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‘Where is the man who has the power and skill
To stem the torrent of a woman’s will?
For if she will, she will, you may depend on’t;
And if she won’t, she won’t; so there’s an end on’t’

—from the pillar erected on the Mount in the Dane John Field, Canterbury








Prologue

To Ian Armstrong, life had begun its current downward slide the moment he’d been made redundant. He’d known when he’d been offered the job that it was only a temporary appointment. The advertisement he’d answered had not indicated otherwise and no offer of a contract had ever been made him. Still, when two years passed without a whisper of unemployment in the offing, Ian had unwisely learned to hope, which hadn’t been such a good idea.

Ian’s penultimate foster mother would have greeted the news of his job loss by munching a shortbread finger and proclaiming, ‘Well, you can’t change the wind, can you, my lad? When it blows over cow dung, a wise man holds his nose.’ She would have poured tepid tea into a glass – she never used a cup – and she would have sloshed it down. She would have gone on to say, ‘Ride the horse that’s got its saddle on, lad,’ and she would have returned to perusing her latest copy of Hello!, admiring its photos of well-groomed nobs living the good life in posh London flats and on country estates.

This would be her way of telling Ian to accept his fate, her unsubtle message that the good life was not for the likes of him. But Ian had never aspired to the good life. All he’d ever sought was acceptance, and he pursued it with the passion of an unadopted and unadoptable child. What he wanted was simple: a wife, a family, and the security of knowing that he had a future somewhat more promising than the grimness of his past.

These objectives had once seemed possible. He’d been good at his job. He’d arrived for work early every day. He’d laboured extra hours for no extra pay. He’d learned the names of all his fellow workers. He’d even gone so far as to memorise the names of their spouses and children, which was no mean feat. And the thanks he’d garnered for all this effort was a farewell office party drinking lukewarm squash and a box of handkerchiefs from Tie Rack.

Ian had tried to forestall and even to prevent the inevitable. He’d pointed out the services he’d rendered, the late hours he’d worked, and the sacrifices he’d made in not seeking other employment while occupying his temporary position. He’d sought compromise by making offers of working for a lower salary, and ultimately he’d begged not to be cut off.

The humiliation of grovelling in front of his superior was nothing to Ian if grovelling meant he could keep his position. Because keeping his position meant that the mortgage could continue to be paid on his new house. With that taken care of, he and Anita could move forward with their efforts to produce a sibling for Mikey, and Ian wouldn’t have to send his wife out to work. More importantly, he also wouldn’t have to see the scorn in Anita’s eyes when he informed her he’d lost yet another job.

‘It’s this rotten recession, darling,’ he’d told her. ‘It goes on and on. Our parents had World War II as their trial by fire. This recession is ours.’

Her eyes had said derisively, ‘Don’t give me philosophy. You didn’t even know your parents, Ian Armstrong.’ But what she said with an inappropriate and hence ominous amiability was, ‘So it’s back to the library for me, I suppose. Though I hardly see what help that’ll be once I’ve arranged to pay someone to look after Mikey while I’m out. Or did you plan to look after him yourself instead of looking for work?’ Her lips were tight with insincerity when she offered him a brittle smile.

‘I hadn’t thought –’

‘That’s the trouble with you, Ian. You never think. You never have a plan. We move from problem to crisis to the brink of disaster. We have a new house we can’t pay for and a baby to feed and still you aren’t thinking. If you’d planned ahead, if you’d cemented your position, if you’d threatened to leave eighteen months ago when the factory needed reorganisation and you were the only one in Essex who could do it for them –’

‘That’s not actually the case, Anita.’

‘There you are! See?’

‘What?’

‘You’re too humble. You don’t put yourself forward. If you did, you’d have a contract now. If you ever once planned, you’d have demanded a contract then and there when they needed you most.’

There was no point in explaining business to Anita when she was in a state. And Ian really couldn’t blame his wife for the state she was in. He’d lost three jobs in the six years they’d been married. And while she’d been supportive through his first two spates of unemployment, they’d lived with her parents then and hadn’t the financial worries that menaced them now. If only things could be different, Ian thought. If only his job could have been secure. But residing in the twilight world of ifs did nothing to offer a solution to their problems.

So Anita had returned to work, a pathetic and ill-paying job at the town library where she reshelved books and helped pensioners locate magazines. And Ian began the humiliating process of seeking employment once again, in an area of the country long depressed.

He started each day by dressing carefully and leaving the house before his wife. He’d been as far north as Ipswich, as far west as Colchester. He’d been south to Clacton and had even ventured onward to Southend-on-Sea. He’d given it his best, but so far he’d managed nothing. Nightly he faced Anita’s silent but growing contempt. When the weekends came, he sought escape.

Walking provided it, on Saturdays and Sundays. In the past few weeks, he’d come to know the entire Tendring Peninsula intimately. His favourite stroll was a short distance from the town, where a right turn past Brick Barn Farm took him to the track across the Wade. At the end of the lane he’d park the Morris, and when the tide was out, he put on his wellingtons and slopped across the muddy causeway to the lump of land called Horsey Island. There he watched the waterfowl and he poked about for shells. Nature gave him the peace that the rest of life denied him. And in the early weekend mornings, he found nature at her best.

On this particular Saturday morning, the tide was high, so Ian Armstrong chose the Nez for his walk. The Nez was an impressive promontory of gorse-tangled land that rose 150 feet above the North Sea and separated it from an area of tidal swamp called the Saltings. Like the towns along the coast, the Nez was fighting a battle against the sea. But unlike these towns, it had no line of breakwaters to guard it and no concrete slopes to serve as armour over the uneasy combination of clay, pebbles, and earth that caused the cliffs to crumble to the beach below them.

Ian decided to begin at the southeast end of the promontory, making his way round the tip and down the west side, where waders like redshanks and greenshanks nested and fed themselves from the shallow marsh pools. He waved a jaunty goodbye to Anita, who returned his farewell expressionlessly, and he wound his way out of the housing estate. Five minutes took him to Balford-le-Nez Road. Five minutes more and he was on Balford’s High Street, where the Dairy Den Diner was serving up breakfast and Kemp’s Market was arranging its vegetable displays.

He spun through the town and turned left along the seafront. Already, he could tell that the day was going to be yet another hot one, and he unrolled his window to breathe the balmy salt air. He gave himself over to an enjoyment of the morning and worked at forgetting the difficulties he faced. For a moment, he allowed himself to pretend all was well.

It was in this frame of mind that Ian rounded the curve into Nez Park Road. The guard’s shack at the entrance to the promontory was empty so early in the morning, no attendant there to claim sixty pence for the privilege of a walk along the clifftop. So Ian bumped over the cratered terrain towards the car park above the sea.

