this, without talking to the whole family.
  She paused. Could you get a few more details for me? When, for instance, and how long, and which countries?


  Yes, of course, Andrew said. Though naturally all thatll be open for discussion. No ones going to expect you to drop everything and fly off, Lizzie.


  I couldnt, she said.


  No, Andrew said. I know you couldnt. So does Howard.


  Lizzie knew that Andrew was right about Howard Dunn, her editor, but there was no certainty that the television people would be as sympathetic or obliging.


  Quite right to be cautious, my darling, Christopher said later that night, after hed returned from London, and they were sharing a nightcap in the drawing room.
  Though I expect theyll all be flexible. They want you happy, after all, clearly.


  The children were all in bed, and Lizzie was confident that both Edward and Sophie were sound asleep, though it was unlikely that Jack would be sleeping. He often slept badly, but coped with
  insomnia by having two Walkmans by his bedside, one loaded with music, the other with an audio book, so that all he had to do was stick on his headphones and press a button.


  What Jack did not appreciate these days was too many nighttime visits by either of his parents to check on him.


  If I have a problem, he told them, Ill let you know.


  I daresay Vicuna would prefer me to be happy, Lizzie answered Christopher now. But TV people have rigid schedules, and unions, and weather conditions to consider, all of
  which Im sure theyd expect me to fit into.


  And which Im sure youll manage to, as you always manage most things, my love. Brilliantly.


  Christopher was nothing if not charming, had always been that, and supportive, too, of Lizzie and her talents, and she had almost always been grateful for that.


  Gratitude had, in fact, been a large part of the package when she had first met and fallen in love with him. A car crash in her early thirties had left Angela Piper with ugly scarring on her
  left breast and abdomen. The priority at the time of the accident had been to keep her alive, after which no one had seemed to understand how desperately the pretty brunette had felt about her
  disfigurement  not even Maurice Piper, her husband, who had frankly been too busy rejoicing at having his wife still with him and nine-year-old Lizzie. But Angela had found herself unable to
  cope with what she regarded as great ugliness and, ashamed for what she saw as her own ingratitude and superficiality, she had stumbled into deep, long-term clinical depression, during which time
  Lizzie had grown into an isolated teenager, looking forward to escaping to university.


  Ten years later, Maurice had suffered a fatal heart attack, Angela had gone into free-fall and Lizzie, reading English and enjoying freedom in Sussex, had felt compelled to return home.
  Bleakness had spread out before her like fog; an end, she had felt, to learning and fun and friends, until Angelas psychologist, Stuart Bride, had suggested that perhaps if someone were able
  to improve the old scars that clearly still disturbed his patient, it might do more for her mind than years of therapy.


  Christopher Wade  tall, impressive, with shaggy blond hair and piercing grey eyes behind round steel spectacles, a man who wore hats and doffed them regularly for ladies  had swept
  into the Pipers world with a blast of kindness and, in the fullness of time, at least a degree of healing. And Lizzie, thirteen years younger, had been there to witness it all, the
  gentleness, commonsense and skill, as well as the charm, so that when the surgeon had first asked her to lunch, soon after her mothers second successful operation, she had been intensely
  pleased to accept.


  Be careful, Angela had said when Lizzie had told her about it.


  Its only lunch, Lizzie had said.


  No such thing between an attractive older man and a beautiful innocent.


  Not quite innocent, Mum, and hardly beautiful. Lizzie liked her blue eyes and blond hair well enough, but her nose was rather sharp and her legs, in her opinion, too short.
  Certainly not when you consider what he must be used to.


  Damaged goods, Angela had said, wry yet serene, is what hes used to.


  Lizzie and Christopher had married the following year, the bride, back at her studies, now at London University, the groom proud and happy, guiding his young wife out of St
  Pauls, Knightsbridge into their new life in his large garden flat in Holland Park. An almost undiluted marital joy that had lasted until first son Edward was three, baby Jack was one, they
  had just bought the house, and the nearest thing to an imperfection in Lizzies world was Edwards allergy to dogs and cats.


