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Prologue


It was lambing season and fresh new leaf time but the Urquhart family were oblivious. They were quarrelling.

‘Mum,’ wailed India from somewhere in the back. ‘Make him stop playing with my Game Boy.’ She had saved for weeks to afford this coveted toy. It was typical of her brother to try to spoil things.

‘Give it back,’ rapped out Annabel distractedly, most of her attention still glued to the pages of Vanity Fair. She was sick and tired of these family expeditions, not least when the old trout, Adrian’s mother, came along.

‘It’s kid’s stuff anyhow,’ snorted fourteen-year-old Hugo dismissively, withdrawing back into his football magazine. Annabel sighed. These days it seemed they couldn’t go anywhere together without perpetual bickering. And not just between the kids.

‘Can we please have a pit stop soon?’ moaned Adrian’s mother testily. She always claimed car sickness and bagged the best seat. Stuck in the front with her tweeds and silly felt hat, she looked like the Lady Muck she purported to be. There were times, like today, when Annabel would gladly have crowned her. If only she wouldn’t keep sucking those disgusting mints, a smell as unpleasantly pervasive as gum. Though she did have a bit of a point, it was quarter to one. They could all do with stretching their legs, and it might help defuse the growing tension in the car. The kids must surely be starving by now. It wasn’t like them at all not to have mentioned it yet.

‘Pull over at the next service station,’ Annabel instructed, but Adrian, now in one of his snits, drove doggedly on. He adored this car but preferred it empty. Alone on the road as in his youth, with just a snatch of Verdi for company. He longed for his bachelor days and the open Jag. The BMW was highly enviable but still just a company car.

‘Watch out for that caravan,’ his mother said sharply. She made him edgy with her persistent commands. ‘All over the road, they ought not to be allowed.’ Hoi polloi, he could sense her thinking. God, but she’d grown into such a snob.

‘Don’t drive too close!’ She grabbed for his wrist. Careful, she’d have them all in the ditch. He shook her off. Who’s driving this goddamn car? he wanted to snarl, but knew it wasn’t worth the hassle. If he put on some speed they’d be there in half an hour. He glanced at his watch.

His mother was right, the caravan was swaying, a road hazard waiting to happen. He couldn’t see the driver as it swung and bounced all over the place but it was clearly overloaded and not entirely under control. This Sunday expedition to Salisbury Cathedral was turning out worse than even he had expected. They had missed morning service but the kids didn’t care, they were right little heathens, and his mother was well on his wick.

‘Watch out!’ she screamed urgently as he pulled out past the caravan, then froze into stunned silence, like a rabbit caught in headlights, as the dreadful inevitability loomed ahead.

‘Didn’t stand a chance, poor bastards,’ said the first cop on to the scene. ‘Not even in hardware like this.’ He kicked the buckled German-built fender, envious but also respectful. But then this stretch of the A303 was notoriously treacherous. The other car, a lightweight sports car, was infinitely more damaged, crushed like a beer can in a hooligan’s fist. Yet, despite its shattered glass and the blood, it was the Urquhart family who were dead. There was still the flicker of a failing pulse in the other driver, trapped like a rat in the wreckage. Sirens and flashing lights isolated the accident scene, and a traffic policeman in fluorescent yellow stood in the centre of the highway, importantly waving people on. Two ambulances arrived at breakneck speed, weaving their way through the crawling traffic, with a pair of wailing fire engines right behind them. It was touch and go whether they’d get the poor blighter out in time. And that was quite apart from the petrol danger.

The cop was pacing, his radio on the go. ‘They’re sending an air ambulance,’ he assured the horrified bystanders. The cars immediately following had all pulled over, their drivers keen to do anything to help. Looked pretty hopeless but you never could tell, and at least the emergency services were doing their stuff. The immediate witnesses were kept back for questioning; the others, mainly rubberneckers, were asked politely to move on. The fewer vehicles that clustered, the clearer the road would be, and they needed space around them for the airlift.

‘Jesus,’ breathed a second, younger cop, wiping his sweaty face. One glance inside the BMW was more than his stomach could take. Those kids and that pulverised old lady, with her head right through the windscreen, virtually severed. At least the other guy had had more luck – the paramedics seemed to think he might still have a fighting chance. Though from the look of him and all that blood … The policeman’s head was swimming again. He was obliged to withdraw for a quiet puke. They didn’t cover this sort of eventuality at training college.

Nobody’s fault, was the consensus of opinion, though a formal investigation was bound to follow. They came at each other on a blind dip in the road. No one could have foreseen it, just one of those tragic black spots. The driver of the caravan was fortunate to have escaped. He had witnessed the collision as they raced towards each other, powerless to do anything more than swerve. The usual tests would have to be done, of course, to check if either driver had been drinking. Though at this time on a Sunday morning the odds against it were great. The driver of the BMW had, after all, the family along. It might have happened to anyone at any time. And these expensive sporty models had more power to them than was healthy. If anyone was likely to be at fault, it was the dreadfully injured victim in the wreckage. And he had surely suffered enough, poor sod.

‘Move along now,’ said the policeman, back on the job. Then the jarring noise of the helicopter landing drowned out all further speech.

‘The trouble with these flimsy foreign cars,’ said the coroner carefully as he scanned all available facts, ‘is they look good and move fast but crumple like sodden cardboard the minute they meet any resistance on the road.’ And yet it was this chancer in his dashing Alfa-Romeo who had managed to pull through, at least for the time being. The reports from the hospital were tenuous. He had taken such a bashing, his life was still in the balance. Resuscitative on-the-spot surgery plus an urgent complete blood transfusion. He was lucky to have kept all his limbs, not to mention his life.

The coroner thumbed through his notes, then raised an eyebrow.

‘Survivors?’ he asked. ‘Anyone else involved?’ Someone they could interview who might be able to throw light on what had actually happened. Going like the clappers, they said the Alfa-Romeo had been, though to mention speeding at this stage would be heartless in the circumstances.