That was when he saw the Nissan, a hatchback standing alone in the early-morning light, just a few feet from the boundary poles that marked the edge of the car park. Ian bounced towards it, avoiding pot holes as best he could. His mind on his walk, he thought nothing of the hatchback’s presence until he noticed that one of its doors was hanging open and its bonnet and roof were beaded with dew not yet evaporated in the day’s coming heat.

Ian frowned at this. He tapped his fingers against the steering wheel of the Morris and thought about the uncomfortable relationship between the top of a cliff and an abandoned car with its door left open. At the direction in which his thoughts began to head, he very nearly decided to turn tail for home. But human curiosity got the better of him. He edged the Morris forward until he was idling at the Nissan’s side.

He said cheerily out of his open window, ‘Good morning? I say, do you need any help in there?’ in case someone was dossing in the car’s back seat. Then he noted that the glove compartment was hanging open and that its contents appeared to be strewn upon the floor.

Ian made a quick deduction from this sight: someone had been searching for something. He got out of the Morris and leaned into the Nissan for a better look.

The search had been nothing if not thorough. The front seats were slashed, and the back seat was not only cut open but pulled forward as if in the expectation that something had been hidden behind it. The side panels of the doors appeared to have been roughly removed and then just as roughly returned to place; the console between the seats gaped open; the lining of the roof sagged down.

Ian adjusted his previous deduction with alacrity. Drugs, he thought. The harbours of Parkeston and Harwich were no great distance from this spot. Lorries, cars, and vast shipping containers arrived there by the dozen on ferries every day. They came from Sweden, Holland, and Germany, and the wise smuggler who managed to get past customs would be sensible to drive to a remote location – just like the Nez – before retrieving his contraband. This car was abandoned, Ian concluded, having served its purpose. He would have his walk and then phone the police to have it towed away.

He was childishly pleased with his insight. Amused at his first reaction to the sight of the car, he pulled his wellingtons from the boot of the Morris and as he squirmed his feet into them, he chuckled at the thought of a desperate soul attempting to end his troubles at this particular site. Everyone knew that the edge of the Nez’s clifftop was perilously friable. A potential suicide wishing to fling himself into oblivion at this spot was far likelier to end up sliding with the clay, the gravel, and the silt on to the beach below as the cliffside collapsed beneath his weight in a dirty heap. He might break his leg, certainly. But end his life? Hardly. No one was going to die on the Nez.

Ian smacked the boot of the Morris shut. He locked the door and patted the vehicle’s roof. ‘Good old thing,’ he said in an affable fashion. ‘Thank you very much indeed.’ The fact that the engine continued to turn over in the morning was a miracle that Ian’s natural superstition told him he ought to encourage.

He picked up five papers that lay on the ground next to the Nissan and deposited them within the car’s glove compartment from which they’d no doubt originally come. He swung the hatchback’s door closed, thinking, No need to be untidy about things. Then he approached the steep old concrete steps that led down to the beach.

At the top of these steps, Ian paused. Even at this hour, the sky above him was a bright blue dome, unmarked by the presence of clouds, and the North Sea was tranquil with the calm of summer. A fog bank lay like a roll of cotton wool far out on the horizon, serving as distant backdrop for a fishing boat – perhaps half a mile off shore – that chugged in the direction of Clacton. A flock of gulls surrounded this like gnats round fruit. More gulls, Ian saw, were buzzing along the waterline at clifftop height. They flew in his direction from the north, from Harwich whose cranes he could glimpse even from this distance across Pennyhole Bay.

Ian thought of the birds as a welcoming committee, so intent did they seem upon him as a target. Indeed, they approached with such mindless determination that he found himself giving more than idle consideration to Du Maurier’s story, Hitchcock’s film, and Tippi Hedren’s avian torment. He was thinking about beating a hasty retreat – or at least doing something to shield his head – when as a single unit the birds arced and dived at a structure on the beach. This was a pillbox, a concrete fortification from World War II from which troops had watched and waited to defend their country from Nazi invasion. The structure had once stood on the top of the Nez, but as time and the sea had washed away the cliffside, it now sat on the sand below.

Ian saw that other gulls were already doing their web-footed tapdance on the pillbox’s roof. From a hexagonal opening on this same roof, where a machine-gun emplacement once would have stood, more birds entered and exited the structure. They gabbled and cawed as if in communication, and their message seemed to pass telepathically to the birds off shore, for these began to leave the fishing boat and to head towards land.

Their decisive flight reminded Ian of a scene on the beach near Dover that he’d witnessed as a child. A big barking brute of a dog had been lured out to sea by a flock of similar birds. The dog had been playing at catching them from the water, but they had been deadly serious, and they’d circled farther and farther out into the sea until the poor animal was a quarter of a mile from the shore. No one’s shouting or imprecations had brought the dog back. And no one had been able to control the birds. Had he not seen the gulls toying with the dog’s ebbing strength – circling above him just out of his reach, cawing, approaching, then darting away – Ian would never have thought it reasonable to conclude that birds were creatures with murderous intentions. But he’d seen it that day and he’d believed it ever since. And he always kept a respectful distance from them.

He thought of that poor dog now. It was obvious that the gulls were toying with something and whatever that desolate something was, it was inside the old pillbox. Action was called for.

Ian descended the stairs. He said, ‘Hey, there! I say!’ and he waved his arms. This did little to deter the gulls that bobbed on the guano-streaked concrete rooftop and flapped their wings minaciously. But Ian wasn’t about to be put off. The long-ago gulls in Dover had got the better of their canine pursuer, but these Balford gulls weren’t about to get the better of Ian Armstrong.

He jogged in their direction. The pillbox was some twenty-five yards from the foot of the steps, and he was able to build up a fair amount of speed in that distance. Arms waving, he descended on the birds with a yowl, and he was pleased to see his efforts at intimidation bear fruit. The gulls took to the air, leaving Ian alone with the pillbox, and whatever it was that they had been investigating within it.

The entrance was a crawlhole less than three feet from the sand, the perfect height for a small seal to wriggle through, seeking shelter. And a seal was what Ian expected to find when he himself duck-walked through the short tunnel and emerged in the gloom of the pillbox’s interior.

Cautiously, he stood. His head brushed the damp ceiling. A pervasive odour of seaweed and dying crustaceans seemed to rise from the ground and to seep from the walls. These were heavily embellished with graffiti, which at a glance appeared to be solely sexual in nature.

Light filtered in from embrasures, allowing Ian to note that the pillbox – which he’d never explored before this moment, despite his many trips to the Nez – was actually two concentric structures. It was shaped like a doughnut, and an opening in its internal wall acted as access to its centre. This was what had attracted the gulls, and finding nothing of substance on the rubbish-strewn ground, it was towards this aperture that Ian moved, calling out, ‘Hello there? Anyone here?’ without realising that an animal – wounded or otherwise – would hardly be likely to answer.

