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			Prologue

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			Chapter One

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Yes, but—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Go on, go.”

			 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Shall I get you a glass of water?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			 

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

			“Only one, thanks, I’m driving.”

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

			“How are things, Mark?” She asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Both Kate and Anderton sat up a little straighter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Yes, I do.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Eh?” said Kate and Anderton, simultaneously.

			“Cockapoos. That’s the one.”

			“What?” said Anderton.

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

			“That’s right.”

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

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

			“It must be hard,” sympathised Kate.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Don’t be silly. You’ve got work.”

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

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

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Chloe and Rav exchanged a discreet glance.

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

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

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

			“I do see, Doctor. We’re just trying to get a picture here, you know, that’s all.”

			Dr Rawlins sighed. “Yes, I know. I know you’re just doing your job.” He straightened his shoulders. “What else do you need to know?”

			Chloe looked down at her notes. “So, you met your wife when you were, um, forty? She was somewhat younger than you, is that right?”

			“Yes.” It was said stiffly. “She was twenty-eight.”

			A bit of an age gap but nothing to raise Chloe’s eyebrows. She nodded. “And you were married in—”

			“Three years after we met.”

			“Is your wife from Hertfordshire originally?”

			“No. No, her family are up North. Her mother lives near Scarborough.”

			Chloe just about knew that was in Yorkshire. She nodded again. “We may have to speak to her, Dr Rawlins. I presume she knows that Carrie is missing.”

			“Of course she does,” snapped the doctor, then appeared to recollect himself. “I’m sorry, it’s just – it’s a big strain.”

			“We do understand,” broke in Rav, smiling sympathetically. “We’ll be out of your hair soon, I promise, Mr – Dr Rawlins. One of the PCs will stay behind though, for your support.”

			Dr Rawlins made no response to that, save an inclination from his head. Chloe saw his gaze go to the photographs on the fridge, his face contracting briefly. She and Rav hadn’t yet seen the children and Chloe hoped that it wouldn’t be necessary for them to be interviewed. Not yet, anyway.

			Over in the corner of the kitchen, the fluffy dog was curled in her basket. Her brown eyes were troubled, if that wasn’t too fanciful an idea, thought Chloe. She had a vision of the dog tied to a bench by the river, waiting for her mistress to come back again from wherever she had gone. The dog was still waiting.

			“What’s the dog’s name?” asked Chloe, suddenly.

			Dr Rawlins looked surprised. “Wednesday,” he said, after a moment.

			“Wednesday?”

			He looked embarrassed. “My daughter named her. After the – you know, the Addams Family girl – the one who dresses in black all the time.”

			The dog was black, so perhaps that made sense. Chloe didn’t know why she’d asked the question anyway. She gave the doctor a smile and bent her head again to her notebook.

			 

			After they left the house, Chloe paused for a moment, looking back at the front of the building. It was a large, detached Victorian house, surrounded on three sides by well-tended gardens. Where they were now standing was a gravel driveway, edged at the front by black iron railings. The matching gate stood open. The two cars belonging to the Rawlins were parked on the driveway. Chloe knew Carrie Rawlins hadn’t taken the car when she took the dog for a walk but she regarded it anyway. A nice, modern car, nothing too flashy, exactly the sort of car you’d expect a middle-aged, middle-class married woman to have had.

			“You all right?” asked Rav, noting Chloe’s long silence.

			She sighed. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just wondering really…”

			She trailed off. Rav gave a ‘huh’ of agreement.

			“Do you think she tied the dog up?” asked Chloe, after a moment.

			“What, by the river? She must have done. Who else would do it?”

			“Well—” Chloe didn’t actually know what she was thinking. For a moment, she missed Kate intensely. This was the kind of thing they used to bounce off each other; questioning, probing, asking the un-answerable. The thought led onto another, as to how well her friend was coping, with the babies and everything. Perhaps she should drop by one night this week, see how Kate was getting on…

			“Come on,” said Rav. “I’ll drive back.”

			The Rawlins house was right on the edge of Abbeyford itself, skirting countryside. The traffic was light as they drove back to the station and they got back quicker than Chloe had expected. She and Rav parted without speaking when they got to the incident room and went to their respective desks.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			A few days after Olbeck’s visit, Kate – who had had a more restful evening for once, both twins obligingly sleeping through for an unheard of four hours – decided to take them for a walk. Well, a push, really, in their very expensive buggy. Anderton and she had tried not to go overboard with buying things for the babies; determined against buying everything suggested by various books and magazines and blogs. Not only because of the financial cost but because of the environmental impact too.

			Mind you, Kate drew the line at reusable nappies. If she’d had one child, she would have given it a go but with twins – no. They burned the nappies in the wood burner or on a bonfire in the garden, which at least meant they weren’t going to landfill, but still, the smoke probably wasn’t doing much for their green credentials either… As Kate fed, burped, changed, dressed and tucked the babies away in their double buggy, she was reminded of Rav telling her very forcefully, “Mate, whatever you get, you do not need a baby-wipes warmer. Take it from me.” Kate chuckled as she nestled soft blankets around the twins, both of them currently silent and content, watching her face with their big eyes. Emily had Kate’s blue eyes, Ivo Anderton’s grey ones.

			Kate adjusted the hood of the buggy, checked she had her handbag and the nappy bag and prepared to leave the house. Several times she’d been foiled at the last minute by one of the twins having what was known to new parents as a ‘poonami’. All was well this morning though. She manoeuvred the buggy onto the front path and locked the door behind her. Rav’s words reoccurred to her once more. “So, I’m guessing you had a baby wipes warmer, then?” she’d asked him.

			“Yeah, Jarina insisted on it for Ali. Mind you, this is the woman who tested no-tears baby shampoo on herself by rubbing it in her eyes, so there you go.”

			That reminiscence made Kate laugh out loud. The twins looked at her and chuckled amongst themselves – or that’s what it sounded like.

			“Come on, chaps,” said Kate, marching away from the house. “Let’s have a good walk.”

			 

			It was a beautiful spring day. A real sense of the rebirth of nature, thought Kate. The trees were fully-clothed in fresh, bright-green leaves, their shadows forming a dappled canopy on the pavement as Kate passed beneath them. Early roses were just beginning to bud in the front gardens of the houses on the street (virtually all Kate’s neighbours were keen gardeners).

