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PROLOGUE


      
      He holds the card carefully by its edges, staring intently at the image. The man in the picture is carrying a lamb on his shoulder
         and holding a shepherd’s crook; a long blue robe descends to his sandal-covered feet. His gaze lingers over the man’s face
         the longest – such a kind face, a man you could trust, could turn to in a crisis, perhaps, someone who would help you, might
         save you even. He imagines burying his face in the blue cloth of the robe. Forgive me Father for I have … He feels the man’s hand come down on his head. He sighs, puts his fingers to his eyes and is disgusted to feel tears. If
         only it were true; if only it wasn’t the load of bollocks he knows it to be. He knows he is beyond salvation. This time they’ve
         got him; he’s trapped.
      

      
      All his childhood people have used God to frighten him, to try and control him; the Jesuits scaring the living daylights out
         of him and always in the name of God. Beating the devil out of him, they called it. Well, it didn’t work. He gently taps his
         chest. He’s still in here.
      

      
      Just waiting his chance.

      
      Above the picture of Christ are the words Sincere Sympathy. He smiles – he likes the idea of using something that is supposed to bring sympathy, that is supposed to be a tender thing,
         to frighten and confuse. Yes, he likes that. He opens the card and reads:
      

      
      
         Lord, grant eternal rest to the soul of Thy faithful servant and comfort and console those who have been bereaved.

      

      
      He looks back at the picture. No one ever talks about why the good shepherd is saving the lambs. Why not? Finding lost sheep
         is not the end of the story. No, the end of the story is blood running from the throat of an animal into the earth.
      

      
      The end of the story is slaughter.

      
      He picks up a pen and opens the card again.

The Holy sacrifice of the Mass will be offered for the repose of the soul of— His pen hovers over the space left to fill in the name of the dead. He remembers his mother receiving lots of these when
         his dad died. She’d kept them all bundled up in green elastic bands at the back of the drawer in the kitchen. A fat lot of
         good they’d done her. It was what had given him the idea. When he thinks of her he feels the pain start in his stomach. He
         waits for it to subside and then, in neat block capitals, he fills in the name.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      
      It was freezing up here. Sam Falconer tugged the hood of her parka over her head and tightened the toggles, pulling it securely
         round her face, as something that could best be described as a sea-fret began to blow steadily towards her. Unfortunately,
         she wasn’t anywhere near the sea; she was standing on top of Magdalen Tower in Oxford, looking out towards Headington Hill,
         which was shrouded in a grey cloud of drizzle.
      

      
      To make matters even worse it was five fifty-five in the morning.

      
      The weather had been schizophrenic all week, warm spring sunshine one day followed by ground frost and hail a couple of days
         later, so when the alarm had woken her at five o’clock in her parents’ house in Park Town, North Oxford, she had been clinging
         to the vain hope that it might be a lovely morning. But a glance out of the window showed a rainy and windswept garden. For
         a second she considered just going back to bed, but then she dismissed that thought because May Day was when both town and
         gown celebrated the onset of spring, and Sam, despite the fact that she now lived in London, had barely missed a year.
      

      
      She wiped a drop of rainwater from the end of her nose and peered over the parapet of Magdalen Tower down to ground level.
         Off to the right stretched the High, jam-packed with people, some sitting on the shoulders of friends, many of them amiably
         drunk and many wearing hats decked with cherry blossom. Directly under the tower was Magdalen Bridge and then, off to the
         left, the roundabout on the Plain.
      

      
      Traffic was building up on the three roads that ran up to the roundabout, but it would be a while before any cars would be
         driving into Oxford. This was people power, pedestrian power; this was the one morning of the year when you could walk down the middle
         of the High surrounded by twelve thousand others, safe in the knowledge that you wouldn’t be knocked over by a bus. The celebration
         of spring took precedence over everything else.
      

      
      The safety barriers were not stopping the usual idiots from jumping off the bridge. Sam watched as a young man and woman stepped
         off the parapet into mid-air. Magdalen Bridge was twenty-five feet high and there was probably about three feet of water in
         the river, which was filled with the usual things that drunken students liked to throw in there – supermarket trolleys, bicycles
         and traffic cones. Oxford undergraduates were supposed to be bright, but they never seemed to be able to work out the likely
         outcome of taking part in this May Day ritual. There’d be the usual broken ankles, legs and ribs. Last year thirty people
         had ended up in hospital. Security staff and paramedics were helping the couple who had just jumped out of the water, and
         the wail of an ambulance could be heard in the distance.
      

      
      Sam stamped her feet and glanced at her watch just as the bells all over Oxford began to chime the hour. The first was greeted
         with a roar from the crowd below and then a loud countdown began. As the last chime rang out, the crowd fell completely silent
         and the choristers, grouped on top of Magdalen Tower, a couple of feet away from where Sam was standing, their surplices swirling
         round their knees in the gusting wind, began their first hymn to welcome in the spring.
      

      
      Sam pulled the sheet of paper that she’d been handed before she climbed the tower from her pocket and looked at the first
         line of the first verse the choir were singing.
      

      
      Te deum Patrem colimus – the cogs and wheels of her Latin turned slowly and ineffectively. She quickly sought refuge in the translation printed
         on the back. Thee father God we praise.
      

      
      Well fine, Sam thought, but I’d be inclined to praise you a whole lot more if you could lift the fog and get the sun to shine
         a bit.
      

      
      On all the previous occasions she’d come, Sam had been down there amongst the crowd, straining to hear the singing, but this
         year her brother Mark, an English don at St Barnabas’s College, had somehow managed to wangle tickets for the tower. She looked across to where Mark was standing.
      

      
      Brother and sister could not have looked more different if they’d tried. Sam was five foot one, petite, with blonde curly
         hair and blue eyes. Mark was six foot four, with black hair, greying slightly at the temples, brown eyes and a gangly body
         that always seemed to be on the verge of a complete break-down of coordination.
      

      
      Nor were they at all similar in temperament. Mark was kinder, more forgiving and had less of a temper; he was also exceptionally
         clever and had been bookish from a young age. Sam, on the other hand, had always been more physical and a much more fiery
         personality. Her mother said that she’d come out of the womb fighting. Despite these differences, they had always been exceptionally
         close.
      

      
      Next to Mark stood Brendan. His arms were folded and the rain was dripping from the brim of a green baseball hat, jammed onto
         his head at such an angle that his face was completely obscured. Sam hadn’t met him before and had been surprised to find
         him waiting with Mark outside St Barnabas’s that morning. Usually May Day was something that she and her brother did together
         and Mark hadn’t told her he was bringing anyone else along.
      