  The other  very much less attractive  side of her husband of which Lizzie would, in time, become all too aware, had manifested itself the first time in little more than a glint of
  darkness, like a small warning slick of brake fluid beneath a car, an alert of trouble to come.


  It had happened in the summer of 1993, following an evening spent celebrating the news that, after several years of writing magazine articles, Lizzies first book, Fooling Around . . .
  In the Kitchen had been accepted for publication by Vicuna Press.


  Christopher had come home from London, drained by hours in the operating theatres at the Beauchamp Clinic (of which he was a director) and St Clares Hospital, but bearing a bouquet of
  white roses, and had told Lizzie how very clever she was, how proud of her he was, and what a brilliant career she was going to have. And hed insisted, despite his fatigue, on taking her out
  to dinner in Bray, and it had all been wonderful.


  Until about three in the morning, when he had woken Lizzie by switching on his bedside light, pulling up her nightdress and determinedly fondling her between her thighs until he was sure she was
  properly conscious.


  Im half asleep. Shed smiled up at him but pushed away his hand.


  I dont mind, hed said, and put it back.


  The kiss had been the first thing that had jarred because of its roughness, though in a second or two, its intensity had swept away the last of her sleepiness, arousing her, and shed
  kissed him back with equal passion.


  God, Lizzie, he had said, and then, right away, begun making love to her, and that had been uncharacteristically rough too.


  Go easy, darling, shed said, after a few moments.


  Be quiet, hed told her, and gone straight on.


  Lizzie had told herself afterwards that nothing much had happened, that it had just been a blip, something to forget about as soon as possible. After all, nothing major had occurred. Just that
  slight  not so slight, not really  roughness.


  And those words.


  Be quiet.


  Christopher never spoke to her like that.


  She had broached it next morning, before breakfast.


  That was unusual, she said. Last night.


  Unusual? he repeated.


  Not the lovemaking, she said. That was lovely.


  I thought so.


  Except, she said.


  Except what? Christopher had asked.


  It was a bit rough, she said.


  Im sorry, he said. I really am, Lizzie.


  Its all right, she said. It was just a surprise, thats all.


  Something had worked in Christophers face for a moment. A hint of disappointment, Lizzie had thought.


  Id hoped, he had said, and stopped.


  What did you hope? Lizzie had asked, curiously.


  Nothing, he had said. It doesnt matter.


  Six books and another child later, while Lizzie was still trying to work through the logistics of how she could possibly accept the offer Andrew France had brought her 
  in view of her reluctance to leave the children for any length of time  Christopher promptly rendered it not only possible, but also almost unavoidable.


  Ill come with you, he told her, with the children and Gilly.


  How could you? Lizzie thought about the daily demands on her husband.


  Its already as good as organized. He saw her face. Only in theory, obviously. And provided you dont object, of course.


  It was a pleasant day, for March, and they were outside on the stone terrace at the top of the garden, wrapped in woollen sweaters, drinking coffee.


  For one thing, Christopher went on, you know that if Im involved, no one will dare bugger you about on the special needs front.


  That was so true she could think of no comment to make.


  And, of course, it could be terrific news for the charity. Christopher gave Lizzie a challenging look over the top of his spectacles. Especially if youd consider
  donating some of your royalties.


  Oh. Lizzie was startled.


  You wouldnt mind too much, would you, darling? Dalia was very excited when I mentioned the idea to her.


  If there really were a way to get not blood, but cash, from a stone, then Dalia Weinberg, one of the mainstays at the HANDS head office in Regent Street, was the person to do it. She was in her
  sixties now, but no less energetic or consumed by enthusiasm than a person half her age.


  You told Dalia before me? Lizzie asked.


  Sorry. Got carried away. He paused. You dont have to say yes to the donation. Its just an idea.


  It would be pretty churlish of me to refuse now, wouldnt it?


  Not at all.


  Hm. Lizzie watched a pair of sparrows in Sophies birdbath a few yards away.