			Kate hadn’t really thought about where she would walk. It was still a novelty to be out of the house at this relatively early hour and to be able to walk without one of the babies crying for attention. She let her feet do the deciding and turned off the main road onto one of the footpaths that led down to the river.

			The path was unpaved but the week of dry weather preceding her expedition meant that it was easy to push the buggy along. The hedgerows on either side of the path were thick with white hawthorn blossom. Daisies, bluebells and buttercups stitched a vivid colourful tapestry into the grass beneath. The path was narrow and Kate pulled the buggy to the side of it to let a woman and a large black Labrador pass her, the woman smiling neutrally in acknowledgement.

			The sight of the dog made Kate recall Olbeck’s visit. Carrie Rawlins had walked this path at some point, walked by the river with her own dog. And then what had happened?

			Kate had reached the river by now. The footpath followed its winding curves, the fields on the other side sometimes fenced with old stone walls, less picturesquely with barbed-wire fencing. The water was wonderfully clear, the stones and pebbles at the riverbed easily seen. Here and there, small fish darted. Once, on a walk here pre-babies, Kate and Anderton had seen a kingfisher dart in a flash of electric-blue, piercing the surface of the stream and gaining a wriggling silver fish.

			Kate walked on, enjoying the sunshine and the peaceful setting. Both twins had fallen asleep. Kate thought of the good fresh air they’d be inhaling and then almost immediately of the dangers of pollen and pollution… Get a grip, woman, she told herself silently, in Theo’s voice. They’ll be fine. No pollution here, anyway, barely a scrap of litter. Kate knew that there was a very active community group who patrolled the banks of the river; litter-picking, making sure the paths were clear of fallen trees, ensuring that the wildlife of the area was cared for. She’d often thought of joining as a volunteer herself, although that was impossible now. Something for the future, perhaps.

			Something sparked into her brain. Perhaps she was benefitting from the fresh air too… Had Olbeck interviewed the people from the community group? They knew the waterway better than anyone. She made a mental note to suggest it to him – and then stopped, pulled a pen out from her handbag and scribbled river group Mark? on the back of her hand. What with her tiredness and her post-natal hormones, there was no use in making any kind of mental note.

			By now she had reached the area where Carrie Rawlins had been seen last. Seen by whom? Kate tried to remember, but it was hopeless. She stopped the pram, very gently so as to not to wake the twins, by the bench where Carrie’s dog had been found tethered. There was something odd about that fact, odder than the crime scene – was it a crime scene? – itself. If Carrie Rawlins had met with foul play, why would a would-be murderer bother about securing her dog? So it couldn’t come after her and her killer? Couldn’t draw attention to an abduction?

			Kate yawned. She was speculating as usual, even more pointlessly as she wasn’t even on the case. Besides, it was probably time to head back – no doubt, either baby would soon wake, demand food, a clean nappy, a cuddle…

			But the twins were quiet yet and there was something rather luxurious about being able to speculate about a case without actually being on the case. It was nice to have something to think about other than feeding times, nappy changes, bath temperatures and how sore various bits of her were. Kate moved the buggy out of the sunshine and into the shade cast by the hazel tree behind the bench. She remembered that for the first week after Carrie Rawlins’ disappearance, there had been a veritable circus here of police, press, curious onlookers, locals trying to exercise their dogs or children and various other hangers-on. Very distressing for the family, especially the children. Were there children? Kate cudgelled her tired brain into remembering. Two pre-teen children, weren’t there? And the husband, a doctor, wasn’t he? Kate leant back against the back of the bench, closed her eyes and began to think.

			So, what were the possibilities? Carrie Rawlins had been abducted. Carrie Rawlins had fallen into the river (but then why hadn’t she been found already?). She’d been a strong swimmer, if Kate remembered rightly from perusing the various newspaper articles.

			What else? Carrie Rawlins had run away. Carrie Rawlins had suffered an attack of amnesia (but then why hadn’t she been found by now?). Kate sighed, and then thought of another possibility. Carrie Rawlins had been pushed into the river by someone else. But then, why hadn’t she been found?

			If she’d been abducted, why hadn’t they found a body yet? Kate thought, with an inner shiver, of the last case she’d worked before going on maternity leave. That last abducted girl, the ones taken before her… Surely something like that couldn’t be happening here, again? Not again, surely? Abbeyford couldn’t be that unlucky…

			There was a bark of a dog from the opposite side of the river and the noise made Emily jerk awake. She immediately began to cry. Dismissing thoughts of the missing woman, Kate bent to retrieve her daughter from the pram, holding her close and crooning softly to soothe her.

			Ivo, thankfully, slept on. Kate sat back down on the bench to feed her daughter, throwing a muslin over her shoulder and gritting her teeth in preparation.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Olbeck sounded pleased to hear from Kate. She’d hesitated a little before calling him, wondering whether she was overstepping the mark – then chuckled at the ‘Mark’ bit – but she could easily disguise her suggestions and comments as a bid to just spend some time with her friend.

			“I’d love to catch up. Are you able to get away or would you bring the babies as well?”

			Aware of the slightly hunted way in which he said this, Kate toyed with the idea of telling him that of course she would be bringing the twins, how could he have thought any differently, before (with a silent giggle to herself) telling him that she’d come alone.

			“Oh, fab,” Olbeck said, sounding a little too relieved. “Where shall we go?”

			“You choose. I’m completely out of action on where the happening places in Abbeyford are anymore.”

			Olbeck laughed. “I’m not sure there have ever actually been any happening places in Abbeyford. But I’ve got a suggestion – there’s a new bistro just by the churchyard which Jeff says is very nice. How about that?”

			“Sounds lovely. I’ll meet you there at, what, eight?”

			“Perfect. I’ll text you the details.”

			Once the call was finished, Kate felt a surge of apprehension. She’d been breezy about being away from the twins for the night but now this was actually going to happen, she began to worry about it. Of course, Anderton could give them a bottle and he was well versed in bathing them and putting them to bed but – would they miss her? She knew she would miss them. What if Anderton couldn’t soothe them to sleep and they screamed for hours?

			“You’re being ridiculous,” were her husband’s cheering words when he heard of her plans for the evening. “We’ll be fine. Go out with Mark for a few hours and enjoy yourself. It’ll do you good.”

			“Should I ask Mark if Jeff should pop round, perhaps?”

