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For Gaylynnie


BEGINNINGS




Reports from the investigating officers who interviewed both Michael Spargo and his mother prior to charges being filed against him all suggest that the morning of the boy’s tenth birthday began badly. While such reports might well be deemed suspect, considering the nature of Michael’s crime and the strength of the antipathy felt towards him by police and by members of his community, one cannot ignore the fact that the extensive document written by the social worker who sat with him during his interrogations and his subsequent trial reveals the same information. There will always be details that remain unavailable to the student of childhood abuse, family dysfunction, and the psychopathology that such abuse and dysfunction ultimately engender, but major facts cannot be hidden because they will necessarily be witnessed or directly experienced by those who come into contact with individuals in the midst of displaying – whether consciously or unconsciously – their mental, psychological and emotional disturbances. Such was the case with Michael Spargo and his family.

As one of nine boys, Michael had five older brothers. Two of these boys (Richard and Pete, aged eighteen and fifteen at the time) as well as their mother Sue each had supervision orders filed against them as a result of ongoing disputes with their neighbours, harassment of pensioners living on the council estate, public drunkenness and destruction of public and private property. There was no father present in the home. Four years prior to Michael’s tenth birthday, Donovan Spargo had deserted wife and children and taken up life in Portugal with a widow fifteen years his senior, leaving a note of farewell and five pounds in coins on the kitchen table. He had not been seen or heard of since. He made no appearance at Michael’s trial.

Sue Spargo, whose employment skills were minimal and whose education was limited to a failure to pass any one of her GCSEs, readily admits that she ‘took to the drink a bit too hard’ as a result of this desertion and was consequently largely unavailable to any of her boys from that time forward. Prior to Donovan Spargo’s desertion, it seems that the family maintained some degree of external stability (as indicated both by school reports and by anecdotal evidence from neighbours and the local police), but once the head of household departed, whatever dysfunction had been hidden from the community came spilling out.

The family lived on the Buchanan Estate, a dreary sprawl of grey concrete-and-steel tower blocks and unappealing terrace houses in a section of town fittingly called the Gallows, which was known for street fights, muggings, car jackings and burglaries. Murder was rare here, but violence was common. The Spargos were among the luckier inhabitants. Because of the size of the family, they lived in one of the terrace houses and not in one of the tower blocks. They had a garden at the back of their house and a square of earth at the front although neither of these was kept up for planting. The house contained a sitting room and kitchen, four bedrooms and one bathroom. Michael shared a room with the younger boys. There were five of them in all, distributed in two sets of bunk beds. Three of the older boys shared an adjoining bedroom. Only Richard, the eldest, had his own room, a privilege apparently having to do with Richard’s propensity for committing acts of violence upon his younger brothers. Sue Spargo had a separate bedroom as well. Curiously, in interviews she repeated several times that when any of the boys became ill, they slept with her and ‘not with that lout Richard.’

On Michael’s tenth birthday, the local police were called shortly after seven in the morning. A family dispute had escalated to the point of causing a disturbance in the immediate neighbourhood when the occupants of the house adjoining the Spargos’ dwelling had attempted to intervene. Their later claim was that they were merely seeking peace and quiet. This is in opposition to Sue Spargo’s allegation that they attacked her boys. However, a careful reading of everyone’s ensuing interview with the police shows that a brawl between Richard and Pete Spargo began in the upstairs corridor of the Spargo house and grew from the latter boy’s unhurried vacating of the bathroom. Richard’s subsequent attack upon Pete was brutal, as he was much larger and stronger than his fifteen-year-old brother. It brought sixteen-year-old Doug to his assistance, which seems to have turned Richard and Pete into allies, who then attacked Doug. By the time Sue Spargo waded into the fray, it had spilled down the stairs. When it appeared that she, too, was going to come under attack from Richard and Pete, twelve-year-old David sought to protect her with a knife from the kitchen, where he’d gone allegedly to make his breakfast.

It was at this point that the neighbours became involved, roused by the noise, which they could hear through the badly insulated walls of the adjoining houses. Unfortunately, the neighbours – three in all – came to the Spargo residence armed with a cricket bat, a tyre iron and a hammer, and according to his account it was the sight of these that inflamed Richard Spargo. ‘Going after the family, they were,’ was his direct statement, the words of a boy who saw himself as the man of the house whose duty it was to protect his mother and siblings.

Into this developing imbroglio, Michael Spargo awakened. ‘Richard and Pete was going at it with Mum,’ his statement recounts. ‘We could hear them, me and the little ones, but we didn’t want nothing to do with it.’ He indicates that he wasn’t frightened, but when probed for more information it’s clear that Michael did his best to give his older brothers a wide berth so as to avoid ‘a thumping if I looked at them crosswise’. That he wasn’t always able to avoid the thumping is a fact attested to by his teachers, three of whom reported to social workers bruises, scratches, burns and at least one black eye seen on Michael’s body. Other than a single visit to the home, however, nothing more came of these reports. The system, it seems, was overburdened.

There is some suggestion that Michael passed on this abuse to his younger brothers. Indeed, from accounts gathered once four of the children went into care, it seems that Michael was given the responsibility of seeing to it that his sibling Stevie did not ‘wee the sheets’. Without resources as to how this was supposed to be accomplished, he apparently administered regular thrashings to the seven-year-old, who in turn took out his own rage on the other boys further down the line.

Whether Michael abused any of the littler boys that morning is not known. He reports only that once the police arrived, he got out of bed, dressed in his school uniform and went down to the kitchen with the intention of having his breakfast. He knew it was his birthday, but he had no expectation of the day being acknowledged. ‘Didn’t care, did I?’ was how he later put it to the police.

Breakfast consisted of frosted flakes and jam rolls. There was no milk for the cereal – Michael brings up this point twice in his initial interviews – so Michael ate the frosted flakes dry, leaving most of the jam rolls for his younger brothers. He put one of these into the pocket of his mustard-coloured anorak (both the jam roll and the anorak becoming crucial details as things developed) and he left the house through the back garden.

He said his intention was to go directly to school, and in his first interview with the police he claims he did go there. This was a story he did not change until he was read the statement made by his teacher attesting to his truancy that day, at which point he changed his story to confess that he went into the allotments, which were a feature of the Buchanan Estate and which were positioned behind the terrace where the Spargos lived. There, he ‘might’ve give a bit of aggro to an old bugger working in a patch of veg’ and he ‘might’ve bashed in some shed door or something’ where he ‘could’ve nicked some secateurs maybe only I didn’t keep them, I never kept them’. The ‘old bugger’ in question does verify Michael’s presence in the allotment at eight in the morning, although it’s doubtful that the small enclosures of raised beds held much attraction for the boy, who seems to have spent some fifteen minutes ‘tramping them about’ according to the pensioner, until ‘I gave him a right proper talking to. He swore like a little thug and scarpered.’

It seems at this point that Michael headed in the general direction of his school, some half mile from the Buchanan Estate. It was somewhere on this route, however, that he encountered Reggie Arnold.

Reggie Arnold was quite a contrast to Michael Spargo. Where Michael was tall for his age and rake thin, Reggie was squat and had carried baby fat well beyond babyhood. His head was regularly shaved to the skull, which made him the subject of considerable teasing at school (he was generally referred to as ‘that slaphead Charlie Brown wanker’) but, unlike Michael’s, his clothing was usually neat and clean. His teachers report that Reggie was a ‘good boy but with a short fuse’ and when pressed they tend to identify the cause of this short fuse as ‘Dad and Mum’s troubles and then there’s the trouble with his sis and brother’. From this, it is probably safe to assume that the unusual nature of the Arnold marriage in addition to the disability of an older brother and the mental incapacity of a younger sister put Reggie into a position of getting lost in the shuffle of daily life.

Rudy and Laura Arnold, it must be said, had been dealt a difficult hand of cards. Their older son was permanently wheelchair bound from severe cerebral palsy and their daughter had been deemed unfit for a normal classroom education. These two elements of the Arnolds’ life had the effect of simultaneously focusing nearly all parental attention on the two problematical children and burdening what was already a rather fragile marriage in which Rudy and Laura Arnold had separated time and again, putting Laura into the position of coping on her own.

Caught up in the middle of trying familial circumstances, Reggie was unlikely to receive much attention. Laura readily confesses that she ‘didn’t do right by the boy’, but his father claims that he ‘had him over the flat five or six times’, in apparent reference to meeting his paternal obligations during those periods when he and his wife were living apart. As can be imagined, Reggie’s unmet need for nurturing metamorphosed into common attempts at gaining adult attention. In the streets, he evidenced this through petty thievery and the occasional bullying of younger children; in the classroom, he acted up. This acting up was seen by his teachers, unfortunately, as the aforementioned ‘short fuse’ and not as the cry for help it actually was. When thwarted, he was given to throwing his desk, beating his head upon it and upon the walls and falling to the floor in a tantrum.

On the day of the crime, accounts have it – and CCTV films confirm – that Michael Spargo and Reggie Arnold encountered each other at the corner shop nearest the Arnold home and on Michael’s route to school. The boys were acquainted and had evidently played together in the past but were as yet unknown to each other’s parents. Laura Arnold reports that she’d sent Reggie to the shops for milk, and the shopkeeper confirms that Reggie purchased a half litre of semi-skimmed. He also apparently stole two Mars bars ‘for a bit of a laugh,’ according to Michael.

Michael attached himself to Reggie. Along the route back to the Arnold house, the boys extended their enjoyment of Reggie’s errand by opening the milk and dumping its contents into the petrol tank of a Harley-Davidson motorcycle, an act of mischief witnessed by the motorcycle’s owner, who chased them unsuccessfully afterwards. He was later to remember the mustard-coloured anorak that Michael Spargo was wearing, and although he was not able to identify either boy by name, he recognised a photo of Reggie Arnold when the police presented it to him, along with other faces.

Reaching home without the milk he’d been sent out to fetch, Reggie reported to his mother – with Michael Spargo as putative witness – that he’d been bullied by two boys who took the money intended for the milk. ‘He cried and was getting himself into one of his states,’ Laura Arnold reports. ‘And I believed him. What else was there to do?’ This is indeed a relevant question, for without her husband in the home and considering that she was attempting alone to care for two disabled children, a missing carton of milk, no matter how needed it might have been that morning, would have seemed a very small matter to her. She did, however, want to know who Michael Spargo was, and she asked her son that question. Reggie identified him as a ‘mate from school’, and he took Michael along to do his mother’s next bidding, which was evidently to get his sister out of bed. By now, it was in the vicinity of eight forty-five and, if the boys planned to go to school that day, they were going to be late. Doubtless, they knew this, as Michael’s interview details an argument that Reggie had with his mother following her instructions to him: ‘Reggie started whingeing about how it would make him late, but she didn’t care. She told him to get his bum upstairs and fetch his sister. She said he was to pray to God and say thanks that he wasn’t ‘like the other two’, by which she likely was referring to the disabilities of his brother and sister. This last remark from Laura Arnold appears to have been a common refrain.

Despite the command, Reggie did not fetch his sister. Rather, he told his mother to ‘do the bad thing to herself’ (these are Michael’s words as Reggie seems to have been more direct) and the boys left the house. Back in the street, however, they saw Rudy Arnold who, during the time they’d spent in the kitchen with Laura, had arrived by car and was ‘hanging ’bout outside, like he was afraid to come in’. He and Reggie exchanged a few words, which seem to have been largely unpleasant, at least on Reggie’s part. Michael claims he asked who the man was, assuming it was ‘his mum’s boyfriend or something’, and Reggie told him ‘the stupid git’ was his father and followed this declaration with a minor act of vandalism: he took a milk basket from a neighbour’s front step and threw it into the street, where he jumped upon it and crushed it.

According to Michael, he took no part in this. His statement asserts that at this point he had every intention of going to school, but that Reggie announced he was ‘doing a bunk’ and ‘having some bloody fun for once’. It was Reggie, Michael says, and not Michael himself who came up with the idea of including Ian Barker in what was to follow.