  HANDS aside, though, Christopher said, thered be another huge plus if you were to agree to all this. Certainly from my point-of-view.


  Which is?


  Us, he said.


  Lizzie said nothing, though the meaning behind that single word chilled her. Because as sincere as Christophers stated motives undoubtedly were  a chance for a family trip that
  would benefit HANDS  there was deceit in it too. Speaking to Dalia before tackling her, neatly cutting off any avenues of escape she might have thought of.


  The fact was, she probably would have done just that, asked Andrew to apologize profusely to Howard Dunn and the Food and Drink people, but to tell them she simply couldnt manage
  it.


  Too late for that now, and Lizzie decided she wouldnt be surprised if Christopher hadnt already told Dalia that it was safe to leak a little something about the venture to the
  press, because that was his style when he really wanted something. It was what had made him such an enormous success; determination and  couched in all that charm and courtesy  a
  degree of ruthlessness.


  So because of that, not only Dalia, but also Vicuna and the TV people would all be extra delighted because she was going to donate part of her royalties, which meant more positive press and
  media coverage.


  And soon, too, all the children and Gilly would be bouncing with excitement, and perhaps Angela  recently engaged to William Archer, a lovely retired stockbroker  might want to
  join them at some stage of the journey, and Andrew would, she supposed, be trying to get them a table at The Ivy or The Caprice to celebrate.


  But all Lizzie could think about  instead of the delights of the travel, and the new creative challenge, and the compliment that was being paid her by both Vicuna and the Food and Drink
  Channel  was the prospect of being trapped in all those hotel rooms with her husband, surrounded on all sides by family and closely scrutinizing colleagues.


  And yes, it did chill her.


  It was a very long time since she had felt so trapped.





  Chapter Six


  On a sunny April afternoon in the late 90s, Joanne Patston  until recently a customer services assistant at the Chingford branch of the Savers Mutual Building Society
   and her husband, Tony, a mechanic with his own one-man garage near Walthamstow, had brought their new baby daughter home for the first time to their semi-detached house in Chingford
  Hatch.


  Her name was Irina, she was a three-month-old Romanian orphan, and her homecoming had been duly celebrated by her ecstatic adoptive parents, next-door-neighbours Paul and Nicola Georgiou, and by
  Irinas overjoyed new grandmother, Sandra Finch.


  Isnt she the most beautiful baby youve ever seen? Sandra had cooed over her daughters shoulder, as Joanne cradled Irina. Eyes just like black
  cherries.


  Even darker than mine, Paul Georgiou had remarked to his wife.


  Intelligent eyes, Tony Patston said.


  Her hands are so tiny, Joanne marvelled.


  Delicate fingers, Tony said.


  Irina kicked her bootied feet.


  Maybe shell be a ballerina, her new father said.


  Or a footballer. Paul laughed.


  Tony, who Joanne had once said  looking through the eyes of love  resembled Will Carling, threw his neighbour a look of mild disgust, downed the last of his champagne, went over to
  their Ikea sideboard and picked up a can of Fosters.


  I dont care what Irina does, Joanne said, so long as shes healthy and happy.


  Absolutely, Nicola agreed.


  I cant believe it, Sandra said. My first grandchild. She bent to stroke Irinas dark hair. Im so happy for you, Joanne.


  What about me? Tony asked. I mean, I did have something to do with this.


  Of course you did, his mother-in-law told him. Im happy for you both.


  How about a toast? Paul suggested, raising his lager in the air.


  Tony? Joanne looked at her husband.


  Give her to me. Tony put down his beer and stooped to take the baby.


  Support her head, Nicola said automatically.


  He knows, Joanne said.


  Course I know, Tony said. Been practising for long enough.


  The toast, Paul reminded him.


  Tony cleared his throat. Our daughter. His voice cracked with emotion.


  Is that it? Paul said.


  Tony ignored him. Its taken a long time, and a lot of trouble, he went on. But troubles not really the right word, is it, Jo?


  Joanne shook her head, tears rising.


  Because nothing would have been too much to get us to this moment. Being able to bring this little one home to where she belongs. Tony paused. Our Irina.