			Anderton gave her a look. “And who would look after their children, Kate? Go on, go on with you. It’ll only be a few hours.” As she hesitated, he added, “I’ll text you. On the hour if necessary.”

			 

			So it was that Kate found herself sans babies and walking through the cobbled streets of Abbeyford, heading for the Ivy Cloister Café. It was almost the first time she’d been out of the house by herself and it felt – odd. Anderton had been deep – literally – into bath time when she left and Ivo’s indignant yells resounded around the house as Kate pulled the front door closed behind her. She felt desperately guilty but Anderton had almost pushed her out of the house before taking both babies upstairs to the bathroom. “Go,” he’d said. “I’ll text you. Say hi to Mark for me.”

			It was rather dark and cold for May, with the odd squall of rain freckling the pavements. The café glowed like a warm haven in the dusk. It was cosy and snug, a nice blend of rustic charm and modern comfort. The large bay windows overlooked the graveyard of the church, which one would have thought would be a rather morbid viewing, thought Kate as she looked about the café for Olbeck, but actually was rather delightful. The church was very old, the graveyard one of those mellow old places softened by nature. The ivy-clad stone walls of the café were obviously where the name had come from.

			By some miracle, Olbeck was already there and he waved at her from a table at the back of the bistro.

			“This is nice,” said Kate, hugging him as she got to the table. “Cosy.”

			“Indeed.” Olbeck handed her a menu, printed on recycled brown paper. “It’s not licensed, by the way, sorry about that.”

			Kate hadn’t even thought about having a drink. “It’s fine, I’m breastfeeding anyway.” The second she said that she had to fight to stop herself checking her phone. Surely if anything bad had happened, Anderton would have rung, rather than texted. Wouldn’t he?

			“How are the kids?”

			The two of them talked for a while about the babies, and about Poppy and Harry, Olbeck and Jeff’s children, and about Kate’s wedding, oh so recently had. As they had planned before the babies’ births, she and Anderton had had a very tiny wedding indeed, just Olbeck and Chloe as witnesses. Then they’d had a very big and raucous party at their house just before Kate had given birth to the twins. Everyone who was dear to the pair of them had been there. Kate, remembering this, felt a warm glow at the good friends and family who had bothered to turn up and celebrate with them. Even her brother and sister-in-law, Jay and Laura, had flown over from Australia for the party and then stayed on a few days while they got over their crippling jet lag.

			Their food arrived, eggs benedict for Kate, a burger and chips for Olbeck.

			“Don’t you think it’s weird that in this country you can perfectly well eat a breakfast dish for dinner?” asked Kate, inserting a knife into the egg and seeing the flood of rich, yellow yolk with satisfaction. “I mean, you wouldn’t eat a roast dinner for breakfast, would you?”

			“I might.” Olbeck had always enjoyed his food. He held a chip up to the light, critically. “Eggs are good, whenever you eat them.”

			They tucked in, taking it in turns to pour each other cups of Earl Grey tea from the pot they’d ordered.

			“Hey,” said Kate, eventually. “I was just wondering how things were going with the Carrie Rawlins case?”

			Olbeck rolled his eyes. “Nothing’s happening.” He cast a glance about the quiet restaurant. “Just need to know that there’s no bloody journalists here. No, nothing is happening. She’s been spotted in multiple places but you know how much credence we can place on those kind of spottings.”

			“I remember.”

			“We’ve interviewed everyone in the town by now, it feels like. Still the same thing. She kisses her husband goodbye at the front door, takes the dog and her kids to school – well, obviously not the dog to school - she drops the children off – then she takes the dog down to the river, sends a couple of texts to friends about meeting up later that evening – they had a book club thing, apparently – and then vanishes into thin air.”

			All of this was familiar to Kate from the newspaper accounts. She knew that some of the book club members had given interviews to the media and a couple of ex-colleagues had also contributed.

			“She didn’t work, then?” she asked, knowing the answer but waiting to see if Olbeck had any further information.

			“No, she did, just part-time. She was – is – an advisor on one of the boards of a local hospital.”

			“Hmm.” Kate poured out the last of the tea. “Shall we get another pot?”

			“Why not? Anyway, we’re digging into her background, obviously.” Olbeck beckoned to the waitress and then, after she’d taken their order, turned back to Kate with raised eyebrows. “Why are you so interested, anyway?”

			Kate laughed, disguising her discomfort. Why was she so interested? “Oh, you know me.”

			“I do. God knows though, I would have thought you’d have enough on your plate.”

			The fresh pot of tea arrived and Olbeck poured them both out a cup, the fragrant steam rising in a curling wisp from the surfaces of the cups.

			“I was just wondering,” Kate said, hesitantly. “I was taking a walk along the river today—”

			“Oh, Kate.” Olbeck gave her a look through the steam.

			“It was only a walk,” she clarified, hastily. “But it just got me thinking. Have you tried the community group that deals with the upkeep of the, you know, the banks and so forth? They’re on Facebook.”

			“The We Love Abbeyford group? Yes, funnily enough, Martin suggested that, just before he left.”

			Detective Constable Martin Liu had very recently moved to the Metropolitan police, in London. Kate had been pleased to see him before he left, when he and his wife and young son had come around to say goodbye and to meet the twins, bringing a couple of particularly cute little rabbit plushies with them.

			“That’s good,” said Kate. It was the kind of thing that would have occurred to Martin. “Anything eventuate from it?”

			“Nothing as yet. But it’s another lead.”

			For a while Kate had been aware of the rising ache in her chest, Probably not helped by her non-stop consumption of tea. It was time to go. She said as much.

			“Really? Oh well, I guess you have to.” Olbeck helped her on with her coat and she buttoned it gingerly across her sore chest. “Appreciate the help, anyway, darling.”

			“Anytime, you know that.”

			He gave her a wry look. “I know that. But, seriously, you can leave work behind a bit right now, you know? You’ll never get this time back again so – well – make the most of it.”

			“I’ll try,” said Kate.

			“Good on you. See you soon.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Next morning, Olbeck was glad he’d suggested a non-licenced place for his catch up with Kate. Rather than the thick head and dry mouth that he might have had if, like so many evenings before, they’d met at the Black Cat or the Green Man or the Arms, he felt “fresh as a daisy” as he told his husband while kissing his children goodbye as he left the house.

			“Have a good day,” said Jeff. “Might be nice if we could go out, just the two of us, once in a while.”

