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      Chapter One
    

    ‘Death threats? Away, man.’ Mike McQueen’s Tyneside accent had been modified by years of working and living wherever he saw the potential for building development and by the wealthy lifestyle he had thus acquired, but he liked to remind people of his working-class roots from time to time. His wife wished he wouldn’t. He raised his eyebrows at the good-looking young man who was helping his cameraman attach the microphone.

    ‘Window’d be favourite,’ muttered the cameraman. ‘Trees in the background, blossom on the grass, raindrops on the window.’

    ‘Death threats,’ repeated Curtis Law. He was one of the reporters from Aquarius TV, their regional network, his light brown hair cut and styled in a way that only media people could be bothered to keep their hair, his suit sober but stylish. And he was whippet-thin, of course. Mike had been like that once, thirty years ago.

    ‘He’s been getting them since January. You must have heard about them, Mr McQueen, even in this desirable ivory tower of yours.’

    Mike smiled. He had once been very like young Mr Law. Eager, sharp, a bit on the cheeky side. A barrow boy, really, with the polish that even a state education gave you, if you put it to good use, but a barrow boy all the same. Sixty years of staying alive had knocked a lot of it out of him, and it would knock it out of Curtis Law too, in time. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard about them. But I doubt if there’s anyone in this village who hasn’t wanted to kill Bernard Bailey at one time or another. I also doubt that they’re serious, unfortunately.’

    Law grinned. ‘Wait till we’ve got the videotape running,’ he said.

    Mike smiled again. ‘I won’t say anything like that when you’ve got it running. You should know that by now.’ He took a cigar from a box on the desk, then belatedly, and with no expectation of acceptance, offered the box to the other two.

    He didn’t overeat; he didn’t drink to excess; he was kind to animals and small children. Smoking was, when he came to think of it, his only vice, though he would succumb to another if he was given the chance. Not that he would be – she didn’t think of him like that. He was an old man as far as she was concerned. She called him Mr McQueen.

    The cameraman shook his head, but Law, to Mike’s surprise, took out a packet of cigarettes. ‘I’ll stick to these, if that’s all right,’ he said.

    Mike waved away the gold lighter which Law held out; you needed a match to light a decent cigar. ‘Surely the death threats are old news,’ he said.

    ‘These ones are different,’ said Law. ‘They’re obscene. And explicit as to how he’ll die.’

    Mike knew that too, but he feigned slight, and uninterested, surprise. ‘Is that right?’ he said. ‘Fancy.’

    ‘But who would actually issue death threats over this business?’ Law asked, the cigarette burning between his lips as he concentrated on what he was doing. ‘That’s the sort of thing I’ll be asking you. I mean – you want his land, he doesn’t want to sell … you seem a prime suspect. Scare him out.’

    Mike sat at the desk as instructed by the cameraman, side on to the view of the trees silhouetted against the pale grey sky, and drew thoughtfully on his cigar. ‘I don’t mind telling you that I’m pissed off with the whole business,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t believe the sort of money Bailey’s turning down just so he can hang on to a piece of land he doesn’t farm any more. But I’m not creeping round his farm in the middle of the night leaving death threats.’

    ‘Oh, bugger,’ said the cameraman. ‘ Is that guy going to clear away the blossom?’

    Mike saw his gardener walking purposefully across the lawn with a rake, and nodded. ‘ ’Fraid so,’ he said, with no intention of disrupting the man’s work to suit a couple of TV types. He’d have thought a gardener clearing the fallen blossom would have been fine, like a scene from a thirties musical. But it was, it seemed, merely distracting. After some discussion, he found himself sitting at the desk like a schoolboy, with the cameraman to his right. The background was his bookcase.

    ‘Do you read a lot?’ asked the cameraman.

    ‘Yes,’ said Mike. ‘ I read several books at once. At the moment, I’m reading—’

    ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Level’s fine. We’re ready.’

    Mike laid his cigar down in the ashtray, and placed it beyond the camera’s range. These days it was more than your life was worth to be seen smoking on the box, even something as civilized as a Havana cigar.

    Law reached over, stubbed out his cigarette, and began the interview. ‘Mr McQueen, who do you think is responsible for these death threats?’ he asked, and tilted the microphone in Mike’s direction.

    ‘Well, I understand that I’m the prime suspect,’ said Mike, smiling broadly. ‘But all I’m doing is offering to buy Mr Bailey’s land – whether or not he sells it to me is entirely up to him.’

    ‘But you are very keen to buy?’

    ‘I have to build a road to the Rookery. The alternative is to go through a large tract of woodland whose owners are quite willing to sell. It’s costing me time and money trying to persuade Mr Bailey to sell me his land instead.’

    ‘Why spend the time and money?’ asked Law. ‘ Why not just go ahead with the alternative route? Wouldn’t that make more business sense?’

    ‘I have no wish to make any more impact on the environment than is necessary,’ Mike answered, smoothly and expertly, right down to the concerned look. ‘Even the environmentalists agree that unused fields are better candidates for development than much-loved and ancient woodland – perhaps they’re sending death threats. All I can tell you is that I’m not.’

    ‘And you are prepared to take a loss in order to conserve the countryside?’ The tone was faintly mocking, the eyes cynical. ‘ It wouldn’t be because you actually live in Harmston, and you don’t want this road in your own back yard?’

    ‘Partly,’ said Mike, with what he hoped would be seen as disarming honesty. ‘My wife and I have lived in this community for almost eighteen months, and we very much enjoy it here. I’ve no wish to be responsible for the loss of a natural amenity.’

    In previous interviews on the subject of Bailey’s farm he had been on the side of the angels for possibly the first time in his life. But the death threats had put a new spin on the story; now it was Bailey himself who was under threat, and the tone of the interview had altered. Bailey was being seen as a man persecuted, driven to breaking point by the pressure to sell land which he had every right not to sell. And Mike was the property developer who had brought about this unhappy state of affairs, who was plundering the countryside for his own gain, and who was attempting to shift the blame for that on to Bailey, whose only crime was to own land that he wasn’t farming. Once again, Mike was wearing a black hat. But he was used to that, and he parried the questions with ease. He had appeared on more regional television news programmes than young Mr Law had, he was sure.

    ‘Mike McQueen, thank you very much,’ said Law, wrapping up the interview. He stood up. ‘Would it be all right to do a few reaction shots?’

    ‘Of course,’ said Mike, retrieving his cigar. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

    He left his study by the French window, going out into the warm, wet May morning, relighting the cigar under the shelter of the roofed terrace and watching the smoke as it drifted through the soft, fine rain that fell on to the lush grass of his lawn, now cleared of the blossom his gardener found untidy. The grass had had its first few mowings of the season, and was still cut high. Soon, the blades would be set lower, then lower still, until it was at its summer height. He smiled a little at himself, at his surroundings.