The air felt close. Outside, the cries of the birds rose and fell. As he reached the opening, Ian could hear wings flapping and webbed feet scuttling as the more intrepid gulls descended once again. This would not do, Ian thought grimly. He was the human, after all, master of the planet and king of all that he surveyed. It was unthinkable that a gang of hooligan birds could presume dominance over him.

He said, ‘Shoo! Off with you! Get out of it!’ and burst into the open air of the pillbox’s centre. Birds rocketed skywards. Ian’s gaze followed their flight. He said, ‘That’s better,’ and pushed his coat sleeves towards his elbows to ready himself to deal with whatever the gulls had been tormenting.

It wasn’t a seal and they hadn’t done with their tormenting. He saw this at the same moment as his stomach lurched upward and his sphincter quivered.

A thin-haired young man sat upright with his back against the old concrete machine-gun emplacement. The fact that he was dead was demonstrated by the two remaining sea gulls who picked at his eyes.

Ian Armstrong took one step towards the body, his own feeling like ice. When he could breathe again and believe what he saw, he uttered only four words. ‘Well, Jesus be praised.’






Chapter One

Whoever said April is the cruellest month had never been in London in the midst of a summer heatwave. With air pollution dressing the sky in designer brown, diesel lorries draping the buildings – and the inside of noses – in basic black, and leaves wearing the very latest in dust and grit, London in late-June was the cruellest month. Indeed, it was a veritable hellhole. This was Barbara Havers’ unsentimental evaluation of her nation’s capital as she drove through it on Sunday afternoon, heading homeward in her rattling Mini.

She was ever so slightly – but nonetheless pleasantly – tanked up. Not enough to be a danger to herself or to anyone else on the streets, but enough to review the events of the day in the pleasant afterglow produced by expensive French champagne.

She was returning home from a wedding. It hadn’t been the social event of the decade, which she’d long expected that the marriage of an earl to his longtime beloved was supposed to be. Rather, it had been a quiet affair in a tiny church close to said earl’s home in Belgravia. And instead of bluebloods dressed to the nines, its guests had been only the earl’s closest friends as well as a few of his fellow police officers from New Scotland Yard. Barbara Havers was one of this latter group. At times, she liked to think that she was also one of the former.

Upon reflection, Barbara realised that she should have expected of Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley just the sort of quiet wedding that he and Lady Helen Clyde had orchestrated. He’d been downplaying the Lord Asherton side of his life for as long as she’d known him, and the last thing he would have wanted in the way of nuptials was an ostentatious ceremony attended by a well-heeled crowd of Hooray Henrys. So instead of that, sixteen decidedly unHenrylike guests had assembled to watch Lynley and Helen take the marital plunge, after which they’d all repaired to La Tante Claire in Chelsea, where they’d tucked into six kinds of hors-d’oeuvres, champagne, lunch, and more champagne.

Once the toasts were made and the couple seen off to a honeymoon destination which they had both laughingly refused to disclose, the rest of the wedding party disbanded. Barbara stood on the frying-pan pavement of Royal Hospital Road and exchanged a few words with the other guests, among them Lynley’s best man, a forensic specialist called Simon St James. In best English fashion, they’d commented upon the weather first. Depending upon the speaker’s level of tolerance for heat, humidity, smog, fumes, dust, and glare, the atmosphere was deemed wonderful, hideous, blessed, bloody awful, delightful, delectable, insufferable, heavenly, or plain effing hell. The bride was pronounced beautiful. The groom was handsome. The food was delicious. After this, there was a general pause in which the company decided upon two courses of action: talk that ventured beyond banalities or friendly farewells.

The group parted ways. Barbara was left with St James and his wife Deborah. Both were wilting in the merciless sun, St James dabbing a white handkerchief to his brow and Deborah fanning herself enthusiastically with an old theatre programme which she’d fished from her capacious straw bag.

‘Will you come home with us, Barbara?’ she asked. ‘We’re going to sit in the garden for the rest of the day, and I plan to ask Dad to turn the hose pipe on us.’

‘That sounds just the ticket,’ Barbara said. She rubbed her neck where sweat had soaked her collar.

‘Good.’

‘But I can’t. To tell you the truth, I’m whacked.’

‘Understandable,’ St James said. ‘How long has it been?’

Deborah added quickly, ‘How stupid of me. I’m sorry, Barbara. I’d completely forgotten.’

Barbara doubted this. The bandages across her nose and the bruises on her face – not to mention her chipped front tooth – made it unlikely that anyone who saw her would miss the fact that she’d recently served sentence in hospital. Deborah was merely too polite to draw attention to this. ‘Two weeks,’ Barbara replied to St James’ question.

‘How’s the lung?’

‘Functioning.’

‘And the ribs?’

‘Only when I laugh.’

St James smiled. ‘Are you taking time off?’

‘Under orders, yes. I can’t go back till I’ve got clearance from the doctor.’

‘I’m sorry about it all,’ St James said. ‘It was a rotten piece of luck.’

‘Yeah. Well.’ Barbara shrugged. Heading part of a murder investigation for the first time, she’d been injured in the line of duty. It wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. Her pride had taken as serious a blow as her body.

‘So what will you do?’ St James asked.

‘Escape the heat,’ Deborah advised her. ‘Go to the Highlands. Go to the lakes. Go to the sea. I wish we could.’

Barbara tossed Deborah’s suggestions round in her mind as she drove up Sloane Street. Inspector Lynley’s final order to her at the conclusion of the investigation had directed her to take a holiday, and he’d repeated that order in a private moment between the two of them after his wedding.

‘I meant what I said, Sergeant Havers,’ he’d told her. ‘You’re due some time off, and I want you to take it. Are we clear on the subject?’

‘We’re clear, Inspector.’

But what they weren’t clear on was what she was supposed to do with her enforced leisure. She’d greeted the idea of a period away from work with the horror of a woman who kept her private life, her wounded psyche, and her raw emotions in order by not having time to attend to them. In the past, she’d used her holidays from the Yard to deal with her father’s failing health. After his death, she’d used her free hours to confront her mother’s mental infirmities, the family home’s renovation and sale, and her own move to her current digs. She didn’t like to have time on her hands. The suggestion of a stretch of minutes dissolving into hours leaking into days extending into one week and maybe even two . . . Her palms began to sweat at the very thought. Pains shot into her elbows. Every fibre of her short, stout being began to shriek, ‘Anxiety attack.’

