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  For Arthur, who wanted to write.

  TIMSHEL


  I have shot mine arrow o'er the house,

  And hurt my brother.


  HAMLET


  Author's Note


  Although there are many independent schools in England, Bredgar Chambers is the product of my imagination and should not be confused with any existing educational institution.


  I am, however, extremely grateful to a number of schools, headmasters, staff members and students who played a large part in allowing me to gather information that provided such useful background material for my book. I must particularly thank Christopher and Kate Evans of Dauntsey's School in Somerset and Christopher Robbins of the same; Robin Macnaghten of Sherborne School for boys in Dorset; Richard and Caroline Schoon Tracy of Allhallows School in Devon, as well as John Stubbs and Andy Penman whose classes I spoke to; Simon and Kate Watson of Hurstierpoint College in Sussex; Richard Poulton of Christ's Hospital in West Sussex; Miss Marshall of Eton College in Berkshire; and most of all the students who opened their lives to me with such engaging candour: Bertrand, Jeremy, Jane, Matt, Ben, Chas and Bruce. My time spent with all these people in England enriched my understanding of the independent school system more than any other sort of research I might have done.


  In the United States, I thank Fred VonLohmann for generously carrying out the initial stages of research for me at Stanford University; Blair Maffris, Michael Stephany, Hiro Mori, Art Brown and Lynn Harding for fielding questions on a variety of topics; and Santa Barbara Criminalists Stephen Cooper and Phil Pelzel who kindly opened their laboratory to me.


  Most especially I am grateful to Ira Toibin, who has borne all things well, and to Deborah Schneider, who has been my Gibraltar.
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  The rear garden of the cottage in Hammersmith's Lower Mall was set up to accommodate artistic endeavours. Three slabs of knotty pine stretched across six battered sawhorses to function as work stations, and they held at least a dozen stone sculptures in varying stages of completion. A dented metal cabinet near the garden wall contained the artist's tools: drills, chisels, rifflers, files, gouges, emery and a collection of sandpaper with differing degrees of abrasion. A colour-splodged painter's dropcloth—smelling strongly of turps—made a dispirited lump underneath a partially broken chair.


  It was a garden completely without distractions. Walled in against the curiosity of neighbours, it was thus also protected from those insistent and largely mechanical noises of river traffic, of the Great West Road, of Hammersmith Bridge. Indeed, the high walls of the garden were so expertly constructed, the cottage's position on the Lower Mall so well-chosen, that only an occasional waterfowl in flight overhead broke into the superb stillness that the site afforded.


  Such protection was not without one disadvantage. Since cleansing river breezes never found their way through the walls, a patina of stone dust covered everything from the small oblong of dying lawn, to the crimson wallflowers that bordered it, to the square of flagstones that served as a terrace, to the cottage windowsills and the building's pitched roof. Even the artist himself wore fine grey powder like a second skin.


  But this pervasive grime did not bother Kevin Whateley. Over the years, he had become quite used to it. Even if he had not been accustomed to operating perfectly well in a cloud of grit, he would not have noticed it while he laboured in the garden. This was his haven, a place of creative ecstasy in which convenience and cleanliness were not required. Mere discomfort meant nothing to Kevin once he gave himself over to the call of his art.


  He was doing so now, taking his latest piece through the final stage of buffing. He was particularly fond of this current effort, a reclining nude rendered in marble, her head raised on a pillow, her torso twisted so that her right leg was drawn up over her left, her hip and thigh an unbroken crescent that ended with her knee. He ran his hand down her arm, round her buttocks, and along her thigh, testing for rough spots, nodding with satisfaction at the feeling of stone like cold silk beneath his fingers.


  ‘You do look a bit daft, Kev. Don't believe I ever once saw you smiling like that over me.’


  Kevin chuckled, straightened, and looked at his wife who had come to stand in the cottage doorway. She was drying her hands on a faded tea towel, laughter drawing deeply at the wrinkles round her eyes. ‘Then come right 'ere and give it a try, girl. You just weren't paying attention last time.’


  Patsy Whateley waved him off with, ‘You're crazy, you are, Kev,’ but her husband saw the pleased flush appear on her cheeks.


  ‘Crazy, am I?’ he asked. ‘Not what I recall you saying this morning. That was you, wasn't it, sneaking up on a bloke at 6 a.m.?’


  ‘Kev!’


  She laughed outright, and Kevin smiled at her, studying her dear, familiar features, admitting the fact that although for some time she had been surreptitiously colouring her hair to preserve a semblance of youth, her face and figure were decidedly middle-aged, the one lined and no longer firm at jaw and chin, the other filled out in places where once he had found the most delicious curves.


  ‘You're thinking, aren't you, Kev? I can see it on your face. What?’