    He had grown up in a back-to-back in Newcastle with a concrete yard and an outside toilet. He had left school at fifteen, and had got a job as a tea boy on a building site. He had seen even then the potential in property, and had learned everything he could about building and builders. By the time he was twenty, he had bought his first derelict row of cottages, and by the time he was twenty-two, he had had money in the bank, something his father had never achieved. That was when he had met and married Shirley, a service widow with a three-year-old daughter. They had tried for another baby, but it wasn’t to be, and thus it was that when Shirley’s daughter left home, they had found themselves with just one another for the first time. If, since then, the marriage had evolved into one merely of companionship, it didn’t really bother Mike. He had become a rich man, which had always been his true objective, and when this final project was complete he and Shirley would retire in luxury, and remain companions until death did them part.

    The media were leaving; they came out past him, thanked him, got into the cars that sat in his gravelled driveway and roared off down towards the big cast-iron gates.

    It was fate, he supposed, that had led him to Harmston, and the greenfield site that the county council was keen to develop, because here, by pure chance, he had found something for which he had long ago stopped looking, and he had used every ounce of guile he possessed, every trick of persuasion he had ever learned, to have his plans accepted, to sweep aside the objections, to get the Rookery built.

    And now, it needed a road. He had established that Excelsior Holdings, a company based in London for whom the woodland was a distant and costly irrelevance that they could turn into hard cash, would be prepared to sell. And then, when that news was greeted with horror by the villagers, he had made it known that he had already made an offer to Bailey, and had been turned down. Now everyone knew that all Bailey had to do was sell to him, and the road wouldn’t go anywhere near the woodland. If it had to, it would, but he sincerely, honestly, devoutly hoped that it wouldn’t ever come to that.

    Not because he gave a toss how many people would be deprived of a natural amenity, how much flora and fauna would lose its home. And not because he had any deep sense of community, for he and Shirley had deliberately kept out of village life. Apart from Bailey, they knew about half a dozen of the inhabitants by name, if that. Some of them he employed; he had had dealings with just two others, and that only because they had approached him.

    So it was for neither of the reasons he had advanced to Curtis Law that he was holding fire on felling the oaks and the elms. He simply wanted Bernard Bailey’s land, and he would do just about anything to get it.

    ‘Death threats?’ Detective Chief Inspector Lloyd’s tone of voice, and the exaggerated Welshness which ran the words together with just a single ‘th’, indicated that he was less than impressed. ‘Can’t the uniforms deal with it? Sir,’ he added, smoothing down the dark hair at the back of his head, the only place he really still had any, and it needed a trim. His boss had become slightly more insistent on deference since the Chief Superintendent rank had been abolished, and the gap between him and Lloyd had been reduced to just one rung.

    Detective Superintendent Case, with a full head of hair, although he too was looking at fifty from the wrong side, shook his head. ‘They were dealing with it,’ he said. ‘If you can call it that. But it’s a bugger, Lloyd. He had the whole place ringed with alarms because his machinery was being vandalized. And someone’s got through not once, but over and over again, and left death threats all over the place. The man was getting them on a weekly basis at one point. Now it seems they’ve turned even nastier. I think CID needs to take a look, at least. The reporter who’s been covering the story just rang the press officer to ask what we intend doing about it. I think his words were if whoever it was could deliver death threats, he could deliver death. And you can’t really argue with that.’

    They sounded like a reporter’s words, thought Lloyd, but he supposed Case was right. ‘I’ll send someone,’ he said.

    ‘Do. And not a DC, either,’ added Case. ‘ Send someone with a bit of experience, and a bit of rank. Bailey’s an awkward customer at the best of times.’

    Lloyd shook his head. ‘Is this all because he won’t sell his farm to a property developer?’ he asked, puzzled. ‘Since when were they the good guys?’

    ‘Since the alternative meant the rape, of the countryside,’ said Case. ‘According to the conservationists.’

    ‘Aren’t people’s jobs more important?’

    Case shook his head. ‘Not now,’ he said. ‘They would have been up until a couple of years ago. But just after his first wife died, Bernard Bailey – what’s the word they use nowadays? – downsized what he actually farms. He’s got seventy-five per cent of his land doing nothing, uses casual labour when he needs it for the rest. It would mean the loss of three or four full-time jobs at most.’

    ‘Is he a friend of yours?’ asked Lloyd.

    ‘Not a friend, exactly. We’ve met. You know how it is. The thing is …’ he said, and paused.

    At last. Case always took for ever to get to the point. You always had to have what Lloyd thought of as the Case history first.

    ‘We haven’t exactly acted like greased lightning over the vandalism,’ Case went on. ‘And as far as I can see, we’ve done sod all about the death threats. Bailey’s getting meaner by the minute, as you can imagine. And – well, we’ll both be attending a function tonight, and I’d like to be able to look the man in the eye rather than spend all night avoiding him.’

    Case and Bailey belonged to the same lodge, no doubt. Lloyd had never been introduced to the arcane rituals of Freemasonry, and never wanted to be. But Case had, and you didn’t really need to be a detective to work out why Mr Bailey’s problems had a special significance.

    ‘It goes on until the small hours, and I can think of better ways of spending the time than being told I can’t do my job. Take pity on me, Lloyd. Send someone who’ll keep him off my back for tonight, at least.’

    A public relations exercise. Lloyd disapproved, basically, of the Brotherhood, but the man was nonetheless receiving death threats, and someone ought to be doing something about it. He rather thought he might go to see Mr Bailey himself. Bailey could hardly complain about his rank, and Lloyd fancied he came over quite well on the box. He could certainly handle a reporter that spoke journalese.

    ‘Not you,’ said Case, in an accurate assessment of Lloyd’s unspoken thoughts. ‘You and I are going to headquarters’He picked up a fax. ‘To discuss the – and I quote – ‘‘eighteen-month-long spate of drug thefts from chemists, hospital dispensaries, hospices, research establishments, doctors’ surgeries, et cetera, the clear-up rate of which is far from satisfactory, and the seriousness of which means that they must be given top priority’’. The ACC is still suffering from verbal diarrhoea, poor chap.’ He looked up. ‘But we have to go. So send someone else, Lloyd. Even if you do like being on the telly.’

    ‘It’s not like it was in Sherlock Holmes’s day,’ Lloyd said, ignoring the jibe. ‘ Hasn’t anyone told the ACC that? They don’t smoke Turkish cigarettes with distinctive ash – they don’t leave behind them the telltale aroma of Arabian body oils. They’re just junkies looking for pills to pop or something to sell.’

    ‘Mm. He thinks it might be more organized than that. It seems that this reporter – the same one that’s covering the Bailey business – has been critical of our – and I quote again – ‘‘piecemeal approach’’.’

    ‘Which reporter? Curtis Law?’

    ‘That’s him. Do you know him?’

    ‘He’s been going on about this for months! He’s the one who thinks it’s organized, not the ACC. If that’s what this conference is about, it’s a complete waste of time.’