So as she veered through traffic and blinked against a particle of soot that floated in through her window on the blistering air, she felt like a woman on the edge of an abyss. It dropped down and away and into forever. It was signposted with the dread words free time. What would she do? Where would she go? How would she fill the endless hours? Reading romances? Washing the only three windows she possessed? Learning how to iron, to bake, to sew? How about melting away in the heat? This bloody heat, this miserable heat, this flaming, flipping, sodding heat, this –

Get a grip, Barbara told herself. It’s a holiday you’re doomed to, not solitary confinement.

At the top of Sloane Street, she waited patiently to make the turn into Knightsbridge. She’d listened to the television news in her hospital room day after day, so she knew that the exceptional weather had brought an even greater than normal influx of foreign tourists to London. But here she saw them. Hordes of shoppers wielding bottles of mineral water shoved their way along the pavement. Hordes more poured out of Knightsbridge tube station, bee-lining in every direction towards the trendy shops. And five minutes later when Barbara had managed to negotiate her way up Park Lane, she could see even more of them – along with her countrymen – baring their lily-skinned bodies to Apollo on the thirsty grass of Hyde Park. Under the scorching sun, double decker open-topped buses trundled along, carrying a full load of passengers who listened with rapt attention to tour guides speaking into microphones. And tour coaches disgorged Germans, Koreans, Japanese, and Americans at every hotel she saw.

All of us breathing the same air, she thought. The same torrid, noxious, used-up air. Perhaps a holiday was called for after all.

She bypassed the mad congestion of Oxford Street and instead headed northwest on the Edgware Road. The masses of tourists thinned out here, to be replaced by masses of immigrants: dark women in saris, chadors, and hijabs; dark men in everything from blue jeans to robes. As she crawled along in the flow of traffic, Barbara watched these one-time foreigners moving purposefully in and out of shops. She reflected on the changes that had come upon London in her thirty-three years. The food had undergone a distinct improvement, she concluded. But as a member of the police force, she knew that this polyglot society had engendered a score of polyglot problems.

She detoured to avoid the crush of humanity that always gathered round Camden Lock. Ten minutes more and she was finally cruising up Eton Villas, where she prayed to the Great Angel of Transport to grant her a parking space that was near her personal hovel.

The angel offered a compromise: a spot round the corner about fifty yards away. With some creative shoe-horning, Barbara squeezed her Mini into a space fit only for a motorbike. She trudged back the way she’d come and swung open the gate of the yellow brick Edwardian house behind which her bungalow sat.

In the long drive across town, the pleasant glow from the champagne had metamorphosed in the way of most pleasant glows arising from alcohol: she was killingly thirsty. She set her sights on the path that led along the side of the house to the back garden. At the bottom of this, her tiny bungalow looked cool and inviting in the shade of a false acacia.

Looks deceived as usual. When Barbara unlocked the door and stepped inside, heat engulfed her. The three windows were open in the hope of encouraging cross-ventilation, but there was no breeze stirring without so the heavy air fell upon her lungs like a visitation of the plague on the unprepared.

‘Bloody hell,’ Barbara muttered. She threw her shoulder bag on the table and went to the fridge. A litre of Volvic looked like a tower block among its companions: the cartons and packages of leftover take-away and ready-to-eat meals. Barbara grabbed the bottle and took it to the sink. She swilled down five mouthfuls, then leaned over and poured half of what was left on to the back of her neck and into her cropped hair. The sudden rush of cold water against her skin made her eyeballs throb. It was perfect heaven.

‘Bliss,’ Barbara said. ‘I’ve discovered God.’

‘Are you having a bath?’ a child’s voice asked behind her. ‘Shall I come back later?’

Barbara swung round to the door. She’d left it open, but she hadn’t expected that its position might be interpreted as an invitation to casual visitors. She hadn’t actually seen any of her neighbours since being discharged from the Wiltshire hospital where she’d spent several days. To avoid the potential of a chance encounter, she’d limited her comings and goings to periods when she knew the residents of the larger building were out.

But here stood one of them, and when the child ventured a hop-and-step closer, her liquid brown eyes grew round and large. ‘Whatever have you done to your face, Barbara? Have you had a car crash? It looks perfectly dreadful.’

‘Thanks, Hadiyyah.’

‘Does it hurt? What happened? Where’ve you been? I’ve been ever so worried. I even phoned twice. I did that today. See. Your answer machine is blinking. Shall I play it for you? I know how. You taught me, remember?’

Hadiyyah skipped happily across the room and plopped herself on to Barbara’s divan. The answer machine stood on a shelf by the tiny fireplace, and she confidently punched one of its buttons and beamed at Barbara as her own voice was played.

‘Hello,’ her message said. ‘This is Khalidah Hadiyyah. Your neighbour. Up in the front of the house. In the ground-floor flat.’

‘Dad says I’m always supposed to identify myself whenever I ring someone,’ Hadiyyah confided. ‘He says it’s only polite.’

‘It’s a good habit,’ Barbara acknowledged. ‘It reduces confusion on the other end of the line.’ She reached for a limp tea towel hanging from a hook. She used it on her hair and the back of her neck.

‘It’s awfully hot, isn’t it?’ the message continued chattily. ‘Where are you? I’m ringing to ask, d’you want to go for an ice cream? I’ve saved up so I have enough for two and Dad says I c’n invite anyone I like so I’m inviting you. Ring me back soon. But don’t be afraid. I won’t invite anyone else in the meantime. ’Bye now.’ And then a moment later, after the beep and an announcement of the time, another message from the same voice. ‘Hello. This is Khalidah Hadiyyah. Your neighbour. Up in the front of the house. In the ground-floor flat. I still want to go for an ice cream. Do you? Ring me, please. If you can, that is. I’ll pay. I can pay because I’ve saved up.’

‘Did you know who it was?’ Hadiyyah asked. ‘Did I tell you enough so you knew who it was? I wasn’t sure how much I was s’posed to say, but it seemed like enough.’

‘It was perfect,’ Barbara said. ‘I especially liked the information about the ground-floor flat. It’s good to know where I can find your lolly when I need to steal it to buy some fags.’

Hadiyyah giggled. ‘You wouldn’t, Barbara Havers!’

‘Never doubt me, kiddo,’ Barbara said. She went to the table where she rooted in her bag for a packet of Players. She lit up and inhaled, wincing at the prick of pain in her lung.

‘That’s not good for you,’ Hadiyyah noted.

‘So you’ve told me before.’ Barbara set the cigarette on the edge of an ashtray in which eight of its brothers had already been extinguished. ‘I’ve got to shed this get-up, Hadiyyah, if you don’t mind. I’m bloody boiling.’

Hadiyyah didn’t appear to take the hint. She nodded, saying, ‘You must be hot. Your face’s gone all red,’ and she squirmed on the divan to make herself more comfortable.