			Olbeck agreed, hastily. It was a little bone of contention in their otherwise healthy relationship that Jeff felt he’d sacrificed his earning potential and his career progression by being the stay-at-home parent. Olbeck knew this was the case but what was he supposed to do about it now? The children were now in formal education (almost, in Poppy’s case) and so Jeff would have the chance to retrain or do something different but Olbeck was so uniformly busy that it was likely that Jeff would still have to be the default parent for school pick-ups and general life administration.

			“I’ll book somewhere, love,” Olbeck said, giving his husband a hug. “Promise.”

			As he drove to work, he found himself thinking about Kate. He wondered if perhaps she was feeling more isolated and alone than she was letting on. He remembered the utter chaos of the early days of his own children’s adoption. Poppy had been a baby when she’d arrived, Harry a toddler. Of course, they’d had the extra challenge of them being adopted, although they’d been fostered almost since birth with a wonderful family. Olbeck and Jeff were still in contact with them. No, it hadn’t been easy at all but then – twins… Olbeck made a resolution that he would check in on Kate more often. And he would book a lovely restaurant and take his husband out for dinner this very week. Sod work.

			Unfortunately, as he found out when he got to the station, work couldn’t be sodded.

			“There’s been another sighting,” panted Theo as he ran up to him. “This time in London. This one sounds like it could be somewhat legit.”

			Olbeck gave the clock on the wall an agonised glance. He was due in a meeting in five minutes and said as much to Theo.

			“I’ll come and see you afterwards, right?”

			“Do that. Sorry – got to go.”

			Olbeck rushed for his office. Theo sighed gustily and returned to his desk.

			“You all right?” asked Chloe.

			Theo handed her the printouts from the CCTV sent over by the Met from Paddington station.

			“Have a look. What do you think?”

			Raising an eyebrow, Chloe perused the slippery printouts. They showed various camera angles of London Paddington’s very busy station. Theo had encircled the various pictures of the woman someone had claimed to be Carrie Rawlins.

			Chloe frowned. “I’m not sure, Theo, to be honest. She looks a bit like her—”

			“It’s the closest thing we’ve had to a sighting since she went missing.”

			“Yeah, I know but…” Chloe brought the printout right up to her nose and squinted. “We need to get some facial recognition expert onto this. It’s out of my paygrade.”

			“Huh.”

			“What did the boss say?”

			“He didn’t. Had to rush off to a meeting.”

			“Plus ça change.” There was a moment’s silence while they both looked across Chloe’s desk, to Kate’s empty seat.

			“Yeah, I know,” said Theo, to Chloe’s unspoken thought. “I miss her too.”

			 

			The idea that her co-workers could be missing her was the very last thing on Kate’s mind that morning. After a dreadful night’s sleep (what sleep?), she was now frantic with worry that Ivo appeared to be running a slight temperature. Given her anxiety about the twins’ health, it was taking every ounce of restraint for Kate not to be calling Anderton and sobbing down the phone to him.

			She tried once more to take Ivo’s temperature with the ear thermometer, her hands shaking as she tried to stop him knocking the device away with his furious tiny fists. The thermometer beeped and she snatched it up, hoping to see that his temperature had gone down. It remained the same, 38 degrees. Oh God, that was bad, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it? Kate’s tired head was so frazzled, she couldn’t remember what the normal temperature of a young baby should be. Not for the first time, she wished for a maternal figure of her own – a calm, mature, experienced woman – a mother – someone she could consult and who would be able to reassure her. The irony of a new mother wanting her own mother – or not her own mother, who hadn’t exactly won mother of the year awards, but the kind of mother she’d never had – struck Kate.

			She fetched the Calpol and managed to get Ivo to swallow a little. At least Emily was asleep at the moment, thank God for small mercies. Kate plodded up and down the living room with her small son, patting and crooning.

			It was repetitive work and her mind, tired as it was, soon began to think. She thought of her own mum, long-dead. A difficult relationship but one that they had, somewhat, resolved, by the time of Mary Redman’s death. For a moment, Kate genuinely missed her. She knew that Mary would have cooed over her grandchildren. She would have loved them, in the limited way she would have been able to.

			But there, that was life… The twins had plenty of living people to love them here and now.

			Ivo had screamed himself to sleep - either that or the Calpol was kicking in. Breathing out, feeling her temples throb, Kate lowered him into his Moses basket. He was wet but she was reluctant to change him right now in case he woke up again – but then he might get nappy rash – and if he did have a cold, then he shouldn’t be in wet clothes… swearing under her breath, Kate eased him back up again to take him to the changing table.

			She managed to restore him, clean and dry in a fresh Babygro, to his basket and sit on the sofa for one precious minute before Emily began to twitch and stir. Kate, to her shame, felt tears burn beneath her closed eyelids.

			Anderton found her there half an hour later, as he crept into the living room. Emily was nursing and Kate had her head back against the back of the sofa.

			“Hi, darling. How’s it been?” A second later, Anderton caught sight of the wetness on his wife’s cheeks. “Kate? What’s wrong?”

			Kate could feel the crack in her voice as she answered. “I’m just so bloody tired.” She began to cry properly then.

			“Oh, love.” Anderton looked as though he wanted to hug her but Emily was still nursing. He compromised by sitting by her and putting an arm around her shoulders. “It’s been tough today, has it?”

			Sobbing, Kate nodded. “And – and I think Ivo is ill—”

			“Ill?” At the jolt of panic in Anderton’s voice, Kate kicked herself for worrying him – despite the fact she’d been worrying all day.

			“It’s probably nothing – just a temperature. He’s sleeping now.”

			Anderton had already got up and was bending over the Moses basket. “He looks fine…”

			“I’m sure he is,” muttered Kate. She could feel her eyes closing again. Emily had fallen asleep suckling, her tiny mouth relaxing and unlatching.

			“Here,” said Anderton softly. “I’ll take madam. You go on upstairs and get some rest.”

			“I’m – there’s no dinner or anything.”

			“Christ Kate, this isn’t the nineteen fifties. I’m perfectly capable of getting a takeaway or even, gasp, cooking myself something. Go on, up with you.”

			Exhaustion swirling around her like a grey cloud, Kate nodded. She handed their daughter over, crawled upstairs once more on her hands and knees, and rolled into bed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			It was amazing how much better you could feel after a decent night’s sleep. Well, decent night’s sleep was stretching the definition to breaking point, but Kate had managed at least three hours of unbroken shuteye and then again a couple of hours at some point in the early hours, so she felt ready to take on the world. Well, to take on the washing up, at least.