    ‘Fifteen minutes, my car, waste of time or not.’

    ‘Yes, sir,’ said Lloyd, knowing when he was beaten.

    He went downstairs to the CID room, and considered Tom Finch, who was a sergeant, and therefore of a rank regarded as suitable. Of course, he looked about fifteen, with his curly fair hair and his cheeky grin, so he wouldn’t do, despite the fact that he was thirty, married with two children, and a very able officer. Besides, Judy had never been blooded in the sport of TV interviews. ‘Is DI Hill back from court?’ he asked, jerking his head at Judy’s door.

    ‘Yes, guv,’ said Finch, who liked to think that he was in a TV cop show. ‘Her new wheels can shift a bit, can’t they?’

    Lloyd knocked on Judy’s door, and smiled at her. What more could Case and his fellow Masons want? A detective inspector, no less. One with twenty years’ service. One with clear-eyed common sense, and brown-eyed, brown-haired, exceedingly pleasing looks. One with instinctive dress sense, and a knack of getting to the bottom of little puzzles, which this surely was. One who would not only talk intelligibly to Bailey and the media, but intelligently, and in a middle-class, educated accent at that. The education had veered a little too much towards maths and logic for his taste – he preferred language and literature – but all in all, as packages went, Judy was a very elegant one.

    ‘Oh, God,’ she groaned.

    He looked utterly innocent. ‘What? I haven’t said anything yet.’

    ‘You don’t have to. You want me to do something I won’t want to do.’

    ‘It’s a doddle. You just have to go to a farm—’

    ‘I hate farms.’

    He sighed, shaking his head. ‘You city girls are all the same. One hint of mud, and you get the vapours.’

    ‘Just have to go to a farm and do what?’

    ‘Talk to a nice man called Mr Bailey about death threats.’

    ‘Death threats?’ repeated Judy.

    Death threats, thought Jack Melville, landowner, country gentleman, old Harrovian, dabbler in stocks and shares, financial consultant to the already very-rich. Death threats. Whatever next?

    His long face, youthful for its thirty-eight years, was serious. Surely Terri’s friends on the Save Our Woodland Sites committee hadn’t started sending death threats? There were one or two he wouldn’t care to vouch for, and whom he fancied were responsible for the curiously middle-class graffiti to be found scrawled on Bailey’s ludicrous, ten-foot-high security fences. But death threats? Jack was the spokesman for the Save Our Woodland Sites committee, for God’s sake. They couldn’t start doing that sort of thing. You could end up in prison for that.

    He had just given an interview in his capacity as spokesman to someone who had introduced himself as Curtis Law, Aquarius 1830, as though Jack should have heard of him. He hadn’t. And it had taken him a moment or two to work out why he was being interviewed about Bailey’s death threats. He usually found some frightfully important work to do when the all-female group had its interminable discussions, and frequently forgot that he was its spokesman. He had been press-ganged, a man being deemed to have more gravitas. They were a little impolite about Bailey at times, but surely Terri wouldn’t condone the sending of death threats?

    He loved his wife dearly, and by and large he sympathized with her aims for preserving the village way of life, but she did rather take the whole thing too seriously. She had got up the committee to object to the development in the first place, and they had fought against planning permission being given for an access route at all, which would have effectively stopped the whole thing in its tracks. They had lost that battle, and now that land of some sort was to be sacrificed to the earth movers, the fight had become personal. Bailey’s land was the lesser of two evils, and he must be made to sell. The veiled suggestion by the reporter that the SOWS might be behind the death threats – Jack was never sure whether the acronym had been intentional or not – had bothered him a little, though he had laughed it off.

    He had acquitted himself pretty well in the interview, he thought. He had explained that while roads were of course the greatest evil since the plague, and every day the countryside was threatened with more and more of them, they were a necessary evil. The development had to have an access route, and therefore, if there was a choice, surely fallow fields were better victims than woodland which had been enjoyed for generations? Yes, he wished that Bernard Bailey-would just sell the land to the developers, hut neither he nor any member of the SOWS would stoop to scare tactics.

    The door opened and Terri came in, her curly salt-and-pepper hair tousled and damp from the drizzly day. ‘June says the television people are here again.’

    ‘I know,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve just given them an interview. Bailey’s getting death threats now, apparently.’

    ‘Oh, that,’ she said.

    Oh. He had hoped she might at least be surprised. ‘You know about them?’ he asked, flipping the computer back on, establishing a link with the stock markets again.

    ‘Everyone knows about them. He’s been getting them for months.’

    The reporter had said that. ‘ He’s had more this morning. Rude ones. Why is it that everyone knows about them but me?’

    ‘Because you’ve always got your head buried in that thing,’ she said, waving a dismissive hand at their livelihood. ‘You never watch television. It was on the local news for weeks until they got bored with it.’

    ‘It’s …’ Jack paused, not wanting to hear the answer. ‘It’s not anyone on your committee that’s sending them, is it?’

    ‘Not as far as I know. But if it is, who cares?’

    Oh dear, oh dear. ‘ I care! It’s against the law.’

    ‘Against the law?’ said Terri, all wide-eyed mock shock. ‘I didn’t know that. Thank you, Uncle Jack.’

    ‘Well,’ he said, on the defensive. ‘ You’re not condoning that sort of stuff, are you?’

    ‘Why not?’ she said. ‘Laws were made to be broken. And Bailey isn’t going to force McQueen to take that road through Bluebell Wood, not if I can help it.’

    Bluebell Wood. The damn place didn’t have a name, not one that anyone knew. The committee had called it Bluebell Wood when they had decided to save it, and they had a lot more in common with McQueen than they would like to think. His development was called the Rookery, and was marked on the plans in pseudo-medieval lettering. McQueen had christened it that himself, just as they had christened Bluebell Wood. Real country people didn’t give places names, twee or otherwise, unless they had to.

    Jack had lived here all his life; he liked the woodland. But there was plenty of it. ‘Bluebell’ wood was just one part of a real wood, with a real, unromantic name. Sharpe’s Wood. It had once, long ago, belonged to a Mr Sharpe, so Sharpe’s Wood it was. When he had mentioned this to Terri, she had pointed out that it was the thin end of the wedge. Bluebell Wood today, McQueen’s Wood tomorrow. Sharpe’s Wood, she had reminded him, had once been part of a forest. A forest that had belonged to no one, and which, bit by bit, had been consumed by commerce.

    ‘You give someone like McQueen an inch,’ said Terri, ‘ and he’ll grab everything, develop it all into housing estates and golf courses. Real villagers won’t survive. Just people like that lunatic Bailey.’