  ‘Dirty thoughts, girl. Enough to make you blush.’


  ‘It's these pieces you're working on, isn't it? Looking at naked ladies on a Sunday morning! It's indecent and that's all there is to it.’


  ‘What I feel for you's indecent and that's a fact, luv. Step over here. Don't mess me about. I know what you're really like, don't I?’


  ‘He's gone mad,’ Patsy declared to the heavens.


  ‘Mad the way you like.’ He crossed the garden to the cottage door, took his wife into his arms, and kissed her soundly.


  ‘Lord, Kevin, you taste all of sand!’ Patsy protested when at last he released her. A streak of grey powder tinted the side of her head. Another smeared against her left breast. She brushed at her clothing, muttering with exasperation, but when she looked up and her husband grinned, her face softened and she murmured, ‘Half crazy. Always was, you know.’


  He winked and went back to his work. She continued to watch from the doorway.


  From the metal cabinet, Kevin brought out the powdered pumice that he used to condition the marble prior to signing his name to a finished piece. Mixing this with water, he smeared it liberally on to his reclining nude and worked it against the stone. He gave his attention to legs and stomach, breasts and feet, taking the greatest care with the delicate work upon the face.


  He heard his wife move restlessly in the doorway. She was, he saw, looking behind her into the kitchen at the red tin clock that hung above the stove.


  ‘Half-ten,’ she said reflectively.


  It was a statement she intended to sound self-directed, but it didn't deceive Kevin with its pretence of detachment. ‘Now, Pats,’ he soothed her, ‘you're just making a fuss over nothing. I can see it dead clear. Leave it out, can't you? The boy'll ring home as soon as he can.’


  ‘Half-ten,’ she repeated, regardless. ‘Matt said they'd be back by Eucharist, Kev. Eucharist surely would've ended at ten. It's half-past now. Why he's not rung us?’


  ‘He's busy, no doubt. Unpacking. There's schoolwork to be faced. Tales to be told about the weekend's fun. Then lunch with the rest of the boys. So he's forgotten to ring his mum for the moment. But he'll do it by one. Wait and see. Not to worry, luv.’


  Kevin knew that telling his wife not to worry about their son was as useful as asking the Thames to stop rising and falling every day with the tide just a few steps away from their own front door. He'd been offering her variations of that admonition for the last twelve and a half years. But it rarely did the slightest bit of good. Patsy would worry herself over every detail of Matthew's life: over whether his clothing was correctly matched; over who was cutting his hair and seeing to his teeth; over the polish on his shoes and the length of his trousers; over his choice of friends and the hobbies he pursued. She studied each one of his letters from school until she had it memorized, and if she didn't hear from him once a week, she worked herself into a state of the jitters that nothing could quell save Matthew himself. He usually did so, which made his failure to telephone after his weekend adventure in the Cotswolds all the harder to understand. This was something that Kevin would not admit to his wife, however.


  Teenagers, he thought. We're in for it now, Pats. The boy's growing up.


  Patsy's response startled her husband, who thought himself not so easily read. ‘I know what you're thinking, Kev. He's getting bigger. Won't want his mum fussing over him all the time. There's truth to it. I know.’


  ‘So…?’ he encouraged her.


  ‘So I'll wait a bit before I ring the school.’


  It was, Kevin knew, the best compromise she would offer. ‘That's my girl,’ he replied and went back to his sculpture.


  For the next hour he allowed himself the bliss of complete absorption into the delights of his art, losing track of time entirely. As was usually the case, his surroundings faded into insignificance, and existence was reduced to the immediate sensation of marble coming to life under his hands.


  His wife had to say his name twice to return him from the twilight world he inhabited whenever he was called there by his particular muse. She'd come back to the doorway, but this time he saw that she held a black plastic handbag in place of the tea towel, and she was wearing her new black shoes and her best navy wool coat. She had inserted a coruscating rhinestone pin haphazardly into the lapel—a sleek lioness with one paw raised and ready to strike. Its eyes were tiny specks of green.


  ‘He's in the Sanatorium.’ She spoke the last word on a high note of incipient panic.


  Kevin blinked, eyes drawn to the dance of light diffracting from the lioness rampant. ‘Sanatorium?’ he repeated.


  ‘Our Matt's in the Sanatorium, Kev! He's been there all weekend. I've just rung the school. He didn't ever go to the Morants' at all. He's sick in the San! That Morant boy didn't even know what was wrong. He hadn't seen him since Friday lunch!’


  ‘What're you up to, girl?’ Kevin queried shrewdly. He knew full well what the answer would be and sought a moment to ponder how best to stop her.


  ‘Mattie's ill! Our boy! Lord knows what's wrong. Now, are you coming with me to that school or planning to stand there with your hands on that woman's flipping crotch for the rest of the day?’