			Ivo’s temperature had gone and he was back to his usual smiley self. Feeling a burst of happiness at the sight of him, Kate scooped him up and pressed her lips to his plump little cheek.

			Anderton looked knackered, but happy to see Kate’s rejuvenation. She felt the pang of guilt that she sometimes felt; that she’d pushed a man of his age to have children again. Don’t be stupid, he wanted them too, she told herself.

			Before her mood could dip further, she perched Ivo on one hip and flicked on the kettle. “Tea, darling?”

			Anderton yawned. “I’ve had three cups already. If you’re okay to hold the fort for a bit, I’ll get my head down for an hour or so.”

			Refreshed and magnanimous, Kate waved him off upstairs. It was a beautiful spring day, which further helped her mood. She would change the twins and pop them in the buggy and go for a walk. Perhaps down to the river again…

			Thinking of Carrie Rawlins, she looked for today’s newspaper but it clearly hadn’t been delivered yet. Never mind, she would pick one up on the way. They needed more nappies, anyway, and milk and butter and bread…

			Head full of domestic chores, Kate hurried to get the babies dressed and tucked up warmly in the pram. Her Caesarean scar was itching but she knew that meant it was healing. She eased her maternity jeans over her stomach and laced her trainers. It was warm enough now not to bother with a coat but she tucked a soft, yellow blanket over the twins who were both – miracle of miracles – nodding off to sleep.

			She locked the front door behind her and set off. Warm, golden sunlight fell on the sleeping faces of the twins and Kate hastily adjusted the sunshade so they wouldn’t wake. As she wheeled the buggy towards the river, she thought of her colleagues, shut up in the office, perhaps in interviews and in meetings and thought, rather gleefully, that she’d much rather be here right now. Sore bits and tiredness notwithstanding.

			The path to the river was bare, cracked earth now. Conscious of the fact that the double buggy took up most of the width, Kate was relieved not to meet anyone before she came to the kissing gate at the end of the path and manoeuvred her way through it. The river chuckled and gurgled within its banks and a flotilla of ducks floated downstream, followed by one of the local swans. It – he, the cob, Kate could see the larger protrusion on his beak – swam with calm majesty. He was followed by his mate, and the recent cygnets.

			Kate watched them go past with pleasure. The clear blue of the sky was reflected in the rippling waters of the river and white clouds like fat, fluffy sheep scudded overhead.

			The twins slept on. Kate walked on, past the bench where Carrie Rawlins had disappeared, past the lane that led to the road that stretched into the countryside. She walked on and on, enjoying the peace, the mental headspace that resulted from not having to deal with the babies’ every need.

			The path meandered along the riverbank until it came to a minor road, a stone bridge spanning the breadth of the river. There was a pedestrian crossing here and Kate pushed the buggy over it, thanking the driver coming from the town-side of the river who stopped for her. There were steps on the other side and she went down backwards, bumping the buggy as gently as she could from step to step. Once more, she sent thanks to whoever wanted them that she had given birth to the babies in spring. She had walked this path before in winter and it became an absolute quagmire.

			The twins slept on. Kate walked on, further than she had ventured before, wondering whether she was being foolish for being so far away from home. They would wake soon and need feeding and changing… Oh well, she could always get a bus home if she went too far, although she didn’t like doing that because of having to possibly fold the buggy and then juggle both babies and bags. But the day was so nice, and it was so peaceful…

			The path, which had shown patches of gravel and old cement, became a proper footpath; just grass and dirt under her feet and the buggy wheels. The open banks of the river gradually became thick with trees and bushes, so that the water wasn’t as easily seen. It was cooler under the shade of the trees. Kate, feeling more and more that she should really turn back, decided that she’d walk to the next road and then swing around for home.

			The path moved away from the river, and ran deeper into the forest. It forked up ahead, one way leading into the woods, the other – from what Kate could see – moving back towards the water. She had better take that one – she didn’t relish the idea of being lost in the middle of some unknown woods with two hungry, crying babies. Speeding up a little, she followed the path as it moved back towards the riverbank.

			Then she stopped, staring. Up ahead, she could hear noise and movement, could it be – a woman crying? The unmistakable scratch of static from a police radio, men’s voices talking, the rumble of a car or van. She could see several people milling about in a gap in the trees up ahead. Frowning, Kate took a firmer grip of the buggy handles and pushed it forward, determined to find out what was going on.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			She recognized the police constable who was guarding the site and greeted him. PC Dai Williams had a rather stern look on his face most of the time (the male equivalent of ‘resting bitch face’, thought Kate with amusement) but it dissolved into a smile when he caught sight of her and the sleeping twins.

			“Hi, Kate. Oh, look at them. Just look at them. Aren’t they just prydferth?”

			Not being a Welsh speaker, Kate, none the wiser, just smiled and nodded. “Hello Dai. What’s going on?”

			The smile immediately fell away from his face. “You can probably guess.”

			Kate had guessed but she felt her stomach drop despite her suspicions. “Carrie Rawlins?”

			As she spoke, she glanced about to see if they were alone. Police habits die hard.

			Dai nodded, his face grim. “No ID as yet, obviously. But it seems so.”

			Kate sighed. “Poor woman.”

			“Yes. Been in the water for a while, it’s not good.”

			Kate looked back at the winding river path. They were less than three miles from the weir in Abbeyford; they had to be no more than that. “How come she’s only just been found?”

			It was Dai’s turned to sigh. “I can’t answer that, Kate.”

			“No, I know—”

			“In fact, I probably shouldn’t even be speaking to you.”

			“I know that too.” As Kate spoke, the white vans of the Scene of Crime team drew up, parking against the parapet of the bridge. “Have you shut the road?”

			“Yes, of course.”

			Kate smiled, sheepishly. “Sorry Dai. I forget I’m not working anymore.” As if on cue, Ivo jerked in his seat, opened his eyes and immediately began to bawl. “Oh hell, see what I mean?”

			“Ah, the little love—” For a moment, Dai looked as though he was about to bend down to lift the baby from his seat to comfort him before reality obviously dawned. “Sorry Kate, but you’re going to have to shove off now. It’s going to get busy.”

			“I know. Sorry Dai. Give my love to everyone at the station.”