    Real villagers. Jack was a real villager, unlike Terri. His great-grandfather had owned most of Harmston in his day; he and Terri lived in what had been the manor house, and he still owned some of the land round about. Come to that, Bailey had more claim to being a real villager than many of the people who wanted him out; his family had farmed that land for generations. But Bailey had been born and brought up in Yorkshire, and had come to claim his grandfather’s inheritance a mere twenty-five years ago; he was regarded as an incomer. And he had never been popular. Villages could tolerate a fair amount of nonconformity, but Bailey had long since passed the eccentricity high-water mark, and Terri’s description of him as a lunatic wasn’t so wide of the mark. The villagers would heave a collective sigh of relief if he were to disappear from their midst.

    So Jack hadn’t been reassured by her denial of any knowledge of these death threats; Terri wasn’t above underhand methods to get her way. But then, that was probably why they had such a successful marriage despite everything, he thought. Because neither was he.

    Judy had had to negotiate an electronically locked and controlled gate, and was driving slowly and distastefully over the mud about which Lloyd had been so scathing; it was a roadway, but one which had been driven on by tractors, walked on by cows and sheep, that sort of rural thing, and Judy did not like rural.

    Stansfield was a town of sixty thousand people – it had never occurred to her when she moved there that the division would police villages and farms miles away from the place. She was used to city streets. Before Stansfield it had been Nottingham, and before that London, where she had been born and brought up. She liked tarmac and paving stones.

    At last she could see buildings, and made her way towards them. In one, she could see a youth spreading what she assumed to be straw in what she took to be a cowshed, largely because an older man was leading, a cow into it. Parking beside a Land Rover and a startling, bright red BMW two-seater, she got out of the car to see a dark, weather-beaten man approach her, sleeves rolled up to reveal muscled arms. He could have been any age at all; she understood that he was in his mid-forties.

    ‘Mr Bailey?’ she asked, smiling. ‘Judy Hill.’ She withdrew her hand when it became clear that it was not going to be shaken. ‘My DCI tells me you’ve received some rather upsetting communications.’

    ‘Aye.’ He jerked his head towards the house, turned, and walked up the steps to the open door.

    Judy glanced again at the sports car parked incongruously beside the Land Rover, and at the six-foot-plus Mr Bailey’s retreating back with its broad shoulders. Not his, surely. He’d hardly be able to get into it, for one thing. She presumed that she was supposed to follow, like the old sheepdog that walked at his heel, looking up at him anxiously. He patted the dog’s head absently as he went into the house.

    The dog stopped on the wide, railed veranda, but Judy imagined that she was allowed in. The film of thin watery mud which covered the courtyard had splashed over her shoes, and she could see nothing on which to wipe them before entering. She shrugged at the dog, and followed Bailey into a wide hallway in which, beside the door, there was the entryphone for the gate, and some sort of switch box, its cover hanging open.

    Ahead were dark green carpeted stairs with a black cast-iron railed banister curving off to the right, then going straight up; against the stair wall stood a long, low, black-lacquered telephone table with a dark green velvet seat over which a quilted jacket had been thrown despite the row of pegs, black cast-iron, like the railings above them, between it and the door at the other end of the wall. Big, bold, colourful oil paintings hung on the rest of the rough, whitewashed walls.

    Immediately on her right was the door to the sitting room, sparingly and airily furnished, the fine, cream-coloured vertical blinds closed, producing a soft light from the watery sunshine which fell on to more of the dark green carpeting and soothing colourwashed walls, enlivened by more paintings by the same artist. The centrepiece was a dramatic black stove, pale peach armchairs facing it from three angles. Along the wall, under the window, was a long, matching sofa, and in front of it, a black coffee table. At the far end, through a stepped archway, a dining table and chairs stood on a raised polished-wood platform, lit by the same diffused light from another window. What had once been a rather poky dining room and front room had been opened out into one airy, inviting living space, and it wasn’t at all Judy’s idea of a farmhouse, especially not one presided over by Mr Bailey.

    To her left, she could see into an office with scuffed striped wallpaper, a metal desk, an open safe containing documents, and a chipped and dented filing cabinet. The only reference to the rest of the house was the cream vertical blind which covered the window. That, she presumed, was Bailey’s domain, and she expected to be taken in there to be shown the X-rated communications, but he walked past the office, opened a cupboard, reached in and pulled out two pairs of black rubber boots, handing a pair to her, and began unlacing his shoes.

    Judy’s heart sank. It had been the wettest spring since God knew when, and she was to be shown the death threats in situ. She slipped off her shoes, noticing the mess she and Bailey had made of the hall floor just by coming in from the courtyard, and grimly stepped into the boots. They were two sizes too big and cut down so that they came to mid-calf, catching the hem of her skirt, which sat on them like badly fitting curtains.

    They came back out, got into the Land Rover, and, for the next hour, she was driven round the entire farm, stopping to be dragged into hedges and ditches, squelching through God knew what, hostile bushes snagging her jacket and catching her hair, malevolent trees reaching out their branches to rub their wet bark against her, until she had seen and taken down each and every one of the death threats which had been nailed up on trees, stuck up in barns, pinned to bushes … all over the damned place.

    Back in the relative comfort of the Land Rover, as it jolted and whined its way through mud that would have given a hippopotamus second thoughts, she looked at them properly. They all carried much the same message, to the effect that Bailey was going to die a particularly grisly death if he didn’t sell up. The text, liberally sprinkled with four-letter words, was accompanied in each case by an amateurish drawing. They had been done on a computer.

    ‘A lass shouldn’t be readin’ that,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t let th’wife see ’em.’

    Judy was startled by the number of words he’d managed to produce, but chose to ignore the sentiment. ‘They appeared overnight?’ she asked.

    ‘Aye.’

    ‘And your alarms are activated at night?’

    ‘Aye.’

    The gate was controlled by the panel on the entryphone, unless it was opened with a remote-control ‘key’; in either event it would close automatically when the visitor passed a certain point, whether on foot or in a vehicle. Vehicles and pedestrians leaving the farm could press a button to open it, and it closed automatically once they cleared a certain point.

    ‘The gate,’ Judy said. ‘Who has a key for it besides you and Mrs Bailey?’

    ‘Th’wife’s not got one.’

    Judy frowned. ‘Isn’t that a bit inconvenient for her?’

    ‘Happen.’

    Oh, well, none of her business. ‘Does anyone else have one?’

    ‘Paxton and t’lass.’

    Paxton, she had already discovered, was his foreman. ‘Lass?’ she queried.

    ‘Daughter. She’s t’vet. Sees to th’animals.’

    She knew what a vet was. ‘What about your employees?’ she asked. ‘How do they get in?’

    ‘Paxton sees to ’em.’

    ‘And visitors?’ she asked. ‘ Deliveries? Do you sometimes leave the gate open for them?’

    ‘Nay. They use t’phone. Th’wife’s always in th’ouse.’

    She would be. But the woman must sometimes go to the loo. ‘There must be times when Mrs Bailey isn’t available to answer the entryphone; Judy said. ‘What, happens then?’

    ‘They don’t get in.’