  They had broken laws in their own country and in Irinas and, so far as they knew, all manner of international laws, but both Tony and Joanne had ceased caring about that
  a long time ago. They cared about not getting found out, and they cared about keeping and bringing up Irina as their own. And to hell with the law.


  Joannes motivations had been straightforward. Yearning for motherhood for years, thwarted by her husbands infertility, shed become desperate enough to do almost anything.
  Tonys motives were not as clear-cut. Made resentful by what he saw  despite Joannes reassurances  as his failure, hed come to view her unhappiness as a reproach.
  The idea of sperm donation had offended him and having, after lengthy soul-searching, agreed to adopt a baby, hed been swiftly put off by the intensity and personal nature of the questions
  posed by the authorities.


  Theyll never let us adopt, hed told Joanne flatly after one early meeting. Not once they get hold of my record.


  But that was so long ago, his wife had said.


  I was a drunk who hit people, Tony had said, uncharacteristically realistic.


  Youve never hit me, Joanne had said.


  And Id be a bloody good father, Tony had added. But Ive still got a record.


  What if we just come out and tell them? Joanne had ventured. Before they find out for themselves. We could say you havent had a drink for years.


  Thatd be a lie.


  I dont mind lying.


  I dont, either, Tony had said, except all theyd have to do is go round the Crown and Anchor and theyd know.


  Theyd all but given up when, one evening some months later, theyd watched the repeat of a TV programme about Romanian orphans in the post-Ceausescu era. Even while they were still
  watching, Joanne had been surprised that Tony  who hated documentaries  had neither switched channels nor even got up to fetch a beer.


  Till afterwards. Then hed opened a can right away, drunk the whole thing, before sitting down again on the sofa beside Joanne, and taking her hand.


  Why not us? hed said.


  Us what?


  That. Hed nodded at the TV. This could be it. This could give you what you want more than anything in the world. And me.


  But all the assessments and stuff, Joanne reminded him. You hated all that.


  This might be different. Wed be helping one of those poor little babies, wouldnt we, getting them out of one of those fucking horrible places. Maybe the people over there
  wouldnt be so bloody fussy.


  I dont know, Tony.


  Think about it, love, he said. A kid of our own. Wed be helping a child. Hed paused. I might even start feeling like a real man again.


  Youve always been that, Joanne had said softly.


  Shed begun researching the possibilities next lunchtime at the library near her branch of Savers Mutual, discovering  with such ease that Tony said later that it
  was fate, that theyd been meant to see that programme  the Overseas Adoption Helpline.


  Mind what you tell them, though, Tony had cautioned. Tell them you just want to ask questions for now. He paused, saw her expression. What?


  Nothing, Joanne said. Except you said you, not we.


  Tony had smiled easily. Youre in charge of this, Jo. For now, anyway. Hed paused. Not too much for you, is it?


  Of course not, Joanne had said quickly.


  Shed taken him at his word, had begun asking questions, received more answers and assistance than she could have believed possible, though each snippet of help seemed to come wrapped in a
  great blanket of information.


  Theres so much reading, she told Tony one weekend.


  Hed glanced at the piles of pamphlets and photocopies and printouts from the computer Joanne had taken to using in her lunch hours at an Internet caf.


  I cant handle all this junk, hed said.


  It isnt junk. Its our path to being parents.


  Hed laughed at that, told her she sounded like shed swallowed one of the books shed been reading. Bottom line, Jo, he said. Thats all Im
  interested in.


  So Joanne had gone on with it until all her preliminary questions had been answered, when her head was jammed with hundreds of facts about practical and ethical aspects of
  intercountry adoption, thousands of facts, cautions about conflicts and pitfalls to avoid and choices to be made.


  Forms to be completed.


  Oh, no. Tony had been emphatic. Were not going through that again.


  We have to, Tony. The relief had already gone. Obviously.


  The only obvious thing to me is that wed be great parents.


  But we still have to convince the authorities of that, Joanne reasoned.