At eleven years old, Ian Barker had already been labelled as damaged, difficult, troubled, dangerous, borderline, angry and psychopathic, depending upon whose report is read. He was, at this time, the only child of a twenty-four-year-old mother (his paternity remains unknown to this day), but he’d been brought up to believe that this young woman was his older sister. He seems to have been quite fond of his grandmother, who he naturally assumed was his mother, but he apparently loathed the girl he’d been taught to believe was his sister. At the age of nine, he was considered old enough to learn the truth. However, it was a truth he did not take well to hearing, especially as it came hard on the heels of Tricia Barker’s being asked to leave her mother’s house and being told to take her son with her. In this, Ian’s grandmother now says she was doing her best to ‘practise the tough love. I was willing to keep both of them – the lad and Tricia too – as long as the girl worked, but she wouldn’t hold onto a job and she wanted parties and friends and staying out all hours and I reckoned if she had to bring up the boy on her own, she’d change her ways’.

She didn’t. Courtesy of the government, Tricia Barker was given accommodation, although the flat was small and she was forced to share a bedroom with her son. It was evidently in this room that Ian began to witness his mother engaging in sexual acts with a variety of men and, on at least four occasions, with more than one man. It’s worthy of note that Ian consistently refers to her neither as his mother nor as Tricia, but rather through the use of pejorative terms such as slag, cunt, gash, tart and minge bag. His grandmother he doesn’t refer to at all.

Michael and Reggie seem to have had no trouble locating Ian Barker that morning. They did not go to his house – according to Reggie ‘his mum was pissed most of the time and she yelled abuse out the door’ – but rather they came upon him in the act of shaking down a younger boy on the route to school. Ian had ‘dumped the kid’s rucksack out on the pavement’ and was in the process of going through its contents to find anything of value but most particularly money. There being nothing of value for him to take from the child, Ian ‘shoved him meanlike against the side of a house’, in Michael’s words, ‘and started going at him’.

Neither Reggie nor Michael attempted to stop the harassment. Reggie says that ‘it were only a bit of fun. I could see he weren’t going to hurt him’, while Michael claims he ‘couldn’t see ’xackly what he was up to’, a rather doubtful claim as all of the boys were in plain sight on the pavement. Nonetheless, whatever Ian’s full intentions were, they came to nothing further. A motorist stopped and demanded to know what they were doing, and the boys ran off.

There have been suggestions that Ian’s desire to hurt something that day, having been thwarted, became the root of what occurred later. Indeed, under questioning, Reggie Arnold seems only too eager to point the finger in Ian’s direction. But while Ian’s anger had in the past certainly led him to commit acts the reprehensible nature of which caused him to be hated even more than the other two boys when the truth came out, the evidence ultimately shows that he was an equal participant (emphasis mine) in what followed.
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Chance alone brought her into his orbit. Later he would think that had he not looked down from the scaffolding at that precise moment, had he taken Tess directly home and not to the wood that afternoon, she might not have come into his life. But that idea comprised the very substance of what he was supposed to think, which was a realisation he would only come to once it was far too late.

The time was mid-afternoon, and the day was hot. June generally prompted torrents of rain, mocking anyone’s hope for summer. But this year, the weather was setting itself up to be different. Days of sun in a cloudless sky made the promise of a July and an August during which the ground would bake, and the vast lawns within the Perambulation would brown over, sending the New Forest ponies deep within the woodlands to forage.

He was high up on the scaffolding, getting ready to climb to the peak of the roof where he’d begun to apply the straw. Far more pliable than the reeds that comprised the rest of the materials, the straw could be bent to form the ridge. Some people thought of this as the ‘pretty bit’ on a thatched roof, the scalloped pattern crisscrossed with spars in a decorative fashion. But he thought of it as what it was: that which protected the top layer of reeds from weather and avian damage.

He’d got to the knuckle. He was feeling impatient. They’d been working on the enormous project for three months, and he’d promised to begin another in two weeks’ time. The finishing work still needed doing, and he could not hand off that part of the job to his apprentice. Cliff Coward was not ready to use the leggett on the thatch. That work was crucial to the overall look of the roof, and it required both skill and a properly honed eye. But Cliff could hardly be trusted to do this level of work when so far he hadn’t managed to stay on task with even the simplest job, like the one he was meant to be doing just now, which was hauling another two bundles of straw up to the ridge as he’d been instructed. And why had he not managed this most mundane of tasks?

Seeking an answer to that question was what altered Gordon Jossie’s life. He turned from the ridge, calling sharply, ‘Cliff! What the bloody hell’s happened to you?’ and he saw below him that his apprentice was no longer standing by the bundles of straw where he was supposed to be, anticipating the needs of the master thatcher above him. Rather he’d gone over to Gordon’s dusty pickup some yards away. There Tess sat at attention, happily wagging her bush-like tail while a woman – a stranger and clearly a visitor to the gardens if the map she held and the clothing she wore were anything to go by – patted her golden head.

‘Oy! Cliff!’ Gordon Jossie shouted. Both the apprentice and the woman looked up.

Gordon couldn’t see her face clearly because of her hat, which was broad-brimmed and fashioned from straw with a fuchsia scarf tied round it as a band. This same colour was in her dress as well, and the dress was summery, showing off tanned arms and long tanned legs. She wore a gold bracelet round her wrist and sandals on her feet, and she carried a straw handbag tucked under her arm, its strap looped over her shoulder.

Cliff called out, ‘Sorry! I was helping this lady—’ as the woman called, ‘I’ve got myself completely lost,’ with a laugh. She went on with, ‘I’m awfully sorry. He offered . . .’ She gestured with a map she was holding, as if to explain what was patently obvious: she’d somehow wandered from the public gardens to the administrative building, which Gordon was re-roofing. ‘I’ve never actually seen someone thatch a roof before,’ she added, perhaps in an effort to be friendly.

Gordon, however, wasn’t feeling friendly. He was feeling sharp, all edges and most of them needing to be smoothed. He had no time for tourists.

‘She’s trying to get to Monet’s pond,’ Cliff called out.

‘And I’m trying to get a bloody ridge put onto this roof,’ was Gordon’s reply, although he made it in an undertone. He gestured northwest. ‘There’s a path up by the fountain. The nymphs and fauns fountain. You’re meant to turn left there. You turned right.’

‘Did I?’ the woman called back. ‘Well . . . that’s typical, I s’pose.’ She stood there for a moment, as if anticipating further conversation. She was wearing dark glasses and it came to Gordon that the entire effect of her was as if she was a celebrity, a Marilyn Monroe type because she was shapely like Marilyn Monroe, not like the pin thin girls one generally saw. Indeed, he actually thought she might be a celebrity at first. She rather dressed like one, and her expectation that a man would be willing to stop what he was doing and eagerly converse with her suggested it as well. He replied briefly to the woman with, ‘You should find your way easy enough now.’

‘Were that only the truth,’ she said. She added, rather ridiculously, he thought, ‘There won’t be any . . . well, any horses up there, will there?’

He thought, What the hell . . . ? and she added, ‘It’s only . . . I’m actually rather afraid of horses.’

‘Ponies won’t hurt you,’ he replied. ‘They’ll keep their distance ’less you try to feed them.’

‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that.’ She waited for a moment as if expecting him to say more, which he was not inclined to do. Finally she said, ‘Anyway, thank you,’ and that was the end of her.

She set off on the route that Gordon had indicated, and she removed her hat as she went and swung it from her fingertips. Her hair was blonde, cut like a cap round her head, and when she shook it, it fell neatly back into place with a shimmer, as if knowing what it was supposed to do. Gordon wasn’t immune to women, so he could see she had a graceful walk. But he felt no stirring in his groin or in his heart, and he was glad of this. Untouched by women was how he liked it.

Cliff joined him on the scaffolding, two bundles of straw on his back. He said, ‘Tess quite liked her,’ as if in explanation of something or perhaps in the woman’s defence, and he added, ‘Could be time for another go, mate,’ as Gordon watched the woman gain distance from them.

But Gordon wasn’t watching her out of fascination or attraction. He was watching to see if she made the correct turn at the fountain of nymphs and fauns. She did not. He shook his head. Hopeless, he thought. She’d be in the cow pasture before she knew it, but he fully expected she would also be able to find someone else to help her there.

Cliff wanted to go for a drink at the end of the day. Gordon did not. He did not drink at all. He also never liked the idea of becoming chummy with his apprentices. Beyond that, the fact that Cliff was only eighteen made Gordon thirteen years his senior and most of the time he felt like his father. Or he felt the way a father might feel, he supposed, as he had no children and possessed neither the desire nor the expectation of having them.

He said to Cliff, ‘Got to give Tess a run. She won’t settle tonight if she doesn’t work off some energy.’

Cliff said, ‘You sure, then, mate?’

Gordon said, ‘Reckon I know my dog.’ He knew that Cliff hadn’t been talking about Tess, but he liked the way his remark served to cut off conversation. Cliff enjoyed talking far too much.

Gordon dropped him at the pub in Minstead, a hamlet tucked into a fold of land, consisting of a church, a graveyard, a shop, the pub and a cluster of old cob cottages gathered round a small green. This was shaded by an ancient oak and near it a piebald pony grazed, its clipped tail grown out in the time that had passed since the last autumn drift when it had been marked. The pony didn’t look up as the pickup rumbled to a stop not terribly far from its hind legs. Longtime denizen of the New Forest, the animal likely knew that its right to graze wherever it wished long preceded the pickup’s right to travel the Hampshire roads.

Cliff said, ‘’Morrow, then,’ and went off to join his mates in the pub. Gordon watched him go and, for no particular reason, waited till the door closed behind him. Then he put the pickup into gear once more.

He went, as always, to Longslade Bottom. Over time, he’d learned there was security in being a creature of habit. At the weekend he might well choose another spot to exercise Tess, but during the week at the end of his workday, he liked a place that was closer to where he lived. He also liked the openness of Longslade Bottom. And in moments when he felt a need for seclusion, he liked the fact that Hinchelsea Wood climbed the hillside just above it.

The lawn stretched out from an uneven car park over which Gordon jounced, with Tess in the back of the pickup yelping happily in anticipation of a run. On a fine day like this, Gordon’s wasn’t the only vehicle nosing the edge of the lawn: six cars lined up like nursing kittens against the sprawl of open land upon which in the distance a herd of ponies grazed, five foals among them. Used to both people and the presence of other animals, the ponies remained undisturbed by the barking of the dogs already at play on the lawn, but when Gordon saw them some hundred yards away, he knew that a free run on the closely cropped grass was not on the cards for his own dog. Tess had a thing about the wild New Forest ponies, and despite having been kicked by one, nipped by another and thoroughly scolded by Gordon time and again, she refused to understand that she had not been created for the purpose of chasing them.

Already she was itching to do so. She was whining and licking her chops as if in anticipation of a challenge that she assumed lay before her. Gordon could almost read her canine mind: And foals as well! Wicked! What fun!


He said, ‘Don’t even think about it,’ and he reached inside the pickup bed for her lead. He clipped it on and then released her. She made a hopeful lunge. When he brought her up short, heavy drama ensued as she coughed and gagged. It was, he thought with resignation, a typical late afternoon with his dog.

‘Don’t have the brains God gave you, do you?’ he asked her. Tess looked at him, wagged her tail and dog-smiled. ‘That may have worked at one time,’ he went on, ‘but it won’t work now. We’re not going that direction.’ He led the Golden Retriever northeast, determinedly away from the ponies and their offspring. She went but she was not averse to what manipulation she could manage: she looked repeatedly over her shoulder and whined, obviously in the hope that this would move him to change his mind. It did not.

Longslade Bottom comprised three areas: the lawn upon which the ponies were grazing, a heath to the northwest that budded with cross-leaved heather and purple moorgrass, and a central bog between the two, where amorphous cushions of sphagnum moss soaked up moving water while bogbean flowers grew in pink and white bursts from rhizomes that rose from shallow pools. A path from the carpark led walkers on the safest route through the bog, and along this route the feathery seed heads of cotton grass formed great white tussocks in the peaty soil.

Gordon headed in this last direction, for the path across the bog would take them up the slope to Hinchelsea Wood. In the wood he could release the dog. The ponies would be out of sight and, for Tess, out of sight was decidedly out of mind. She possessed that most admirable of qualities: she could live entirely in the moment.

Summer solstice was not far off, so the sun was still high in the cloudless sky despite the hour of the day. Its light flashed against the iridescent bodies of dragonflies and upon the bright plumage of lapwings taking to the air as Gordon and the dog passed by. A slight breeze bore the rich scent of peat and the decomposing vegetation that had created it. The entire atmosphere was alive with sounds: from the gravelly cour-lee call of curlews to the cries of dog owners out on the lawn.