‘One,’ said the clerk, consulting his own papers, ‘who seems miraculously to have stepped out of the wreckage and walked away unhurt. Wouldn’t stay around for more than a cursory check-up or even some professional counselling, which we usually recommend. No doubt in shock. I hope there were no repercussions.’ But they couldn’t hold anyone against their will when no one had broken the law. And the accident scene had been so grim, all attention had been focused on saving the trapped driver.

‘Inquest adjourned then.’ The coroner signed the document. He was keen to get back to his golf.
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I came to Alton Coombe under cover of fog, as befitted the clandestine nature of my mission. The trees were blanched and skeletal after a tougher than usual winter, their branches glazed with ice like brittle glass. I got off the train at Kemble around mid-morning and found the station deserted and banked with snow. This was something I had not expected. It looked as if it had not been in use for months. I stood in the empty forecourt, figuring out what I should do. Luckily I had little luggage with me for I always make a habit of travelling light. A taxi service’s toll-free number was conveniently posted on the door of the booking hall, but I, not wishing to herald my arrival, preferred the hour-long wait for the local bus. I came in stealth, in the footsteps of my prey. For I had serious business on my mind. Murder.

The village, when I eventually got there, was all that the guidebooks had led me to expect. Steep, winding streets, studded with antiques shops. Yellow Cotswold stone and dry crumbling walls. Rows of handsome, protected houses dating back several centuries, and, in the centre, the original covered meeting place, once the focus of local commerce but now the Saturday flea market. A pale disc, like a phantom moon, hung low in the sky as the sun burned its way through the vapour, and groups of locals emerged from behind stout doors to get on with the business of the day. There was a pervasive smell of woodsmoke in the air and the distant promise of spring. An enchanting place which I fell for at once. In any other circumstances, I think I would have wanted to stay on.

At this time of year, before the tourist invasion, finding suitable lodgings presented no problem. I took a couple of decent-sized rooms in a winding lane close to the church, explaining to the landlady (as if she would care) that I had some urgent business to attend to. And would not be staying very long, though I couldn’t yet give her a definite departure date. For I had plotted and lain in wait and tediously followed up false trails all these years until my brain was practically numb. Had I known what I was taking on, I might never have got started, but now there could be no turning back. The amount of research I had put in already might have earned me a doctorate in sniffing out the truth. I was proud of how much I had achieved so far, and now was all set for the next stage. God knows, it had taken me long enough. Three years to complete my list. It was time for the fun and games to start. And number one was a certain Miss Jane Fairchild.

I saw her first in the parish church that Sunday when, with my landlady, I attended morning service. All unknowingly, she obligingly pointed her out without my having to ask, which was just as well. In a village this small, a cesspool of gossip, Jane Fairchild was a prominent fixture and, to my mind at least, fair game. She stood selfimportantly in front of the altar, making minor adjustments to the flowers, while the organist practised his opening chords and the choirboys giggled in the vestry as they robed. We had come deliberately early. I had explained that I wanted to look at the graveyard because of my interest in tombstones but we also had a good wander around the church. The windows were fairly impressive, though the stained glass nothing very special. Not one of the finer examples of its kind, but then, you could say I’ve been spoiled. I made some suitably enthusiastic noises and my landlady beamed her approval.

Jane Fairchild, however, was no disappointment and I studied her with total fascination. There’s a bossy type of woman, quintessentially British, who manages always to set my teeth on edge. Exuding an innate aura of virtue that smacks every time of crass hypocrisy. As though she possessed her own hotline to heaven and was confident that God was on her side. Well, not any more He wasn’t, as she’d shortly be discovering. My heart started quickening at the prospect and I wondered if I’d have the guts to see it through.

I watched her, spellbound, throughout the service, keen to pick up every little detail. She was tall and spare, in a velvet hat and serviceable brown suit, and boomed her responses loudly from the front pew. Local aristocracy, as I’m sure she would like to pretend, though I knew enough of her former life to know that wasn’t actually the case. A retired headmistress, she’d been raised in Luton with an elder brother, acclaimed as an academic. Throughout her life, no doubt to her chagrin, she had had to live in the shadow of his brilliance. Until here, in Alton Coombe, she had settled on her retirement and finally achieved the lifestyle she’d always desired. Her cottage, close to the duck pond, was quaint and pretty and well kept. She had obviously put a lot of effort into its maintenance. The paintwork was fresh, the thatch in excellent trim. The garden, even in winter, freshly turned over. It was plain Miss Fairchild was something of a perfectionist, which fitted exactly the profile I had drawn.

She took her parochial duties extremely seriously and ran a regular charity stall in the flea market. Proceeds to the Haemophilia Society, which she’d been helping to fund since she’d first put down roots in the village. I checked it all out the following Saturday and boldly loitered in front of her, fingering the bric-à-brac. Lace doilies, Victorian knife-rests, the usual sort of clutter – stuff accumulated over the years that no one could conceivably actually want. Brooches and pill-boxes and garish glass bowls. It was amazing quite how much of it there was. I paused to examine a slightly chipped Toby jug, while listening unashamedly as she gabbled away to the woman on the adjoining stall. Her shoes were sturdy brogues, her stockings thorn-proof lisle. No doubt, tossed into the back of her car would be the requisite Barbour and green wellies. At her feet, half hidden by the tablecloth, shivered her silly little dog. White curly hair freshly laundered, and decked with a blue satin bow. Jane Fairchild had recreated herself as a bit of a country cliché. Village Lady Bountiful and doer of good works, still with that attitude that was holier-than-thou. Fake upper crust and quite insufferable with it. I itched to wipe the smugness from her face.

‘My brother this’ and ‘my brother that’ snobbishly punctuated the ceaseless flow. It was clear the other woman was well used to her and took the condescension in her stride.