      
      During the short walk from St Barnabas’s to Magdalen, Sam had tried to figure out if he was a friend or a boyfriend, but the
         conversation hadn’t covered anything other than the terrible weather and the number of different May Days that Sam and Mark
         had attended. One thing, however, was immediately obvious: Brendan was exceptionally handsome. With his high cheekbones, dark
         brown eyes and long eyelashes, he looked as if he’d stepped straight out of an aftershave ad, and his tall, lean body only
         added to his attractiveness. If he was Mark’s boyfriend he was much better looking than any of the previous ones.
      

      
      At that moment Mark glanced at her and grinned. He looked up at the grey skies and then back at Sam and rolled his eyes. Sam
         smiled but then shivered uncontrollably as a cold drop of rain, which had somehow managed to find its way between her collar
         and her neck, trickled slowly down her spine.
      

      
      Afterwards they all had brunch in the Quod Bar on the High, their three coats hanging on the stand behind them, dripping steadily
         onto the wooden floor. The bar had filled up rapidly with damp, hungry people and the windows were so steamed up it was impossible
         to see the crowds now streaming away from Magdalen Bridge and into Radcliffe Square, where some of the Morris dancers would
         soon be performing in front of the university church of St Mary’s.
      

      
      ‘Well, thanks for that, Mark,’ Sam said. ‘A truly chilling experience.’

      
      She leaned forwards, shaking the rain out of her mop of blonde curls onto the floor.

      
      Mark laughed and suddenly flung out long legs covered in black jeans, forcing a waiter to take immediate evasive action. ‘You
         can always rely on me to give you the experience of a lifetime. Mind you, can you remember a single warm May Day morning from
         our childhood?’
      

      
      Sam shook her head. ‘It was always a question of whether there’d be any flowers to put in your hat or whether there’d be a
         small tornado of rain-sodden laburnum, cherry and wisteria blossom whizzing several hundred feet up, over the roofs of North
         Oxford.’
      

      
      Mark turned to Brendan, who was tucking into a breakfast of toast, smoked salmon and scrambled eggs. ‘Because we lived in
         St Cuthbert’s, in the centre of town, all our friends used to congregate at home on May Day morning.’
      

      
      ‘All your friends did,’ Sam said, ‘before skipping school and going out to get blind drunk.’
      

      
      ‘You tagged along. We bought you shandy.’

      
      Sam wrinkled her nose. ‘Only once. After that I moved swiftly on to Guinness.’

      
      Mark put his hand on Brendan’s arm. ‘I mean she was only ten!’

      
      Brendan put down his knife and fork and brushed a fringe of fine light brown hair away from his eyes. ‘What’s the age gap
         between you?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘Eight years,’ Mark said.

      
      ‘So you grew up pretty fast then,’ Brendan said to Sam.

      
      Sam glanced at Mark. One way and another they’d both had to do that, but she wasn’t sure what Mark had told Brendan about
         their past. She decided that discretion was the better part of valour and simply smiled and nodded her head.
      

      
      She picked up her knife and fork as a large plate of bacon and eggs was placed in front of her. ‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’ she asked Brendan.
      

      
      ‘Just one – a sister. She lives in Oxford as well.’

      
      Sam watched him tucking into his food.

      
      He wiped his mouth with a napkin and grinned at her. ‘Do I pass?’

      
      Sam blushed and picked up her cup of coffee. The truth was she wasn’t sure yet.

      
      Later, when Mark had gone to settle the bill, Brendan placed his clasped hands on the table and leaned towards Sam. ‘I know
         you weren’t expecting me to be here. I hope you don’t feel I muscled in.’
      

      
      ‘No, no, of course not. Anyway, traditions are there to be broken, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘A brave statement from someone brought up in an Oxford college.’

      
      Sam smiled.

      
      ‘So your father was head of St Cuthbert’s?’

      
      ‘Peter’s my stepfather.’

      
      ‘What was that like?’

      
      ‘Being the child of the head of an Oxford college is a bit like being a regimental goat. You get dressed up when royalty come
         but you’re expected to present flowers not eat them.’
      

      
      He laughed. ‘What did your father do?’

      
      ‘He was in the army.’

      
      ‘What does he do now?’

      
      ‘He’s retired.’

      
      ‘Does he live in Oxford?’

      
      Sam had opened her mouth to reply but Mark came back to their table and instead of answering she looked up at her brother
         and said, ‘Shall we go?’
      

      
      He’s a bit inquisitive, Sam thought, as she followed Brendan and Mark out of the restaurant and across the High, but maybe
         he was just nervous and trying too hard to make a good impression.
      

      
      Despite the continuing drizzle, they stopped in Radcliffe Square to watch the Morris dancers. Sam had always loved them –
         their pristine white shirts and trousers, their hats filled with blossom. They were waving their handkerchiefs, ringing the
         bells attached to their calves and clashing their sticks. Of course, she thought, May Day is really all about sex; it’s about men being able to strut around like peacocks.
      

      
      A clown wearing a coat made of a multi-coloured rags moved round the dancers, whacking them on the backsides with a pig’s
         bladder attached to the end of a stick. Next to the accordion player a large green fertility bush stood and periodically a
         pint of beer would be handed through the foliage to the person inside.
      

      
      The first time she’d come, Mark had hoisted her up on his shoulders so she could get a better view and she’d ended up fascinated
         by the young boys taking part in the dancing who weren’t much older than she was. There were a couple here today, sweet and
         solemn, concentrating hard on the steps, while their more confidant elders shook their tail feathers, cracked jokes while
         trying not to crack each other’s knuckles, and flirted with the women in the crowd.
      

      
      People cheered enthusiastically as one dance ended. It was beginning to rain more heavily now and someone opened a large golfing
         umbrella over the head of the accordion player. The crowd, a mixture of students, tourists and locals, didn’t seem that bothered
         by the rain. A couple standing nearby, huddled under one raincoat, gazed into each other’s eyes and kissed long and deep.
         It was still only seven in the morning but the crowd reeked of alcohol, many of them would have been up all night, drinking
         to welcome in the dawn; the hangovers would start to bite much later in the day.
      

      
      Standing with her back to All Souls, looking across the square, Sam wondered how it was that the Radcliffe Camera, that swaggering
         Falstaff of a building, could still manage to look so elegant even when shrouded in rain.
      

      
      Mark touched her arm. ‘Shall we get going?’

      
      She nodded and followed Mark and Brendan across the cobbles along Brasenose Lane and into the Turl towards St Barnabas’s College.
         Mark’s rooms were on the top floor of front quad and consisted of one huge living room with windows looking down onto the
         High and then leading off that a bathroom and a small bedroom.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Mark said, waving his hands in the air, ‘I hadn’t quite got round …’

      
      Sam grinned at him, picked a shirt off the seat of a leather armchair and sat down. Brendan did the same with a pair of trousers
         and threw himself onto the sofa.
      