  Kevin hurriedly removed his hands from the offending part of the sculpture's anatomy. He wiped them down the sides of his work jeans, adding the white abrasive cream to the dust and dirt already embedded along the seams.


  ‘Hang on, Pats,’ he said. ‘Think for a minute.’


  ‘Think? Mattie's ill! He'll be wanting his mum.’


  ‘Will he, luv?’


  Patsy worked on this thought, her lips pressed together as if in the hope of keeping further words at bay. Her spatulate fingers worried the clasp of her handbag, snapping it repeatedly open and shut. From what Kevin could see, the bag was empty. In her rush to be off, Patsy had thought nothing about putting inside a single belonging—a pound coin, a comb, a compact, anything.


  He pulled a piece of old towelling from the pocket of his jeans and rubbed it along his sculpture fondly. ‘Think, Pats,’ he gentled her. ‘No boy wants Mum flying out to his school if he's got a bit of flu. He's liable to be a bit choked over that, isn't he? Red in the face with Mum hanging about like he needs his nappies changed and she's just the one to do it.’


  ‘Are you saying I just let it be?’ Patsy shook her handbag at him to emphasize her words. ‘Like I wasn't interested in my own boy's well-being?’


  ‘Not let it be.’


  ‘Then what?’


  Kevin folded his towelling into a small, neat square. ‘Let's think this out. What did San Sister tell you's exactly wrong with the boy?’


  Patsy's eyes dropped. Kevin knew what that reaction implied. He laughed at her softly. ‘They've a nurse right there on duty at the school and you've not rung her, Pats? Mattie'll have stubbed his toe and his mum'll go running out to West Sussex without a thought given to ringing up to see what's wrong with the boy first! What's to become of the likes of you, girl?’


  Hot embarrassment was climbing its way up Patsy's neck and spreading on to her cheeks. ‘I'll ring now,’ she managed to say with dignity and went to make the call from the kitchen phone.


  Kevin heard her dialling. A moment later he heard her voice. A moment after that, he heard her drop the phone. She cried out once, a terrified keening that he recognized as his own name wailed in supplication. He flung his ragged towel to one side and flew into the cottage.


  At first he thought his wife was having an attack of some sort. Her face was grey, and the fist at her lips suggested that a shrieking-out in pain was being withheld by an act of will. When she heard his footsteps and swung to face him, he saw that her eyes were wild.


  ‘He's not there. Mattie's gone, Kevin. He wasn't in the San. He's not even at the school!’


  Kevin struggled to comprehend the horror that those few words implied and found he could only repeat her own statement. ‘Mattie? Gone?’


  She seemed frozen to the spot. ‘Since Friday noon.’


  Suddenly that immense stretch of time from Friday to Sunday became a breeding ground for the sort of unspeakable images every parent must confront when first acknowledging a beloved child's disappearance. Kidnapping, molestation, religious cults, white slavery, sadism, murder. Patsy shuddered, gagged. A faint sheen of perspiration appeared on her skin.


  Seeing this, fearing she might faint or have a stroke or drop dead on the spot, Kevin grasped her shoulders to offer the only comfort he knew.


  ‘We'll be off to the school, luv,’ he said urgently. ‘We'll see about our boy. I promise you that. We'll go at once.’


  ‘Mattie!’ The name rose like a prayer.


  Kevin told himself that prayers were unnecessary at the moment, that Matthew was only playing the truant, that his absence from the school had a reasonable explanation which they would laugh about together in the time to come. Yet even as he thought this, a vicious tremor shook Patsy's body. She said their son's name beseechingly once again. Against all reason, Kevin found himself hoping that a god somewhere was listening to his wife.


  Thumbing through her contribution to their report one last time, Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers decided that she was satisfied with the results of her weekend's labour. She clipped the fifteen tedious pages together, shoved her chair back from her desk, and went in search of her immediate superior, Detective Inspector Thomas Lynley.


  He was where she had left him shortly after noon that day, alone in his office, blond head cupped in one hand, his attention directed towards his own section of the report which was spread across the top of his desk. The late Sunday afternoon sun threw long shadows against walls and across the floor, making perusing typescript without artificial light next to impossible. And since Lynley's reading spectacles had slipped disregarded to the end of his nose, Barbara entered the room noiselessly, certain that he was fast asleep.


  That would not have surprised her. For the past two months Lynley had been burning the candle not only at both ends but right through the middle. His presence at the Yard had been so unceasing—generally requiring her own reluctant presence as well—that he had been jokingly christened Mr Ubiquitous by the other DI's in his division.