‘Anything I can help you with?’ At last I had her attention.

‘Thank you but no,’ I said with an amiable grin, replacing the jug and casually strolling away. Her spectacle frames were tortoiseshell, a few sparse whiskers sprouted from her chin. Around her withered throat she wore a fine gold chain with some sort of number engraved upon a disc. Whether she’d know me again I couldn’t be sure, but even if she did, it would be too late. I experienced an adrenalin surge so powerful I went across the road for an early drink. I had laboured so long and hard to reach this point. Nothing in the world could stop me now.

My most immediate need was a job to tide me over, something to keep body and soul together while I perfected my careful plans. Bar work was usually the simplest thing and, by chance, The Snooty Fox had posted a vacancy. Casual labour, cash in hand. Few questions asked, my luck was certainly in. I started that evening, pulling pints in the public bar, my ears wide open for any fresh snippets of gossip. Not that the lady in question was likely to venture in here. A gin and orange would be her wildest tipple, and even then she would drink it discreetly in the privacy of her home. I knew the type.

They were a friendly bunch in Alton Coombe and I found it very easy to fit in. By constantly smiling and keeping my mouth shut, I was able to draw no attention to myself. I saw very little of my landlady, too, other than at breakfast when she liked to discuss the weather. The place was ideal and suited all my requirements – a hearty breakfast to set me up for the day, plain but comfortable rooms that were clean and warm. And time on my hands just to wander and observe and recall past memories, now long gone. Right on the edge of the Cotswolds, too. The scenery was sensational. A vast improvement on Milton Keynes but that, of course, went without saying. I would have liked to go riding but hadn’t the proper clobber; in any case, I wouldn’t be there long enough to make it worthwhile. Besides, this was no time for splashing out, not with my list still to work through. I had only my meagre earnings to keep me going, in addition to the joint savings we had carefully put aside to provide for a glorious future that never came. So instead I trawled the antiques shops and wandered around the village, enjoying the rawness of country life and patiently biding my time.

I stalked my prey discreetly and soon had a fair idea of her fussy routines. You could practically set your watch by her, her movements were so predictable. It was easy to imagine what she must have been like at school. Thursdays at ten to the hairdresser, to have the greying curls spruced up, with a manicure thrown in once a fortnight. Tuesdays a.m. to help with the Red Cross, in which, I soon discovered, she was a general. Saturdays, the flea market followed by lunch at the vicarage. She was very pally with both the vicar and his wife, who must have been veritable saints. Just the sound of that trumpeting, affected voice jarred me to the core. Plus I never could forgive her for the terrible thing she had done. Part of my reason for being here in the first place.

She regularly walked the dog in the early mornings and again last thing at night before turning in. A woman much set in her ways was our Miss Fairchild, which made her the perfect target for a hit, particularly for a beginner. After all those solitary years of dreary research, the time for action was finally here. All I needed now was to pick the right spot, after which I would be able to move on. I narrowed it at last to the church, where she did the flowers on every third Friday, according to the rota. From ten until twelve, as part of a regular team. Convenient that they left details like that in the porch. But in these country villages folk are still trusting.

The weather was fast improving and the flowers she had brought were impressive. Hothouse blooms, not fresh from the garden, but all the more showy for that. They were heaped around her as she worked on the altarpiece while her dog was tethered whimpering outside. An elderly verger pottered nearby, stacking hassocks and sorting piles of hymnals. While he was still there, there was little I could do, so I simply lurked tourist-like in the shadows of the lady chapel. Eventually, however, he finished and shuffled away. The time had suddenly come for swift action before I lost my nerve. I nodded to him cordially as I passed him in the nave, then stopped beside her to admire her work, at which she was amply proficient.

‘Beautiful flowers,’ I said with unfeigned sincerity.

‘Aren’t they just,’ she replied with her customary satisfied smirk. She scarcely bothered to glance at me as she secured each sturdy stem with green picture wire. She had a mass of mixed foliage arranged in a marble urn into which she was skilfully weaving each separate stalk. Bronze and gold chrysanthemums, spiked with a deep russet red. A veritable cornucopia of winter glory.

‘Are you from around these parts?’ she asked idly as she snipped, hacking away at the stems with lethal-looking secateurs. I told her I was but I doubt she took it in; she certainly showed no sign of remembering my face. The coil of wire lay tantalisingly close. One swift, sharp movement and I would be able to reach it.

Just then the church clock struck noon and I realised, with a sudden chill, how little time there was left. Five minutes, at most, before the lunchtime influx or else I would have to put it on further hold. Which, having finally plucked up my nerve, I wasn’t prepared to do. And she might well know who I was another time. So I took a chance and grabbed for the wire, then looped it over her head and wrenched it tight. She was a big, strong woman but I had the advantage of surprise. As well as being less than half her age. She struggled and tried to scream, and knocked over the flowers, but I garrotted her until I felt her choke. Then took the secateurs which she’d dropped on the floor and swiftly completed the job. I needed the world to know that this was no accident. Simply the visible start of my bloody campaign.

I left the church as discreetly as I’d entered, pausing only to deal with the dog on the way out. Well, Miss Fairchild, it was interesting to make your acquaintance. One down, only seven left to go.
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‘Don’t bother waiting supper for me,’ said Edwina Huxley as she rushed through.

William, patiently coaxing Morwenna to finish her eggs before they got cold, looked up mildly. He was used to his wife’s erratic timetable, also her fanatical dedication to her work. In recent weeks she’d been coming home later and later. She rarely explained why, just blamed it all on the job.

‘Something exciting?’ He was always politely receptive, found the crazy whirl in which she lived oddly invigorating just as long as he wasn’t obliged to join in. Edwina was driven to an extent he could only admire. At times it seemed that her feet barely touched the ground.