      
      Books were a predominant feature of Mark’s rooms. There were floor-to-ceiling wooden bookshelves on either side of the fireplace,
         and teetering piles next to Mark’s desk and by the side of the sofa and the chair. The table in front of Sam was also covered,
         as was the side table next to Brendan. Finally, the cushions had been removed from the window seats and books were double-banked
         along there as well. Sam knew that there would be more piles in the bathroom and next to Mark’s bed.
      

      
      ‘Chaos is come again,’ she said.

      
      Mark ran his hand through his hair, picked up the shirt and trousers and threw them into his bedroom. ‘Right,’ he said, closing
         the bedroom door. ‘That’s better.’ He took some books off the sofa and sat down next to Brendan. ‘I tend to tidy up for tutorials
         but the trouble is I make a point of never having them on May Day. I used to, but they were a complete waste of time. Even
         if my students have got an essay they can be so drunk their lips won’t move properly to read out the words.’
      

      
      Sam laughed. ‘You’re not tough enough on them.’

      
      ‘You’re right. I don’t like being tough on them at all. Mind you, I’ve got one at the moment I need to keep an eye on. It’s
         a shame because he’s very bright, but if he doesn’t get his act together soon he’s going to be in serious trouble. I’ve stuck
         my neck out as far as I can for him.’
      

      
      ‘His students always adore him,’ she said to Brendan. ‘They’re always falling in love with him.’

      
      Mark frowned. ‘Don’t be silly. That’s not true.’

      
      ‘You love your subject and teach it with passion. You care about them as individuals. You’re always worrying about how to
         get the best out of them.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they start off having to do Beowulf and after that some of them can take a lot of talking round. They’re required to cover so much, but if you can find the thing
         that really gets them going – that spark that ignites their hearts and their heads – it can be life changing for them. That’s
         what I aim for.’
      

      
      ‘He’s a great teacher,’ she said. ‘I should know. I was his first pupil – he taught me how to read and write when I was four,
         bribing me with stationery when I got the alphabet right.’
      

      
      ‘L M N always caused problems,’ Mark said.

      
      ‘Try saying it fast and it still does.’
      

      
      Mark laughed, walked into his bedroom and came back holding a bottle of champagne. ‘What do you think?’

      
      Give me a break, it’s quarter to eight in the morning, is what Sam thought. But at least her stomach was lined with a large
         breakfast and it was May Day and it looked as if Mark had a new man in his life.
      

      
      ‘I think, yes,’ she said.

      
      After a protracted hunt to find enough glasses, Mark popped the cork and poured the champagne.

      
      Sam picked up her glass and stood up. ‘To the first day of spring.’

      
      All three of them turned and toasted the windows now lashed by driving rain.

      
      Vera Smith stopped and looked down at the puddle of lumpy sick, dribbling from the top step that led into St Barnabas’s College,
         and grimaced as the sour smell drifted upwards and reached her nose. When the college went mixed she’d hoped that the girls
         might have a good effect on the boys, but it hadn’t turned out that way; they seemed to revel in being just as badly behaved.
         She stepped carefully over the puddle and through the wooden gate into front quad. She paused for a second in front of the
         No Visitors sign – after forty years’ service as a scout in this college, she had certainly earned the right to walk past that notice.
      

      
      She tapped on the glass window of the lodge and the porter, Bill, who was on the phone, put his hand over the receiver and
         mouthed, ‘I know – Bernie’s got it.’ Vera nodded and at that moment saw Bernie walking towards her with a bucket and brush.
         Her nephew was a tall lumbering lad with bright orange hair and freckles. He stopped next to her, and as he put down the bucket,
         bleach replaced the smell of vomit in Vera’s nose.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Aunty.’

      
      ‘All right, Bernie, lad – make sure you don’t let the water stand on the step. You know what they’re like round here with
         their heads in the clouds. We don’t want any broken legs.’
      

      
      He grinned at her and picked up the bucket. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll do it right.’

      
      He probably would as well. He was here on work experience and seemed to be getting on OK. He kept himself clean and tidy and
         his heart was in the right place. He’d cheerfully clear up a puddle of sick, and not many would do that these days. She sighed.
         If he kept making himself useful around the place, he’d probably still be here in forty years’ time. Maybe that wouldn’t be
         such a bad thing, because the days when young lads from Blackbird Leys could expect to follow their dads into the Cowley Works
         were long gone.
      

      
      She walked stiffly along two sides of front quad, towards the room where the cleaning equipment was kept. There was much more
         activity in the college than usual, probably because it was easier to get up for May Day celebrations than lectures. She changed
         into a three-quarter-length blue nylon work coat and, after a quick chat with some of the other scouts, headed towards her
         staircase.
      

      
      Vera had managed to outlast four provosts and was by far the oldest serving employee of the college. People thought colleges
         were all about the undergraduates, but they weren’t. They came and went in three years. Three years was no time, not in the
         history of a place like this. Neither was forty, mind. For Vera the college was its staff: the porters, the cooks and cleaners,
         the electrician, the carpenter and the gardener and all the people who served in the kitchens. The undergraduates were almost
         incidental.
      

      
      A young man came crashing down a staircase out into the quad, spinning away from Vera at the last minute like a top that’s
         bumped against a wall.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said and dashed towards hall in a whirlwind of flailing limbs.

      
      Worried about missing breakfast, Vera thought. Young men and their stomachs were all the same.

      
      She began slowly climbing the staircase. At the end of last term the domestic bursar had suggested she concentrate on cleaning
         the ground-floor rooms, but Vera wasn’t having it. If she agreed, she thought, it would be a preamble to getting rid of her.
         She might try to do that anyway, she’d asked to see her after she finished work today, but Vera wouldn’t give her the excuse
         that she was no longer up to the job. Never give them an excuse to get rid of you. And anyway, she knew the other scouts would
         complain about her not pulling her weight. Vera didn’t believe in things being easy. She believed in hard work as the answer
         to practically everything. You got nothing in life from taking the easy way out. If she’d learned anything from forty years of cleaning up after people that was it.
      

      
      She winced as she reached the top of the staircase and paused to get her breath back. Briefly the faces of all the young men
         who had lived in this room flashed through her mind. One in particular stood out. Stephan with the unpronounceable surname
         ending in x and z and w. He’d been the music scholar, a lovely boy. That summer the drama society had put on Private Lives by Noel Coward in the Provost’s garden and he’d invited her. And she’d gone, despite the protests of her husband, saying
         that she was making a fool of herself and that it wasn’t for the likes of them. Vera had insisted: ‘He’s invited me and it’d
         be rude not to go.’ Anyway, she liked the old songs. She remembered him at the piano singing ‘Mad dogs and Englishmen’, with
         the rain beating down on his head. She still got Christmas cards from him and postcards from all over the world – Brazil,
         Ibiza, San Francisco. It was more than she got from her own sons. She wondered why she was thinking of Stephan and then realised
         that the boy who was in this room now, Adrian Hunter, reminded her a bit of Stephan. He was blond, too, and always nice to
         her.
      