Gordon kept Tess close. They began the ascent towards Hinchelsea Wood and left both bog and lawn behind them. When he thought about it, Gordon decided the wood was better for an afternoon walk anyway. With the beeches and oaks in full summer leaf and the birches and sweet chestnuts providing additional cover, it would be cool on the paths beneath the trees. After a day in the heat, hauling about reeds and straw on a rooftop, Gordon was ready for a respite from the sun.

He released the dog when they reached the two cypresses that marked the official entrance to the wood and watched her till she disappeared entirely into the trees. He knew that she’d return eventually. Dinner wasn’t far off, and Tess wasn’t a dog to miss her meals.

He himself walked along and kept his mind occupied. Here in the wood, he named the trees. He’d been a student of the New Forest since coming to Hampshire, and after a decade he knew the Perambulation, its character and its heritage better than most natives.

After a bit, he sat on the trunk of a downed alder, not far from a grove of holly. Sunlight filtered through the tree branches here, dappling ground that was spongy with years of natural composting. Gordon continued to name the trees as he saw them and went on to the plants. But there were few of these as the wood was part of the grazing land and as such was fed upon by ponies, donkeys and fallow deer. In April and May they would have made a feast of the tender spring growth of ferns, happily moving on from these to wild flowers, juvenile alders and the shoots of new brambles. The animals thus made Gordon’s occupation of mind a challenge, even as they sculpted the landscape in such a way that walking beneath the trees in the wood was a simple thing and not a challenge described by beating a path through undergrowth.

He heard the dog bark and roused himself. He wasn’t worried, for he recognised the different kinds of barks that Tess produced. This was her happy bark, the one she used to greet a friend or a stick thrown into Hatchet Pond. He rose and looked in the direction from which the barking continued. It came nearer and as it did so he heard a voice accompanying it: a woman’s voice. Soon enough he saw her emerge from beneath the trees.

He did not recognise her at first, for she’d changed her clothes. From the summer frock, the sunhat and the sandals, she’d altered her get-up to khaki trousers and a short-sleeved shirt. She still had on her sunglasses – so did he for that matter, for the day continued bright – and her footwear was again largely inappropriate for what she was doing. While she’d given up the sandals, she’d replaced them with Wellingtons, a very odd choice for a summer stroll unless she intended to trek through the bog.

She spoke first, saying, ‘I thought this was the same dog. She’s the sweetest thing.’

He might have thought she’d followed him to Longslade Bottom and Hinchelsea Wood, save for the obvious fact that she’d got there before him. She was on her way out; he was on his way in. He was leery of people, but he refused to be paranoid. He said, ‘You’re the woman looking for Monet’s Pond.’

‘I did find it,’ she replied. ‘Though not without ending in a cow pasture first.’

‘Yes,’ he said.

She tilted her head. Her hair caught the light again, just as it had done at Boldre Gardens. He wondered, stupidly, if she put sparkles in it. He’d never seen hair with such a sheen. ‘“Yes”?’ she repeated.

He stammered, ‘I know. I mean yes I know. I could tell. From how you were going.’

‘Oh. You were watching me from the rooftop, were you? I hope you didn’t laugh. That would be too cruel.’

‘No,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m wretched at map reading and not much better with verbal directions, so it’s no surprise I got lost again. At least I didn’t run into any horses.’

He looked round them. ‘Not a good place to be, this, is it? If you’re bad with maps and directions?’

‘In the wood, you mean? But I’ve had help.’ She gestured to the south and he saw she was pointing to a distant knoll where an enormous oak stood beyond the wood itself. ‘I very carefully kept that tree in sight and on my right as I came into the wood and now that it’s on my left, I feel fairly sure I’m heading in the direction of the carpark. So you see despite stumbling onto a thatching site and into a cow pasture, I’m not entirely hopeless.’

‘That’s Nelson’s,’ he said.

‘What? D’you mean someone owns the tree? It’s on private property?’

‘No. It’s on crown land, all right. It’s called Nelson’s Oak. Supposedly he planted it. Lord Nelson, that is.’

‘Ah. I see.’

He looked at her more closely. She’d sucked in on her lip, and it came to him that she might not actually know who Lord Nelson was. Some people didn’t in this day and age. To help her out while not embarrassing her, he said, ‘Admiral Nelson had his ships built over Buckler’s Hard. Beyond Beaulieu. You know the place? On the estuary? They were using up a hell of a lot of timber, so they had to start replanting. Nelson probably didn’t put any acorns in the ground himself but the tree’s associated with him anyway.’

‘I’m not from around here,’ she told him. ‘But I expect you worked that out yourself.’ She extended her hand. ‘Gina Dickens,’ she said. ‘No relation. I know this is Tess –’ with a nod at the dog who’d settled herself happily at Gina’s side – ‘but I don’t know you.’

‘Gordon Jossie,’ he told her and clasped her hand. The soft touch of it brought to mind how work roughened he himself was. How filthy as well, considering he’d spent all day on a rooftop. ‘I reckoned as much.’

‘What?’

‘That you weren’t local.’

‘Yes. Well, I suppose the natives don’t get lost as easily as I do, do they?’

‘Not that. Your feet.’

She looked down. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

‘The sandals you were wearing at Boldre Gardens and now those,’ he said. ‘Why’ve you got on wellies? You going into the bog or something?’

She did that bit with her mouth again. He wondered if it meant she was trying not to laugh. ‘You’re a country person, aren’t you, so you’ll think I’m foolish. It’s the adders,’ she said. ‘I’ve read they’re in the New Forest and I didn’t want to run into one. Now you are going to laugh at me, aren’t you?’

He did have to smile. ‘Expect to run into snakes in the forest, then?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘They’re out on the heath. They’ll be where there’s more sun. Could be you might run into one on the path as you cross the bog, but it’s not very likely.’

‘I can see I should have consulted with you before I changed my clothes. Have you lived here forever?’

‘Ten years. I came down from Winchester.’

‘But so have I!’ She gave a look to the direction she’d come from and said, ‘Shall I walk with you for a while, Gordon Jossie? I know no one in the area and I’d love to chat and as you look harmless and you’re out here with the sweetest dog . . . ?’

He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. But I’m just following Tess. We don’t need to walk at all. She’ll take herself into the wood and come back when she’s ready . . . I mean if you’d rather sit instead of walk.’

‘Oh, I would actually. Truth to tell, I’ve had quite a ramble already.’

He nodded to the log on which he himself had been seated when she’d first emerged from the trees. They sat a careful few feet from each other, but Tess didn’t leave them as he thought she would. Rather, she settled next to Gina. She sighed and put her head on her paws.

‘Likes you,’ he noted. ‘Empty places need filling.’

‘How true,’ she said.

She sounded regretful, so he asked her the obvious. It was unusual for someone her age to move into the country. Young adults generally migrated in the other direction. She said, ‘Well, yes. It was a relationship gone very bad,’ but she said it with a smile. ‘So here I am. I’m hoping to work with pregnant teenagers. That’s what I did in Winchester.’

‘Did you?’

‘You sound surprised. Why?’

‘You don’t look much more’n a teenager yourself.’

She lowered her sunglasses down her nose and looked at him over their tops. ‘Are you flirting with me, Mr Jossie?’ she asked.

He felt a rush of heat in his face. ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to. If that’s what it was.’

‘Oh. Pooh. I rather thought you might.’ She shoved her sunglasses to the top of her head and looked at him frankly. Her eyes, he saw, were neither blue nor green but something in between, indefinable and interesting. She said, ‘You’re blushing. I’ve never made a man blush before. It’s rather sweet. Do you blush often?’

He grew hotter still. He didn’t have these sorts of conversations with women. He didn’t know what to make of them: the women or the conversations.

‘I’m embarrassing you. I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to. I tease sometimes. It’s a bad habit. Perhaps you can help me break it.’

‘Teasing’s all right,’ he said. ‘I’m more . . . I’m a bit at sixes and sevens. Mostly, well . . . I thatch roofs.’

‘Day in and day out?’

‘That’s ’bout it.’

‘And for entertainment? For relaxation?’

He tilted his chin to indicate the dog. ‘That’s what she’s for.’

‘Hmmm. I see.’ She bent to Tess and petted the dog where she liked it best, just outside her ears. If the retriever could have purred, she would have done so. Gina seemed to reach a decision, for when she looked up, her expression was thoughtful. ‘Would you like to come out for a drink with me? As I said, I know no one in the area and as you do continue to seem quite harmless and as I’m harmless and as you have a lovely dog . . . Would you like to?’

‘I don’t drink, actually.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘You take in no liquids at all? That can’t be the case.’

He smiled, in spite of himself, but he made no reply.

‘I was going to have a lemonade,’ she said. ‘I don’t drink, either. My dad . . . He hit it rather hard, so I stay away from stuff. It made me a misfit in school but in a good way, I think. I’ve always liked to be different.’ She rose then and brushed off the seat of her trousers. Tess rose as well and wagged her tail. It was clear that the dog had accepted Gina Dickens’ impulsive invitation. What was left for Gordon was simply to do likewise.

Still, he hesitated. He preferred to keep himself distant from women, but she wasn’t proposing involvement, was she? And, for God’s sake, she looked safe enough. Her gaze was frank and friendly.

He said, ‘There’s a hotel in Sway.’ She looked startled, and he realised how that declaration had sounded. Ears burning, he hastened to add, ‘I mean Sway’s closest to here and they’ve got no pub in the village. Everyone uses the hotel bar. You can follow me there. We can have that drink.’

Her expression softened. ‘You are the loveliest-seeming man.’

‘Oh, I don’t expect that’s true.’

‘It is, really.’ They began to walk. Tess loped ahead and then, in a marvel that Gordon would not soon forget, the dog waited at the edge of the wood where the path curved down the hill in the direction of the bog. She was, he saw, pausing to have the lead attached to her collar. That was a first. He wasn’t a man to look for signs, but this seemed to be yet another indication of what he was meant to do next.

When they reached the dog, he attached her to her lead and handed it over to Gina. He said to her, ‘What did you mean: no relation?’ She drew her eyebrows together. He went on. ‘No relation. That’s what you said when you told me your name.’

Again that expression. It was softness and something more and it made him wary even as he wanted to approach it. ‘Charles Dickens,’ she said. ‘The writer? I’m no relation to him.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘I don’t . . . I never read much.’

‘Do you not?’ she asked as they set off down the hillside. She put her hand through his arm as Tess led them on their way. ‘I expect we’ll have to do something about that.’
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When Meredith Powell awakened and saw the date on her digital alarm clock, she absorbed four facts in a matter of seconds: it was her twenty-sixth birthday; it was her day off from work; it was the day for which her mum had suggested a gran-spoils-the-only-grandchild adventure; and it was the perfect opportunity for apologising to her best and oldest friend for a row that had kept them from being best and oldest friends for nearly a year. This last realisation came about because Meredith shared her birthday with that best and oldest of friends. She and Jemima Hastings had been thick as thieves from the time they were six years old, and they’d celebrated their birthdays together from their eighth one on. Meredith knew that if she didn’t make things right with Jemima today, she probably wouldn’t ever do it, and if that happened, a tradition that she’d long held dear was going to be destroyed. She didn’t want that. Dear friends weren’t easy to come by.

The how of the apology took a little thought, which Meredith engaged in as she showered. She settled on a birthday cake. She would bake it herself, take it to Ringwood, and present it to Jemima along with her heartfelt apology and her admission of wrong-doing. What she would not include in the apology and the admission was any mention of Jemima’s partner, who’d been the source of their row in the first place. For Meredith now understood that would be pointless. One simply had to face the fact that Jemima had always been a romantic when it came to blokes, whereas she, Meredith, had the complete and utterly undeniable experience of knowing men were essentially animals in human clothing. They wanted women for sex, childbearing and housewiving. If they could just say that instead of pretending they were desperate for something else, women who involved themselves with them could then make an informed choice about how they wanted to live their lives instead of believing they were ‘in love’.

Meredith pooh-poohed the entire idea of love. Been there, done that, and Cammie Powell was the result: five years old, the light of her mother’s life, fatherless and likely to remain that way.

Cammie was, at that moment, bashing away on the bathroom door, calling, ‘Mummy! Mummmmmmmm-eeeeeee! Gran says we’re going to see the otters today ’n’ we’ll have ice lollies ’n’ beef burgers. Will you come ’s well? Cos there’s owls, too. She says someday we’ll go to the hedgehog hospital but that’s for an overnight trip and she says I got to be older for that. She thinks I’ll miss you, that’s what she says, but you could come, couldn’t you? Couldn’t you, Mummy? Mummmmmeeeee?’