‘Well, it’s all girls, isn’t it?’ Barbara sighed. She went to the cupboard, and, standing in front of it, she yanked her dress over her head, putting her heavily taped chest on display.

‘Were you in an accident?’ Hadiyyah asked.

‘Sort of. Yeah.’

‘Did you break something? Is that why you’re bandaged?’

‘My nose. Three ribs.’

‘That must’ve hurt awfully. Does it hurt still? Shall I help you change your clothes?’

‘Thanks. I can cope.’ Barbara kicked her shoes into the cupboard and peeled off her tights. In a lump beneath a black plastic mackintosh lay a pair of purple harem trousers with a drawstring waist. The very thing, she decided. She stepped into them and topped the outfit with a crumpled pink T-shirt. Cock Robin Deserved It was printed on the front. Thus garbed, she turned back to the little girl, who was thumbing curiously through a paperback novel she’d found on the table next to the bed. The previous evening, Barbara had reached the part where the eponymous lusty savage had been driven beyond human endurance by the sight of the heroine’s firm, young – and conveniently stripped – buttocks as she delicately entered the river for her bath. Barbara didn’t think Khalidah Hadiyyah needed to learn what happened next. She crossed the room and removed the book from her hands.

‘What’s a throbbing member?’ Hadiyyah inquired, her brow furrowed.

‘Ask your dad,’ Barbara said. ‘No. On second thoughts, don’t.’ She couldn’t imagine Hadiyyah’s solemn father fielding such a question with the same aplomb that she herself could muster. ‘It’s the official drum-beater for a secret society,’ Barbara explained. ‘He’s the throbbing member. The other members sing.’

Hadiyyah nodded thoughtfully. ‘But it said that she touched his –’

‘What about that ice cream?’ Barbara asked heartily. ‘Can I accept the invitation straightaway? I could do with strawberry. What about you?’

‘That’s what I’ve come to see you about.’ Hadiyyah slithered off the divan and earnestly clasped her hands behind her back. ‘I’ve got to take back the invitation,’ she said, hurrying to add, ‘but it’s not a forever taking back. It’s just for now.’

‘Oh.’ Barbara wondered why her spirits took a downward slide at the news. Experiencing disappointment hardly made sense since enjoying ice cream with an eight-year-old child wasn’t an event to emblazon upon her social calendar.

‘Dad and I are going away, you see. It’s just for a few days. We’re leaving straightaway. But since I rang and invited you out for an ice cream, I thought I should tell you that we couldn’t go till later. In case you rang me back. That’s why I’m here.’

‘Ah. Sure.’ Barbara retrieved her cigarette from the ashtray and eased into one of the table’s two accompanying chairs. She’d not yet opened yesterday’s post, merely moving it on top of an old Daily Mail, and she saw that at the head of the pile was an envelope marked: Looking for Love? Aren’t we all, she thought sardonically and screwed the fag into her mouth.

‘That’s okay, isn’t it?’ Hadiyyah asked anxiously. ‘Dad said it was okay for me to come and tell you. I didn’t want you to think I’d invite you somewhere and then not be round to see did you want to go. That would be mean, wouldn’t it?’

A little line appeared between Hadiyyah’s heavy black eyebrows. Barbara observed the weight of worry settle on her small shoulders, and she reflected on the way that life moulds people to be who they are. No eight-year-old girl with her hair still in plaits should have to trouble herself so much about others.

‘It’s more than okay,’ Barbara said. ‘But I plan to hold you to the invitation. Where strawberry ice cream’s concerned, I draw the line at letting friends off the hook.’

Hadiyyah’s face brightened. She gave a little skip. ‘We’ll go when Dad and I get back, Barbara. We’re going away for a few days. Just a few days. Dad and I. Together. Did I already say?’

‘You did.’

‘I didn’t know about it when I rang you, see. Only what happened is that Dad got a phone call and he said “What? What? When did this occur?” and the next thing I knew, he said we were going to the sea. Imagine, Barbara.’ She clasped her hands to her bony little chest. ‘I’ve never been to the sea. Have you?’

The sea? Barbara thought. Oh, yes indeed. Mildewed beach huts and suntan lotion. Donning damp swim suits with scratchy crotches. She’d spent every childhood summer holiday at the sea, trying for a tan and managing only a mixture of peeling skin and freckles.

‘Not recently,’ Barbara said.

Hadiyyah bounced to her. ‘Why don’t you come? With me and Dad? Why don’t you come? It’d be such fun!’

‘I don’t really think –’

‘Oh, it would, it would. We could make castles in the sand and swim in the water. We could play catch. We could run on the beach. If we take a kite, we could even –’

‘Hadiyyah. Have you managed to say what you’ve come to say?’

Hadiyyah stilled herself at once and turned to the voice at the door. Her father stood there, watching her gravely.

‘You said you would require only one minute,’ he observed. ‘And there is a point at which a brief visit to a friend becomes an intrusion upon her hospitality.’

‘She’s not bothering me,’ Barbara said.

Taymullah Azhar appeared to observe her – rather than just notice her presence – for the first time. His slender shoulders shifted, the only indication of his surprise. ‘What’s happened to you, Barbara?’ he asked quietly. ‘Have you been in an accident?’

‘Barbara broke her nose,’ Hadiyyah informed him, going to her father’s side. His arm went round her, his hand curved at her shoulder. ‘And three of her ribs. She’s got bandages all up and all down, Dad. I told her she should come with us to the sea. It’d be good for her. Don’t you think?’

Azhar’s face shuttered immediately at this suggestion. Barbara said quickly, ‘A nice invitation, Hadiyyah. But my sea-going days are completely kaput.’ And to the girl’s father, ‘A sudden trip?’

‘He got a phone call,’ Hadiyyah began.

Azhar interposed. ‘Hadiyyah, have you said goodbye to your friend?’

‘I told her how I didn’t know we were going till you came in and said that –’

Barbara saw Azhar’s hand tighten on his daughter’s shoulder. ‘You’ve left your suitcase open on your bed,’ he told the child. ‘Go and put it in the car at once.’

Hadiyyah lowered her head obediently. She said, ‘’Bye, Barbara,’ and scampered through the door. Her father nodded at Barbara and began to follow.

‘Azhar,’ Barbara said. And when he stopped and turned back to her, ‘Want a fag before you go?’ She held the packet out towards him and met his eyes square on. ‘One for the road?’

She watched him weigh the pros and cons of remaining another three minutes. She wouldn’t have attempted to detain him had he not seemed so anxious to keep his daughter quiet about their journey. Suddenly Barbara’s curiosity was piqued, and she sought a way to satisfy it. When he didn’t answer, she decided that a prod was in order. She said, ‘Heard anything from Canada?’ as a form of coercion. But she hated herself the moment she’d said it. Hadiyyah’s mother had been on holiday in Ontario for the eight weeks that Barbara had been acquainted with the child and her father. And daily Hadiyyah had scoured the post for cards and letters – and a birthday present – that never came. ‘Sorry,’ Barbara said. ‘That was rotten of me.’