  ‘Go home, laddie,’ Inspector MacPherson would roar when he saw him in a corridor, in a meeting, or in the officers' mess. ‘Ye're black'ning the rest o' us. Hearkening after a super's position? Canna rest on the laurels o' promotion if ye're deid.’


  Lynley would laugh in his characteristically affable fashion and sidestep the reason behind this sixty-day stint of unremitting toil. But Barbara knew why he remained on the job long hours into the night, why he volunteered to be on call, why he took other officers' duty at the first request. It was all represented in the single postcard that lay at the moment on the edge of his desk. She picked it up.


  It was five days old, badly creased from a hard journey across Europe from the Ionian Sea. Its subject was a curious procession of incense bearers, sceptre-wielding officials, and gold-gowned, bearded Greek Orthodox priests who carried a bejewelled sedan chair upon their shoulders, its sides made of glass. Resting within the chair, his shrouded head leaning against the glass as if he were asleep and not more than a thousand years dead, were the remains of Saint Spyridon. Barbara turned the card over and unabashedly read its message. She could have guessed before doing so what the tenor of the words would be.


  Tommy darling, Imagine having your poor remains carried through the streets of Corfu town four times a year! Good Lord, it does give one pause to think about the wisdom of dedicating one's life to sanctity, doesn't it? You'll be pleased to know that I've made my bow to intellectual growth with a pilgrimage to Jupiter's Temple at Kassiope. I dare say you'd approve of such Chaucerian endeavour. H.


  Barbara knew that this card was the tenth such communication from Lady Helen Clyde that Lynley had received in the last two months. Each previous one had been exactly the same, a friendly and amusing commentary upon one aspect of Greek life or another as Lady Helen moved gaily round the country in a seemingly endless journey that had begun in January only days after Lynley had asked her to marry him. Her answer had been a definitive no, and the postcards—all sent to New Scotland Yard and not to Lynley's home in Eaton Terrace—underscored her determination to remain unfettered by the claims of the heart.


  That Lynley thought daily, if not hourly, about Helen Clyde, that he wanted her, that he loved her with a single-minded intensity were the facts which, Barbara knew, comprised the heretofore unspoken rationale behind his infinite capacity for taking on new assignments without protest. Anything to keep the howling hounds of loneliness at bay, she thought. Anything to keep the pain of living with-out Helen from knotting steadily, like a tumour within him.


  Barbara returned the card, retreated a few steps, and expertly sailed her part of their report into his in-tray. The subsequent whoosh of air across his desk, the fluttering of his papers to the floor, woke him. He started, grimaced disarmingly at having been caught sleeping, rubbed the back of his neck, and removed his spectacles.


  Barbara plopped into the chair next to his desk, sighed, and ruffled her short hair with an unconscious energy that made most of it stand on end like bristles on a brush. She spoke. ‘Ah yes, do ye hear those bonny bells of Scotland calling to ye, lad? Tell me ye do.’


  His reply made its way past a stifled yawn. ‘Scotland, Havers? What on earth—’


  ‘Aye. Those wee bonny bells. Calling ye home to that land of malt. Those blessit smoky tastes of liquid fire…’


  Lynley stretched his lengthy frame and began to gather his papers together. ‘Ah. Scotland,’ he replied. ‘Do I imagine this sentimental journey into the thistle is an indication that you've not tipped into your weekly allotment of alcohol, Sergeant?’


  She grinned and sloughed off Robert Burns. ‘Let's pop round to the King's Arms, Inspector. You can buy. Two of the MacAllan and we'll both be singing “Coming Through the Rye”. You don't want to miss that. I've the very devil of a mezzo-soprano sure to bring tears to your lovely brown eyes.’


  Lynley polished his spectacles, replaced them on his nose, and began an examination of her work. ‘I'm flattered by the invitation. Don't think I'm not. A proffered opportunity to hear you warbling touches me right to the heart, Havers. But surely there's someone else here today into whose wallet you haven't dipped your hand quite so regularly as mine. Where's Constable Nkata? Didn't I see him here this afternoon?’


  ‘He's gone out on a call.’


  ‘More's the pity. You're out of luck, I'm afraid. I did promise Webberly this report in the morning.’


  Barbara felt a twinge of exasperation. He'd dodged her invitation more adroitly than she'd managed to phrase it. But she had other weapons, so she trotted out the first. ‘You've promised it to Webberly in the morning, sir, but you and I know he doesn't need it for another week. Get off it, Inspector. Don't you think it's about time you came back to the land of the living?’


  ‘Havers…’ Lynley didn't change his position. He didn't look up from the papers in his hand. His tone alone carried the implicit warning. It was a laying-down of boundaries, a declaration of superiority in the chain of command. Barbara had worked with him long enough to know what it meant when he said her name with such studied neutrality. She was barging into an area off-limits. Her presence was not wanted and would not be admitted without a fight.