  And theyll find out about my record and well be back to sodding square one. Tonys face had reddened. I thought Id made myself clear, Jo.
  Were prepared to help some little no-hope kid from some God-forsaken country and thats that.


  But its not that simple. Joanne had tried not to cry.


  Its got to be, her husband had told her. Simple, or no kid. Hed stood up, his face redder, his eyes harder. You want this, you find a way.
  He was already halfway back to the kitchen door. Get back on the Internet. Find someone who understands what we want. He paused. Tell them well pay, if you
  like.


  Pay? She had been startled. For a baby? Thats horrible.


  Not if it works.


  We dont have enough money. Joanne could hardly believe shed said that.


  Find out how much it would cost. Tony had opened the door. If its not too much, Ill pay. Im not mean, Jo.


  I know youre not, but


  Find out, Joanne. Or drop it.


  She was on the verge of giving up again when, suddenly, she hit on the website that led her to the someone Tony had so airily told her to find. An adoption
  practitioner claiming to have legitimate links with agencies on three continents, and specializing in couples feeling let down by the system because of age, class or
  other irrelevant and often petty considerations.


  Too easy, Joanne thought, trying not to get too excited as she clicked on the e-mail address offered on the site  doing no more, she promised herself, than dipping her toes in the
  water.


  Which was warm and congenial, as it turned out, and came in the form of a middle-aged, bespectacled Scandinavian doctor named Marie Jenssen who told Joanne she was in charge of the UK
  intake on behalf of the international operation, and who appeared to want nothing more than to help her and Tony achieve their hearts desire and offer a new life to a child in
  need.


  With Dr Jenssen, there were no long interviews and a minimum of forms to fill in. Just one meeting in the coffee shop of a hotel off Russell Square, a contract between themselves, and money to
  be found  such great, alarming wads of cash that Joanne was continually afraid Tony might call a halt.


  But then their baby was located.


  Irina Camelia Karolyi. Five weeks old, parentless and currently in a Bucharest orphanage. No relatives. No prospects. No hope.


  Shes so beautiful, Joanne had said softly, staring at the photograph Dr Jenssen had sent of a tiny baby girl with huge dark eyes, looking for all the world as if she really
  was smiling from her crib.


  Shes gorgeous, Tony had said. I could really love her, Jo.


  From that moment on, he had become every bit as unstoppable as Joanne. While she paved the way with Sandra, the neighbours, a few friends and the building society, preparing them for the arrival
  of their adopted child, keeping the real truth from them all, Tony worked like a demon at Patston Motors to build up the ever outward-flowing supply of cash  even when the exact nature of
  what he was paying for became less clear.


  You should have made her itemize this, Joanne said once, after Tony had handed over yet another five hundred pounds to Marie Jenssen.


  You know she wouldnt, Tony had told her. You know the score by now.


  She did, which had begun to trouble her even more than the frightening expenses. The score, as Tony had put it, was illegal adoption. The money, Joanne feared, was going
  towards whatever it took to buy visas, bribe officials in God-alone-knew how many countries. Shed read about illegal trafficking in babies, had been sickened by the notion that anyone could
  be so wicked or desperate as to sell their child, let alone buy one.


  Do you think were being wicked? she asked Tony one night. Doing this?


  No, I bloody dont. Hed been angry at the suggestion. Were saving that baby, Jo. Were helping Irina.


  Any lingering doubts disappeared the instant they saw Irina being carried towards them by Marie Jenssen at Kings Cross Station on the last Friday of the following April  though
  Joanne had experienced one final thrill of terror, imagining a horde of policemen descending the instant Marie handed the baby over.


  No police.


  Just a little girl, by then just over three months old. With immense dark eyes that had gazed, with intensity, up at her new mother and father.


  Hello, princess, Tony had said softly to her.


  Joanne, beyond words, had held her breath.


  And Irina had smiled.


  Happy, Joanne? Marie had asked, gently.


  Not the word for it. Joannes voice had sounded almost strangled.


  Tony? Marie had looked at him.