			“Will do.” He gave her a distracted wave as she turned the buggy around. Part of her was resentful, wanting to see what was going to happen.

			What was she thinking, what was going to happen? She knew what would happen. The body would be retrieved from the water, the pathologist would arrive and begin an examination. Kate wondered who it would be and was tempted to hang about to find out. Kirsten Telling, Carl Lopez or Ivan Gatkiss? She knew it wouldn’t be her old friend and one-time boyfriend Andrew Stanton. He and his wife Juliet were in Poland with their young son, both of them working at the Medecin Sans Frontières hospital, treating the injured from the war in Ukraine.

			Besides, she shouldn’t make Dai’s life harder and possibly draw a disciplinary down on his head for breaching crime scene rules. Resigned, she hauled the buggy around and set back off for home. Ivo was screaming but he was probably wet and uncomfortable rather than starving hungry so the sooner she got back the better…

			Normally, journeys seem to be quicker on the way back but this one didn’t feel like that. By the time Kate had left the footpath and got back on the pavement, Emily’s cries had joined her brothers. Added to that, drops of rain began to freckle the pavement. Kate tried to increase her pace, puffing. Why hadn’t she brought the rain cover with her, why? But even if she had, she’d be home by the time she got it on the buggy…

			By the time Kate and the twins got home, all three of them were soaked through. The babies were screaming and Kate felt quite like doing so herself. She heaved the buggy through the hallway door and unclipped the first twin with wet and shaking hands. Thank God she’d left the changing mat on the floor by the wood burner, with wipes and nappies to hand. She changed one apoplectic twin and then the other, leaving them both lying side by side on the mat in just their nappies. They roared their disapproval as she frantically searched the nearest washing basket for clean suits. The rain crashed down outside, darkening the room until it almost felt like dusk. It had suddenly grown chilly too. Kate, wet hair hanging in her eyes, fumbled the twins into dry clothes and wrapped them both in the blankets from their Moses baskets. One would have to have a bottle. She left them on the floor again (it was safer than trying to juggle them and a hot bottle) and panted into the kitchen to get what she needed.

			By the time Anderton got home, Kate was sitting on the sofa with one twin stuffed onto a nipple, one with her mouth plugged with a bottle, and her hair dried in rat-tails around her face, a look of pie-eyed exhaustion on her face. She had forgotten to turn on the lamp before she sat down and the room was almost in darkness.

			“Good God, are you all right? Are the babies okay?”

			Kate nodded. Exhausted as she was, she couldn’t help seeing the funny side of it. Talk about chaos…

			Anderton turned on the table lamp and rosy warmth bloomed into the room. “Do you want me to take Emily?”

			“I’d rather you lit the fire.”

			“Can do.”

			Finally sated, Ivo had fallen asleep again, tiny mouth lolling open, a milk blister on his top lip. Kate knew she should burp him but at that moment, she could do nothing but sit there, waiting for Emily to finish her bottle. The room looked as though a baby boutique had exploded within it; nappies, muslins, dummies and booties covered the floor. A tub of nappy cream had tipped on its side and smeared the carpet with white ointment.

			“God,” said Kate, faintly.

			Anderton looked at her worriedly. “Are you okay?”

			Kate said nothing but inclined her head towards the sleeping baby. Anderton, understanding, came and lifted him from Kate, allowing her to hold her daughter more comfortably.

			Anderton held Ivo to his shoulder, patting his back gently. “I’m worried this is getting too much for you, Kate.”

			Kate wanted to say ‘I’m fine,’ but she knew it would be a lie. “Well, it probably didn’t help that I went out for a long walk today.” What had happened at the river reoccurred to her for the first time since she’d got home. “Oh God, darling, they’ve found her.”

			“Found who?” A second later, comprehension dawned on Anderton’s face and he winced. “Oh, Lord. The poor woman. Was she in the river?”

			Kate nodded, then pondered. She couldn’t remember exactly what Dai had said. She told Anderton what she knew.

			“Do you mind if I put the news on?”

			Kate shook her head. They both sat on the sofa with a baby each, tensing for the report that would no doubt be headline news.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Olbeck was the one giving the press conference, of course. Kate, watching, thought he looked older. No doubt this case had increased the usual pressure of work. Emily shifted within her arms and she looked down anxiously, but after a moment, the baby settled back to sleep again.

			“I’m sorry to announce that today the body of a woman was found by the side of the river Avon—”

			“I’ll put this one to bed,” murmured Anderton, shifting himself carefully from the sofa seat.

			Kate concentrated on what Olbeck was saying. “Preliminary identification leads us to believe that, sadly, this is the body of Carrie Rawlins, who has been missing for three—”

			“They have to be certain then,” said Anderton, sitting himself back down beside Kate.

			“Well, of course. How many other middle-aged women have gone missing around these parts in the last month?”

			“Yes, I know that but—”

			“I know,” said Kate. For a moment, she thought of how disastrous it would be if the body didn’t turn out to be that of Carrie Rawlins. Then she chastised herself for that particular flight of fancy. No, it was Carrie, all right, poor woman. Her poor family.

			“Here.” Anderton gestured towards Emily. “Let me take her and you go get changed for bed, or for relaxing or something. Might as well make the most of the next few hours of peace.”

			Kate couldn’t argue with that. Still, she paused as she left the room, watching the television screen. She wondered who it was of her colleagues who would have broken the bad news to the Rawlins family.

			 

			That unenviable task had fallen to Chloe. She and Rav sat in the living room, opposite Dr Rawlins, who was sitting upright but grave faced. She knew he knew what they were going to say. When she broke the news, he said nothing but looked down, giving a tiny sigh. She was sure it wasn’t a surprise.

			“I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said, adhering to convention. Rav echoed her words.

			“Thank you.” His voice was low but measured. Chloe wondered whether he’d done his grieving by now, through those long weeks of uncertainty. Or was there another reason why he didn’t seem utterly devastated?

			She parked those thoughts for the moment, making a note to talk it over with Rav on the drive back to the station.

			“Excuse me a moment,” said Dr Rawlins. “I must speak to my children.”

			“Yes, of course.” Chloe’s stomach clenched, despite her police training. The doctor got up and left the room, shutting the door behind him. Chloe was thankful – at least they might be spared the first cry of anguish.

			“God,” said Rav, slumping backwards.