  Well and good, she thought with resignation. But she could not resist a final sortie into the guarded regions of his private life.


  She jerked her head towards the postcard. ‘Our Helen's not giving you much to go on, is she?’


  His head snapped up. He dropped the report. But the jarring ring of the telephone on his desk precluded reply.


  Lynley picked up the phone to hear the voice of one of the girls who worked on reception in the Yard's unfriendly grey-on-black marble lobby. ‘Visitor below,’ the adenoidal voice announced without preliminaries. ‘Bloke called John Corntel asking for Inspector Asherton. That's you, I s'pose? Though why some people can't ever keep a body's proper name straight… even when a body takes to stringing names together like some flipping royal and expects reception to know each and every one so's to sort it all out when old schoolmates come calling—’


  Lynley interrupted this verbal tally of woes. ‘Corntel? Sergeant Havers will come down to fetch him.’


  He hung up upon a martyred voice asking him what he thought he'd like to be called next week. Would it be Lynley, Asherton, or some other dusty family title that he thought he'd try out for a month or two? Havers, apparently anticipating his request from what she had heard of the conversation, was already heading out of his office for the lift.


  Lynley watched her go, her wool trousers flapping round her stubby legs and a scrap of torn paper clinging like a moth to the elbow of her worn Aran sweater. He contemplated this unexpected visit from Corntel, a ghost from the past, to be sure.


  They'd been schoolmates at Eton, Corntel a King's Scholar, one of the élite. In those days, Lynley recalled, Corntel had cut quite a figure among the seniors, a tall and brooding youth, very melancholy, favoured with hair the colour of sepia and a set of aristocratic features reminiscent of those endowed to Napoleon on the romantically painted canvases by Antoine-Jean Gros. As if with the intention of holding true to physical type, Corntel had been preparing to take his A levels in literature, music and art. What had happened to him after Eton, Lynley could not have said.


  With this image of John Corntel in mind, part of Lynley's own history, it was with some surprise that he rose to greet the man who followed Sergeant Havers into his office less than five minutes later. Only the height remained—two inches over six feet, eye to eye with Lynley. But the frame that had once allowed him to stand so tall and sure of himself, a promising scholar in the privileged world of Eton, was round-shouldered now, as if protecting him from the potential of physical contact. That was not the only difference in the man.


  The curls of youth had given way to hair close cropped to the skull and peppered with premature grey. That miraculous amalgamation of bone, flesh, contour and colour that had resulted in a face speaking of both sensuality and intelligence now bore a pallor usually associated with sickrooms, and the skin looked stretched across the bones. His dark eyes were bloodshot.


  An explanation had to exist for the change that had come upon Corntel in the seventeen years since Lynley had last seen him. People did not alter so drastically without a central cause. In this case it looked as if a burning or a freezing at the core of the man, having destroyed that interior substance, now pushed forward to decimate the rest.


  ‘Lynley. Asherton. I wasn't sure which name to use,’ Corntel said diffidently. But the timidity seemed studied, a decision about salutations made well in advance. He offered his hand. It was hot, and felt feverish.


  ‘I don't use the little much. Just Lynely.’


  ‘Useful thing, a title. We called you the Viscount of Vacillation at school, didn't we? But where did that come from? I can't even remember.’


  Lynley preferred not to. It stirred up memories. How they assaulted the protected regions of the psyche. ‘Viscount Vacennes.’


  ‘That was it. The secondary title. One of the joys of being the oldest son of an earl.’


  ‘Dubious joys at best.’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  Lynley watched the other man's eyes sweep over the office, taking in the cabinets, the shelves and their books, the general disarray of his desk, the two American South-west prints. They came to rest on the room’s single photograph, and Lynley waited for the other man to comment upon its solitary subject. Corntel and Lynley had both been at Eton with Simon Allcourt-St James, and since the photograph of him was more than thirteen years old, Corntel would no doubt recognize the jubilant face of that wild-haired young cricket player who was frozen in time, captured in that pure, exhilarating joy of youth with trousers tripped and stained, a sweater pushed above the elbows and a streak of dirt on this arm. He was leaning against a cricket bat, laughing in sheer delight. Three years before Lynley crippled him.


  ‘St James.’ Corntel nodded. ‘I've not thought of him in ages. Lord. Time does go, doesn't it?’


  ‘It does.’ Lynley continued to study his old schoolmate curiously, nothing the manner in which his smile flashed and disappeared, noting how in which his smile flashed and disappeared, nothing how his hands drifted to his jacket pockets and patted them down as if reassuring himself of the presence of some item he intended to produce.