      
      There was no bin outside the door but Vera still knocked; it was only polite – sometimes they forgot to put it outside if
         they didn’t want to be disturbed and she didn’t like to barge in on them unannounced and Adrian was a wild one. She put her
         key in the lock, turned it and pushed. The door didn’t move. She pushed harder. It opened an inch. She stopped, puzzled. Behind
         her the door of the other room on this floor opened and Steve Price stepped out onto the staircase.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Mrs Smith,’ he said.

      
      ‘Could you help me, love?’ Vera said. ‘This is stuck. I can’t get it open.’

      
      He put his shoulder to the door and it opened enough for him to put his head round and see what was causing the obstruction.
         ‘Oh, God,’ he said and pushed himself through the gap and behind the door. Vera followed him and immediately wished she hadn’t.
      

      
      Adrian was sprawled on the floor behind the door. His face was blue and his eyes were open, bulging obscenely from the sockets,
         the whites suffused with blood. His hands were curled up like claws; the nail of one finger had been torn off and lay next to his body. Vomit encrusted his mouth and the front of his shirt.
      

      
      Vera swayed and grabbed hold of Steve.

      
      ‘Shall I … ?’ He made as if to move towards the body.

      
      ‘No, don’t, there’s nothing you can do.’

      
      ‘What shall … ?’

      
      ‘Have you got a phone?’

      
      Steve dug in his bag.

      
      ‘Phone the lodge. Bill will know what to do.’

      
      She left him making the phone call and walked out of the room. Suddenly she felt very tired and very old, as if all the forty
         years of work in this place had caught up with her at once. Poor boy, she thought, why was it always the ones you liked who
         ended up this way? This university could be a cruel place. She got to her feet and started slowly down the stairs. She knew
         the police would want to speak to her but she couldn’t bear to wait here a moment longer, she just couldn’t bear to.
      

      
      A couple of hours had passed since Mark had opened the champagne and Sam was feeling nicely light-headed. She looked across
         to where Mark and Brendan were laughing on the sofa.
      

      
      ‘How did you meet?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Well,’ Brendan said, ‘we could pretty it up but basically I picked him up in a pub.’

      
      Mark caught Sam’s eye and smiled. ‘Which one?’

      
      ‘You did warn me about her being a private investigator,’ Brendan said. ‘It’s like being interviewed by the mother of the
         bride.’
      

      
      All Sam’s goodwill left her in an instant. ‘Just to ask where you met is hardly—’

      
      Mark leaned over and put his hand on her knee. She glanced at him and then back at Brendan. Keep this all nice and easy, she
         thought. Try and be charming, even if you think he’s an arse-hole. Mark ran the ball of his thumb over the large red lump
         on the first joint of Sam’s thumb, then turned to Brendan holding out her hand.
      

      
      ‘This should interest you,’ he said. ‘We were both born with extra fingers. Sam’s was the whole thing, with joints and a nail.
         They cut it off when she was a baby.’
      

      
      Brendan nodded. ‘And yours?’
      

      
      Mark showed him the side of his little finger where there was a small fleshy lump the size of a lentil. ‘Not nearly as interesting,
         I’m afraid. There was a skin tag there, which was tied off with a suture and it just fell off. It didn’t have bones or anything.
         What’s the medical term for it?’
      

      
      Brendan shook his head. ‘I can’t remember.’

      
      ‘He’s a doctor,’ Mark said to Sam. ‘Did I tell you?’

      
      ‘No,’ Sam said. ‘But the term is polydactyly or, in our case, hexadactyly.’

      
      ‘How do you know that?’

      
      Sam shrugged. ‘I was bored one afternoon and Googled.’

      
      They were interrupted by a knock on the door and Mark got up and opened it.

      
      ‘Oh, hi, how are you? This is a surprise …’ Sam heard him say and turned round as a very familiar voice replied, ‘I’m sorry,
         Mark, but this isn’t a social call, it’s police business.’
      

      
      DS Phil Howard, Sam’s ex-boyfriend, hobbled into the room followed by a younger, fair-haired man, who he introduced as DC
         Woods.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened to you?’ Sam asked.

      
      ‘London Marathon.’

      
      ‘Did you get round?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course I did.’

      
      Phil was wearing brown chinos, Doc Martens and a brown leather jacket. He’d lost a lot of weight since giving up drink and
         taking up running a few months ago and his clothes hung loose on him. Sam noted with disapproval that he’d reverted to the
         shaved head look, which gave him an aggressive demeanour completely at odds with his temperament.
      

      
      ‘Mark, I need to talk to you in private,’ Phil said.

      
      Mark frowned. ‘Why, what’s happened?’

      
      Phil glanced at the champagne bottle sitting on top of the mound of books on the coffee table. ‘Been celebrating something?’

      
      Sam felt anxious. ‘What’s happened, Phil?’

      
      Phil turned towards Mark. ‘Do you know an Adrian Hunter?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course I do, he’s one of my students. What’s happened? Is he in some sort of trouble?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mark, but there’s no easy way to put this. He’s been found dead in his rooms.’
      

      
      Mark’s face was frozen in shock. Squeezing the back of his neck, he looked down at the floor. He glanced at Brendan and Sam
         and then back to Phil. ‘Oh God. How awful. When did this happen?’
      

      
      ‘His scout found him this morning when she tried to get in to clean his room.’

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘That’s not clear yet. We were hoping you might be able to help us. I need you to come down to the station.’

      
      Mark nodded and walked like an automaton towards the door. He picked his grey overcoat off the hook. ‘Right,’ he said.

      
      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Sam said.

      
      Mark looked at Sam and Brendan. ‘I’m sorry about this.’ His gesture at the champagne glasses and bottle indicating that he
         meant the sudden termination of their celebrations.
      

      
      Sam was the last to leave the room. The sun had finally deigned to come out and was shining through the window onto the champagne
         bottle and glasses. She suddenly felt ashamed. It seemed obscene that they had been celebrating love and new life while a
         young man was lying dead in his rooms. She crossed the room, snatched the empty bottle off the table and dropped it into the
         bin next to Mark’s desk, before following the others down the staircase and out into a front quad now flooded with spring
         sunlight.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      
      Mark stood up and stepped over the bench he’d been sitting on, pulling his trousers away from the backs of his thighs. He reached
         over his shoulder and pulled the dark green lambswool sweater he was wearing over his head and dropped it down onto the bench
         on top of his overcoat. He was in a muck sweat and he was entirely innocent. He’d never had so much as a parking ticket. How
         on earth did people who were guilty or had something to hide feel when waiting to be interviewed by the police?
      