			“I know.” Chloe looked about the room again. She’d been here so many times it almost felt as if she lived here herself. After a moment, she got up again, to examine the photographs grouped on the top of the sideboard. She picked up one of Carrie Rawlins alone, obviously taken some years ago. There was a distinctive building in the background behind her and after a moment, Chloe identified it as Whitby Abbey, up in Yorkshire.

			She picked it up and studied it more closely, just for something to do, really. “Have you ever been to Whitby, Rav?”

			“Where?” said Rav, answering her question in one word.

			“Never mind.” Chloe put down the photograph and returned to her seat next to him.

			“Who’s going to the PM?”

			“Theo, as far as I know.”

			“Huh. Kind of wish I’d picked that, instead of this.”

			“Mm.” Chloe didn’t elaborate further, but she was thinking much the same thing.

			There didn’t seem to be much else to say at that moment. The two of them sat in silence in the warm, quiet living room, waiting for the widowed doctor to return from comforting his grieving children.

			 

			DS Theo Marsh was not a huge fan of post-mortems. Seriously, who was? Still, given the overseeing of the examination of a dead body, or having to sit through the excruciating ordeal of having to break bad news to a family (even a family who, let’s face it, had probably been expecting it since the first day), Theo would take the corpse any day of the week.

			It helped that Dr Carl Lopez was doing the PM. Carl was Chloe’s old man and he and Theo often had a few beers together, especially if Spurs were playing. As he waited for Carl to scrub and glove up, Theo pondered whether Carl knew he and Chloe had once dated. Probably not. Not that it mattered but… Theo thought he’d keep schtum on that particular piece of ancient history, just to be on the safe side. It made him think of Kate and how it had been so awkward when she and Andrew Stanton had once had to share a room. That made him think of old Andrew, out near the war in Ukraine. And with his missus and son too, although surely they wouldn’t be anywhere near the fighting? Rather him than me, Theo thought fervently.

			“Right, mate, let’s get down to business.” Carl turned from the sink in the corner and tugged his gloves further up his arms.

			“Rock and roll,” said Theo, in a pained voice. The body wasn’t the worst he’d seen, not by a long shot, but it still wasn’t exactly a fun way to spend a morning.

			The examination began. Theo knew the doctors had different ways of working. Carl was pretty relaxed, Ivor Gatkiss didn’t say much (he was quite a shy bloke) and Kirsten Telling sort of floated about, murmuring stuff. Theo didn’t mind Kirsten but she was a pretty odd bird to look at, there was no getting away from that. Like a great looking girl who’d been sort of stretched…He grinned inwardly, thinking that if Kate were here she’d be taking him to task about that, and no mistake.

			Theo sat and watched, trying not to wince at the gorier parts. God knows he should be used to it by now. Despite that aspect of it, Theo was unmoved in his opinion that postmortems were mostly incredibly boring. After about half an hour, he gave in to the siren song of his phone and pulled it out to check his messages. Kate would have had stern words to say about that too, but she wasn’t here, so, hey…

			At length, Carl finished the stitching, pulled up the green sheet neck-height to cover the body and straightened up. Theo hastily put his phone away.

			“What’s the gist?”

			Carl rotated his shoulders, groaning. “As far as I can see, she drowned. Textbook case.”

			“Yeah?” Theo stood up and took a step towards the dead woman. The icy cold of the water had preserved her features better than would normally be expected for a body dead for three weeks. Theo tried to think of what she’d looked like alive – Christ knows he ought to know, given that her photograph had been on the news multiple times a day – but for this one instant, confronted by her dead face, he couldn’t recall it.

			“Yes. Although there is one thing.”

			“Yeah?” said Theo again, his ears pricking up.

			Carl indicated with his forefinger. “There seems to be a bruise on her jaw. See the shadow there? I’ll take some X-rays, see if it’s broken as well as bruised.”

			Theo looked closer. “You sure it’s a bruise? Do you mean someone’s hit her?”

			Carl shrugged. “Come on, Theo, mate, I can’t possibly speculate about that. That’s your department. All I’m saying is that the body appears to have a bruised jaw. Whether that was made by a fist before death, or an object before death, or by bashing against a rock in the river, I have no idea.”

			“Yeah, all right.” Theo stood for a moment, regarding the body and thinking. “How soon can you have those X-rays?”

			“Give me a day or so. We’ve got a bit of a backlog at the moment.”

			When don’t you, was Theo’s unspoken thought but he kept it to himself. It wasn’t Carl’s fault the pathologists were perpetually overworked, like almost everyone who worked in the health sector.

			“Okay,” he said, out loud. “Just let me know when you have them.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			After the interview with Dr Rawlins, Rav drove himself and Chloe back to the office. Chloe, thinking back on what had just transpired, was silent, looking out of the window. She probably wasn’t alone in thinking that crimes seemed so much worse when committed during beautiful weather. It was silly, but – she remembered Kate saying something to that affect, a long time ago.

			Her thoughts turned to the children. What words had Doctor Rawlins used? How had they reacted? She and Rav had left before they had any sight of the two kids.

			Chloe thought about children and then about babies. She often – less often now, but still occasionally – wondered whether there was something missing in her. She had no maternal instinct – none whatsoever. She had helped Kate out with the twins, of course she had, that was what you did for a mate. But cradling one twin after another, rocking them and feeding them back to sleep while Kate rested, Chloe had felt nothing other than a slight irritation. No maternal tug of warmth or envy at Kate’s situation. She didn’t know whether to be happy or sad about this.

			“Rav?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Did you always want to be a dad?”

			Rav took his eyes off the road for a moment to look at her with raised eyebrows. “Eh? Oh, well, yeah, yeah, of course I did.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. Of course my mum didn’t help, going on and on at us to get a move on. She was desperate for grandchildren, God knows why, you’d think she’d be fed up with kids after raising four of them.” Chloe grinned at his wry expression. “But, yeah, both Jarina and I wanted kids. The more the merrier, right?”

			“If you say so.”

			They drove in silence for a few minutes.

			“What about you?”

			“Me?”

			“Yeah. You and Carl. You going to take the plunge?”

			“God.” Chloe stared out of the window at the hard, clear blue of the sky. “Don’t know.” She did know, she just didn’t feel like discussing it with family man Rav.

			Rav got the message from her tone. “Okay dokey then,” he said, and shut up.