Meredith chuckled. Cammie awakened every morning in full monologue-mode, and she generally did not cease talking until it was time to go to bed. Meredith said as she towelled herself off, ‘Have you had your breakfast already, luv?’

‘I forgot,’ Cammie informed her. Meredith could hear some scuffling and knew her daughter was shuffling her slippered feet on the floor. ‘But anyway, Gran says they’ve got babies. Baby otters. She says when their mums die or when they get eaten their babies need someone to look after them properly and they do that at the park. The otter park. What eats an otter, Mummy?’

‘Don’t know, Cam.’

‘Something has to. Everything eats everything. Or something. Mummy? Mummmeee?’

Meredith shrugged into her dressing gown and pulled the door open. Cammie stood there, mirror image of Meredith at the very same age: too tall for five and, like Meredith, far too thin. It was a real gift, Meredith thought, that Cammie did not resemble her worthless father in the slightest. This was beyond good, since her father had sworn he would never see her should Meredith ‘be pig-headed and carry on with this pregnancy because, for God’s sake, I’ve a wife, you little fool. And two children. And you bloody well knew that, Meredith.’

‘Give us our morning hug, Cam,’ Meredith said to her daughter. ‘Then wait for me in the kitchen. I’ve a cake to bake. D’you want to help?’

‘Gran’s making breakfast in the kitchen.’

‘I expect there’s room for another two cooks.’

That turned out to be the case. While Meredith’s mother worked at the cooker, turning eggs and overseeing bacon, Meredith herself began the cake. It was simple enough as she used a boxed mix, which her mother tut-tutted as Meredith emptied its contents into a bowl.

‘It’s for Jemima,’ Meredith told her.

‘Bit like taking you-know-what to Newcastle,’ Janet Powell noted.

Well, of course, it was but that couldn’t be helped. Besides it was the thought that mattered, not the cake itself. Beyond that, even working from scratch with ingredients provided by some goddess of the pantry, Meredith would never have been able to match what Jemima could fashion out of flour, eggs and all the rest. So why try? It wasn’t a contest, after all. It was a friendship in need of rescue.

Gran and granddaughter were off on their adventure with the otters and granddad had taken himself to work when Meredith finally had the cake completed. She’d chosen chocolate with chocolate icing and if it was just a tiny bit lopsided and a tinier bit sunken in the middle . . . well, that was what icing was for, wasn’t it? Copiously used and with plenty of flourish, it covered a host of errors.

The heat of the oven had raised the temperature in the kitchen, so Meredith found she had to shower another time before she could set off to Ringwood. Then, as was her habit, she covered herself shoulders to toe in a caftan to disguise the beanpole nature of her body and she carried the chocolate cake to her car. She placed it carefully on the passenger seat.

God, it was hot, she thought. It was absolutely boiling and it wasn’t even ten a.m. She’d thought the day’s heat had been all about having the oven blasting away in the kitchen, but that was clearly not the case. She lowered the windows in the car, eased herself onto the sizzling seat, and set out on her journey. She’d have to get the cake out of the car as soon as possible or she’d have a nothing but a pool of chocolate left.

The trip to Ringwood wasn’t overly long, just a dash down the A31 with the wind blowing in through the windows and her affirmation tape playing at high volume. A voice was intoning, ‘I am and I can, I am and I can,’ and Meredith concentrated on this mantra. She didn’t actually believe this sort of thing really worked, but she was determined to leave no stone unturned in the pursuit of her career.

A tailback at the Ringwood exit reminded her it was market day. The town centre was going to be jammed, with shoppers surging towards the market square where once each week stalls spread out colourfully beneath the neo-Norman tower of St Peter and Paul’s parish church. In addition to the shoppers there would be the tourists, for at this time of year the New Forest was teeming with them like crows on road kill: campers, walkers, cyclists, amateur photographers and all forms of outdoor enthusiasts.

Meredith gave a glance to her chocolate cake. It had been a mistake to place it on the seat and not on the floor. The sun was blasting fully upon it, and the chocolate icing wasn’t benefitting from the experience.

Meredith had to admit that her mother had been right: what on earth was she thinking, bringing Jemima a cake? Well, it was too late now to change her plans. Perhaps they could laugh about it together when she finally managed to get herself and her cake to Jemima’s shop. This was the Cupcake Queen, located in Hightown Road, and Meredith herself had been instrumental in Jemima’s finding the vacant space.

Hightown Road was a bit of a mixed bag, which made it perfect for the Cupcake Queen. On one side of the street, red-brick residences took the form of terraces and semis that curved along in a pleasant bow of arched porches, bay windows and dormer windows with white gingerbread woodwork forming their lacy peaks. An old inn called the Railway Hotel stood further along this side of the street, with plants tumbling from wrought iron containers that hung above its windows, spilling colour towards the pavement below. On the other side things automotive offered services from car repair to four-by-four sales. A hair salon occupied space next to a launderette, and when Meredith had first seen, adjacent to this, an empty establishment with a dusty To Let sign in the window, she’d thought at once of Jemima’s cupcake business which had been going great guns from her cottage near Sway but was in need of expansion. She’d said to her, ‘Jem, it’ll be grand. I can walk over in my lunch hour and we can have a sandwich or something.’ Besides, it was time, she’d told her friend. Did she want to operate her fledgling business out of a cottage kitchen forever or did she want to take the leap? ‘You can do this, Jem. I have faith in you.’ Faith with regard to business matters, was what she didn’t add. When it came to personal matters, she had no faith in Jemima at all.

It hadn’t taken much convincing, and Jemima’s brother had provided part of the cash, as Meredith had known he would. But soon after Jemima had signed the lease, Meredith and she had parted ways in their friendship because of a hot and frankly stupid discussion about what Meredith saw as Jemima’s eternal need for a man. ‘You’ll love anyone who’ll love you back,’ had been the way Meredith had concluded her passionate denunciation of Jemima’s most recent partner, one in a long line of men who’d come into and gone out of her life. ‘Come on, Jem. Anyone with eyes and half a brain can see there’s something off about him.’ Not the best way to assess a man whom one’s best friend declares she’s determined to marry. Living with him was bad enough, as far as Meredith was concerned. Hooking up permanently was another matter.

So it had been a double insult: to Jemima and to the man she ostensibly loved. Thus Meredith had never seen the fruits of Jemima’s labours when it came to launching the Cupcake Queen.

Unfortunately, she didn’t see the fruits of those labours now, either. When Meredith parked, scooped up the chocolate cake – it was looking ever more as if the chocolate itself were actually perspiring, she thought, which could not have been a very good sign – and carried her offering to the door of the Cupcake Queen, she found the shop locked tightly, its window sills grimy, and its interior speaking of a business failed. Meredith could see an empty display case, along with a dusty sales counter and an old-fashioned baker’s étagère showing off neither utensils nor baked goods. And this was . . . what? Ten months after she’d opened? Six months after? Eight? Meredith couldn’t remember exactly, but she certainly didn’t like what she saw, and she had difficulty believing that Jemima’s business could have gone under so quickly. She’d had more than a score of regular customers she had served from her cottage alone, and they would have followed her to Ringwood. So what had happened?

Meredith decided she would seek the one person who could probably explain. She had her own, immediate theory about matters, but she wanted to be forearmed when she finally saw Jemima herself.

Ultimately, Meredith found Lexie Streener at Jean Michel Hair Styling, in the High Street. She went first to the teenager’s home where the girl’s mother stopped what she was doing – typing a lengthy tract on the Third Beatitude – to expound in some tedious detail what it truly meant to be among the meek. When pressed for information, she revealed that Lexie was washing hair at Jean Michel’s. (‘There’s no Jean Michel,’ she pointed out sharply. ‘That’s a lie, that is, which is against God’s law.’)

At Jean Michel’s Hair Styling, Meredith had to wait for Lexie Streener to finish scrubbing energetically at the scalp of a heavy set lady who’d already had more than enough summer sun and was currently showing far too much flesh as an illustration of this troubling fact. Meredith wondered if Lexie was planning on a career of styling hair. She hoped not, for if the girl’s own head was any indication of her talents in this area, no one with any sense would allow her near them as long as she had either scissors or dye in hand. Her locks were pink, blonde, and blue. They’d either been cropped to a punitive length – one thought at once of head lice – or they’d broken off, incapable of anything else after repeated exposures to bleach and to colour.

‘She just phoned up one day,’ Lexie said when Meredith had the girl to herself. She’d had to wait for Lexie’s break and it had cost her a Coke, but that was fine by her if the minimal expense provided her with maximum details. ‘I reckoned I’d been doing a good job wif ever’thing, but all’s of a sudden, she phones me up and she says not to come to work tomorrow. I aksed her was it summick I done, like smoke a fag too close to the door like I might of done, you know, or what have you but all she says is . . . like . . . “No, it’s not you.” So I reckon it’s my mum or dad with all their Bible stuff and I reckon they been preaching at her or leaving, you know, those tracks Mum writes? Like, under her windscreen wipers? But she says, “It’s me. It’s not you. It’s not them. Things’s changed.” I say what things but she won’t tell me. She says she’s sorry and not to aks her nuffink else.’

‘Was business bad?’ Meredith asked.

‘Don’t think so. There’s always people were there, buying stuff. You aks me, it was weird she wanted to close up, and I knew that, innit. So I rang her ’bout a week after she talked to me. Maybe more. Dunno exactly. I ring her on her mobile to find out what’s what, but all’s I just get is just her voicemail. I leave a message. At least twice, this was. But she never rang me back and when I tried another time, the phone was . . . There was nothing. Like she lost it or summick.’

‘Did you phone her at home?’

Lexie shook her head. She picked at a healing cut on her arm. It was what she did – cutting herself – and Meredith knew this, for Lexie’s aunt owned the graphic design company where Meredith worked while she waited to break into what she really wanted to do, which was fabric design, and as Meredith greatly admired Lexie’s aunt and as Lexie’s aunt worried about the girl and talked about her and wondered wasn’t there something that could get her out of the house and away from her half-mad parents for a few hours each day . . . Meredith had suggested Lexie to Jemima as the Cupcake Queen’s first employee. The plan had been for her to help Jemima in setting up the shop first and then behind the counter second. Jemima couldn’t do everything herself and Lexie needed the job and Meredith wanted to score points with her employer. It had all seemed perfect.

But something clearly had not worked out right. Meredith said, ‘So you didn’t talk to . . . well, to him? She didn’t say anything about what might have been going on at home? And you didn’t ring her there?’

Lexie shook her head. ‘Just reckoned she di’n’t want me,’ the girl replied. ‘No one gen’rally does.’

So, really, she had to go to Jemima’s home. There was nothing else for it. Meredith didn’t actually like this idea because she felt it gave Jemima a sort of advantage over her in the conversation that was to come. But she knew that if she was going to be serious about making up with her friend, then she was going to have to do what it took.

Jemima lived with her partner between Sway and Mount Pleasant. There, she and Gordon Jossie had somehow lucked their way into the rights of a commoner, so there was land attached to the holding. True there was not a lot of it but, still, twelve acres were nothing to sniff at. There were buildings as well: an old cob cottage, a barn and a shed. Part of the land comprised ancient paddocks to serve the needs of the holding’s ponies should they get out of condition during the winter. The rest of it was vacant land, characterised largely by a heath which, in the distance, gave way to woodland, which was not part of the holding.

The buildings on the property were shaded by sweet chestnut trees, all of them pollarded long ago so that now their branches grew above head height from the bulbous remains of those early amputations, which had saved the trees in their youth from the hungry mouths of animals. They were huge, those chestnuts. In summer, they lowered the temperature around the cottage and they scented the air with a heady fragrance.

As she pulled past the tall hawthorn hedge and into the drive that sketched a pebbled line between the cottage and the west paddock, Meredith saw that beneath one of the chestnut trees in front of the house, a rusty iron table, four chairs and a wheeled tea trolley formed a picturesque summer dining area, complete with potted ferns, candles on the table, colourful cushions on the chairs and three ornate torchères, all of it giving the place the look of a photo from a home living magazine. This was not like Jemima at all, Meredith thought. She wondered how else her friend had changed in the months that had passed since they’d last seen each other.

She pulled to a stop not far from the cottage, just behind the second sign of change. This constituted a late model Mini Cooper, bright red with white striping, newly polished, its chrome agleam and its convertible top lowered. Meredith stirred a bit in her seat when she saw this vehicle. It brought home to her what she’d arrived in: an old Polo held together by duct tape and dreams, the passenger’s seat of which was currently beginning to accept an ooze of melted chocolate from the cake that sat upon it.