  Sergeant Havers flipped on the lights to dispel the gloom of the late afternoon. She looked at Lynley. Stay or go? her eyes asked. He nodded her towards one of the office chairs. She sat, reached in her trouser pocket, brought out a packet of cigarettes, and shook out several.


  ‘Have one?’ she offered Corntel. ‘The Inspector here's decided to give up yet another vice—curse him for his sanctimonious desire to stop polluting the air—and I hate to smoke alone.’


  Corntel seemed surprised that Havers was still in the room, but he accepted her offer and produced a lighter.


  ‘Yes. I will. Thank you.’ His eyes danced to Lynley and then away. His right hand rolled the cigarette against his left palm. His teeth gnawed momentarily at his lower lip. ‘I've come for your help,’ he said in a rush. ‘I pray you'll do something, Tommy. I'm in serious trouble.’
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  ‘A boy's gone missing from the school, and as I'm his housemaster, I'm responsible for what's happened to him. God, if something has…’


  Corntel explained himself tersely, smoking between scattered phrases. He was housemaster and head of English at Bredgar Chambers, an independent school tucked into a roll of land between Crawley and Horsham in West Sussex, little more than an hour's drive from London. The boy in question—thirteen years old, a third former, and hence new to the school this year—was a Hammersmith child. The entire situation appeared to be an elaborate ruse orchestrated by the boy to allow him a weekend of perfect freedom. Except that something had gone wrong, somehow, somewhere, and now the boy was missing, had been missing for more than forty-eight hours.


  ‘I think he may be a runaway.’ Corntel rubbed his eyes. ‘Tommy, I should have seen that something was bothering the boy. I should have known. That's part of my job. Obviously, if he was determined to leave the school, if he's been that unhappy all these months and I've failed to see it… God in heaven, the parents arrived at the school in a state of hysteria, one of the board of governors just happened by at the time, and the Headmaster has spent all afternoon trying to keep everything out of the hands of the local police, trying to keep the parents calm, and trying to find out who saw the boy last, and why, most of all why, he ran off without a word. I don't know what to tell anyone, how to excuse… how to make reparation or find some sort of resolution.’ He ran a hand back over his short hair, tried and failed to force a smile. ‘I didn't know where to turn at first. Then I thought of you. It seemed an inspired solution. After all, we were mates back at Eton, you and I. And… Christ, I sound like an idiot. I can't even think straight any longer.’


  ‘This is a matter for the West Sussex police,’ Lynley replied. ‘If indeed it's a police matter at all. Why haven't they been called in, John?’


  ‘We've a group on the campus—called the Bredgar Volunteers. Isn't that an absurd name?—and they're out looking for him now, assuming that he's not got that far. Or assuming that something happened to him nearby. It was the Headmaster's decision not to send for the police. He and I spoke. I told him I had a contact here at the Yard.’


  Lynley could colour in the details of Corntel's situation well enough. Beyond his legitimate concern for the boy, John Corntel's job—perhaps his entire career—rested upon finding him quickly and finding him well. It was one thing for a child to be homesick, perhaps to make an attempt to go to his parents or his old friends, only to be stopped a short distance—and a short time—away from the school. But this was serious indeed. According to the halting details Corntel had given them, the boy had last been seen on Friday afternoon, with no one giving a thought as to his whereabouts since then. As to the distance he had probably managed to travel since that time… The situation was more than grave for Corntel. It was a prelude to professional disaster. No wonder he was assuring the Headmaster that he could handle it himself, discreetly, quickly, and well.


  Unfortunately, there was nothing that Lynley could do. Scotland Yard did not take on cases in this manner, and the force certainly did not step into the jurisdiction of the county police without a formal request from the regional constabulary. So Corntel's trip into London was a waste of time and the sooner he got back to the school and got the case into the hands of the appropriate authorities, the better it would be. Lynley sought to convince him of this, gathering what disjointed facts he could, determined to use them to lead Corntel to the inescapable conclusion that the local police had to be involved.


  ‘What exactly happened?’ he asked. Sergeant Havers, in rote reaction to her superior's question, reached for a spiral notebook on Lynley's desk and began jotting down questions and responses in her usual competent fashion. She squinted against the smoke from her cigarette, coughed, stubbed it out on the sole of her shoe, and tossed it into the rubbish.


  ‘The boy—Matthew Whateley—had an exeat this weekend to go to the home of another student, Harry Morant. Morant's family has a country house in Lower Slaughter, and they'd arranged a gathering there for Harry's birthday. Five of the boys were going, six including Harry. They had parents' permission. Everything was in order. Matthew was one of them.’


  ‘Who are the Morants?’


  ‘Top drawer sort of family,’ Corntel said. ‘Three older sons have gone through Bredgar Chambers. A sister's in the lower sixth there now. We take .girls in their last two years,’ he added uselessly. ‘Lower and upper sixth girls. I think what happened is that Matthew got cold feet about the business because of that. I mean, because of the family—the Morants—not because we take girls at the school.’