Azhar’s face was what it always was: the most unreadable of any man’s in Barbara’s acquaintance. And he had no compunction about letting a silence hang between them. Barbara bore it as long as she could before she said, ‘Azhar, I apologise. I was out of line. I’m always out of line. I do out of line better than anything else. Here. Have a fag. The sea will still be there if you leave five minutes later than you planned.’

Azhar relented, but slowly. His guard was up as he took the proffered packet and shook out a cigarette. While he lit it, Barbara used her bare foot to shove the other chair back from the table. He didn’t sit.

‘Trouble?’ she asked him.

‘Why should you think that?’

‘A phone call, a sudden change of plan. In my business, that means only one thing: whatever the news is, it isn’t good.’

‘In your business,’ Azhar pointed out.

‘And in yours?’

He lifted his cigarette to his mouth and spoke behind it. ‘A small family matter.’

‘Family?’ He’d never spoken of family. Not that he’d ever spoken of anything personal. He was as guarded a creature as Barbara had ever encountered outside the criminal fraternity. ‘I didn’t know you had family in this country, Azhar.’

‘I have significant family in this country,’ he said.

‘But on Hadiyyah’s birthday, no one –’

‘Hadiyyah and I do not see my family.’

‘Ah. I get it.’ Except she didn’t. He was rushing off to the sea on a small family matter concerning a significant family that he never saw? ‘Well, how long d’you expect to be gone? Anything I can do for you here? Water the plants? Collect the post?’

He appeared to consider this far longer than the conventional politeness of the offer required. Finally he said, ‘No. I think not. There’s merely been a minor upheaval among my relations. A cousin phoned to give voice to his concerns, and I go to them to offer my support and my expertise in these matters. It is a question of a few days away. The . . .’ He smiled. He had – when he used it – a most attractive smile, perfect white teeth gleaming against his pecan skin. ‘The plants and the post can wait, I dare say.’

‘Which direction are you heading in?’

‘East.’

‘Essex?’ And when he nodded, she went on with, ‘Lucky you, then, to be out of this heat. I’ve half a mind to follow and spend the next seven days with my bum firmly planted in the old North Sea.’

He didn’t react other than to say, ‘I’m afraid that Hadiyyah and I will see little of the water on this trip.’

‘That’s not what she thinks. She’ll be disappointed.’

‘She must learn to live with disappointment, Barbara.’

‘Really? She seems a bit young to be racking up a score in the life’s-bitter-lessons game, wouldn’t you say?’

Azhar ventured closer to the table and put his cigarette out in the ashtray. He was wearing a short-sleeved cotton shirt and as he leaned past her, Barbara caught the crisp clean scent of his clothing and she saw the fine black hairs on his arm. Like his daughter, he was delicately boned. But he was darker in colouring. ‘Unfortunately, we cannot dictate the age at which we learn how much life is going to deny us.’

‘Is that what life did to you, then?’

‘Thank you for the cigarette,’ he said.

He was gone before she could get another dig in. And when he was gone, Barbara wondered why the hell she felt the need to dig at him at all. She told herself it was for Hadiyyah’s sake: someone had to act in the child’s best interests. But the truth was that Azhar’s impermeable self-containment acted as a spur upon her, pricking at the sides of her need to know. Damn it all, who was the man? What was his solemnity all about? And how did he manage to hold the world at bay?

She sighed. The answers certainly wouldn’t come from slouching sluglike at the dining table with a burning fag hanging from her lip. Forget it, she thought. It was too bloody hot to think about anything, let alone to come up with believable rationales for the behaviour of her fellow humans. Sod her fellow humans, she decided. In this heat, sod the whole flaming world. She reached for the small pile of envelopes on the table.

Looking for love? leered up at her. The question was superimposed upon a heart. Barbara slid her index finger under the flap and pulled out a single-page questionnaire. Tired of trial-and-error dating? it asked across the top. Willing to take a chance that finding the Right Person is better handled by computer than by luck? And then followed the questions, asking about age, about interests, about occupation, salary, and level of education. Barbara considered filling it out for her own amusement, but after she evaluated her interests and realised that she had virtually none worth mentioning – who really wanted to be computer-matched with a woman who read The Lusty Savage to lull herself to sleep? – she screwed up the questionnaire and lobbed it towards the rubbish bin in her matchbox kitchen. She gave her attention to the rest of the post: BT bill asking to be paid, an advert for private health insurance, and an offer of a deluxe week for two on a cruise ship described as a floating paradise of pampering and sensuality.

She could do with the cruise ship, she realised. She could do with a week of deluxe pampering, with or without the accompanying sensuality. But a glance at the brochure’s photographs revealed slim and tanned young things perched on bar stools and lounging poolside, their fingernails painted and lips pouting glossily, attended by men with hirsute chests. Barbara pictured herself floating daintily among them. She sniggered at the thought. She hadn’t been in a bathing suit in years, having come to believe that some things are better left to draperies, shrouds, and the imagination.

The brochure went the way of the questionnaire before it. Barbara stubbed out her cigarette with a sigh and looked about the bungalow for further employment. There wasn’t any. She trundled over to the divan, searched out the television’s remote, and decided to give herself over to an afternoon of channel surfing.

She pressed the first button. Here was the Princess Royal, looking slightly less equine than usual as she inspected a Caribbean hospital for disadvantaged children. Boring. Here was a documentary on Nelson Mandela. Another snore. She picked up the pace and surfed through an Orson Welles film, a Prince Valiant cartoon, two chat shows, and a golf tournament.

And then her attention was riveted to the sight of a phalanx of police constables facing down a mass of dark-skinned protestors. She thought she was about to settle in for a good wallow with either Tennison or Morse when a red band appeared at the bottom of the screen with the word LIVE superimposed on it. A breaking news story, she realised. She watched it curiously.

She told herself it was no different from an archbishop’s attention being drawn to a story about Canterbury Cathedral. She was, after all, a cop. Still, she felt a twinge of guilt – she was supposed to be on holiday, wasn’t she? – as she avidly watched the story unfold.

Which was when she saw Essex printed on the screen. Which was when she twigged that the dark-skinned faces below the protest signs were Asian. Which was when she upped the volume on the television.

‘– body was found yesterday morning, apparently in a pillbox on the beach,’ the young reporter was saying. She appeared to be one or two leagues out of her depth because as she spoke, she smoothed her carefully coiffed blonde hair into place and cast apprehensive glances at the swarm of people behind her, as if afraid they might seek to recoif her without her permission. She put a hand to her ear to block out the noise.