      
      The room Phil had put him in was small and claustrophobic and everything that could be – benches, table, tape recorder – was
         bolted down. Mark wished he could do the same to his heart, which was hammering so hard in his chest he felt it was about
         to jump out and skid across the floor. He tried to calm his breathing. There’s nothing to worry about. You’ve done nothing wrong. It’s all right. You’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. He repeated this again and again, but the message wasn’t getting through to his respiratory system. He was panting like a
         cat that had travelled too far in a hot car.
      

      
      He licked his lips and leaned back against the wall, the upper parts of which were covered with a material that looked like
         hessian and made him think instantly of padded cells and screaming lunatics. He’d only been in here twenty minutes, but already
         it felt like an eternity.
      

      
      He hoped he’d be able to talk to Phil. Mark had known Phil since he first went out with Sam ten years ago and he’d always
         liked him. He was an easy-going bloke with a laid-back temperament and had been very good for Sam – solid and dependable,
         a pressure valve for his combustible sister. The fact that they’d lasted as long as they had was in large part due to Phil’s placid good temper. At least Phil had given her life some kind of balance during those years
         when she’d been in full-time judo training. He’d always thought it was a shame they’d split up.
      

      
      The door opened and Phil came in together with DC Woods. Woods was holding two cups in his hands and had a brown file tucked
         under his arm. He put the cups on the table and sat down.
      

      
      Phil did the same and said to Mark, ‘Tea all right?’

      
      ‘Tea would be fantastic.’

      
      Mark also sat down and reached gratefully for the tea that Woods had placed in front of him but it was in one of those wobbly,
         white plastic cups and it was too hot to pick up. He leaned forwards and blew on the surface of the hot fluid, willing it
         to cool down quickly. He was desperately thirsty.
      

      
      Phil turned on the tape and after a preamble that stated the date and time, who the interview was with, what the case was
         and that Mark had been told he could have a solicitor present but had not wanted one, the interview got under way.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ Phil said. ‘Could you tell me when you last saw Adrian Hunter?’

      
      ‘Yesterday afternoon. We had a tutorial between four and five.’

      
      ‘By himself or with someone else.’

      
      ‘I teach in pairs. Juliet Bartlett was with him.’

      
      ‘How did he seem to you?’

      
      Mark shrugged. ‘I don’t know – same as usual really.’

      
      ‘And what was that like?’

      
      Mark scratched his eyebrow. ‘I don’t know – intense, funny, very bright.’

      
      ‘How long had you been teaching him for?’

      
      ‘Since the autumn, so this was going to be his third term with me.’

      
      ‘Did he have exams coming up?’

      
      ‘No, he was in his second year.’

      
      Mark gingerly picked up the beaker by its white moulded lip and sipped. It was still too hot.

      
      ‘Nothing appeared out of the ordinary?’

      
      Mark stared at the table. ‘He was a scholar. We expect our scholars to get firsts, but his essay yesterday could best be described
         as mediocre. I had spoken to him at the end of his first year and told him that I thought he was putting in the minimum amount of effort. One exceptional piece of work a term wasn’t enough. He
         needed to work more consistently or he would be in trouble come finals. He did better for a while but this term he had fallen
         back into old habits. He was late with his essays and missed one tutorial altogether. I held him back at the end of the tutorial
         and confronted him. I said I didn’t want to see such originality and intelligence going to waste but if he didn’t get his
         act together we would have to take away his scholarship.’
      

      
      ‘How did he react?’

      
      ‘He apologised and then blamed the summer. He said it was hard to stay inside and study when you could be out on the river.’

      
      ‘And what did you say?’

      
      ‘Well, privately I had a degree of sympathy with him. I can’t remember doing that much work myself in the summer of my second
         year, but I told him that wasn’t an excuse and it certainly wouldn’t satisfy my colleagues.’
      

      
      ‘Did he appear depressed or distracted in any way?’ Mark sighed. ‘It’s difficult to answer that. Students often turn up to
         tutorials in a somewhat abnormal state.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘The well-organised ones will have spent at least a week producing their essays. The less well-organised will have waited
         until a couple of days before the tutorial, panicked, rushed around trying to get hold of the books on the reading list, maybe
         managing to get about half of them. They will then have locked themselves away for twenty-four hours to get the work done.
         Consequently, they sometimes turn up at tutorials looking in need of a good wash and either barely able to keep their eyes
         open or hard-wired on caffeine.’
      

      
      ‘And was Hunter in that kind of state?’

      
      ‘Adrian seemed pretty wired.’

      
      ‘On drugs?’

      
      Mark shook his head. ‘I don’t know. His was quite a hyper individual, a nervous character. It could just have been that or
         it could have been something else. Sometimes lack of sleep can produce that kind of nervy energy.’
      

      
      ‘Did he seem upset by your conversation?’

      
      ‘No, I would say he was fairly blasé about it. Frankly, it seemed to me to be water off a duck’s back.’
      

      
      ‘Were you aware of him having any other particular problems or pressures?’

      
      ‘Students live pressurised existences. I’m not aware of him being under any other than the usual ones.’

      
      ‘Do you know if there was any reason why he might have wanted to take his own life?’

      
      ‘Is that what happened?’

      
      ‘It’s one of the possibilities we’re investigating.’

      
      Mark shook his head. ‘No, I haven’t.’

      
      ‘Did you meet him in any other capacity other than as his tutor?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      ‘Did you have any other contact with him outside of tutorials?’

      
      Mark frowned. ‘I have an annual drinks party for all my students each summer. I also belong to a college dining club, which
         has members from the senior, middle and junior common rooms. Adrian was a member of that and I met him socially on those occasions.
         Is that what you mean?’
      

      
      ‘Did you know he was gay?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Did you know he was gay? It’s a fairly straightforward question, Mark.’

      
      ‘I don’t see what that has to do with anything.’

      
      ‘Answer the question.’

      
      ‘I suspected he might be. I didn’t know for certain but—’

      
      ‘What made you think he was?’

      
      Mark’s voice was tight with anger. ‘Oh, come on, Phil! How on earth am I supposed to answer that?’

      
      ‘By telling me the truth.’

      
      Mark glared at Phil and remained silent.

      
      Phil leaned forwards and placed his clasped hands on the table. ‘Did he tell you he was gay?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘You had no discussions about his sexuality?’

      
      ‘Of course we didn’t. The sexuality of my students is absolutely none of my business.’

      
      ‘How do you feel about tutors who have affairs with their students?’
      