‘Meeting with possible investors. One of the big German banks.’ Since she’d embarked on this crazy dotcom scheme of hers, she lived, breathed the internet, scarcely taking time off to eat. In fact, she was telling only half an untruth. They really did have a big investment session at five, but if she mentioned the aerobics class too, he might just take exception. And not without cause. But it was imperative she worked off those few extra pounds or she’d soon be heading down the slippery slope. And that wouldn’t do at all, not with all she currently had at stake.

Edwina returned in her coat and grabbed a slice of the buttered toast her husband had cut into neat soldiers. That way went her figure, but today she couldn’t resist it. Nursery food was perfect when her nerves were so much on edge. The new company was teetering on the brink of a yawning abyss, but now was not the time to be talking about that. Not that William would understand or was even likely to care much. He had long ago left it to her to act the adult role.

‘Remember to ring the plumber,’ she said. ‘His number is there on the pad.’ The bathroom tap still persistently dripped and was etching a stain into the porcelain. Other people’s husbands would have fixed it long ago, it was probably only a question of a new washer, but Edwina had given up complaining. At least he would be there to let the fellow in. For such small mercies she knew she should feel blessed. She stooped to kiss her child’s small eggstained face.

‘Bye, bye, precious. Mummy has to go.’ She glanced at the clock. It was heading towards half past. Any second now and the taxi would be here, ready to brave the horrors of the rush hour.

‘Have a good day,’ said William placidly, pouring himself another cup of tea and switching on the regional news to check out the weather forecast. Days for him were all much the same since he’d quit work. Or, rather, since the job had let him go. Instead of just sitting there … Edwina itched to scream, but instead just bit her lip and pocketed her keys. There was no point in getting at him now, not while the child was having breakfast. A horn sounded sharply from the street.

‘Must go.’ She pecked his cheek and ruffled his hair and was off up the basement steps in her ultra smart boots. Well, rather her than him, thought William contentedly as he flicked out the pages of The Times.

It was Mrs P’s morning so he cleared things into the sink and made a desultory attempt at tidying up. He scrubbed his daughter’s face with a damp corner of her bib and lifted her down from her high chair. It was this time of day he had grown to love best, while the rest of the civilised world was still fighting its way to work. He didn’t miss the rat-race one bit, had let it all go with relief. Morwenna was asking for cartoons so he carried her into the playroom and switched on her favourite Cobbleywobs series, all that was ever on at this time of day. Then settled back comfortably at the kitchen table for a bit of well-earned peace and quiet.

‘Lord,’ said Mrs P as she bustled in at nine. ‘Talk about lovely weather for ducks. It’s teeming.’ She was wearing her old trench coat, which had seen better days, the usual fag sticking out of her mouth and a colourful headscarf tied low over her forehead in obvious imitation of the Queen. She shook out her coat and hung it on a peg, then coughed her way over to the kettle.

‘Another cuppa?’ she asked as she fluffed out her platinum curls. She was a cliché copy of the old-fashioned daily, straight out of Andy Capp. William found her an endless source of amusement. She always enlivened his day.

He glanced at his empty mug. ‘Please.’

Mrs P did for them a couple of times a week and they started off most mornings in just this way. While William sorted the laundry and tackled the dishes, she set to work with a hoover and duster, trying to bring order to their chaos. Twice a week wasn’t really enough, with the child to keep clearing up after, but since they’d had only the one salary coming in, they had tried to make a few basic economies. At least, Edwina had. William really wasn’t bothered. Left to his own devices, he’d have been content to do it all, provided he didn’t have to hurry or be too meticulous. He genuinely enjoyed this new role of house husband, did not miss the workplace one bit.

First, however, they had to review the week and catch up on the gossip, to which both were increasingly addicted. Soap operas, scandal and the ghoulish stories the papers were so satisfyingly full of. Even The Times was going more and more downmarket and had started to carry stories formerly found only in the tabloids. Mrs P carried two full mugs over to where he was sitting, took the weight off her feet and lit up again.

‘Awful about that Paula Yates.’ It had been all over the weekend papers. William, who sometimes struggled to keep up with Mrs P, for once knew what she was talking about. Even The Times had carried the story, the tragically premature death of a highprofile celebrity. ‘That’s what fame does,’ added Mrs P, the arbiter of popular culture. She shook her head as she blew out the match and flicked it into the sink. Edwina would have tutted but William didn’t care. He enjoyed these cosy twice-weekly sessions, had grown to look forward to them.

Mrs P lived down by the viaduct, on the far side of Westbourne Grove. He couldn’t even begin to guess her age but suspected she might be far younger than she looked. She had raised a motley collection of kids and was full of funny stories about them. She particularly doted on Morwenna, a surefire way to William’s heart.

‘Come here, duck,’ she called through the playroom door, and Morwenna, instantly distracted from the cute little woodland folk, came running to her obediently with open arms. Mrs P stooped and hoisted the sturdy child on to her lap, where she settled benignly, thumb in mouth, to listen to the grown-ups’ conversation. Edwina would also have clucked at the thumb but again William didn’t care. Sucking a thumb was a natural way to seek comfort; there had even been occasions when he felt like doing it himself. She’d grow out of it soon enough as normal children do. No point in fussing over what was perfectly natural.

Mrs P dunked a biscuit in her tea then gave half of it to the child to suck. She kicked off the short fur boots that she wore in all weathers and got stuck into her chat. Plenty of time later to get some order into the house. She savoured these sessions with William as much as he did.

‘Did you see there’s been another nasty murder?’ She stretched across to her shopping bag and pulled out the Daily Mail. No, William hadn’t. The Times was concerned with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, who had just been voted the most unpopular ever. The Mail had a far more sensational front page. He took it from her hand.

Family murdered on picnic, the headline shouted, above a collage of heart-rending photographs. Appalled, William read on. A housewife in Northampton, with her two small daughters, had been attacked and killed while picnicking in a meadow. In the act of making daisy-chains, it said. The smudgy photos showed a sweet-faced young woman, probably no more than her middle twenties, with two cute replicas of herself. Lauren Marsh with Melanie and Sadie, aged seven and four. They’d been bludgeoned with a pickaxe, then savagely chopped to pieces. Reading the gruesome details made William want to throw up.