‘Now! Now!’ the protestors were shouting. Their signs – crudely lettered – called for Justice At Once! and Action! and The Real Truth!

‘What began as a very special town council meeting ostensibly called to discuss redevelopment issues,’ Blondie recited into her microphone, ‘disintegrated into what you see behind me now. I’ve managed to make contact with the protest leader, and –’ Blondie was jostled to one side by a burly constable. The picture veered crazily as the camera operator apparently lost his footing.

Angry voices shouted. A bottle soared in the air. A chunk of concrete followed. The phalanx of police constables raised their protective Plexiglas shields.

‘Holy shit,’ Barbara murmured. What the hell was happening?

The blonde reporter and the cameraman regained their footing. Blondie pulled a man into the camera’s range. He was a muscular Asian somewhere in his twenties, long hair escaping from a ponytail, one sleeve ripped away from his shirt. He shouted over his shoulder, ‘Get away from him, damn you!’ before turning to the reporter.

She said, ‘I’m standing here with Muhannad Malik, who –’

‘We’ve no bloody intention of putting up with evasions, distortions, and outright lies,’ the man broke in, speaking into the microphone. ‘The time has come for our people to demand equal treatment under the law. If the police won’t see this death for what it is – a hate crime and an out-and-out murder – then we intend to seek justice in our own way. We have the power, and we have the means.’ He swung away from the microphone and used a loud hailer to shout to the people in the crowd. ‘We have the power! We have the means!’

They roared. They surged forward. The camera swung wildly and flickered. The reporter said, ‘Peter, we need to get to safer ground,’ and the picture switched to the station’s news studio.

Barbara recognised the grave-faced newsreader at the pinewood desk. Peter Somebody. She’d always loathed him. She loathed all men with sculptured hair.

‘To recap on the situation in Essex,’ he said. And he did just that, as Barbara lit another cigarette.

The body of a man, Peter explained, had been discovered on Saturday in a pillbox on the beach by an early-morning walker in Balford-le-Nez. So far, the victim had been identified as one Haytham Querashi, recently arrived from Karachi, Pakistan, to wed the daughter of a wealthy local businessman. The town’s small but growing Pakistani community was calling the death a racially motivated crime – hence, nothing short of murder – but the police had yet to declare what sort of investigation they were pursuing.

Pakistani, Barbara thought. Pakistani. Again she heard Azhar say, ‘. . . a minor upheaval among my relations.’ Yes. Right. Among his Pakistani relations. Holy shit.

She looked back at the television, where Peter was continuing to drone on, but she didn’t hear him. What she heard was the tumult of her own thoughts.

They told her that having a substantial Pakistani community outside a metropolitan area was such an anomaly in England that for there to be two such communities along the coast in Essex would be wildly coincidental. With Azhar’s own words telling her that he was on his way to Essex, with his departure preceding this newsflash of what was clearly a riot-in-the-making, with Azhar heading off to deal with ‘a minor upheaval’ within his family . . . There was a limit to Barbara’s tolerance of coincidence. Taymullah Azhar was on his way to Balford-le-Nez.

He planned, he’d said, to offer his ‘expertise in these matters’. But what expertise? Brick throwing? Riot planning? Or did he expect to get involved in an investigation by the local police? Did he hope for access to the forensic lab? Or, more ominously, did he intend to become involved in the sort of community activism she’d just witnessed on the television, the sort that invariably led to major violence, arrest, and a stretch in the nick?

‘Damn,’ Barbara muttered. What in God’s name was the man thinking? And what in bloody hell was he doing, taking a very special eight-year-old girl along for the ride?

Barbara gazed out of the door, in the direction Hadiyyah and her father had taken. She thought of Hadiyyah’s bright smile and the plaits that twitched like living things when she skipped. Finally, she stubbed out her cigarette among the others.

She went to the clothes cupboard and pulled her haversack off the shelf.




Chapter Two

Rachel Winfield decided to close the shop ten minutes early, and she didn’t feel one twinge of guilt. Her mother had left at half-past three – it was the day of her weekly ‘do’ at the Sea and Sun Unisex Hairstylists – and although she’d left firm instructions about what constituted doing one’s duty at the till, for the past thirty minutes not a single customer or even a browser had come inside.

Rachel had more important things to attend to than watching the second hand of the wall clock slowly circumnavigate the dial. So after carefully checking to make sure that the display cases were locked, she bolted the front door. She flipped the Open sign to Closed and went to the stockroom, where she took from its hiding place behind the rubbish bins a perkily wrapped box that she’d done her best to keep from her mother’s eyes. Tucking it under her arm, she ducked into the alley where she kept her bike. The box she placed lovingly in the basket. Then she guided the bike round the corner to the front of the shop and took a moment to doublecheck the door.

There’d be hell to pay if she was caught leaving early. There’d be permanent damnation if she not only left early but also left without locking up properly. The bolt was old and sometimes it stuck. Common sense called for a quick, reassuring, and thankfully foiled attempt to get inside. Good, Rachel thought when the door didn’t budge. She was in the clear.

Although it was late in the day, the heat still hadn’t abated. The regular North Sea wind – which made the town of Balford-le-Nez so nasty in the depths of winter – wasn’t gusting at all this afternoon. Nor had it gusted for the last two weeks. It wasn’t even sighing enough to stir the bunting that hung dispiritedly across the High Street.

Beneath those crisscrossing red and blue triangles of manufactured gaiety, Rachel pedalled determinedly southward, heading for the upmarket part of the town. She wasn’t going home. Had she been doing so, she would have been riding in the opposite direction, along the seafront and beyond the industrial estate to the three truncated streets of terraced houses where she and her mother lived in frequently strained good will. Rather, she was heading to the home of her oldest, best, and only true friend, upon whose life recent tragedy had fallen.

Must remember to be sympathetic, Rachel told herself sternly as she pedalled. Must remember not to mention Clifftop Snuggeries before I tell her how bad I feel. Although I don’t feel bad like I ought to feel, do I? I feel like a door’s been opened wide and I want to rush through it while I got the chance.

Rachel hiked her skirt above her knees to make the pedalling easier and to keep the thin, diaphanous material from becoming snagged in the greasy chain. She’d known she was going to pay a call on Sahlah Malik when she’d dressed this morning, so she probably should have worn something more suitable for a long bicycle ride in the late afternoon. But the length of the skirt she’d chosen favoured her best features – her ankles – and Rachel was a young woman who knew that, having been given so little to work with in the looks department by the Almighty, she had to accentuate what positives she had. So she regularly wore skirts and shoes that flattered her ankles, always hoping the casual gazes that fell upon her would overlook the mess of her face.