      
      Mark felt the blood rush to his face. He stood up abruptly, knocking his cup of tea over in the process. Phil and Wood moved
         back quickly as hot liquid ran across the table towards them.
      

      
      ‘Fail the course on homophobia, did you, Phil?’

      
      ‘Sit down,’ Phil said.

      
      ‘How does your logic work? I’m gay so I must be sleeping with my students? Funnily enough, Phil, not all gay men want to jump
         on any man that moves – that is a stereotype.’
      

      
      ‘Sit down,’ Phil repeated. Then to Woods: ‘Get something to clear this up.’ He nodded at the tea-covered table and floor.
         Woods nodded and left the room.
      

      
      Mark was still standing, breathing heavily.

      
      ‘Sit down, Mark, and calm down.’

      
      ‘And why the hell should I, when you’re being so bloody offensive?’

      
      Woods came back into the room with a bunch of paper towels in his hands. He mopped the tea off the table and floor and threw
         them and the now empty cup in a bin by the door. Then all three of them sat back down again.
      

      
      ‘I’ll ask you the same question,’ Phil said. ‘How do you feel about tutors having affairs with their students?’

      
      Mark folded his arms. ‘That it’s an abuse of power; that any relationship of that sort is bound to be unequal and fraught
         with difficulties: that it is something that I would never, ever contemplate. Teacher – pupil, therapist – patient, boss –
         employee, Clinton – Lewinsky. What’s the difference? It’s quite simply an abuse of power and is going to end in trouble.’
      

      
      ‘But you must have had students come on to you?’

      
      ‘No, I haven’t, as it happens.’

      
      ‘Never?’

      
      ‘Look, Phil, I have a responsibility towards them. I’m there to teach them not seduce them. I make sure I’m clear with my
         boundaries.’
      

      
      ‘And when you socialise with your students those boundaries stay in place?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Even when you’ve had a few drinks?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Were you sleeping with Adrian Hunter?’

      
      ‘Come on, Phil, you know me. I can’t believe you’re asking me that.’

      
      But Phil wasn’t saying anything about what he did or didn’t believe and shortly afterwards he brought the interview to a close.

      
      They were back in Mark’s rooms and Sam was sitting on the sofa, watching her brother pace up and down. She had rarely seen
         him so distraught. She was the one with the temper. She was the one with the tendency to see red and fly off the handle.
      

      
      ‘I mean, Phil was treating me like some fucking paedophile. It’s the oldest prejudice in the book, isn’t it? You’re gay so
         you must fancy little boys.’
      

      
      ‘Adrian Hunter was hardly a little boy, Mark.’

      
      ‘You know what I mean. He made me feel like a dirty old man pawing away at my students.’

      
      ‘He was only doing his job.’

      
      ‘Well, it felt personal, Sam.’ He kicked the bin next to his desk savagely and the champagne bottle clattered back and forth
         inside it. ‘I would never, ever go out with one of my students. It would put both of us in a difficult position.’
      

      
      ‘But people do, don’t they? We know that. Do you remember Redman in St Cuthbert’s?’

      
      At St Cuthbert’s, their dining room had looked out onto the fellows’ car park, so they had been able to observe the dons’
         comings and goings. One don in particular seemed to have a new young blonde every night, as well as a wife who was bringing
         up his young family in North Oxford. Sam’s mother, Jean, had disapproved and muttered darkly about never trusting men who
         wore suede shoes, had bouffant hair and drove soft-top sports cars. As a child Sam had rather enjoyed his flamboyance; by
         the time she was twenty and he was hitting on her she was more of her mother’s opinion.
      

      
      ‘I’m not saying people don’t. I’m just saying I never would. Of course people do. It’s human nature. It’s like Clinton said
         – he did it because he could. But you’ve got young impressionable people in your care. What I don’t understand is why they’re even asking me the question.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe Adrian had put a rumour about. Maybe he told someone that was going on.’

      
      ‘But why would he?’

      
      Sam shrugged. ‘Maybe he was pissed off with you confronting him on the standard of his work and wanted to spread rumours to
         undermine you. Maybe it was personal kudos – look at me I’m sleeping with my tutor. Maybe because he wished he could.’
      

      
      ‘They said they might want to have me in for more questioning.’

      
      ‘That’s just standard procedure. Did Adrian leave a note?’

      
      ‘They didn’t tell me.’

      
      ‘Do you know how he died?’

      
      He shook his head.

      
      ‘Do you want me to do a bit of digging around, Mark? I can give Phil a call and see what I can find out.’

      
      Mark was staring off into the middle distance.

      
      ‘Mark?’

      
      ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘Do you want me to see what I can find out?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure, Sam. Isn’t that just going to look as if I’ve got something to hide?’

      
      ‘Not if I do it carefully enough.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘No. I don’t want you getting involved.’

      
      Mark sat down on the sofa and a pile of books, which had been leaning against the arm, slid across the floor. He leaned forwards
         and scooped them into some kind of order.
      

      
      ‘So, what’s the story with Brendan?’ Sam asked.

      
      Mark shrugged. ‘I don’t know really. I’m sorry about the May Day thing. I know we usually do it just the two of us but he
         asked … I tried to put him off but he was quite insistent.’
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Neither of us ever said we couldn’t bring other people.’

      
      ‘I know, but we haven’t before.’

      
      ‘Is he—’

      
      Mark cut across her. ‘I don’t really know what he is. It’s too early to say.’

      
      ‘He’s certainly very good-looking.’

      
      Mark smiled slightly. ‘He is, isn’t he? It puzzled me a bit.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the puzzle? Surely you just enjoy it?’

      
      ‘I’m just not sure what he sees in me.’

      
      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ Sam said.

      
      ‘This isn’t false modesty or anything. I’m just not used to men who look as if they’ve walked off the fashion pages of GQ showing any interest in me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that makes two of us. You said he’s a doctor?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Where does he work?’

      
      ‘Like I said, Sam, it’s the early stages. I’ll fill you in more if it looks like going anywhere.’

      
      ‘Fine. Interrogation over.’

      
      The phone on Mark’s desk went and he got up to answer it.

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course … bring them straight over.’ He put down the phone but remained standing, staring down at his desk, his
         back to Sam.
      

      
      Sam stood up. ‘Do you want me to go?’

      
      He turned round. ‘No. Would you mind staying? That was Bill at the lodge. Adrian’s parents have asked to see me. He’s bringing
         them over now.’
      

      
      A couple of minutes later there was a knock on the door and Mark opened it.

      
      ‘Please come in,’ he said. ‘I’m so very sorry for your loss.’