‘Shocking, ain’t it,’ said Mrs P with relish, breaking into her racking cough which seemed to be getting worse. She loved nothing more than a juicy bit of drama, could take as much blood and guts as she could get. She continued to puff, filling the kitchen with smoke, apparently oblivious of the health hazards. William felt it wasn’t his place to warn her. Wordlessly he reached across and shifted his daughter to the cleaner environment of his own lap. No point in risking her health at this young age. Rain or not, Edwina would have made Mrs P stand outside.

William scanned the inner pages where more of the story was detailed. The husband, a chartered surveyor, looked rather distinguished and was currently helping the police with their inquiries. Poor bastard. ‘It’s nearly always the husband that did it,’ said Mrs P knowledgeably, reluctantly rising to her feet. ‘You mark my words, I bet they arrest him. Terrible, really, to think of the things that go on.’ She burrowed inside her capacious bag and produced a flowered pinafore that had seen better days. Her nails, fairly ludicrously, were painted a dashing damson and looked as though they were fresh from the beauty salon. One of the daughters was a stylist, William knew, so perhaps Ma’s upkeep was all part of the package. Mrs P shuffled across to the sink and rinsed the mugs under hot running water.

‘There seems to be a lot of it about,’ she remarked.

‘What?’ asked William abstractedly.

‘Murder,’ said Mrs P cheerfully as she started to do her work. Playroom first then the stairs and upper floors. With a good long clean down here before she was through.

William went on sitting there, studying the details in the Mail. The Times had dismissed it in a single paragraph, their minds still on loftier matters. Though no doubt when the case came to trial, they’d exact their four pennyworth along with the rest. If it came to trial. He wasn’t at all convinced that the father was the culprit, he looked too responsible and honourable for that. Arresting the closest male relative was fairly routine; however innocent he might appear, statistically he had to be checked out. But what kind of monster would slaughter his own children, not to mention their mother, his wife? William looked down tenderly at his own beloved infant, slumbering now in the crook of his arm, thumb firmly back in her mouth. He gently kissed the nape of her delicate neck. He loved Morwenna more than anything else in the world, and that, he was bound to admit, included Edwina. He would do anything in his power to shelter her from harm. Part of the privilege of having full-time care of her.

‘More likely some kind of nutter,’ he said, folding the paper and returning it to the bag. He really ought to get going himself. There was the plumber still to phone and other assorted chores which Edwina would not be pleased to find left undone. The murders in the meadow had really caught his attention. The bodies were brutalised and drenched in their own blood. The details rang an uncomfortable bell; it took him just a few moments to connect. Edwina’s Aunt Jane had met with a similarly gruesome death, an apparently motiveless murder, her dog hacked to pieces nearby. That had happened four years ago, before Morwenna was even a twinkle in his eye. He’d still had a proper job in those days, but had taken time off to go down to the Cotswolds to find out more. She had, after all, left them her cottage. A little family involvement was the least the poor woman might expect.

Northampton was not that far from the Cotswolds. Maybe a coincidence, for the actual locations were still some distance apart. Nevertheless. That trail had petered out almost immediately though the ghastly state of the body had made William gag. She had been garrotted with picture wire, her throat gouged out with her own secateurs. Slashed almost through to the spinal cord, the altar-cloth drenched in her blood. And her poor little Bichon Frise outside, impaled on the railings like a macabre sacrifice. It was hard to imagine a mind as sick as that. Almost as disgusting as those poor kids. Aunt Jane herself had been something of a handful, yet respected in Alton Coombe for her charitable works. William had never particularly warmed to her, but could not imagine anyone bearing such a terrible grudge. These atrocities made no sense to the sane mind but the world was growing sicker by the minute. As Mrs P would be the first to point out.

‘Right, then,’ he said, making a reluctant move and peering out of the window to check the weather. The rain had stopped and pale sunshine flooded the basement steps. He’d sort the laundry for Mrs P then take Morwenna off to the swings before it started again.

*      *      *

‘It’s not that I don’t love him any more, it’s just that he’s started to drive me slightly potty.’ Never one to beat about the bush, Edwina had finally come to the end of her tether. She sat in the crowded bar of the Oxo Tower, sipping her Seabreeze and confiding in her friends. Sue and Meryl, devoted allies and staunchest of confidantes through many a shared tribulation. She felt at ease with them; they spoke the same language and understood the stresses of her life, especially now with all this dotcom business. The aerobics class was over and done with, the trio felt stretched to the limit, virtuous too. Not, however, to the extent of cutting out alcohol. A girl had to draw the line somewhere. Meryl was even smoking.

‘So go on,’ she said now, through a haze of smoke. ‘Give us a for instance.’ She had to lean forward to hear through the babble. This trendy watering-hole was filling up fast.

‘It’s not just one thing or another,’ said Edwina. ‘He seems to have given up looking for proper work.’ That was the real drag. He no longer seemed to care.

‘There can’t be a lot of call for his sort of expertise.’ William was a cartographer. He had been axed with the Nicholsons merger two years before.

‘But there are other avenues he could explore. He really is awfully gifted.’ Despite her frustration, she remained quite proud of him. It was his expert draughtsmanship that had attracted her in the first place. That and his amazing imagination. Edwina, ever the high-flyer, was impressed by anyone creative. The left side of the brain, and all that. A brilliance she entirely lacked herself. For no matter how formidable her business skills might be, in no way could she ever be described as creative. Practical, maybe, and certainly go-getting. Determined and stubborn and impossibly exacting, though without a single original thought in her head. She couldn’t even tell a bedtime story. Yet it hadn’t stopped her getting on in life. Look what she was on the brink of right now. Success beyond imagination. A glittering dotcom career.