			 

			Kate and the twins were at the medical centre for their weigh-in and check-up. This was usually an occasion that Kate dreaded, given that neither twin was very happy about being undressed and plonked on a cold set of scales but today the air was so warm and the sunshine so golden, that she was hopeful that everything would go smoothly for once. She’d arranged to meet Olbeck that evening for a catch up, which was also something to look forward to.

			“How have you been?” asked the midwife, a short, plump little woman with rather jarring blue streaks in her hair. She was brisk but kind and Kate liked her.

			Kate talked her through the last couple of weeks, raising her voice above the crying as the twins were undressed and weighed (perhaps thinking that she would get away with no screaming on this visit was rather optimistic). Both babies had gained weight and Kate watched in satisfaction as the midwife noted their new figures in their red medical books.

			Pushing them back home, the sunshine lulled both twins back into sleep and blissful silence reigned. Kate, crossing the bridge over the Avon, thought about Carrie Rawlins’ death. Naturally, it was still headline news. She thought, with a qualm, that there was now a rather nasty undercurrent of criticism running through the newspaper reports, as to why it had taken three weeks to find a body that had moved less than a couple of miles downstream. Well, perhaps that was inevitable. No doubt Olbeck would want to vent a little tonight, when they were due to meet up. Kate would do her very best to listen and sympathise.

			The rest of the day stampeded past, taken up with feeding and cleaning and feeding again, burping and playing and tummy-time. Anderton came back at about six and took over while Kate finally got to have a shower and a hair-wash. She was exhausted and for a fleeting moment thought of cancelling Olbeck and crawling into bed instead. She told herself not to give in.

			“I’ll give your love to Mark,” she told her husband as she headed out the door, but Anderton didn’t hear her over the screams of Ivo as he waited for his bottle to warm. Kate pulled the door closed behind her, trying to shake off the ever-present blanket of guilt that settled over her every time she left the babies. She felt swaddled in it, a thick, oppressing grey covering of guilt that, try as she might, she couldn’t shrug off on the way to her meeting.

			Olbeck was already waiting at the Black Cat, by the sofas at the back of the bar by the fire. Kate settled thankfully into the chair opposite her friend.

			“Glass of vino plonko?”

			“No, I can’t, I’m driving. Also, I’ll fall asleep.”

			Olbeck gave her a sympathetic glance. “Still tough, eh?”

			“You have no idea.”

			“Well, thanks for coming out. Wait here and I’ll get you something to wake you up.”

			“Great,” said Kate, faintly. She leaned her head against the back of the padded-leather chair and closed her eyes. The warmth from the fire washed over her and she felt her shoulders drop, finally, as she relaxed.

			“Kate—”

			“Mmmph?”

			“Wake up, darling.” Olbeck gently shook her shoulder as she opened her eyes into his grinning face.

			“Oh – sorry—” Kate blinked herself back to consciousness. “Just – just resting my eyes.”

			“Sure. Here, get this down you.” Olbeck handed her a cocktail glass brimming with a dark brown fluid, capped with a thick layer of creamy liquid. A solitary coffee bean was placed directly in the centre, like the contracted pupil of a giant eye.

			“I told you, I can’t drink—”

			“Hush,” said Olbeck soothingly, in an annoying fashion. “It’s virgin. No booze. Espresso martini.”

			Kate finished the delicious elixir in five gulps and immediately felt the caffeine hit her bloodstream. “Wow.”

			Olbeck chuckled. “Never fails. Now, how are things?”

			They talked about the usual things for half an hour; the twins, Anderton, Olbeck’s children, Jeff, politics, the state of the world. Kate bought her round – another non-alcoholic martini and a glass of red for Olbeck. As she sat back down, handing him his drink, she felt a subtle shift in the atmosphere that signalled a change of subject.

			She decided to pre-empt him. “So – Carrie Rawlins.”

			Olbeck, who had been smiling, stopped. “Yes. Poor woman.”

			“What do you think happened?”

			Olbeck glanced about them but there was nobody nearby to overhear.

			“It’s okay,” said Kate.

			“Force of habit. I’m not sure I should even be talking to you about it.”

			“Oh come on, Mark, it’s me. You know I’m hardly likely to be ringing up the papers, am I?”

			“No, I know.” Olbeck looked a little sheepish. “Anyway, as for what happened, who knows?” He leant forward and said in a lower tone, “This isn’t in the public domain, so keep it to yourself, but she had a hairline fracture of the jawbone.”

			Kate’s eyes widened. “Oh, really? So, someone hit her?”

			“It’s possible. Carl said it could have happened after death though, so it’s not conclusive.”

			“Hmm.” Kate tipped the last of her second martini into her mouth. “It would explain why she wasn’t able to get out of the river in time. I mean, she was supposed to have been a good swimmer, right?”

			“Yes, but—” Olbeck shrugged. “Carl also said something about cold water shock, something like that. Just hitting the water unexpectedly after a fall, she gasps in shock, inhales water – it wouldn’t have taken long for her to drown.”

			“Hmm,” said Kate, again. “Are there any suspects?”

			“We’re looking at the family, obviously. Her husband, really, I suppose, the kids are out of it, they’re not even in their teens yet and they were in school.”

			“Does he have an alibi?”

			“No, not as such. He was at home when she went out for that walk. It’s possible he could have followed her, or even accompanied her. No one saw him but that doesn’t mean that he wasn’t there.”

			“Is there anything – amiss – in their relationship?”

			Olbeck shrugged again. “He’s very much a closed book. Very reserved. Hasn’t shown much grief, but that could just be his personality. We’re delving into his background – their background – but nothing’s leaping out just yet.”

			“When’s the inquest?”

			“Not for a good while. There’s still a lot of forensic tests we’re waiting on.”

			Kate opened her mouth to ask another question when there was a noisy rush of people pushing into the back where they were seated. An office party by the look of it. Olbeck caught Kate’s eye and she acknowledged his wish for discretion with a nod. A glance at her watch showed her that she should be heading back, anyway.

			She said as much. She could feel the caffeine jolt from the martinis wearing off and a great weariness beginning to swamp her. That grey blanket of guilt began to twine around her once more. For a moment, Kate thought of mentioning the thought to Olbeck, but thought better of it. He was a dad but that didn’t make him a mum.

			“Give my best to Anderton and the kiddies,” said Olbeck, giving her a hug. “I’ll be over for a cuddle when I have a moment.”
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