She’d heard every word in the book applied to her in her twenty years: homely, arse-ugly, bagged out, and grotty were the usual adjectives. Cow, mare, and sow were the nouns of choice. She’d been the butt of jokes and of ceaseless bullying throughout her schooldays, and she’d early learned that for people like her, life presented three clear choices: cry, run away, or learn to fight back. She’d chosen the third, and it was her willingness to take on all comers that had won her Sahlah Malik as a friend.

Her best friend, Rachel thought. Through thick and through thin. They’d had the thick of it since they were nine years old. For the past two months, they’d had the thin. But things were going to change for the two of them. Rachel was nothing if not certain of that.

She teetered up the slope of Church Road, past St John’s graveyard where the flowers drooped from their stalks in the heat. She followed the curve by the railway station’s grime-covered walls and panted up the sharp acclivity that led to the better neighbourhoods with their rolling lawns and leafy streets. This section of the town was called The Avenues, and Sahlah Malik’s family lived on Second, a five-minute walk from the Greensward, that stretch of perfect lawn beneath which two rows of beach huts perched above the sea.

The Maliks’ house was one of the grander residences in the neighbourhood, with wide lawns, gardens, and a small pear orchard where Rachel and Sahlah had shared childhood secrets. It was very English: tile-clad, half-timbered, and diamond-paned in the fashion of another century. Its worn front door was studded with iron, its multiple chimneys were reminiscent of Hampton Court, and its detached garage – tucked at the back of the property – resembled a medieval fortress. To look at it, one would never guess that it was less than ten years old. And while one might conclude that its inhabitants were among the wealthiest people in Balford, one would also never guess that those same inhabitants had originated in Asia, in a land of mujahidin, mosques, and fiqh.

Rachel’s face was beaded with perspiration by the time she bumped over the kerb and opened the front gate. She gave a sigh of pure pleasure as she passed beneath the fresh-scented coolness of a willow tree. She stayed there a moment, telling herself it was to catch her breath but all the while knowing it was also to plan. In her twenty years, she’d never gone to the home of anyone who’d been recently bereaved in such a fashion as her friend. And now she had to concentrate on what to say, how to say it, what to do, and how to act. The last thing she wanted was to put a foot wrong with Sahlah.

Leaving her bike propped against a garden urn abloom with geraniums, Rachel plucked the wrapped package from her basket and advanced on the front door. Carefully, she sought the best opening remarks. I’m so terribly sorry . . . I came as soon as I could . . . I didn’t want to phone ’cause it seemed so impersonal . . . This changes things awfully . . . I know how you loved him . . .

Except that last was a lie, wasn’t it? Sahlah Malik hadn’t loved her intended husband at all.

Well, it was no matter now. The dead couldn’t come back to demand an accounting from the living, and there was very little point in dwelling upon her friend’s lack of feeling for a man who’d been chosen from complete strangers to be her spouse. Of course, he wouldn’t be her spouse now. Which nearly made one think . . . But no. Rachel forced all speculation from her mind. With her package tucked under her arm, she rapped on the door.

It swung open under her knuckles. As it did so, the unmistakable sound of cinematic background music rose over voices speaking a foreign tongue in the sitting room. The language was Urdu, Rachel guessed. And the film would be yet another catalogue purchase made by Sahlah’s sister-in-law, who doubtless sat on a cushion in front of the video player in her usual fashion: with a bowl of soapy water in her lap and dozens of her gold bangles piled into it for a thorough wash.

Rachel wasn’t far off the mark. She called out, ‘Hullo? Sahlah?’ and ventured to the sitting-room doorway. There she found Yumn, the young wife of Sahlah’s brother, seeing not to the care of her copious jewellery, but rather to the mending of one of her many dupattas. Yumn was sewing industriously upon the hem of this scarf, and she was making an inexpert hash of the effort.

She gave a little shriek when Rachel cleared her throat. She threw her hands up and let the needle, the thread, and the scarf fly in three different directions. She was, unaccountably, wearing thimbles on every finger of her left hand. These flew off as well. ‘How you frightened me!’ she exclaimed energetically. ‘Oh, my goodness, my goodness, Rachel Winfield. And on this of all days, when nothing on earth should discompose me. The female cycle is a delicate thing. Has no one told you that?’

Sahlah had always referred to her sister-in-law as born for RADA but bred for nothing. The former certainly appeared to be the truth. Rachel’s entry had hardly been surreptitious. But Yumn seemed willing to milk it for whatever power its meagre spotlight offered. She was shining this light on her ‘female cycle’, as she called it, and she used her hands to cradle her stomach in the event that Rachel failed to catch her meaning. This was hardly likely. If Yumn ever thought or spoke of anything besides her intention of achieving a third pregnancy – within thirty-seven months of marriage and before her second son was eighteen months old – Rachel wasn’t aware of it.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘I do hope not.’ Yumn looked about for her scattered sewing. She squinted at the scarf, using her good right eye and closing the left one, whose wandering she generally hid by draping a dupatta to cast a shadow over it. When she seemed intent upon returning to her work and ignoring Rachel indefinitely, Rachel spoke again.

‘Yumn, I’ve come to visit Sahlah. Is she about?’

Yumn shrugged. ‘She’s always about, that girl. Although whenever I call for her, she goes stone deaf. She needs a proper beating, but there’s nobody willing to give her one.’

‘Where is she?’ Rachel asked.

‘“Poor little thing”, they think,’ Yumn continued. ‘“Leave her be. She’s grieving.” Grieving, mind you. What an amusing thought.’

Rachel felt alarmed at this remark, but out of loyalty to Sahlah she did her best to hide it. ‘Is she here?’ she asked patiently. ‘Where is she, Yumn?’

‘She’s gone upstairs.’ As Rachel turned from the sitting room, Yumn added, ‘Where she’s prostrate with mourning, no doubt,’ with a malicious chuckle.

Rachel found Sahlah in the bedroom at the front of the house, the room that had been fitted out for Yumn’s two small boys. She stood at an ironing board, where she was folding a mound of freshly dried nappies into perfect, neat squares. Her nephews – a toddler of twenty-seven months and his younger brother – lay in a single cot near the open window. They were fast asleep.

Rachel hadn’t seen her friend for a fortnight. Their last words hadn’t been pleasant ones, so despite her rehearsal of prefatory remarks, she felt gawky and overcome with awkwardness. This sensation didn’t arise solely from the misunderstanding that had grown between them, however. Nor did it arise from the fact that in entering the Maliks’ house, Rachel was aware of walking into another culture. Instead, it rose from the acute appreciation she had – refreshed each time she looked at her friend – of the physical differences between herself and Sahlah.

Sahlah was lovely. In deference to her religion and to the wishes of her parents, she wore the modest shalwar-qamis. But neither the baggy trousers nor
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