  ‘I don't see why. What's the family got to do with it?’


  Corntel shifted in his seat with a look at Sergeant Havers. Lynley saw in that nervous sweep of the eyes what would be said next. Corntel had heard Havers' distinct working-class accent. If the Morants were being brought forward as the source of the problem—and were, as Corntel said, a top-drawer family—then Matthew was no doubt, like Havers, from a distinctly different part of the chest.


  ‘I think Matthew got cold feet,’ Corntel explained. ‘He's a city boy, this is his first year in an independent school. He's always been in the state schools before. He's always lived at home. Now that he's mixing with a different sort of people… it takes time. It's difficult to adjust.’ His hand moved out, open-palmed, in an appeal for mutual understanding. ‘You know what I mean.’


  Lynley saw Havers' head come up, saw her eyes narrow at the implication behind Corntel's words. She had, he well knew, always worn her working-class background like a suit of armour. ‘And when Matthew failed to show up for the journey on Friday? There must have been some meeting place where the boys gathered before they set off for their weekend together. Didn't they wonder where he was? Didn't they report to you when he didn't show up?’


  ‘They thought they knew where he was. We had games Friday afternoon, and the trip to Lower Slaughter was scheduled afterwards. The boys are all on the same hockey team. Matthew didn't show up for the game, but everyone thought it was in perfect order because the third form hockey master—Cowfrey Pitt, one of our teachers—had received a note from the Sanatorium, saying that Matthew had become ill and wouldn't be there for the game. When they heard this, the boys assumed that he wouldn't be going on the weekend either. It seemed logical enough at the time.’


  ‘What sort of note was it?’


  ‘An off-games chit. Just a standard form from the Sanatorium with Matthew's name on it. Frankly, it looks to me as if Matthew set the entire situation up in advance. He would get permission from home to leave campus and arrange it to look as if he were going to the Morants'. At the same time, he would have in his possession an off-games chit indicating that he was ill in the Sanatorium. But because the chit wasn't legitimate, I would get no copy of it from the San. So I would think Matthew left with the Morants. The Morants, in the meantime, would think he was still at the school. Then the weekend would be his own to do as he liked. Which is exactly what he did, the little beggar!’


  ‘You didn't check up on his whereabouts?’


  Corntel leaned forward and crushed out his cigarette. The movement was unsteady. Ashes spilled on to Lynley's desk. ‘I thought I knew his whereabouts. I thought he was with the Morants.’


  ‘And the hockey master—was it Cowfrey Pitt?—didn't inform you that he'd gone to the Sanatorium?’


  ‘Cowfrey assumed the San would let me know. That's how it's usually done. And if I'd been told Matthew was ill, I would have gone to the San to see him. Of course I would have.’ The strength of Corntel's protestations was curious. With each of them, the man spoke more intently.


  ‘You've a head of house as well, don't you? What was he doing all this time? Was he in school this weekend?’


  ‘Brian Byrne. Yes. A senior boy. A prefect. Most of the seniors were off on exeats—at least those who hadn't gone to a hockey tournament in the North—but he was there. Right in the house. As far as he knew, Matthew was with the Morants. He didn't check into that any more than I did. Why should he have done so? If any checking was to be done, it was my responsibility, not Brian's. I'll not foist it off on to my prefect. I won't.’


  Like the earlier protestations, there was peculiar force behind Corntel's declaration, child of a need to take all blame upon himself. Lynley knew that there was usually only one reason for the existence of such a need. If Corntel wanted the blame, no doubt he deserved it.


  ‘He must have known that he'd be out of his depth with the Morants. He must have felt it,’ Corntel said.


  ‘You seem certain of that.’


  ‘He was a scholarship student.’ Corntel seemed to feel that statement explained everything. Nonetheless, he went on to say, ‘Good boy. Hard worker.’


  ‘Liked by the other students?’ When Corntel hesitated, Lynley said, ‘After all, if he'd been invited for a weekend at one of their homes, it seems reasonable to conclude he was liked.’


  ‘Yes, yes. He must have been. It's just that… Do you see how I've failed the boy? I don't know. He was so quiet. All he ever seemed to do was his schoolwork. He never had a problem. He never even spoke of one. And his parents were so keen to have him go on this weekend. His father said as much to me when he wrote his permission. Something like “Nice to have Mattie move into the world a bit.” Mattie. That's what they called him.’


  ‘Where are the parents now?’


  Corntel's face pinched with misery. ‘I don't now. At the school perhaps. Or at home waiting for word. If the Headmaster hasn't managed to stop them, they may have gone directly to the police themselves.’