      
      Mr and Mrs Hunter came in to the room, shook hands with Mark and sat down next to each other on the sofa. Mr Hunter was a
         broad, squat man with wavy orange hair, a prominent forehead and small bright blue eyes; he had the heavily freckled face
         of the true redhead. He was wearing a pinstriped suit, which flashed a scarlet lining as he sat down. His wife was wearing
         a cream linen trouser suit with a turquoise silk scarf tied round her neck.
      

      
      Mark explained who Sam was and asked if they minded her being there.

      
      ‘No, it’s fine,’ Mrs Hunter said. Mr Hunter stared at Sam and said nothing.

      
      Mrs Hunter continued. ‘We just don’t understand how this could have happened. We’ve come from the police station and they
         say that it’s not clear how he died. There’s going to have to be an inquest. They asked us if he was suicidal. We just can’t …’ She stopped and looked at her husband, who was sitting next to her in silence,
         and then back at Mark. ‘Were you aware of there being any particular problems? The police said he had a tutorial with you
         the day before he died.’
      

      
      Mark shook his head. ‘I am so, so sorry. I am absolutely shocked by what has happened. It has taken me completely by surprise.
         But there was nothing to suggest in the tutorial that anything was wrong.’
      

      
      ‘Did he seem upset?’

      
      ‘No. He did not appear distressed. I had a brief conversation with him about the standard of his work but he didn’t seem particularly
         perturbed by that.’
      

      
      Mr Hunter’s gaze snapped onto Mark. ‘Was there anything the matter with his work?’

      
      ‘This year it had been inconsistent in standard. I had spoken about it to him before. I was disappointed in his essay. He
         had produced some truly exceptional work for me and he certainly had the ability to get a first if he applied himself.’
      

      
      ‘So you were putting pressure on him?’

      
      Mark rubbed his forehead hard with the fingertips of his right hand. ‘Yes, if you like, I was. I didn’t want him to throw
         his scholarship or his degree away. It would have been such a waste.’
      

      
      ‘Worried about losing St Barnabas’s position on top of the Norrington Table?’

      
      ‘I was more worried that your son would not fulfil his truly exceptional potential.’

      
      Mrs Hunter rested her hand on her husband’s arm. ‘Adrian had told us nothing of this.’

      
      ‘Perhaps that’s not particularly surprising. Were there any problems over the Easter vacation?’

      
      Mrs Hunter glanced at her husband and then looked back at Mark. ‘No, we only saw him for a few days. The rest of the time
         he said he was staying in a friend’s house in Oxford and was going to study.’
      

      
      ‘Had you heard from him this term?’

      
      ‘A couple of times. Each time I phoned he told me how busy he was. He was on the May Ball committee and seemed to be enjoying
         that.’
      

      
      Mr Hunter sat back in the sofa. ‘You were his moral tutor, weren’t you? Isn’t that what it’s called?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I was.’

      
      ‘If he’d had any problems he should have been able to come to you, shouldn’t he? Isn’t that the point? He should have been
         able to talk to you about what was worrying him?’
      

      
      ‘I am so sorry, Mr Hunter, but for whatever reason Adrian wasn’t able to do that with any of us. I wish that he had. He was
         an exceptional student and I felt privileged to have known him and taught him.’
      

      
      Outside in the quad a sudden burst of laughter punctured the heavy silence in the room.

      
      Mr Hunter stood up and his wife followed suit. He ran his hand down the red silk tie that matched the lining of his jacket.
         ‘I do not believe for one moment that my son killed himself but if he did and I discover that you or the college have in any
         way behaved negligently in your behaviour towards him …’
      

      
      The sentence was left menacingly unfinished.

      
      He strode across the room, opened the door and stepped out onto the staircase. His wife followed more slowly. At the door
         she stopped and shook Mark’s hand.
      

      
      ‘Forgive my husband, Professor Falconer, we’re both shocked and upset. When he’s had time to consider …’

      
      Mark nodded. ‘I understand completely and I really am so terribly sorry about what has happened. If you want to talk to me
         at a later point then please don’t hesitate to get in touch.’
      

      
      ‘Adrian always spoke of you with a great deal of admiration and affection.’

      
      She turned and followed her husband down the stairs.

      
      Mark walked over to the window and looked down onto the High. Sam joined him.

      
      ‘He’s just upset, Mark, and wanting to blame someone for what has happened. You mustn’t take any notice of what he said. He’ll
         probably phone and apologise.’
      

      
      Mark sighed. ‘He’s a QC, Sam, I don’t think phoning and apologising is in his repertoire of personal skills. And actually,
         I think he’s got a point. I was Adrian’s moral tutor. Twelve hours before he died he was sitting on that sofa. Why couldn’t I see that something was wrong?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe nothing was wrong. We don’t know how he died. We don’t know if it was suicide. Maybe it was an accident.’

      
      Mark shook his head. ‘I should have noticed. I should have seen something.’

      
      ‘But that’s what I’m saying, Mark. Maybe there was nothing to see.’

      
      ‘I knew he had mood swings. Sometimes when he came to tutorials he seemed elated, at others I could barely get a word out
         of him. I should have asked more questions.’
      

      
      ‘Come on, you’re a teacher not a psychiatrist.’

      
      ‘I know that,’ Mark snapped. ‘But we both know people can flounder. Some people go under here and never really come back up.
         Maybe Adrian Hunter was drowning not waving and I was his tutor. This isn’t some self-indulgent exercise in self-flagellation.
         This is a cold-eyed assessment of what I did and didn’t do. I’m asking myself – could I have done more? And the answer is
         – yes, of course I could. Instead, I told him he needed to work harder. It was probably the worst thing I could do. Maybe
         his father was right I was just concerned about a first going begging.’
      

      
      ‘That’s ridiculous. You’ve never simply viewed them as exam takers. You’ve always been interested in their whole education.
         You’ve never been results driven.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so naïve, Sam. Everyone these days is results driven and I should have asked more questions.’

      
      ‘Well, why didn’t you?’

      
      ‘I was too eager to be the good guy. I didn’t want to interfere. It was the summer. They’re allowed to enjoy themselves. They’re
         not machines.’
      

      
      ‘All that sounds fair enough.’

      
      ‘Just excuses to make me feel better.’

      
      Sam grabbed hold of his arm and he turned away from the window and looked down at her. ‘Let me do some digging about. If you
         think Mr Hunter is going to start throwing his weight around, let me see what I can find out.’
      

      
      ‘No, I don’t want you to. The police will be crawling all over everyone as it is. It’ll only make matters worse.’

      
      ‘It’ll all blow over, Mark.’
      

      
      Mark ran his hand from the back of his neck to the front of his head, making his hair stick out in all directions.

      
      ‘Why did you say that thing to Brendan earlier about my students falling in love with me?’

      
      ‘I was exaggerating to make a point. You know how highly they think of you. I was just trying to bring you out in a good light.’