The cake seemed like a truly ridiculous offering now, Meredith thought. She should have listened to her mother. Not that she’d ever listened to her mother before. Which in itself was a thought that brought Jemima even more firmly into her mind, how she’d always said, ‘At least you have a mum,’ whenever Meredith complained about the good woman. And that made her miss Jemima with a stab of the heart, so she gathered her courage and her lopsided cake, and she made her way to the cottage door. Not the front door, which she’d never used, but the door at the back, the one that led out from a lean-to laundry room into an open space edged by the cottage, the barn, the shed, a little farm lane and the east paddock.

There was no answer to her knock; there was no reply to her call of, ‘Jem? Hey? Hullo? Birthday girl, where are you?’ She was thinking of letting herself inside – no one locked doors in this part of the world – and leaving the cake along with a note when she heard someone call in return, ‘Hullo? C’n I help you? I’m over here.’

It was not Jemima. Meredith knew that at once from the voice, without having to turn from the door. But turn she did, and it was to see a young blonde coming round the side of the barn, shaking off a straw sunhat, which she put on her head as she drew near. She was saying, ‘Sorry. I was having a go with the horses. It’s the oddest thing. For some reason this hat seems to frighten them, so I take it off when I go near the paddock.’

Perhaps, Meredith thought, she was someone they’d hired, Gordon and Jemima. With common rights, they were allowed to keep wild ponies, and they were also required to care for them if the animals weren’t able to graze freely on the Forest for some reason. With Gordon’s work and Jemima’s work keeping them busy, it wasn’t completely out of the question that they’d had to bring along someone in the event they were forced to keep ponies on the holding. Except . . . This woman didn’t look like a caregiver to ponies. True, she wore blue jeans, but they were of the designer sort one saw on celebrities: hugging her curves. She wore boots, but they were polished leather and very stylish, not boots for mucking out in. She wore a work shirt, but its sleeves were rolled to show tanned arms and its collar stood up to frame her face. She looked like someone’s image of a countrywoman, not like an actual countrywoman at all.

‘Hullo.’ Meredith felt awkward and ungainly. She and the other woman were of similar height, but that was the extent of their similarities. Meredith wasn’t put together like this vision of life-in-Hampshire approaching her. In her body-shrouding caftan, she felt like a giraffe in draperies. ‘Sorry. I think I’ve blocked you in.’ She tilted her head in the direction of her car.

‘No worries,’ the woman replied. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘Not . . . ?’ Meredith hadn’t thought that Jemima and Gordon might have moved house, but that seemed to be the case. She said, ‘Do Gordon and Jemima not live here any longer?’

‘Gordon certainly does,’ the other replied. ‘But who’s Jemima?’




In looking at everything that happened to John Dresser, one must begin with the canal. Part of the nineteenth century’s means of transporting goods from one area of the UK to another, the particular section of the Midlands Trans-Country Canal that concerns us bisects the city in such a way as to create a divide between socioeconomic areas. Three-quarters of a mile of its length runs along the north boundary of the Gallows. As is the case with most of the canals in Great Britain, a towpath gives walkers and cyclists access to the canal, and various types of housing back onto the waterway.

One might harbour romantic images invoked by the word canal or by canal life, but there is little romantic about the length of the Midlands Trans-Country Canal that flows just north of the Gallows. It’s a greasy strip of water uninhabited by ducks, swans, or any other sort of aquatic life, and there are no reeds, willow trees, wildflowers or grasses growing along the towpath. What bobs at the canal’s edges is usually rubbish, and its water carries a putrid odour suggestive of faulty sewer pipes.

The canal has long been used by residents of the Gallows as a dumping ground for items too bulky to be taken away by the rubbish collectors. When Michael Spargo, Reggie Arnold and Ian Barker arrived there at roughly 9:30 a.m., they found a shopping trolley in the water and they commenced using it as a target at which they threw rocks, bottles and bricks found along the towpath. Going to the canal appears to have been Reggie’s idea, one initially rejected by Ian who accused the other two boys of wanting to go there ‘to wank each other or do it like doggies’, which can be seen as an apparent reference to what he himself had witnessed in the bedroom he was forced to share with his mother. He also seems to have harassed Michael about his right eye, as reported by Reggie. (The nerves of his cheek having been damaged during a forceps delivery at his birth, Michael’s right eye drooped and did not blink in concert with his left eye.) But Reggie indicates he himself ‘sorted Ian proper’, and the boys went on to other things.

As the back gardens of the houses along the towpath are separated from it only by wooden fences, the boys had easy access to properties where the wooden fences were in disrepair. Once they exhausted the possibilities presented by throwing things at and into the shopping trolley, they wandered along the towpath and found mischief where they were able: they removed fresh washing from a line behind one house and dumped this in the canal; at another they found a lawn mower (‘But it were rusty,’ Michael explains) and did the same with it.

Perhaps the perambulator gave them the ultimate idea. They found this object sitting next to the back door of yet another of the houses. Unlike the lawn mower, the perambulator was not only new, but it also had a metallic blue helium balloon attached to it. On this balloon was printed ‘It’s a Boy!’ and the boys knew the words referred to a brand new baby.

The perambulator was more difficult to get their hands on because the fence here was not in bad condition. Thus it is suggestive of a sort of escalation of intent that two of the boys (Ian and Reggie, according to Michael; Ian and Michael, according to Reggie; Reggie and Michael, according to Ian) climbed over the fence, stole the perambulator and hoisted it over and onto the towpath. There the boys pushed each other for perhaps one hundred yards before tiring of this game and shoving the perambulator into the canal.

Michael Spargo’s interview indicates that, at this point, Ian Barker said, ‘Too bad it weren’t a baby inside. That’d make a lovely splash, eh?’ Ian Barker denies this, and when questioned, Reggie Arnold becomes hysterical, shrieking ‘There weren’t no baby, ever! Mum, there weren’t no baby!’

According to Michael, Ian went on to talk about ‘how wicked it’d be to get a baby from somewheres’. They could, he suggested, take it to ‘that bridge over West Town Road and we could drop it on its head and see it splat. Blood and brains’d come out. That’s what he said,’ Michael reports. Michael goes on to insist that he spoke hotly against this idea, as if he knows where his interview with the police is heading when they get to this topic. Ultimately the boys grew tired of playing in the environs of the canal, Michael reports. Ian Barker, he tells the police, was the one to suggest they ‘clear out of here’ and go to the Barriers.

It should be noted that not one of the boys denies being in the Barriers that day, although all of them repeatedly change their stories when it comes to what they did when they got there.

West Town Road Arcade has been known as the Barriers for such a length of time that most people have no idea that the shopping arcade actually has another name. Early in its commercial lifetime, it developed this appellation because it sprawls neatly between the bleak world of the Gallows and an orderly grid of semi-detached and detached houses occupied by middle class working families. These buildings comprise the Windsor, Mountbatten and Lyon Housing Estates.

While there are four distinct entrances to the Barriers, the two most commonly used are those giving access to residents of the Gallows and to residents of the Windsor Estate. The shops at these entrances are rather depressingly indicative of the expected clientele. For example, at the Gallows entrance, one finds a William Hill betting lounge, two off-licences, a tobacconist, an Items-for-a-Pound shop and several take-away food enterprises featuring fish and chips, jacket potatoes and pizza. At the Windsor Estate entrance, on the other hand, one can shop in Marks & Spencer, Boots, Russell and Bromley, Accessorize, Ryman’s and independent shops offering lingerie, chocolates, tea and clothing. While it’s true that nothing stops someone from entering at the Gallows and traversing the arcade to shop where she pleases, the implication is clear: if you are poor, on benefits or working class, you’re likely to be interested in spending your money on cholesterol-laden food, tobacco, alcohol or gambling.

All three of the boys agree that when they entered the Barriers, they went into the video arcade at the centre of the place. They had no money, but this did not stop them from ‘driving’ the jeep in the Let’s Go Jungle video game, or ‘piloting’ the Ocean Hunter on a search for sharks. It’s an interesting fact that the participatory video games allowed for only two players at one time. Although, as previously noted, they had no money, when they pretended to play it was Michael and Reggie who manned the controls, leaving Ian the odd man out. He claims he was not bothered by this exclusion, and all the boys declare themselves unbothered by the fact that they had no money to spend in the video arcade, but one cannot help speculating if the day would have turned out differently had the boys been able to sublimate pathological tendencies through engaging in some of the bellicose activities provided by the video games they encountered but were not able to use. (I don’t mean to imply here that video games can or should take the place of parenting, but as an outlet for young boys with limited resources and even less insight into their individual dysfunction, they might have been helpful.)

Unfortunately, their time in the video arcade came to a precipitate end when a security guard noticed them and shooed them on their way. It was still school hours (the CCTV film has it at half-past ten), and he told them he would phone the police, the schools or the truant officer if he saw them again on the premises. His interview with the police has him claiming that he ‘never saw the little yobs again’, but this seems more like an effort to relieve himself of guilt and responsibility than the truth. The boys did nothing to hide from him once they left the video arcade, and had he only made good on his threat, the boys would never have encountered little John Dresser.

John Dresser – or Johnny, as he was termed by the tabloid press – was twenty-nine months old. He was the only child of Alan and Donna Dresser, and on a working day he was normally taken care of by his fifty-eight-year-old grandmother. He walked perfectly well, but like many toddler boys, he was slow to develop language. His vocabulary at twenty-nine months consisted of Mummy, Da, and Lolly (this last referring to the family dog). He could not say his name.

On this particular day, his grandmother had gone to Liverpool for an appointment with a specialist, to discuss her failing vision. As she could not drive herself, her husband took her. This placed Alan and Donna Dresser in the position of having no child care, and when this occurred (as it did occasionally), it was their habit to take turns minding John since neither of them found it easy to take time off work. (Donna Dresser was at this time a secondary school chemistry teacher and her husband a solicitor specialising in property sales.) By all accounts, they were excellent parents, and John had been a much-anticipated addition to their lives. Donna Dresser had not found it easy to become pregnant in the first place and had taken great care during her pregnancy to ensure the birth of a healthy baby. While she came under scrutiny and criticism for being a working mother who allowed her husband to care for their child on this particular day, it should not be assumed that she was anything other than a devoted mother to John.

Alan Dresser took the toddler to the Barriers at midday. He used the little boy’s pushchair, and he walked the half mile from their home to get there. The Dressers lived on the Mountbatten Housing Estate, the most upmarket of the three neighbourhoods that touched on the Barriers and the one farthest from that shopping arcade. Prior to John’s birth, his parents had purchased a detached three-bedroom home there, and on the day of John’s disappearance they were still in the process of renovating one of the two bathrooms. In his statement to the police, Alan Dresser explains that he went to the Barriers at his wife’s request to fetch paint samples from Stanley Wallingford’s, an independent DIY shop not far from the Gallows end of the shopping arcade. He also goes on to say that he wanted a ‘bit of air for me and the boy’, a reasonable desire considering the thirteen days of bad weather that had preceded this outing.

Evidently, at some point while in Stanley Wallingford’s, Alan Dresser promised John the treat of a McDonald’s lunch. This seems to have been at least partially an attempt to settle the child, a fact which the shop assistant later verified to the police, for John was restless, unhappy in his pushchair, and difficult to keep occupied while his father chose the paint samples and made purchases relevant to the bathroom renovation. By the time Dresser got his son to McDonald’s, John was irritable and hungry and Dresser himself was annoyed. Parenting did not come naturally to him, and he was not averse to ‘swatting a bum’ when his son did not behave appropriately in public. The fact that he was indeed seen just outside McDonald’s giving John a sharp smack on his bottom ultimately caused a delay in the investigation once John disappeared although it’s unlikely that even an immediate search for the boy would have altered the outcome of the day.

While Ian Barker’s interview has him claiming that he didn’t care about being excluded from the imaginary playing of video games, Michael Spargo evidently assumed that this exclusion prompted Ian to ‘grass me and Reg to the security guard’, an accusation that Ian hotly denied. However, they came to the guard’s attention, though they escaped his further attention when they next went into the Items-for-a-Pound shop.

Even today, this establishment is chock-a-block with goods, offering everything from clothing to tea. Its aisles are narrow, its shelves are tall, its bins are a jumble of socks, scarves, gloves and knickers. It sells overruns, knockoffs, seconds, mislabelled items and Chinese imports, and it’s impossible to see how stock control is managed although the shop’s proprietor seems to have perfected a mental system that takes all items into account.