Meryl exhaled a thin stream of smoke. Secretly she’d always rather fancied William, while aware that he was also a bit of a dope. Charming, though one of life’s losers. Sooner Edwina than her. Meryl preferred a man with a bit of financial substance. She had long been on the hunt for one but was lately beginning to lose hope. Thirty-four was pushing it a bit and the rules were growing dirtier by the minute. She glanced around the trendy bar – two-thirds women and most of them on the pull. She sucked in her stomach and smoothed her streaked blonde hair. Upkeep at this age was becoming increasingly costly, and once past thirty there was no looking back.

‘Well,’ said Sue briskly in her usual no-nonsense way. ‘I think you should insist that he get out there and look.’ Everyone knew that Edwina was on to a winner but it wasn’t entirely right that a man should permit himself to be kept. Letting down the side somehow. Not enough of the stiff upper lip.

‘Not quite that easy,’ said Edwina. ‘He actually enjoys being home during the day. Seems not to get bored at all. Can you imagine?’ She certainly couldn’t, all those tedious hours of mindblowing boredom, chatting inanely to a two-year-old and having constantly to pick up after her. Potty training, marmalade in his hair. That terrible television series. He certainly was a marvellous father, she couldn’t deny him that, and secretly she envied the special relationship he was forging with their child. But someone had to bring home the bacon and lately she’d been doing that on her own. She was honest about the fact that she wasn’t by nature maternal. In that way their union was proving a perfect fit. Though they had not envisaged a situation like this when they’d first tied the knot four years ago.

‘How does he spend his time?’ asked Meryl. It was wet in the extreme for a man to be little more than a nanny.

‘The usual sort of domestic things. Shops and tidies and takes Morwenna to the park. Messes about on the patio while she’s napping. Does the crossword puzzle, watches tennis. And Neighbours, he confesses, when he can. As well as old movies in the afternoon. It really is the life of Riley for him.’ The bitterness was evident in her voice. She wished now she hadn’t raised the subject, regretting them knowing too much. Edwina’s marriage had always been something of a fairytale. She hated to reveal her underlying discontent. Though that’s what close friendships were all about. And a good old moan did nobody any harm as long as they kept it within the group, which was not always easy.

‘What happens when Morwenna goes to school?’ With a family of her own, Sue saw herself as an expert.

‘That’s not for at least a couple more years. Though I’m not entirely sure I can hang on that long.’

As bad as that. So now they were getting to the real nitty gritty. All three of them shuffled their stools a little closer and Sue signalled to the bargirl for another round. Although they genuinely were dyed-in-the-wool best mates, there was a secret thrill to be had from another’s misery. Made Sue feel smug and Meryl less insecure. Edwina, with her slightly superior beauty, rarely showed even a chink in her outward calm. She always appeared to have conquered the world, what with the job and the man and now the baby. And recently she’d been cresting the wave of unimaginable success so shortly wouldn’t have any financial worries either. It was therefore refreshing to discover that all was not necessarily roses. Of course, they both wished her well, they did sincerely, but it wouldn’t be quite human not to feel the teeniest frisson of smug delight. They were keen to sniff out every tiny detail. That, after all, is what girl talk is all about.

‘So what are you going to do?’ Meryl held her breath.

‘Don’t know exactly,’ Edwina admitted. ‘In some ways the situation works ideally for us both.’ If only he’d not be quite so humdrum, had some sort of stimulus in his own life so they’d at least have something to talk about at night. Other than domestic issues which bored the pants off Edwina. ‘Morwenna really loves her daddy and it means we save money on the nanny.’ Not that that was going to matter any more if things worked out the way they looked. But a full-time nanny was something she preferred to be without. Having one underfoot in those first few months had driven her virtually to snapping point. She recalled the rows and petty irritations, the invasion of her territory by a stranger perpetually there. It also meant they didn’t need to run a second car. All these considerations added up. And it gave her space for girls’ nights out like this, away from the grinding monotony of her home. Most other mothers of a two-year-old would be guiltily racing home the minute the whistle blew. It was eight o’clock already. Her husband must be a saint. It would never even occur to him to ask what she had been up to. He’d be ready waiting with a meal all ready and a welcoming drink already poured. But that only added to what was really troubling her. There were times when she wondered if he still loved her.

‘Gotta go,’ she said reluctantly, picking up her things. Fortunately, by this time in the evening, taxis were easily found. Blackfriars to Notting Hill would take less than half an hour. She certainly did have blessings though these days rarely found the time to count them. As long as he hadn’t left the kitchen in too much of a mess.

William sat in front of the evening news, finishing the crossword puzzle. The sensational slaughter of the Marsh family came only second to the petrol crisis, though with fewer details than in that morning’s Mail. The injuries had been horrendous, said an obviously shaken policeman. They had a man in custody who was helping them with inquiries, and would probably be holding him overnight.

Poor devil, thought William again, glancing up. First, to lose his family like that, then to have to face such a barrage of publicity. The two little girls looked like miniatures of their mother, bambi-eyed and similarly sweetly smiling. Just looking at their images brought spontaneous tears to his eyes. Children were so vulnerable. How could anyone possibly harm them? There was an interview with a distraught neighbour who spoke of what darlings the three of them had been.

‘Find this killer!’ she implored on camera, tears gushing down her stricken face. Yet Mrs P was right and statistics went against him. William knew that in the majority of cases the trigger was invariably domestic.

The programme changed and he popped upstairs to check that Morwenna was sleeping. She had had her bath and he’d read her a story and had not heard a peep from her since. He wondered idly when Edwina would be home, had baked a shepherd’s pie which was still keeping warm in the oven. She certainly put in long hours, bless her heart, but he was scarcely in a position to complain. The only thing that mattered was that one of them was earning real money, or this house, for starters, would almost certainly have to go. And after they’d spent so much time finding it and fixing it up, he knew that would for certain break her heart.