    Was this any way to run a farm? Judy might not dabble in things rural very often, but she doubted it. ‘Is your daughter’s practice in Harmston?’ she asked.

    ‘Aye.’

    ‘Does she have employees … a partner?’

    ‘Husband. Nowt to do wi’ practice. Unemployed.’

    They pulled back on to the roadway behind the red sports car, which was also returning to the farmhouse, having been somewhere a lot less muddy than they had. Things were looking up, thought Judy; her ordeal was almost over, and she was going to find out who in this godforsaken place drove a two-seater. Both vehicles parked in the courtyard, and Judy clambered out, a process made even more difficult by the ill-fitting wellies, looking up only when she made landfall.

    Getting out of the car was a girl in her late twenties, dressed for her surroundings, but elegantly and expensively; she wore little or no make-up, and her blonde shoulder-length hair was natural, straight, and well cut. And, for a reason Judy could not pin down, she was quite the most wickedly attractive woman she had ever seen. She reached back into the car, and took out a carrier bag, then walked towards the house.

    ‘Your daughter?’ said Judy.

    ‘Th’wife,’ said Bailey. ‘C’mon.’

    And Judy, waddling behind him towards the delectable Mrs Bailey, her clothes muddy and wet, her outsize wellington boots banging against the backs of her legs, would garrotte Lloyd for this.

    ‘Hello,’ said Mrs Bailey, turning as she reached the porch, smiling as slowly as she spoke, a long dimple appearing. ‘You Inspector Hill? You goin’ to get to the bottom of all this, then?’

    And she had a voice like Devonshire cream. ‘I hope so,’ said Judy. ‘But the flaw with entryphones is that someone—’

    ‘Who let thee in?’

    ‘One of the men watched out for me,’ his wife said, her voice as soothing as balm. ‘He was workin’ down that way anyway.’

    Bailey took the carrier bag from her, and looked inside.

    ‘Went into Stansfield. Got a nice bit of salmon. We got no fishmonger in the village,’ she said to Judy, by way of explanation.

    Bailey handed back the bag, and Judy presumed the conversation was over, and reminded herself that she wasn’t here to probe the depths of this strange marriage.

    ‘As I was saying,’ she went on, ‘ the problem with entryphones is that anyone leaving can admit someone, and—’

    ‘Get t’shoes,’ Bailey said to his wife, with a jerk of his thumb towards the open door, and sat down on one of the wicker seats.

    Mrs Bailey went inside and reappeared minus her shopping and with their shoes. Bailey extended one leg, an indication, it transpired, that his wife should remove his boots. Judy didn’t suppose the service would be offered to her, but her boots were so huge that she had no need of assistance anyway. She stepped out of them, and thankfully slipped on her own shoes, as Mrs Bailey picked up both pairs of boots and went to a standpipe, where she washed the mud off them and her hands.

    ‘Fetch Paxton,’ he said, with a jerk of his head towards the buildings in the distance, and Mrs Bailey dried her hands on her designer sweater, and obediently trotted off.

    Judy dragged her thoughts away from the Baileys’ domestic set-up and opened her mouth to continue.

    ‘C’mon,’ he said, getting up, going into the house.

    Once again she followed him into the hallway, where she was shown the switch box, which proved to be the alarm system, and Bailey explained how it worked.

    Fort Knox should be so lucky. There were fourteen alarms altogether, consisting of the perimeter fence alarm, an alarm which was triggered if the gate remained open for more than thirty seconds, and twelve separate infrared alarms for the unfenced boundaries. If one alarm went off, they all did. But if they weren’t cancelled, they would cut off after fifteen minutes and reset themselves; the suggestion had apparently been made by the officer called out this morning that Mr and Mrs Bailey might have slept through them, so Bailey intended giving her a demonstration. He closed up the box, locking it, thus setting the alarms. He, Judy established, had the only key.

    A pick-up truck rumbled into the yard, and Bailey’s wife returned with the man Judy had seen taking the cow into the cowshed. ‘This is Steve Paxton, our foreman,’ she said.

    ‘Hello,’ said Judy. I’m—’

    ‘Test th’alarms,’ said Bailey, and Paxton nodded, walking purposefully off somewhere. ‘Get in t’kitchen,’ he said to his wife. ‘Make thissen useful.’

    Mrs Bailey smiled at Judy, and went down the hallway, and through the door at the end.

    Judy was still trying to work out the Bailey relationship when suddenly the air was filled with deafening noise, which Bailey allowed to continue well past tolerance levels before he finally opened the box, cancelling the alarms, and let the lid hang open once more.

    Paxton came back as Judy’s hearing was returning to normal, grinning at her. ‘I was leaning on the fence,’ he said. ‘ That’s what happens if you put any real weight on it. Happens if anything higher off the ground than a cat crosses the infrareds, too.’

    ‘Thank you,’ she said, her ears still ringing.

    ‘They can hear them for miles,’ Paxton went on. ‘We get complaints from the neighbours when we test them like we’ve just done.’

    Judy could believe it, though their only neighbours were a mile away. At night, they would seem louder.

    Paxton left them then to go about his more usual duties, and Judy turned to Bailey. ‘Whoever it is might be—’

    The entryphone buzzed as she spoke, and Bailey reached past her to answer it. ‘Aye, all right,’ he said. ‘If tha must.’ He hung up, and went back outside, sitting down at the table on the veranda.

    Judy followed him out. ‘Whoever it is might be slipping in on foot through the gate as someone leaves,’ she said doggedly. ‘Then wait until after dark, put the threats up, and then just leave by the gate again.’ She explained as tactfully as she could that it needn’t be someone with no right to be there. Someone on the premises legitimately could do the same thing. ‘I don’t know if you—’

    Bailey left her in mid-sentence as a small hatchback drew up, going down to the car, and taking something from its woman driver after a brief conversation. The car drove off, and he came back up the steps and sat down again.

    ‘I don’t know if you want us to speak to—’

    The entryphone interrupted her again, and he got up to answer it. ‘Right, lad,’ he said, pressing the button, and came back out.

    ‘Would you like me to have a word with your employees?’ asked Judy.

    ‘I can do that missen,’ he said. ‘Don’t need a lass to do it for me. I want t’bugger caught. That’s what I need thee for.’

    ‘It won’t be easy,’ Judy told him honestly. But he was fond of security, she thought, and he clearly wasn’t short of a bob or two, so she would advise some more. ‘ You might want to consider closed-circuit television,’ she said, feeling as though she were advising Heathcliff to bug Cathy’s bedroom, so little did Mr Bailey appear to belong to this century, but he seemed to know what she was talking about. Mrs Bailey reappeared with a tray, and poured two mugs of coffee, handing one to Bailey. ‘A camera over the—’

    An elderly coupé arrived, followed by an estate car, and Judy had once again lost her audience, as a vaguely familiar young man emerged from the former, greeting the Baileys by their first names.

    ‘Police,’ Bailey said to the young man, with another nod of his head in Judy’s direction.