Michael, Ian, and Reggie entered the shop with the intent to steal, arguably as an outlet for the displeasure they felt at having been told to leave the video arcade. While the shop had two CCTV cameras, on this day they were not operational and had not been for at least two years. This was widely known to the neighbourhood children, who evidently made Items-for-a-Pound a frequent haunt. Ian Barker was among the most regular visitors to the shop, as its owner was able to name him although he was unfamiliar with Ian’s surname.

While in the shop, the boys managed to steal a hairbrush, a bag of Christmas poppers and a package of felt-tip marking pens, but the ease of this activity either did not satisfy their need for anti-social behaviour or lacked a suitable frisson of excitement, so upon leaving they went next to a snack kiosk in the arcade’s centre, where Reggie Arnold was quite well known to the proprietor, a fifty-seven-year-old Sikh called Wallace Gupta. Mr Gupta’s interview – taken two days after the fact and consequently at least somewhat suspect – indicates that he told the boys to clear off at once, threatening them with the security guard and being labelled in turn ‘Paki,’ ‘wanker,’ ‘bumboy,’ ‘fucker’ and ‘towelhead’. When the boys did not move away from the kiosk with the alacrity he desired, Mr Gupta pulled from beneath the cash till a spray bottle in which he kept bleach, the only weapon he had with which to defend himself or to urge their cooperation. The boys’ reaction, reported by Ian Barker with a fair degree of pride, was laughter, followed by the appropriation of five bags of crisps (one of which was later found at the Dawkins building site), which prompted Mr Gupta to make good on his threat. He sprayed them with the bleach, hitting Ian Barker on the cheek and in the eye, Reggie Arnold on the trousers, and Michael Spargo on both trousers and anorak.

While both Michael and Reggie understood quickly that their school trousers were as good as ruined, their reaction to Mr Gupta’s attack upon them was not as fierce as Ian’s reportedly was. ‘He wanted to get that Paki,’ Reggie Arnold declared when questioned by the police. ‘He went mental. He wanted to rubbish the kiosk, but I stopped him, I did,’ an assertion unsupported by any facts that followed.

It’s likely, however, that Ian was in pain and, lacking any socially acceptable response to pain (it appears unlikely that the boys sought out a public lavatory in which to wash the bleach from Ian’s face), Ian reacted by blaming both Reggie and Michael for his situation.

Perhaps as a means of deflecting Ian’s anger and avoiding a thrashing, Reggie pointed out Jones-Carver Pets and Supplies, in the window of which three Persian kittens played on a carpet-covered set of platforms. Reggie becomes vague at this point, when asked by the police what attracted him to the kittens, but he later accuses Ian of suggesting they steal one of the animals ‘for a bit of fun’. Ian denied this during his questioning, but Michael Spargo has the other boy saying that they could cut off the cat’s tail or ‘nail it to a board like Jesus’ and ‘he thought that’d be wicked, that’s what he said’. Naturally, it’s difficult to know who was suggesting what at this point, for as the boys’ stories take them closer and closer to John Dresser, they become less and less forthright.

What is known is this: the kittens in question were not readily available to anyone, being locked inside the window display cage because of their value. But standing in front of the cage was Tenille Cooper, four years old, who was watching the kittens as her mother made a purchase of dog food some six yards away. Both Reggie and Michael – interviewed independently and in the presence of a parent and a social worker – agree that Ian Barker grabbed little Tenille by the hand and announced ‘This is better than a cat, innit,’ with the clear intention of walking off with her. In this he was thwarted by the child’s mother, Adrienne, who stopped the boys and, in some outrage, began to question them, to demand why they weren’t at school and to threaten them with not only the security guard but also with the truant officer and the police. She was, of course, crucial in identifying them later, managing to pick photographs of all three of them from sixty pictures that were presented to her at the police station.

It must be said that had Adrienne Cooper gone for the security guard at once, John Dresser might never have come to the attention of the boys. But her failure – if it can even be called a failure because how, indeed, was she even to imagine the horrors to follow? – is minor compared to the failure of those individuals who later saw a progressively more and more distressed John Dresser in the company of the three boys and yet made no move either to alert the police or to take him from them.
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‘You’re up to speed about what happened to DI Lynley, I take it?’ Hillier asked, and Isabelle Ardery considered the man as well as the question before she replied. They were in his office at New Scotland Yard, where banks of windows looked out upon the rooftops of Westminster and some of the costliest real estate in the country. Sir David Hillier was standing behind his oceanic desk, looking crisp and clean and remarkably fit for a man his age. He had to be somewhere in his middle sixties, she decided.

At his insistence, she herself was seated, which she thought quite clever of him. He wanted her to feel his dominance on the chance that she might think herself his superior. This would be physically, of course. She was unlikely to conclude that she had some other sort of ascendancy over the Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police. She was taller than he by a full three inches – even more if she wore higher heels – however there her advantage ended.

She said, ‘You’re referring to Inspector Lynley’s wife? Yes. I know what happened to her. I daresay everyone in the force knows what happened. How is he? Where is he?’

‘Still in Cornwall, as far as I know. But the team want him back, and you’re going to feel it. Havers, Nkata, Hale . . . All of them. Even John Stewart. From detectives to filing clerks. The lot. Custodians as well, I have no doubt. He’s a popular figure.’

‘I know. I’ve met him. He’s quite the gent. That would be the word, wouldn’t it? Gent.’

Hillier eyed her in a way she didn’t much like, suggesting he had some thoughts on the wheres and hows of her acquaintance with Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley. She considered an elucidation on the subject, but she rejected the idea. Let the man think what the man would think. She had her chance to capture the job she wanted, and all that mattered was proving to him that she was worthy to be named permanent and not just acting detective superintendent.

‘They’re professionals, the lot of them. They won’t make your life a misery,’ Hillier said. ‘Still, there’re strong loyalties among them. Some things die hard.’

And some don’t die at all, she thought. She wondered if Hillier intended to sit or whether this interview was going to be conducted entirely in the headmaster/recalcitrant pupil mode that his present position seemed to indicate. She also wondered if she’d made some sort of professional faux pas in sitting herself, but it seemed to her that he had made an unambiguous gesture towards one of the two chairs that were positioned in front of his desk, hadn’t he?

‘. . . won’t give you a problem. Good man,’ Hillier was saying. ‘But John Stewart’s another matter. He still wants the superintendent’s position, and he didn’t take it well when he wasn’t named permanent superintendent at the end of his trial period.’

Isabelle brought herself round with a mental jolt. The mention of DI John Stewart’s name told her that Hillier had been speaking of the others who had worked temporarily in the detective superintendent’s job. He’d have been talking about the in-house officers, she concluded. Mentioning those who, like her, had auditioned – there was no other word for it – from outside the Met would have been pointless as she was unlikely to run into them in one or another of the endless, lino-floored corridors in Tower Block or Victoria Block. DI John Stewart, on the other hand, would be part of her team. His feathers were going to need smoothing out. This wasn’t one of her strengths, but she would do what she could.

‘I understand,’ she told Hillier. ‘I’ll tread carefully with him. I’ll tread carefully with them all.’

‘Very good. How are you settling in? How are the boys? Twins, aren’t they?’

She made her lips curve as one would normally do when ‘the children’ were mentioned, and she forced herself to think about them exactly like that, in inverted commas. The inverted commas kept them at a distance from her emotions, which was where she needed them. She said, ‘We’ve decided – their father and I – that they’re better off remaining with him for now, since I’m only here on trial. Bob’s not far from Maidstone, he has a lovely property in the countryside, and as it’s their summer holidays, it seemed wisest to have them live with their father for a while.’

‘Not easy for you, I expect,’ Hillier noted. ‘You’ll be missing them.’

‘I’ll be busy,’ she said. ‘And you know what boys are like. Eight years old? They need supervising and plenty of it. As both Bob and his wife are at home, they’re in a good position to keep them on the straight and narrow, a far better position than I’ll be in, I dare say. It should be fine.’ She made the situation sound ideal: herself hard at work in London, nose to the metaphorical grindstone, while Bob and Sandra breathed copious amounts of fresh air in the countryside, all the time doting on the boys and feeding them home-cooked chicken pies filled with everything organic and served with ice cold milk. And, truth told, that wasn’t too far from how it likely would be. Bob, after all, adored his sons and Sandra was perfectly lovely in her own way, if a bit too schoolmarmish for Isabelle’s taste. She had her own two children, but that hadn’t meant she had no room in her home and her heart for Isabelle’s boys. For Isabelle’s boys were Bob’s boys as well, and he was a good dad and always had been. He kept his eye on the ball, did Robert Ardery. He asked the right questions at just the right time, and he never made a threat that didn’t sound like an inspiration he’d just been struck by.

Hillier seemed to be reading her, or at least attempting to, but Isabelle knew she was more than a match for anyone’s effort to see beyond the role she played. She’d made a virtual art of appearing cool, controlled and completely competent, and this façade had served her so well for so many years that it was second nature by now to wear her professional persona like chain mail. Such was the result of having ambition in a world dominated by men.

‘Yes.’ Hillier drew out the word, making it less confirmation than calculation. ‘You’re right, of course. Good that you have a civilised relationship with the ex, as well. High marks for that. It can’t be easy.’

‘We’re tried to remain friendly throughout the years,’ Isabelle told him, again with that curve of her lips. ‘It seemed best for the boys. Warring parents? That’s never good for anyone, is it.’

‘Glad to hear it, glad to hear it.’ Hillier looked towards the doorway as if expecting someone to enter, perhaps in order to come to his rescue. No one did. He seemed ill at ease, and Isabelle didn’t consider this a bad thing. Ill-at-ease could work to her advantage. It suggested that the AC wasn’t as dominant a male as he thought he was. ‘I expect,’ he said, in the tone of a man concluding their interview, ‘you’d like to get to know the team. Be introduced formally. Get down to work.’

‘I would,’ she said. ‘I’m going to want individual conversations with them.’

‘No time like the present,’ Hillier said with a smile. ‘Shall I take you down to them?’

‘Brilliant.’ She smiled back and held his gaze long enough to see him colour. He was a florid man already, so he coloured easily. She wondered what he looked like in a rage. ‘If I can just pop into the Ladies, sir . . . ?’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Take your time.’

Which, naturally, was the very last thing he actually wanted her to do. She wondered if he did that often, making remarks he didn’t mean. Not that it mattered as it wasn’t her intention to spend a great deal of time with the man. But it was always helpful to know how people operated.

Hillier’s secretary – a severe looking woman with five unfortunate facial warts in need of dermatological exploration – directed Isabelle towards the Ladies. Once inside, she checked carefully to ensure that she had the room to herself. She ducked into the stall farthest from the door and there she did her business. But this was merely for effect. Her real purpose lay within her shoulder bag.

She found the airline bottle where she’d earlier stowed it, and she opened it, drinking down the contents in two swift gulps. Vodka. Yes. It had long been just the ticket. She waited a few moments till she felt it take hold.

Then she left the stall and went to the basin, where she fished in her bag for her toothbrush and toothpaste. She brushed thoroughly, her teeth and her tongue.

She was ready to face the world.

The team of detectives she’d be supervising worked in close confines, so Isabelle met them together first. They were wary of her; she was wary of them. This was natural, and she wasn’t bothered by it. Introductions were made by Hillier and he offered them her background chronologically: community liaison officer, burglary, vice, arson investigation and more recently MCIT. He didn’t add the period of time she’d spent in each of her positions. She was on the fast track, and they would know it by reckoning her age, which was thirty-eight although she liked to think she looked younger, the result of wisely having stayed away from cigarettes and out of the sun for most of her life.

The only one of them who looked impressed with her background was the departmental secretary, a princess-in-waiting type called Dorothea Harriman. Isabelle wondered how any young woman could look so put together on what her salary had to be. She reckoned Dorothea found her clothing in charity shops, of the type where one could dig out timeless treasures if one was persistent, had an eye for quality and looked hard enough.

She told the team she would like to have a word with each of them. In her office, she said. Today. She would want to know what each of them was working on at present, she added, so do bring your notes.

It went much as she expected. DI Philip Hale was cooperative and professional, possessing a wait-and-see attitude that Isabelle could not fault, his notes at the ready, currently at work with the CPS preparing a case involving the serial killing of adolescent boys. She’d have no trouble with him. He hadn’t applied for the superintendent’s position and he seemed quite happy with his place on the team.