  Same. Tony had shaken his head. I cant believe it.


  Its true, Marie told him.


  Shed taken her leave just moments later, throwing Joanne into fresh panic.


  I need to know more, shed said. Learn more about her.


  You know all you ever will, Marie had answered. You know that, Joanne. Its the way of these adoptions. Better for you all.


  Maries right, love, Tony had backed Marie up. Irinas ours now. Thats all we need to know.


  What if she gets ill? The baby squirmed in her arms. Surely we need to be able to find out her family history. She already knew the answer, had broached the question
  before.


  Irinas a healthy little child, Joanne, Marie reassured her. Your child now, as Tony said.


  Stop worrying, Jo. Tony had stroked the babys cheek. Enjoy her.


  Joanne had bent her head, closed her eyes and breathed in the smell of her new baby daughter.


  By the time she had raised her face again, Marie Jenssen had gone.





  Chapter Seven


  Within an hour of the body on the allotment being found, Helen Shipley, a thirty-three-year-old, currently hung-over, detective inspector with AMIT NW  having responded
  to her pager while picking up her dry-cleaning during her lunch hour  had been taking her first long, sickening look inside the white Incitent with her boss DCI Trevor Kirby, and not long
  after that the Home Office duty pathologist, Stephanie Patel, had joined them.


  Less than three hours later, John Bolsover, an assistant supermarket manager who had reported his wife missing over a week earlier, had assisted with the identification. As grief-stricken and
  distraught for his children as he appeared, once Lynnes sister and neighbour had both declared him a first-class bully, Bolsover had rapidly become prime suspect. Depressed and under her
  husbands thumb as her sister had been, Pam Wakefield said, Lynne had, now and again, summoned the strength to fight back to a point where he would bellow at and frequently punch her.


  What exactly are you telling me, Pam? Shipley had asked in the shattered womans living room.


  Isnt it obvious?


  I need to hear it in your words, Shipley said.


  Im saying I think he probably went too far. Pam Wakefield had stared with harsh, tearful openness at the grey-eyed, cropped haired policewoman. Im saying that
  John Bolsover  she spoke his name as if the words were poison in her mouth  probably bashed my sisters head in and then dumped her in that place and threw sacks
  onto her.


  Probably. The rub.


  Nail this one smartish, DCI Kirby, a stout, grey-haired bachelor from Wolverhampton, had told Shipley.


  Easier said, Shipley felt, with not the slightest sign of wavering by Bolsover, let alone confession, after three long interviews at AMIT NWs temporary housing in a drab brick building a
  mile from Claris Green (temporary, like the unit itself, for more than a year now, but feeling increasingly like home), and the insistence of the suspects solicitor that his client should
  now either be charged or allowed to go home and grieve with his family.


  Were still nowhere, Shipley told the team, five days into the enquiry, assembled in the incident room. Ive got a brief telling me to shit or get off the pot,
  and not a bloody shred of real evidence. No witness, no forensics, no murder weapon, not a damned thing.


  Three massive blows had been struck in the fatal attack, but Dr Patel had informed Shipley that the first blow inflicted had been sufficiently violent to have caused death, suggesting that the
  two subsequent blows might perhaps have been struck in rage or frenzy. The murder weapon, the pathologist felt, had probably been a small rock picked out of a garden or park in an area of London
  clay, perhaps not too far from where the victim had been found, but the fingertip search at the crime scene had found nothing but a handful of broken beer bottles  smudged prints only
   a litter of empty, kicked-about soft drink cans  likewise  crumpled crisp wrappers, a couple of discarded syringes and no usable prints from shoes or boots.


  That was the hell of it. As strong a suspect as Bolsover was, that search and those of his house, his Honda and his desk and locker at work had all proven fruitless. And so much time having
  passed between Lynnes death and the discovery of her body, the chances of retrieving any potentially damning evidence from Bolsovers clothing or person had of course been long gone by
  the time Shipley and her team had first spoken to him.


  Nothing yet on door-to-door, said DS Geoff Gregory now.