Morwenna lay on her front in her cot, her beloved Eeyore tucked protectively under one arm, her thumb as usual in her mouth. He tiptoed over and straightened the covers then stroked her glossy little conker-like head with the softest of angel touches. People often laughed when they saw father and daughter together, for there could be no doubting her parentage. Same dark hair and extravagant lashes, same rosy cheeks and impish grin. Edwina complained that he had the dominant genes but they had worked out very nicely in their daughter. He kissed her gently then crept back downstairs. Edwina had told him not to wait supper and he was starting to get slightly peckish. First, though, he’d open a bottle of wine to breathe and then fill in the last of the crossword clues. Edwina was often quite edgy when she got home; he tried to smooth things out as much as he could. One of these days, sooner rather than later, he knew he would really have to look for a job. He was just reluctant to give it all up now, the full-time parenting that had become so all-engrossing. He was proud of all he had achieved so far, helping this lively infant to develop.

Then he remembered he had forgotten about the plumber. Oh Lord. Yet another black mark.
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Edwina’s workplace could not have been further removed in character from the cosy domesticity of her husband’s. A stark high-rise building close to Blackfriars Bridge, it had mirrored windows, round-the-clock security and electronic sensors all over the place. She and her partner had rented space on the eleventh floor, in which they were developing their brand new internet company, Dotcom-Whatever – they hadn’t yet decided on the name. It was designed to help small-time punters invest their savings safely without being messed around by the high-street banks. Gareth was supposedly working on the package while she got on with the financial under-pinning. Which of their different roles was more crucial to the project, she hadn’t yet had the time to think about.

She sat in an open-plan office, surrounded by banks of computer screens. All she could hear were endlessly ringing phones with an undercurrent of the heavy thrum of state-of-theart technology. Soulless and lacking in creature comforts, it was nonetheless a paradise to Edwina and where, these days, she increasingly felt most at home. Working on her own behalf, with the promise of making a killing. With a long-term future stretching ahead, devoid of financial stresses. Provided they got the fine-tuning right and the market didn’t subside.

It was after seven on the following evening, and again she was in no great hurry to get home.

‘Still at it?’ Gareth Prendergast, once just a compatible colleague but now her business partner, halted as he wandered by and propped himself nonchalantly against the wall. He was wearing one of his chic designer suits with a black silk opennecked shirt. His greying fair hair was clipped severely short to disguise a receding hairline. But he still had the looks of a sixties rock idol, something of which he was very much aware. Edwina stretched and tilted back her chair, wearily massaging her neck.

‘I’m just running over these costings one last time.’ What the Germans had proposed had been close to miraculous. They had loved the simple concept, spotted its vast potential and seemed extremely keen to come aboard. All that remained now was the paperwork and then they could probably go public. Fruit of several months’ hard planning, the pinnacle of their dreams. She could hardly believe they had got this far. Was scared that something might still go wrong.

Gareth glanced at his watch. ‘Well, I’m off over to the Ivy to meet up with some chums.’ He sighed and stretched and adjusted his collar. Wow, but the man had some front. He admired Edwina’s extreme dedication, but had a far more casual attitude to work himself. This potential money-spinner had originally been his inspiration, but he needed her grounded common sense to make it work.

Once a boy wonder of the investment world, Gareth, at forty-something, had shifted to e-commerce, shrewdly foreseeing that that way lay the future. They had worked together as market traders and always hit it off remarkably well. He admired her style and the way she looked as much as her formidable intelligence. He also found her sexy but that was by the way. One of these days, when he felt in the mood, he rather fancied seducing her, just for fun. Today she was wearing a black leather skirt with knee-high, spike-heeled crocodile boots, which he found disturbingly erotic. Her thick dark hair was tied severely back and she frowned with concentration as she stared into her screen. One classy chick, well worth a bit of effort. A cut above his usual mindless dollies. He knew she was no pushover, respected her for that. Which would make the eventual chase that much more exciting.

‘You can join us if you like,’ he said casually, but still hoping.

‘Can’t,’ said Edwina abruptly. She was already unforgivably late.

‘Ah yes, the husband,’ said Gareth mockingly. ‘Marital bliss in trendy Notting Hill.’

Edwina glanced up with rising irritation, then laughed when she saw his pained expression.

‘You’re just jealous,’ she said, ‘because you’ve got no one of your own.’ Nobody waiting for him at home with a hot meal ready to be served. No enchanting toddler clambering on to his knee, begging him for a favourite bedtime story. No bathtime frolics or innocent night-night games or the moving sight of an exhausted child falling gently asleep in her father’s protective arms. No one to carry upstairs to bed, not, at least, to a nursery. Gareth had none of the traditional appendages of his age and position in society.

And yet there certainly was no shortage in his life of gorgeous willing aspirants for the job. Very often desperate, always over-compliant, she knew his life patterns so well. Women, some of them pretty remarkable, prepared to abase themselves at the snap of his world-weary fingers. Gareth Prendergast was, in short, a louse, little more than a traditional old-fashioned bounder. He ran them in droves, paid them minimal attention and usually ended up breaking their silly hearts. Not hers, however; she was far too clued up and considered his obvious charm too fake to be effective. But she did find his company in the workplace stimulating, enjoyed his caustic wit and weary cynicism. Also she liked being seen out with him at functions. Face it, there weren’t too many men like him around.

Yet William really was extremely long-suffering. She had to concede him that when she finally walked in and found her gin and tonic already poured because his sharp ears had heard the taxi. Devoted or what? All she felt was guilt and silently vowed to be nicer to him, if only he weren’t such a doormat. The kitchen was a warm safe cavern with the most appetite-inducing aromas wafting from the stove. Tonight she couldn’t fault him on a thing. He was there to give her a welcoming hug and help her off with her coat. The house, for once, was remarkably quiet, with only the muted strains of a Debussy nocturne drifting through the open living room door. He had even made something of an effort to clear up. The sink was stacked with the pans he’d used but the table, for once, was immaculate. A clean, crisp cloth already set for two, with a bottle of Merlot thoughtfully opened to breathe. Fresh flowers too, her favourite freesias. She stretched up impulsively and pecked him on the cheek.