    ‘I’m Curtis Law, Aquarius 1830,’ the young man said to Judy. ‘You must be DI Hill. Bernard said you’d be coming. You will give us an interview, won’t you?’

    That was where Judy had seen him. He was on the telly. He reported for the local news at half past six, and he had his own series on policing in the region, called Law on the Law. He wasn’t over-complimentary about the constabulary, and if she refused to be interviewed, he would say that the police had declined to make any comment.

    ‘Of course,’ she said, and turned back to Bailey, determined to finish what she was saying before she was drawing her pension. ‘A camera positioned over your gate would let you know exactly who was coming in and going out,’ she said. ‘ Its presence might stop the threats altogether. But if it doesn’t, you should be able to catch whoever it is on video, since they have to leave by the gate. I can give you the address of a place in Barton, if you like.’

    He didn’t reply. She wrote the address on a sheet of paper from the unofficial notebook which she took with her everywhere to compensate for the unreliable memory that had almost halted her CID career at the outset. She tore out the sheet and handed it to Bailey, who pocketed it in silence.

    ‘Closed-circuit TV is that?’ said Law. ‘I could give you a hand setting it up, if you want.’

    Bailey nodded. Aye,’ he said, setting down his mug.

    ‘I would like to interview you and Rachel after the inspector, if I may,’ Law went on.

    ‘Nay. I’ve dog to tek to t’lass. Afore lunch.’

    ‘Well … perhaps I could interview you all together?’

    ‘Suits me.’

    Law turned to Judy, his eyebrows raised.

    ‘I don’t mind,’ she lied. She was under orders to offend no one, and she had probably already offended Bailey. She had better not offend Law as well. She was nervous, and trying not to show it. She was totally unprepared. She knew that she looked as though she had been pulled through a hedge backwards, because she had been, several times. And now she was to be interviewed standing right next to Rachel Bailey.

    It seemed interminable, with stops and starts all the time, before Law and his sidekick had decided that they had got enough. Law asked if they could do some general shots of the farm, then come back to do a few reaction shots; Bailey agreed that they could, to Judy’s surprise, and they walked off.

    ‘If tha’s done, tha can see thissen out,’ Bailey said to her, taking his wife’s arm by the elbow.

    Judy watched, intrigued, as Mr and Mrs Bailey went into the house, and the old, heavy door closed behind them.

    Some puzzles weren’t really puzzles at all, she thought, as she thankfully drove off. There were gaps in even Bailey’s overkill security. But how Bailey had ended up with a wife like that – that was a puzzle. One look at the car and clothes, and she could see what his attraction was for her, but Bailey didn’t seem to have married someone twenty years his junior for the usual reasons. She doubted if he even knew what a gorgeous creature he was harbouring.

    Bernard kept an iron grip on Rachel’s elbow as he locked the front door, and pulled the office door shut, leaving the hallway lit only by the high skylight in the roof. No one could see in, no one could hear anything through the thick stone walls. Rachel knew what that meant, had known ever since she had seen the Land Rover pull on to the road behind her, that she would be getting what Bernard called a hammering. She had thought she could get back before he’d finished with the policewoman; she had been wrong.

    ‘I just had to get your lunch, that’s all,’ she said, her tone conciliatory and quiet and slow. ‘ You were busy. I wasn’t gone long. Didn’t think a half an hour’d hurt.’

    A short, hard, back-fisted blow to her ear made her cry out with pain, and for the next few moments, punches landed on her head and back as Bernard administered swift, practised, painful punishment for her disobedience.

    ‘But it does hurt,’ he said quietly, releasing her. ‘Doesn’t it?’

    She furiously blinked back tears, her hand covering her ear, waiting to be told she could go. But without warning he caught her wrist, pulling her hand from her ear, twisting her arm up her back, so that he was behind her, and her heart gave a dip of fear. This wasn’t routine.

    ‘Tha went sneakin’ out to t’chemist, didn’t thee?’ he said quietly, his mouth at her still-throbbing ear.

    ‘No,’ she said. He couldn’t know. How could he? She supposed even paranoid guesses must sometimes be right.

    ‘Liar. Tha’s not come off pill. I told thee what would happen.’

    ‘I’m not on the pill.’ She spoke with the same, slow, delivery she always used, though her voice shook with apprehension. ‘ I’m not usin’ nothin’, Bernard. I told you last time. I swear to God, I’m not.’

    He dangled something right in front of her eyes. ‘ Tha lost this while tha was out,’ he said, his voice soft. ‘June Archer saw it fall. Couldn’t catch thee up, so she followed thee back here with it. Tha lost it in t’chemist.’

    It took her a moment to focus on it in the dim light, and then she could see, swinging gently from his fingers her gold pendant. Her hand went to her neck, where it should have been, and wasn’t.

    ‘So what did tha want wi’ chemist that tha had to lie?’

    She swallowed the sob that rose to her throat as her arm was twisted further. It still wasn’t right from last time. ‘Tampax,’ she said. ‘I left them down in the barn ’fore I drove up here.’

    Bernard let the pendant fall to the floor. ‘Pick it up,’ he said, letting her go.

    She might have got away with it, she thought, rubbing her shoulder as she knelt to retrieve her pendant, when his foot between her shoulder blades sent her sprawling face down, and a second kick just missed her as she desperately rolled away from him, into the stair wall. She got to her knees, rolling herself into a ball for protection.

    Bernard reached down and dragged her arms away from her knees, holding them high above her head as he prodded her stomach painfully with the toe of his shoe. ‘Tampax – pill. It’s all t’same,’ he said. ‘Tha’s no use to me while there’s nowt happening in theer.’ And he drew his foot back to deliver a kick.

    ‘There might be somethin’ happenin’!’ she shouted desperately.

    He froze, his foot still poised.

    ‘I’m late,’ she said, her eyes never leaving his. ‘It might be your son you’re goin’ to lay into this time.’

    ‘Then what would tha want wi’ tampons?’

    ‘Just in case.’

    For a moment, he didn’t move, didn’t speak, as he thought about what she had said. Then his eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘ Does tha still tek me for a fool? It’s nobbut ten days sin’ tha said it were tha time o’ t’month.’

    ‘It was. Didn’t say I’d come on.’

    ‘Then tha’s a lying bitch,’ he said softly. ‘One way or t’other.’

    Her heart was pounding, her voice unsteady, as she desperately fought the tears. ‘Maybe I am,’ she said, her eyes still on his, her tones still measured, despite the fear. ‘But I’m late, all the same, and you better stop this right now if you want your baby born in one piece.’

    He held her there for a long, long time, as his eyes searched hers. Then he let her go, and his forefinger extended from his clenched fist, his head shaking a warning. ‘Tha’d best be pregnant,’ he said. ‘Or God help thee.’

    ‘I just said I was late.’ Sobs of relief were overtaking her. ‘I can’t promise nothin’.