  And still no one to disprove that Bolsover was home, said Ally King, a pretty black detective constable on loan from CID.


  At the time of Lynnes murder  a Tuesday, while the children had been at school  her husband, off work because of a bad back, claimed to have been snoozing in front of the TV
  at home, and even Valerie Golding, who admitted that shed have liked nothing better than to be able to discredit her neighbours tale, had said shed been out at Brent Cross
  herself for much of that day.


  Shipley sighed and looked, for the hundredth time, at the whiteboard with its dearth of alternative suspects. No lovers  either Johns or Lynnes  unearthed. No one
  with a bitter grudge against Lynne. No scraps with other parents at the childrens school, no complaints of being stalked, no recent robberies at the house.


  Not even any report of an argument heard that day between husband and wife. Though even if the neighbours had heard yelling or screaming, it would not have been conclusive proof that John
  Bolsover had killed her.


  Lynnes face smiled at Shipley from one photograph.


  Another face, dreadful in its bloody death mask, but still hers.


  Lynne Frances Bolsover. Twenty-nine years old. Mother of two young kiddies.


  Wiped out by person or persons unknown.


  We do know it was him, though, dont we? DC King said.


  We know sod all, Ally, Shipley said.


  DS Gregory, middle-aged and overweight, stood up. Better get back out there, then, find something to nail the bastard with.


  Sooner the better, Shipley said.





  Chapter Eight


  For the first month after her new parents had brought her home, Irina had smiled an amazing amount of the time, hardly ever crying. But then, as if she had perhaps not
  previously comprehended her power to demand anything from life, the baby had begun not just to cry, but to scream, piercingly, whenever she wanted either milk or a clean nappy or to be held or to
  be put down.


  Cant you stop her doing that? Tony had asked his wife.


  Of course I cant stop her, Joanne had said distractedly. If I could, she wouldnt still be crying, would she? Shed looked at Irinas bright
  red cheeks. Im getting worried about her, Tony. Were going to have to take her to a doctor.


  I thought we were going to wait, her husband had said.


  They had agreed that, with the exception of normal check-ups and vaccination visits at their local GPs surgery, they would, if the need arose, go to a private paediatrician rather than
  take any potential risks with the NHS. One more bill or two, Tony had said blithely at the time, wouldnt make much difference with all hed forked out already.


  Now that the moment was here, he wasnt quite so convinced.


  No point overreacting, Jo.


  We dont want to take chances, though, do we?


  You said she hasnt got a temperature.


  Shes very warm.


  Youd be warm if you were bawling like that.


  She isnt just bawling, Joanne had said. Somethings upsetting her.


  Maybe its you?


  Me?


  Tony looked at his wifes appalled, anxious eyes.


  Yeah, he said. Okay.


  Take her privately? Joanne had looked at him expectantly.


  Yeah, why not? Hed paused. Just this once, Jo, okay?


  Of course. She would have agreed to anything at that moment, with the awful sound of her babys crying reverberating in her head, and the feel of her warm little body
  stiffening with each wail, and she knew that Tony didnt mean it, that if Irina ever needed to see a paediatrician again he wouldnt mind a bit, not if their daughters health was
  at stake.


  Their daughters health, according to Dr Anna Mellor in Wimpole Street, was excellent.


  Shes a lovely little girl, the doctor had declared after a thorough examination, during most of which Irina had demonstrated her talent for screaming. Very vocal, I
  agree. She had beamed at Joanne and Tony. But clearly, thats simply her nature.


  You mean shes going to go on like this? Tony had asked.


  Anna Mellor had twinkled at Joanne. Bit of a shock to the system for father.


  Its just that she was so quiet until a few weeks ago, Joanne said loyally.


  Maybe she hadnt discovered her voice, the doctor said. Anyway she went on briskly I certainly cant see any nasty underlying
  problems, which is surely what you were both so concerned about. Thats the main thing.


  Thats wonderful, Joanne had said, hugely relieved.


  As if on cue, Irina had begun crying again.


  She will
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