She had married him after a string of unsatisfactory relationships, largely because of this same intrinsic thoughtfulness. At first he hadn’t particularly made her knees tremble, but he had more important qualities than that. Like loyalty, steadfastness and a great sense of humour, with patience and honesty thrown in. Not to mention that remarkable artistic talent, if only he would put it to some real use. He always called when he said he would and had never been late for a date. People had married for far less, she reasoned. At least with William Huxley she had known she would always be safe.

‘She in bed already?’

‘Off like a lamb,’ said William, beaming as he fished the iron casserole from the oven. ‘We watched her Bob the Builder video and she went up good as gold.’ The truth was she’d grown so used to an absent mother, she no longer kicked up a ruckus when bedtime came and still Edwina wasn’t home. These days they’d become almost like a single-parent family, though he wouldn’t risk spoiling his wife’s genial mood by drawing attention to her inadequacies. It was good she was currently so hypedup about her work. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes unnaturally bright. He found her, in this mood, quite irresistible. Once she’d relaxed and her adrenalin level was back to normal, he’d remember to ask for a general update. Sometimes she liked to talk about the job, at others she chose to shut him out completely. It all depended on her mercurial moods. He couldn’t always foresee how she would react.

‘How’s Gareth?’ he asked casually as he served the stew.

‘Coping,’ was all she said.

The two men met only rarely, on official occasions; she preferred to keep it that way. She sensed the disdain in Gareth’s eyes, knew also that William couldn’t abide him. Found him phoney and unnecessarily acerbic, disliked his pseudo-intellectual pose. He might have been a Balliol scholar but had done very little with his first-class degree, had always been something of a wastrel. Until he’d teamed up with the focused Edwina and produced that vital spark of inspiration. Gareth might take credit for the seed of the big idea but any success the new company might have would be due, almost totally, to her. Of that William had no doubt, he was a fan. Regardless of his unvoiced disapproval of her somewhat suspect business partner.

Chalk and cheese were these two main men in Edwina’s life. William, with his ingenuous charm; Gareth the calculating sophisticate. Both of them clever and attractive in their way yet light years apart in their approach. And she had to admit, if only to herself, that Gareth was the one currently making her tingle, though she tried her level best not to let it show. Four years with William had somewhat dimmed her ardour, especially since the arrival of Morwenna. Broken nights and relentless domesticity were surefire suppressers of sexual passion. Ideally, right now they should be trying for a second child so there wouldn’t be too much of an age gap. But the mere thought of a new pregnancy filled Edwina with horror. She wasn’t a natural mother, had not been raised in that way. Her own mother, now in her seventies, still worked full-time with no thought of retiring. Her Highgate practice was always fully booked, her text-books still widely available. Helge Dorfman was a giant in her field, a Jungian psychiatrist, originally from Vienna. And married to Arnold Fairchild, the famous economist.

‘Think how our grandmothers fought to get the vote.’ That was the mantra with which Helge had raised Edwina, who had no intention of dropping out now, on the threshold of such a glitzy future.

When supper was over, Edwina wiped her mouth and folded her napkin. There was still a little wine left in the bottle but she’d leave it for William to finish. With all that was going on in her life, she needed to keep a clear head.

‘I’m off upstairs for an hour or so’s work,’ she said. ‘We have to sort out the German deal and still have a fair way to go.’

She was doing it again, thought William despondently, excluding him from the most important part of her life. He was actually keenly interested in the progress of her company, but she always kept him waiting till she felt like opening up. Edwina, all over, self-absorbed, unaware of just how much she sometimes hurt him. One of the flaws that he blamed on her hothouse upbringing. When she went at something there was no deflecting her. Not even her own little daughter was permitted to get in her way. Which was one hundred per cent selfishness, and he knew that some day she’d regret it, once Morwenna was finally grown and had moved away. Luckily there was little chance of his daughter inheriting her chilliness, for she took after him in so many integral ways. His expression softened as he thought about his child. He would just give these pans a preliminary soak, then pop up to check on her. Edwina, engrossed in her financial calculations, was unlikely to have given her a thought. Morwenna could be missing when she sauntered home from work, yet he wasn’t entirely convinced that she’d even notice.

While he was still pottering around at the sink, he switched on the television to catch the news. They were still banging on about those horrible murders. Stuff about the mother with her blameless, innocent life and the hard-working father who had provided for them so well. A model, middle-class family, or so it appeared on the surface. Not so much as a breath of scandal or hint of why it might have happened. Dishcloth in hand, William stood transfixed, soaking up every detail of the crime. Quite what it was that so engaged his attention, he hadn’t yet been able to figure out. He wasn’t by nature a True Crime enthusiast and rarely ever opened a detective novel, while even Morse on the box made him yawn. He could never get to care about the meandering plot.

But there was something so horrific about these real-life killings that he just couldn’t shake their savagery from his mind. Perhaps it was this empty existence beginning to addle his brain, with all those hours of gossip with Mrs P. If he had a little more drive, like the lovely Edwina, he’d be up there now beside her, doing his stuff. Putting his talents to work on something worthwhile, finding himself a real man’s job to earn back Edwina’s respect. Earning a bit of hard cash for a change. No wonder she got fed up with him, what a drag he must be to come home to. Stand-in housewife, surrogate mother, general dogsbody incarnate. It was time to shake a leg and get a life. He’d enjoyed the last job, producing atlases. It was possible that he’d strike lucky like that again. But not if he didn’t get up off his arse and start doing something about it. First thing tomorrow, or possibly the day after, he’d log on to the internet and see what he could find.
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