DI John Stewart was another matter. He was a nervy man if his bitten fingernails were anything to go by, and his focus on her breasts seemed to indicate a form of misogyny that she particularly detested. But she could handle him. He called her ma’am. She said guv would do. He let a marked moment pass before he made the switch. She said, I don’t plan to have difficulty with you, John. Do you plan to have difficulty with me? He said, No, not at all, guv. But she knew he didn’t mean it.

She met DS Winston Nkata next. He was a curiosity to her. Very tall, very black, scarred on the face from an adolescent street fight, he was all West Indies via South London. Tough exterior but something about the eyes suggested that inside the man a soft heart waited to be touched. She didn’t ask him his age, but she put him somewhere in his twenties. He was one of two children who were yin and yang: his older brother was in prison for murder. This fact would, she decided, make the DS a motivated cop with something to prove. She liked that.

This was not the case for DS Barbara Havers, the last of the team. Havers slouched into the office – there could, Isabelle decided, be absolutely no other word for how the woman presented herself – reeking of cigarette smoke and carrying a chip on her shoulder the size of a lorry. Isabelle knew that Havers had been DI Lynley’s partner for several years preceding the death of Lynley’s wife. She’d met the sergeant before, and she wondered if Havers remembered.

She did. ‘The Fleming murder,’ were Havers’ first words to her when they were alone. ‘Out in Kent. You did the arson investigation on it.’

‘Good memory, Sergeant,’ Isabelle said to her. ‘May I ask what happened to your teeth? I don’t recall them like this.’

Havers shrugged. She said, ‘C’n I sit or what?’ and Isabelle said, ‘Please.’ She’d been conducting these interviews in AC Hillier mode – although she was seated, not standing, behind her desk – but in this case she rose and moved over to a small conference table where she indicated DS Havers should join her. She didn’t want to bond with the sergeant, but she knew the importance of having with her a relationship rather different from the relationship she had with the others. This had more to do with the sergeant’s partnership with Lynley than with the fact that they were both women.

‘Your teeth?’ Isabelle said again.

‘Got in something of a conflict,’ Havers told her.

‘Really? You don’t look the sort to brawl,’ Isabelle noted and while this was true, it was also true that Havers looked exactly the sort to defend herself if push came to shove, which was apparently how her front teeth had come to be in the condition they were in, which was badly broken.

‘Bloke didn’t like the idea of my spoiling his kidnap of a kid,’ Havers said. ‘We got into it, him and me. A bit of this with the fists, a bit of that with the feet, and my face hit the stone floor.’

‘This happened in the past year? While you were at work? Why’ve you not had them fixed? There haven’t been problems about the Met paying, have there?’

‘I’ve been thinking they give my face character.’

‘Ah. By which I take it you’re opposed to modern dentistry? Or are you afraid of dentists, Sergeant?’

Havers shook her head. ‘I’m afraid of turning myself into a beauty as I don’t much like the idea of fighting off hordes of admirers. ’Sides, world’s full of people with perfect teeth. I like to be different.’

‘Do you indeed?’ Isabelle decided to be rather more direct with Havers. ‘That must explain your clothing, then. Has no one ever remarked upon it, Sergeant?’

Havers adjusted her position in her seat. She crossed a leg over her knee, showing – God help us, Isabelle thought – a red high top trainer and an inch of purple sock. Despite the hideous heat of summer, she’d combined this fashionable use of colour with olive corduroy trousers and a brown pullover. This last was decorated with specks of lint. She looked like someone involved in an undercover investigation into the horrors of life as a refugee. ‘Due respect, guv,’ Havers said although her tone suggested there was something of grievance attached to her words, ‘’sides the fact that regulations don’t allow you to give me aggro about the clothes, I don’t think my appearance has much to do with how I—’

‘Agreed. But your appearance has to do with your looking professional,’ Isabelle cut in, ‘which you don’t at the moment. Let me be frank, regulations or not, professional is how I expect my team to look. I advise you to have your teeth fixed.’

‘What, today?’ Havers asked.

Did she sound borderline insolent? Isabelle narrowed her eyes. She responded with, ‘Please don’t make light of this, Sergeant. I also recommend you alter your manner of dress to something more appropriate.’

‘Respect again, but you can’t ask me—’

‘True enough.Very true. But I’m not asking, am I? I’m advising. I’m suggesting. I’m instructing. All of which, I expect, you’ve heard before.’

‘Not in so many words.’

‘No? Well, you’re hearing them now. And can you honestly tell me that DI Lynley never took note of your overall appearance?’

Havers was silent. Isabelle could tell that the mention of Lynley had struck home. She wondered idly if Havers had been – or was – in love with the man. It seemed wildly improbable, ludicrous actually. On the other hand, if opposites did indeed attract, there could not have been two people more dissimilar than Barbara Havers and Thomas Lynley, whom Isabelle remembered as gracious, educated, plummy voiced and exceedingly well dressed.

She said, ‘Sergeant? Am I the only—’

‘Look. I’m not much of a one for shopping,’ Havers told her.

‘Ah. Then let me give you some pointers,’ Isabelle said. ‘First of all, you need a skirt or trousers that fit, are ironed, and have the proper length. Then a jacket that is capable of being buttoned in the front. After that, an unwrinkled blouse, tights and a pair of pumps, court shoes or brogues that are polished. This isn’t exactly brain surgery, Barbara.’

Havers had been gazing at her ankle – hidden though it was by the top of her trainer – but now she looked up at the use of her Christian name. ‘Where?’ she asked.

‘Where what?’

‘Where ’m I s’posed to do this shopping?’ She made the final word sound as if Isabelle had been recommending she lick the pavement.

‘Selfridge’s,’ Isabelle said. ‘Debenham’s. And if it’s too daunting a prospect to do this alone, take someone with you. Surely you’ve a friend or two who know how to put together something suitable to wear to work. If no one’s available, then browse through a magazine for inspiration. Vogue. Elle.’

Havers didn’t look pleased, relieved or anything close to accepting. Instead, she looked miserable. Well, it couldn’t be helped, Isabelle thought. The entire conversation could have been construed as sexist, but for heaven’s sake, she was trying to help the woman. With that in mind, she decided to go the rest of the way: ‘And while you’re at it, may I suggest you do something about your hair as well?’

Havers bristled but said calmly enough, ‘Never been able to do much with it.’

‘Then perhaps someone else can. Do you have a regular hairdresser, Sergeant?’

Havers put a hand to her chopped up locks. They were a decent colour: pine would come closest to describing it, Isabelle decided. But they appeared completely unstyled. Obviously, the sergeant had been cutting her hair herself. God only knew how, although Isabelle reckoned it involved the use of secateurs.

‘Well, have you?’ Isabelle asked her.

‘Not as such,’ Havers said.

‘You need to find one.’

Havers moved her fingers in a way that suggested she wanted a smoke: rolling a fantasy fag between them. ‘When, then?’ she asked.

‘When then what?’

‘When am I s’posed to take all of your . . . suggestions to heart?’

‘Yesterday. Not to put too fine a point on it.’

‘Straight away, you mean?’

Isabelle smiled. ‘I see you’re going to be good at reading my every nuance. Now,’ and here they were at the real point, the reason that Isabelle had moved them from the desk to the conference table, ‘tell me. What do you hear from Inspector Lynley?’

‘Nothing much.’ Havers looked and sounded immediately cagey. ‘Talked to him a couple times is all.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Don’t know, do I,’ Havers told her. ‘I expect he’s still in Cornwall. He was walking the coast last I heard. All of it.’

‘Quite a hike. How did he seem when you spoke to him?’

Havers knotted her unplucked eyebrows, clearly wondering about the line of questioning upon which Isabelle had embarked. She said, ‘Like you’d expect someone to seem when he’s had to pull the plug on his wife’s life support. I wouldn’t call him chipper. He was coping, guv. That’s about all.’

‘Will he be returning to us?’

‘Here? London? The Met?’ Havers considered this. She considered Isabelle as well, obviously with her mind clicking away with all the possibilities that might explain why the new acting detective superintendent wanted to know about the former acting detective superintendent. Havers said, ‘He didn’t want the job. He was just doing it temporarily. He’s not into promotion or anything. It’s not who he is.’

Isabelle didn’t like being read. Least of all did she like being read by another woman. Thomas Lynley was indeed one of her worries. She wasn’t averse to having him back on the team, but if that was going to happen, she wanted it to be with her prior knowledge and on her terms. The last thing she desired was his sudden appearance and everyone welcoming him with religious fervour.

She said to Havers, ‘I’m concerned about his well-being, Sergeant. If you hear from him, I’d like to know. Just how he is. Not what he says. May I rely on you for that?’

‘I suppose,’ Havers said. ‘But I won’t be hearing from him, guv.’

Isabelle reckoned she was lying on both accounts.

Music made the ride bearable. The heat was intense because, while windows nearly the size of cinema screens lined both sides of the vehicle, they did not open. Each of them had a narrow, tilt-in pane of glass at the top, and all of these were open, but that did nothing to relieve what sunlight, weather and restless human bodies effected within the rolling tube of steel.

At least it was a bendy bus and not one of the double-deckers. Whenever it stopped, both its front door and its back door opened and a gust of air – hot and nasty but still new air – allowed him to breathe deeply and believe he could survive the ride. The voices in his head kept declaring otherwise, telling him that he needed to get out and get out soon because there was work to do and it was God’s mighty work. But he couldn’t get out, so he was using the music. When he had it coming through his earphones loud enough, it drowned out everything else, voices included.

He would have closed his eyes to lose himself in it: the sweep of the cello and its mournful tone. But he had to watch her and he had to be ready. When she made a move to debark, so would he.

They’d been riding for over an hour. Neither of them should have been there. He had his work, as did she, and when people didn’t do what they were meant to do, the world went amiss and he had to heal it. He was told to heal it, in fact. So he’d followed her, careful not to be seen.

She’d got onto one bus and then onto another and now he could see she was using an A to Z in order to follow the route. This told him that she was unfamiliar with the area through which they were riding, an area that looked to him like much of the rest of London. Terraces of houses, shops with grimy plastic signs above their front windows, graffiti looping letters into meaningless words like killdick boyz, chackers and porp.

As they wound through town, on the pavements tourists morphed into students with backpacks who themselves became women in black from head to toe, slits for their eyes, in the company of men comfortably dressed in jeans and white T-shirts. And these became African children at play, running circles beneath the trees in a park. And then for a time, blocks of flats blended into a school, and this in turn dissolved to a collection of institutional looking buildings from which he turned his gaze. Finally, a narrowing of the street occurred and it then curved and they came into what looked like a village, although he knew it was not a village at all but rather a place that had been a village once. It was another of the multitude of communities consumed over time by the creeping mass of London.

The street climbed a modest hill and then they were among the shops. Mothers pushed prams here, and people mixed. Africans talked to whites. Asians shopped for halal meats. Old men sipped Turkish coffee in a café advertising pastries from France. It was a pleasant place. It made him relax, and it almost made him turn his music off.

Up ahead, he saw her begin to stir. She closed her A to Z after carefully turning down the corner of a page. She had nothing with her but her shoulder bag, and she tucked the A to Z into this as she made for the door. He noticed they were coming to the end of the high street and its shops. A wrought iron railing atop a brick revetment suggested they had reached a park.

It seemed odd to him that she’d come all this way by bus in order to visit a park, when there was a park – or perhaps more accurately a garden – not two hundred metres from where she worked. True, the day was wretchedly hot and beneath the trees it would be cool and even he looked forward to cool after that ride in the moving furnace. But if cool had been her intention all along, she could merely have gone into St Paul’s parish church, which she sometimes did in her lunch hour, reading the tablets on the walls or just sitting near the communion rail to gaze at the altar and the painting above it. Madonna and child, this painting was. He knew that much although – despite the voices – he did not think himself a religious man.

He waited until the last moment to get off the bus. He’d placed his instrument on the floor between his feet and because he’d watched her so closely as she headed in the direction of the park, he nearly forgot to take it along. That would have been a disastrous mistake, and because he’d come so close to making it, he removed his headphones to silence the music. The flame is come is come is here went round in his head immediately when the music ceased. I call on the birds to feast on the fallen. He blinked hard and shook his head roughly.