      
      ‘Well, I wish you hadn’t. Suppose they question Brendan. Suppose he says—’

      
      ‘Now you’re just being paranoid. They’ve got no reason to question Brendan. He’s got nothing to do with this.’

      
      ‘You’d be feeling paranoid if you were in my situation.’

      
      ‘It’s going to be OK, Mark. Try not to worry.’

      
      ‘You know, I had this weird feeling today. Oxford can have a febrile atmosphere in May. It’s a combination of spring and exam
         anxiety, and then there are the May Day celebrations, the paganism of it. This morning I felt really happy and I was looking
         forward to seeing you, but at the same time some bit of me was saying: Don’t rely on this. It can’t possibly last.’
      

      
      Sam picked up her bag. ‘I’m sorry I have to go back to London but Alan’s back from holiday tomorrow. I’ll phone you this evening.
         It’s going to be all right, Mark.’
      

      
      From the expression on her brother’s face it was obvious he didn’t believe her.

      
      Sam stood at the X90 bus stop outside Queen’s, thinking that the death of Adrian Hunter could not have occurred at a worse time. Mark was vulnerable
         at the moment. The truth was the whole family were ever since her father, Geoffrey Falconer, ex-member of the SAS, had walked
         back into their lives. His return would have been traumatic enough, given that Sam had been told he’d been killed in Oman
         when she was four years old, but even worse were the revelations of what sort of man her father was – a violent man who had
         raped her mother and beaten Mark and admitted to the murder of forty men in Northern Ireland. He’d turned up in Oxford asking
         Mark for his forgiveness and Mark had been moody and withdrawn ever since.
      

      
      The bus appeared round the top bend of the High and Sam dug in her pocket for her ticket. Although her first impression of Brendan had not been particularly favourable she hoped he was
         going to stick around. Then at least there’d be someone else keeping an eye on Mark while she was in London. She climbed the
         steps into the bus, showed the driver her ticket and took her seat. The only good thing to say about her father at the moment
         was that he seemed to have disappeared again. Long may it continue, she thought.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER THREE


      
      Sam got back into London that afternoon and went straight to her office on the fifth floor of the Riverview building. It was
         a horrible concrete block on the north side of Putney Bridge but it overlooked the Thames and was only ten minutes’ walk from
         where she lived on the New King’s Road. Alan was due back from holiday the following morning; he was an ex-policeman who worked
         for her part time and his working methods were somewhat more methodical than her own. She needed to get the place organised
         before his return.
      

      
      She opened the post, did some billing and filing and was just about to sit down with a pad of paper and pencil and jot down
         the details of any answer-phone messages when the phone rang. Usually she would have let the answer-phone take it, but seeking
         some distraction from the boredom of office work she picked it up.
      

      
      ‘Gentle Way Investigations, Sam Falconer speaking, how can I help you?’

      
      ‘Oh hi, Sam, it’s Reg here.’

      
      Sam put her hand over the receiver and mouthed a silent and prolonged scream into the office. Reg Ellison was her therapist,
         or rather he had been until Sam stopped seeing him without an explanation six weeks ago. He’d been trying to get in touch
         with her ever since. He’d managed a lot of friendly conversations with Alan and Sam’s home answer phone but none with Sam
         herself.
      

      
      ‘Hello?’ Reg said.

      
      ‘Actually, I’m just flying out of the office …’

      
      ‘Look, I don’t want to hold you up, Sam, but I promise I’ll be quick.’

      
      She sighed. ‘OK – shoot.’

      
      ‘First off, I want to apologise.’
      

      
      Sam grunted in amusement. ‘I didn’t think therapists did that sort of thing.’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t know about the others but this one does, especially when he makes a complete idiot of himself. I had no right
         to tell you how fast you should be going in your work with me. All that stuff about surrender …’
      

      
      ‘And horses plunging into woods and not jumping fences,’ Sam said.

      
      He laughed. ‘Well, yes – that as well. Look, what I wanted to say was that I don’t know, OK. I don’t know how fast you should
         go. We’re in this together. You set the pace and I’ll be there alongside, whatever that pace is.’
      

      
      ‘I thought you were disappointed in me.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry if it seemed that way. No, I wasn’t disappointed. Actually, I was more frightened than disappointed.’

      
      ‘Why frightened?’

      
      ‘Another client of mine …’ He paused as if unsure how to go on. ‘He committed suicide.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘So I was worried. I felt I ought to have spotted the signs, that I should have been able to help him. I’m afraid it made
         me rather overanxious in my dealings with some of my other clients. So what I want to say is that I’m sorry that I talked
         to you in that way. If I were you I would have thought I was an arrogant idiot and I would have quit.’
      

      
      ‘That’s all right,’ Sam said, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      
      ‘I can understand if you don’t want to resume therapy with me but if you did I’d be delighted to work with you again. Alternatively
         I could recommend someone else.’
      

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘How have you been?’

      
      ‘OK – my father’s not been around and that’s made it a lot easier to keep on an even keel. Stuff’s been going on with my brother
         but … spring’s here – that helps. I don’t know why but …’ She petered out.
      

      
      ‘Anyway, you were saying you were in a hurry, so I don’t want to hold you up. But will you give some thought as to whether
         you’d like to resume working with me?’
      

      
      ‘Sure,’ Sam said. ‘Of course I will.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I could contact you in a week or so and you could tell me what you’ve decided.’

      
      ‘That’d be fine.’

      
      She said goodbye, put down the phone and swung round in her chair to look out of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The bisecting
         vapour trails of a couple of planes were the only marks in a cloudless blue sky. Down below in Bishop’s Park people were strolling
         in the early-evening sunshine. Sam decided she wanted to be amongst them. She scooped all the papers spread over her desk
         into a folder and put them in the bottom drawer, then locked up the office and took the lift down to the ground floor. Greg,
         the receptionist, was on the phone and she waved goodbye to him and stepped out onto the pavement. Rush-hour traffic was inching
         along the road in front of her. She dodged between the cars and ran down the stone steps on the other side of the road into
         Bishop’s Park.
      

      
      She went straight to the Embankment and began walking towards Craven Cottage. In a boat on the river a man with a megaphone
         was shouting instructions to a rowing eight.
      

      
      She’d been expecting Reg to give her a hard time, to criticise her for not being committed enough, to tell her how bad and
         wrong she was, but he hadn’t done any of that. Instead, he’d been honest with her and owned up to what was going on for him.
         Now the ball was firmly back in her court. What would she do?
      

      
      She thought back to what she’d said to him: spring helps. Helps what exactly? To keep the demons at bay? To lift depression?
         But was she depressed? How could you tell? At what point did a sort of low-level dissatisfaction, misery and anxiety morph
         into full-blown depression? And how did one not feel depressed? How was that possible?
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