    ‘I said.’

    He reached over to the telephone table, and picked up his jacket, shrugging it on. ‘Don’t cook owt for me. I’m going into Barton, see about this closed-circuit TV. I’ll get summit out: He went to the door, unlocking it. ‘I’ll likely not want supper neither,’ he said, and nodded. ‘Happen I’ll go to this do tonight, after all.’ He turned, and looked down at her. ‘Get up, woman. There’s nowt wrong wi’ thee.’

    She got slowly to her feet, holding on to the banister railings, her legs shaking too much to support her.

    Bernard looked at the dusty, dried mud on her clothes, and down at the floor. ‘And get this cleaned up afore I get back,’ he said. Then he opened the door, whistled for the dog, and walked away.

    Rachel clung to the railings, and watched through the tears as Nell jumped into the back of the Land Rover, and Bernard swung himself into the front, driving off. When she felt she could let go, she picked up her pendant, went into the kitchen for the mop and bucket, and washed the floor. Upstairs, she made herself stop crying, showered, changed, and went back downstairs, out on to the veranda. Their cars were still there, and she went down the steps, crossing the courtyard to the cowshed.

    The surroundings were really quite comfortable, considering they’d been designed for cows to sleep in, she thought. Today, there was a tenant, but she was at the far end, and there was clean straw in the other stalls, ready for the rest of the small dairy herd. The walls and ceiling were insulated against the weather. She’d lain down in a lot worse places in her time, not least of which was Bernard Bailey’s bed.

    Bernard was desperate to have a son, and for good reason. He had inherited the farm from his grandfather, but the bulk of the inheritance would be paid over if and when Bernard’s first son was born, providing that he was Bernard’s natural son, legitimate, and Bernard still owned the farm in its entirety. The old man had made a fortune on the stock market, and that fortune had been earning interest for almost twenty-six years while Bernard Bailey had been desperately trying to have a son.

    His first wife had died, and he had asked Rachel to become his second. Once she had given him a boy, he had said, he would give her a divorce, and he had promised to pay her more money in settlement than Rachel had ever dreamed of having in her most extravagant fantasies. But she hadn’t been so dazzled by this prospect that she had lost her common sense. She might have half a dozen kids before she had a boy, she had said, and he had said that in the meantime she could have anything she wanted for the house, for herself. What if something happened to him before she had given him a son, she had asked, and he had said that he would make a will, leaving everything to her. On these mutually acceptable terms, she had married Bernard Bailey.

    To start with, things had been all right. She had found Bernard hard going, but she had thought that if all she had to do to be financially secure for the rest of her life was to keep house and endure his silent thrustings until a son was produced, she could live with it. And he had kept to his part of the bargain; she had had a free hand with the interior decor, getting ideas from magazines and watching the modest little house blossom under her direction. It had been full of workmen and tradesmen who couldn’t do enough for her, and it had been fun.

    But the first punches had landed six weeks into the marriage, and her crime had been her failure to become pregnant. She had always been almost as regular as the moon itself, and when she had found herself overdue, she had thought that with her mother’s fecundity she had conceived straight away. She had told Bernard, but it had turned out to be a false alarm. He had said she had lied to him, and the punishment for that imagined lie had lasted seconds, and had left her black and blue for a week.

    She had been going to leave him there and then, until she had sat down and considered her position. She had no money of her own, no home to run back to. All she had was a pendant that she could pawn when the going got rough, and she hadn’t been convinced that the going had got rough enough. She was bound to get pregnant soon, she had told herself.

    But the very regularity that had caused her to believe she had become pregnant had been, in Bernard’s obsessed mind, grounds for suspicion that she was on the pill, that she was milking the arrangement, taking all she could from him before she had to start giving him babies. So almost anything she had done or said had constituted an excuse for yet another short, sharp reminder that she was supposed to be giving him a son. She had learned from experience not to fight back, not to utter aloud the names she called him under her breath, not to leave before she was dismissed, because that prolonged the proceedings. He’d hammered obedience into his lass, and he’d hammer it into her, he would tell her as the vicious little punches landed, and to some extent, he had. Because she hadn’t left him, unwilling to give up on her fortune. She might he married to a raving lunatic, but he was going to be an incredibly rich raving lunatic, and she was on a percentage.

    And as summer had approached, she had finally missed a period, but she hadn’t told Bernard, by that time unsure of what she intended doing. Bernard had been expecting a visitor, and she had been sent up to the bedroom as she always was when business was to be discussed; she had been giving long, hard consideration to her future, had decided that she would have to leave, when she had heard the voices.

    At first they had baffled her, scared her, apparently coming out of thin air. Then she had realized, from the monosyllabic responses, that one of them was Bernard’s, and she knew where they were coming from, and why she had never heard them before. It had been the first day since she had moved in that there had been no fires lit in the non-centrally heated farmhouse. And it had been eavesdropping on that one-sided conversation, floating up through the chimney breast from the empty hearth in the office into the empty hearth in the bedroom, that had determined Rachel’s course of action.

    It was someone called McQueen who had come to see him; Bernard had told him to get out, but he had stood his ground. Men could; Bernard wasn’t so brave with men. And McQueen had said that he knew why Bernard had let most of the crops go and had concentrated on animals; which had, as things had turned out, been a wrong move, with the beef ban.

    She had already known that Bernard was having a difficult time of it with the export ban produced by the beef health-scare; half his profits had gone at a stroke, and the cows weren’t being auctioned at anything like their proper price at home. He had had to slaughter some of the cattle, and was still waiting for compensation; he had been told he might have to slaughter a whole lot more. Nothing had been settled about that, and he was having to feed and water them until it was. Couldn’t sell them, couldn’t do anything with them.

    What she hadn’t known, what she had found out, was that Bernard had risked almost all his capital in some financial venture; not long after his first wife died, it had failed, and he had lost it all. That when the beef ban had come along, he had had nothing to fall back on, and had borrowed money, then more money, then more, until now one missed payment on the loan meant repossession of the farm. That he was paying it back with money he didn’t have, living on credit that he couldn’t repay. That despite the impression he gave of solid wealth, the truth was that he was broke, and the farm couldn’t carry on for more than a few months longer.

    But McQueen wanted Bernard’s land, and the amount he was prepared to pay for it had made Rachel’s eyes widen. Bernard had turned him down, of course, because he had very much greater expectations. But Rachel had already decided that she wasn’t going to tell him about the baby she was carrying; once she had heard McQueen’s offer, she knew she had to get rid of it altogether. If there was no baby, he would have no incentive to keep on juggling his money around; he would have to sell, and she would still be able to salvage something from her dreadful mistake of a marriage. Because while her share wouldn’t be the spectacular amount that giving him a son would net her, it would be a great deal better than nothing.