There was a gate of wrought iron fully open at the top of four steps leading into the park. Before mounting these, she approached a notice board. Behind glass, a map of the place was posted. She studied this, but only briefly, as if verifying something that she already knew. Then she went inside the gate and in an instant she was swallowed up by the leafy trees.

He hurried to follow. He glanced at the notice board – paths wandering hither and yon, a building indicated, words, a monument – but he did not see the name of this park so it was only when he was on the trail leading into its depths that he first realised he was in a cemetery. It was unlike any cemetery he’d ever seen, for ivy and creepers choked its gravestones and cloaked its monuments at the base of which brambles and campion offered fruit and flowers. People buried here had been long forgotten, as had been the cemetery itself. If the tombstones had once been incised with the names of the dead, the carving had been worn away by weather and by the encroachment of nature, seeking to reclaim what had been in this spot long before any man had contemplated burying his dead here.

He didn’t like the place but that couldn’t be helped. He was her guardian – yes, yes, you begin to understand! – and she was his to protect and that meant he had a duty to perform. But he could hear the beginning of a wind howling in his head and I am in charge of Tartarus emerged from the gale. Then listen just listen and We are seven and We stand at his feet, and that was when he fumbled about, shoved the earphones back on, and raised the volume as high as it would go until he could hear nothing but the cello again and then the violins.

The path he walked on was studded with stones, uneven and dusty, and along its edges the crust of last year’s leaves still lay, less thick here than upon the ground beneath the trees that towered over his head. These made the cemetery cool and its atmosphere fragrant and he thought if he could concentrate on that – the feel of the air and the scent of green growth – the voices wouldn’t matter so much. So he breathed in deep and he loosened the collar of his shirt. The path curved and he saw her ahead of him; she had paused to gaze at a monument.

This one was different: it was weather-streaked but otherwise undamaged and clean of undergrowth; it was proud and unforgotten. It formed a sleeping lion atop a marble plinth. The lion was life-size, so the plinth was large. It accommodated inscriptions and family names, and these too had not been left to wear away.

He saw her raise a hand to caress the stone animal, his broad paws first and then beneath his closed eyes. It looked to him like a gesture made for luck, so when she walked on and he passed the monument, he touched his fingers to the lion as well.

She took a second, narrower path that veered to the right. A cyclist came towards her, and she stepped to one side, into a mantle of ivy and sorrel, where a dog rose twisted round the wings of a praying angel. Further along, she made way for a couple who walked arm in arm behind a pushchair that each of them guided with one hand. No child was within, but rather a picnic basket and bottles that shimmered when he passed them as well. She came across a bench round which a group of men were gathered. They smoked and listened to music coming from a boom box. The music was Asian as were they, and it was turned so loud that he could hear it even above the cello and the violins.

He realised suddenly that she was the only woman he’d seen who was walking in this place alone. It came to him that this meant danger, and this danger was underscored when the heads of the Asian men turned to watch her. They didn’t move to follow her, but he knew they wanted to. A woman alone meant either an offering to a man or a female in need of discipline.

She was very foolish to have come here, he thought. Stone angels and sleeping lions could not protect her from what might roam in this place. It was broad daylight in the middle of summer but trees loomed everywhere, the undergrowth was thick and it would be a small matter to surprise her, to drag her off and to do to her the worst that could be done.

She needed protection in a world where there was none. He wondered why she did not seem to know it.

Ahead, the path opened into a clearing where uncut grass – browning with the lack of summer rain – had been beaten down as walkers sought a means to get to a chapel. This was brick, with a steeple that soared into the sky, with round rose windows marking both arms of the cross that the building formed. But the chapel itself was not accessible. It stood as a ruin. Only when one approached it could one see that iron bars fronted what had once been its door, that sheets of metal covered its windows, and that where there should have been stained glass between the tracery of the roundels at each end of its transept, dead ivy clung like a grim reminder of what lay at the end of every life.

Although he was surprised to see that the chapel was not as it had seemed from even so short a distance away as the path, she did not appear to be. She approached the ruin and made her way towards a backless stone bench across the uncut grass. He realised she would likely turn and sit here, which would make him immediately visible to her, so he dashed at once for one side of the clearing, where a seraph that was green with lichen curved one arm round a towering cross. This provided him with the cover he required, and he ducked behind it as she settled herself upon the stone bench. She opened her shoulder bag and brought out a book, not the A to Z surely, for at this point she must have known where she was. So this would be a novel, perhaps, or a volume of poetry, or the Book of Common Prayer. She began to read and he saw within moments that she was lost within its contents. Foolish, he thought. She calls for Remiel, the voices said. Over the cello and above the violins. How had they ever become so strong?

She needs a guardian, he told himself in answer to the voices. She needed to be on her guard.

Since she was not, he would be on guard for her. That and no other would be the duty which he would embrace.
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Her name was Gina Dickens, Meredith learned, and it seemed that she was Gordon Jossie’s new partner, although she didn’t actually refer to herself as that. She didn’t use new because, as things turned out, she had no idea there was an old partner or a former partner or whatever one wanted to call Jemima Hastings. She also didn’t use partner as such, as she didn’t quite live there in the cottage although she ‘had hopes’, she said with a smile. She was there on the holding more than she was at her own place, she confided, which was a tiny bed-sit above the Mad Hatter Tea Rooms. They were in Lyndhurst High Street, she said, where, frankly, the noise from dawn to dusk was appalling. And, come to think of it, the noise went on far beyond dusk because it was summer and there were several hotels, a pub, restaurants . . . and with all the tourists at this time of year . . . She was lucky to average four hours sleep a night when she was there. Which, to be honest, she tried not to be.

They’d gone inside the cottage. It had, Meredith quickly saw, been stripped of all things Jemima, at least as far as the kitchen went, which was as far as Meredith herself went and was as far as she wanted to go. Alarm bells were ringing in her head, her palms were wet and her underarms were dripping straight down her sides. Part of this was due to the day’s ever increasing heat, but the rest was due to everything being absolutely wrong.

Outside the cottage, Meredith’s throat had instantly dried to a desert. As if knowing this, Gina Dickens had ushered her within, sat her down at the old oak table and brought from the fridge designer water in a frosty bottle, just the sort of thing Jemima would have scoffed at. She poured them both a glass. She said, ‘You look as if you’ve . . . I don’t know what to call it.’

Meredith said stupidly, ‘It’s our birthday.’

‘Yours and Jemima’s? Who is she?’

Meredith couldn’t believe at first that Gina Dickens didn’t know a thing about Jemima. How could one live with a woman for as long as Gordon had lived with Jemima and somehow manage to keep the knowledge of her existence from his . . . Was Gina his next lover? Or was she one in a line of his lovers? And where were the rest of them? Where was Jemima? Oh, Meredith had known from the first that Gordon Jossie was bad news on legs.

‘. . . at Boldre Gardens,’ Gina was saying. ‘Near Minstead? D’you know it? He was thatching a cottage there and I’d got myself lost. I had a map, but I’m completely useless even with a map. Spatially hopeless. North, west, whatever. None of them mean a thing to me.’

Meredith roused herself. Gina was telling her how she and Gordon Jossie had met, but she didn’t care about that. She cared about Jemima Hastings. She said, ‘He never mentioned Jemima? Or the Cupcake Queen? The shop she opened in Ringwood?’

‘Cupcakes?’

‘It’s what she does. She had a business she ran from this cottage and it’d grown so much and . . . bakeries and hotels and catering for parties like children’s birthdays and . . . he never mentioned . . . ?’

‘I’m afraid he didn’t. He hasn’t.’

‘What about her brother? Robbie Hastings? He’s an agister. This—’ She waved her arm to indicate the entire holding. ‘This is part of his area. It was part of his father’s area as well. And his grandfather’s. And his great-grandfather’s. There’ve been agisters in their family so long that all this part of the New Forest is actually called the Hastings. You didn’t know that?’

Gina shook her head. She looked mystified and, now, a little bit frightened. She moved her chair a few inches away from the table and she glanced from Meredith to the cake she’d brought, which, ridiculously, she’d carried into the cottage. Seeing this, it came to Meredith that Gina wasn’t afraid of Gordon Jossie – as she damn well should have been – but of Meredith herself who was talking rather like a mad woman.

‘You must think I’m barking,’ Meredith said.

‘No, no. I don’t. It’s just . . .’ Gina’s words were quick, marginally breathless, and she seemed to stop herself from going on.

They were silent together. A whinnying came from outside. ‘The ponies!’ Meredith said. ‘If you’ve got ponies here, Robbie Hastings would likely have brought them in off the Forest. Or he would have arranged with Gordon to fetch them. But in either case, he would have come by at some point to check on them. Why d’you have ponies here, anyway?’

If anything, Gina looked more concerned than before at this ping-ponging of Meredith’s conversation. She clasped both hands round her water glass and said to it rather than to Meredith, ‘Something about . . . I don’t exactly know.’

‘Are they hurt? Lame? Off their feed?’

‘Yes. That’s it, isn’t it. Gordon said they were lame. He brought them in off the forest . . . three weeks ago? Something like that. I’m not sure, actually. I don’t care for horses.’

‘Ponies,’ Meredith corrected her. ‘They’re ponies.’

‘Oh, yes. I suppose. I’ve never quite seen the difference.’ She hesitated, as if considering something. ‘He did say . . .’ She took a sip of the water, lifting the glass with both hands as if she’d not have been able to get it to her mouth otherwise.

‘What? What did he say? Did he tell you—’

‘Of course one asks eventually, doesn’t one?’ Gina said. ‘I mean, here’s a lovely man living on his own: good-hearted, gentle, passionate when passion’s called for if you know what I mean.’

Meredith blinked. She didn’t want to know.

‘So I did ask how he happened to be alone: no girlfriend, no partner, no wife. No one’s snapped you up? That sort of thing. Over dinner.’

Yes, Meredith thought. Outside in the garden, sitting at the wrought iron table with the candles lit and the torchères blazing. She said stiffly, ‘And what did he say?’

‘That he’d been involved once and he’d been quite badly hurt and he didn’t like to talk about it. So I didn’t want to intrude. I assumed he’d tell me when he was ready.’

‘That’s Jemima,’ Meredith said. ‘Jemima Hastings. And she’s . . .’ She didn’t want to put it into words. Putting it into words might make it true and for all she knew it wasn’t true at all. She assessed her facts, for they were few enough. The Cupcake Queen was closed up. Lexie Streener had made phone calls that had gone unreturned. This cottage was semi-occupied by another woman. She said, ‘How long have you and Gordon known each other? Been involved? Whatever?’

‘We met early last month. At Boldre—’

‘Yes. At Boldre Gardens. What were you doing there?’

Gina looked startled. Clearly, she hadn’t expected the question and even more clearly, she didn’t much like it. She said, ‘I was having a walk, actually. I’ve not lived in the New Forest long and I like to explore.’ She offered a smile as if to take the sting out of what she said next. ‘You know, I’m not sure why you’re asking me this. D’you think something’s happened to Jemima Hastings? That Gordon did something to her? Or that I did something? Or that Gordon and I together did something? Because I want you to know that when I got here, to this cottage, there wasn’t a sign that anyone—’

She’d stopped abruptly. Meredith saw that Gina’s eyes were still fixed on hers, but they’d lost their focus, as if she was seeing something else entirely. Meredith said, ‘What? What is it?’

Gina dropped her gaze. A moment passed. The ponies whinnied outside once again and the excited warbling of pied wagtails broke into the air, as if warning one another that a predator was approaching. ‘Perhaps,’ Gina finally said, ‘you ought to come with me.’

When Meredith finally found Robbie Hastings, he was standing in the car park behind the Queen’s Head in Burley. This was a village at the junction of three roads, arranged in a line of buildings undecided between cob, half-timber and red brick, all of them possessing roofs that were equally undecided between thatch and slate. Midsummer, there were vehicles everywhere, including six tour coaches that had brought visitors to this place for what would likely be their only New Forest experience outside of riding through the lanes and seeing it in air conditioned comfort from well-padded coach seats. This experience would consist of snapping photos of the ponies that wandered freely through the area, of having an expensive bar meal in the pub or in one of the picturesque cafés, and of making purchases in one or more of the tourist shops. These last largely defined the village: they comprised everything from the Coven of Witches – proudly the former home of a bonafide witch who’d had to leave the area when her fame exceeded her willingness to have her privacy invaded – to Burley Fudge Shop and everything in between. The Queen’s Head presided over all of this, the largest structure in the village and the off-season gathering place for those who lived in the area and who wisely avoided both it and Burley itself during the summer.
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