    So she hadn’t left him. She had made arrangements to terminate her pregnancy, quietly and discreetly, under the guise of a visit to her fortunately uncontactable family, had really gone on the pill, and had returned to Bernard to await developments. But what she hadn’t reckoned on was Bernard holding out as long as he had.

    For almost twelve months she had hung in there, her eyes on the prize, the hammerings growing more frequent as Bernard’s frustration with her lack of productivity grew. In January, he had installed the security fencing, and she had discovered that she was not to be given a key for the gate. She couldn’t take her car out and be certain of getting back in, not without Bernard’s permission; effectively that meant that she was stuck in Harmston, which not only didn’t have a fishmonger, it had no chemist, no outlet for family-planning requisites. Bernard accompanied her on shopping trips to Stansfield, watching her every purchase. Rachel, convinced that he must sell any day, had simply made alternative arrangements, and her non-productivity had continued until Bernard’s suspicions that she was on the pill had hardened to certainty. Then one night, six weeks ago, she had been dragged out of bed and subjected to a brutal and prolonged assault designed to discourage its use.

    Her feeble, barefooted attempts to defend herself had proved useless, and the careful, deliberate violence had gone on until she had finally collapsed, wrenching her shoulder as Bernard’s grip had refused to yield to her body weight. She had best get pregnant soon, he had said, as she half-knelt, half-hung there in agony, because if there was no sign of a baby in the very near future, she’d get the same again. Then he had let her fall barely conscious to the floor, had got undressed, got into bed and gone to sleep.

    When he had got up next morning, she had managed to pull the duvet from the bed, and wrap herself in it; eventually, she had stopped shivering. And when he had left in the afternoon to go on his rounds with Steve Paxton, she had telephoned Nicola for help. Nicola had been horrified, but useful, with her medical knowledge. She had given her first aid, but had insisted on taking her to casualty in case of cracked ribs or worse. There, Rachel had told a pack of lies to account for the state she was in, and had been examined. Very extensive deep bruising, they had said, but no internal injuries, no broken bones. She could have told them that, because that had not been Bernard’s intention.

    Before leaving Barton, Rachel had asked Nicola to take her to the station where she had shut herself in the photo booth and taken photographs of her injuries before time took care of them. Bernard might try to prolong the divorce proceedings, and she had wanted ammunition.

    Now she had been caught out in a lie, and her plan of action had changed once more. He had been going to do that to her again; she couldn’t have taken another beating like that, and telling him that she might be pregnant had been a desperate measure that at least called a halt to the violence while she worked out where to go from here.

    And there was only one way that she could see.

    ‘She’s fine,’ said Nicola, scratching Nell’s head as she threw the syringe in the bin, having given the old dog her annual check-up. Animals were the only living things her father cared about; she had inherited her love for them from him. She hoped she had inherited nothing else.

    ‘Tha can tek ’er back to t’farm,’ said her father. ‘There’s a cow Paxton doesn’t like t’look of. Tek a look at her while tha’s theer.’

    It was perhaps her father’s stage Yorkshireness that upset Nicola most of all; he hadn’t set foot in the place for a quarter of a century, and she doubted very much that he’d ever heard anyone under eighty speak like that even when he’d lived there. He’d picked most of it up from the telly, she was sure.

    ‘Well, I …’ she began.

    ‘I’ve business in Barton,’ said her father. ‘Can’t tek dog in wi’ me, can’t leave ’er in t’car. Tha’s doing nowt else.’

    Nicola pushed her short dark hair behind her ears, a habit she knew she had when she wanted to say no and couldn’t, because her husband had pointed it out to her. ‘The thing is, Gus is making—’

    ‘Tha’s been told,’ he said. ‘And don’t forget t’other beast. She’s in t’cowshed.’ He pushed open the swing door.

    ‘What’s wrong with her?’

    ‘Tha’s t’vet. Thee tell me.’ The door swung back behind him.

    The outside door banged shut, and Nicola heard the Land Rover start up and drive off. He had deliberately come at lunchtime, so that she couldn’t plead a patient. She looked at Nell, who was looking back at her with the anxious expression she always wore, and sighed. ‘Come on,’ she said to the dog. ‘Let’s go and find Gus.’

    ‘Oh, Nicola!’ Gus said, irritated, when she told him.

    ‘What else could I do? He just left her and went.’

    He shook his head, and stooped to tickle Nell’s chin. ‘Shall we hold you hostage until he pays her something?’ he asked the dog, who wagged her tail.

    Nicola could never resist the top of Gus’s head, its short fair hair growing almost in a circle from the crown. She kissed it. ‘We’d just end up with another mouth to feed,’ she said, then wished she hadn’t, when she saw Gus’s reaction.

    And I can’t even feed the two of us, is that what you mean?’

    ‘You know I don’t,’ she said. ‘You’ll get a job eventually. And we’ll be all right even if you don’t get one for a while.’

    ‘All right? I do your accounts, remember.’

    ‘There are people worse off.’

    ‘Not many vets,’ he said, straightening up. ‘ You could tell your father you don’t run a taxi service for retired sheepdogs. You could send him a bill now and then. It isn’t all my fault we’re broke.’

    ‘It isn’t your fault at all.’ Nicola knelt on the floor and absently patted the dog. ‘He wouldn’t pay them if I did send him bills,’ she added. He wouldn’t just not pay them, she thought. He would take it as a personal insult. ‘And I do have some paying customers,’ she said with a smile, trying to lighten the prevailing mood a little. ‘I’m quite a good vet, you know.’

    ‘He spends money like water, Nicky – I’m sure he just doesn’t think about it because you don’t send him bills. Of course he’d pay them. He doesn’t expect your gratitude for the rest of your life, but he’s not going to pay you if you don’t ask him. He buys her BMWs, for God’s sake, and he doesn’t pay you!’

    They had had this conversation several times since Gus had been made redundant. And they had felt the loss of his income very keenly, but they would survive. Nicola smiled. ‘He’s got to keep Rachel happy,’ she said. ‘She’s going to give him a son and heir, isn’t she?’ She ruffled the dog’s hair. ‘Maybe we should kidnap her. What do you think, Nell?’

    Gus crouched down and covered Nicola’s hand where it rested on the dog’s head, and gave it a little squeeze. ‘Go on, then. Go and mend his cow. I’ll keep your lunch warm.’

    ‘You’ll make someone a wonderful wife,’ she said.

    ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know I had it in me.’ He stood up. ‘What did you eat before?’ he asked. ‘When I was still in the ranks of the employed?’

    She shrugged. ‘Pot Noodles. Or, as we in the veterinary trade like to make clear, Not Poodles.’

    ‘I think I’d prefer poodles,’ said Gus. ‘What do I do if I get an emergency?’

    ‘In the kitchen? Don’t ask me.’

    He pulled a face. ‘An emergency call for you,’ he said.

    ‘If you can’t get me at the farm, ring Willsden and Pearce.’

    ‘How come,’ he asked, as he went into the kitchen, ‘both Willsden and Pearce run
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