  ‘Has Bredgar Chambers access to a local police force?’


  ‘There's a constable in Cissbury—that's the nearest village. Otherwise, we're under the jurisdiction of the Horsham force.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Part of their patch, you'd call it, wouldn't you?’


  ‘Yes. And I'm afraid it's not part of mine.’


  Corntel's shoulders caved in further at this admission. ‘Surely you can do something, Tommy. Put some sort of wheels in motion.’


  ‘Discreet wheels?’


  ‘Yes. All right. Whatever you want to call them. It's a personal favour, I know. I've no rights here. But for God's sake, we have Eton.’


  It was a draw upon loyalties. The old school tie. That assumption of devotion to the calls of the past. Lynley wanted to cut beyond it as ruthlessly as he could. The policeman in him insisted that he do so. But the boy who had once shared school days with Corntel was not quite as dead as Lynley wanted him to be. So he asked:


  ‘If he had run off, perhaps with the intention of coming up to London, he'd need transportation, wouldn't he? How close are you to the trains? To the motorway? To one of the larger roads?’


  Corntel seemed to take this as the extending hand of help he wanted. He answered definitively, eager to be of assistance.


  ‘We're not very near anything useful, Tommy, which is why parents feel secure in sending their children to the school. It's isolated. There's no trouble to get into. There's nothing around to distract. Matthew would have had quite a hike to get safely away. He couldn't afford to hitch a ride too near the school because if he did, the chance would have been very good that someone from the school—one of the teachers, perhaps, or a workman or the porter—might have gone driving by, seen him, and packed him right back where he belongs.’


  ‘So he probably wouldn't have kept to the road at all.’


  ‘I don't think he would. I think he'd have had to go through the fields, through St Leonard's Forest, up to Crawley and the M23. He'd have been safe at that point. He would have been seen as just any child. No one would suspect that he was from Bredgar Chambers.’


  ‘St Leonard's Forest,’ Lynley said reflectively. ‘The likeliest possibility is that he's still there, isn't it? Lost perhaps. Hungry.’


  ‘And two nights without shelter in March. Exposure. Hypothermia. Starvation. A broken leg. A bad fall. A broken neck.’ Corntel compiled the list bitterly.


  ‘Starvation's unlikely after only three days,’ Lynley responded. He did not add the more damning remark that any of the others were distinctly possible. ‘Is he a big child? Hefty?’


  Corntel shook his head. ‘Not at all. He's very small for his age. Delicate bones. Extremely fragile. Good structure in the face.’ He paused, his eyes focusing on an image the others could not see. ‘Dark hair. Dark eyes. Long-fingered hands. Perfect skin. Lovely skin.’


  Havers tapped a pencil against her notebook. She looked at Lynley. Seeing her do so, Corntel stopped speaking. Colour dashed across his face in great bruising patches.


  Lynley pushed his chair away from his desk and let his eyes rest on one of the two prints on his wall in which an Indian woman dumped a basket of peppers on to a blanket. It was a compilation of vibrant colours. Her veil of black hair, the living red of the vegetables, the tawny velvet of her skin, her purple gown, the blend of rose and blue background that called the time of day sunset. Beauty, he knew, always offered its own form of seduction.


  ‘Have you brought a picture of the boy?’ Lynley asked. ‘Can you write out an accurate description of him?’ The last question, he thought, would probably be unnecessary.


  ‘Yes. Of course. Both.’ Never before had Lynley heard such relief.


  ‘Then if you'll leave them with the sergeant, we'll see if there's anything we can do from this end. Perhaps he's already been picked up in Crawley and is too afraid to give his name. Or even closer to London. One can never tell.’


  ‘I thought… I hoped you'd help. I've already…’ Corntel reached into the breast pocket of his coat, bringing out a photograph and a folded page of typescript. He had the grace to look faintly abashed by the assumption of Lynley's co-operation that was implied by his possession of both.


  Lynley took them wearily. Corntel had been confident of his man indeed. The old Viscount of Vacillation would hardly desert one of his former schoolmates now.


  Barbara Havers read the description that Corntel had left with them. She studied the photograph of the boy as Lynley dumped out the ashtray that she and Corntel had managed to fill during the interview. He wiped it carefully with a tissue.


  ‘God, you're getting to be an unbearable prig over this smoking business, Inspector,’ Barbara complained. ‘Should I start wearing a scarlet S on my chest?’


  ‘Not at all. But either I clean the ashtray or find myself licking it in desperation. Somehow, cleaning seems closer to a behaviour I can live with. But only just, I'm afraid.’ He looked up, smiled.


  She laughed even through her exasperation. ‘Why did you give up smoking? Why not march right into an early grave with the rest of us? The more the merrier. You know the sort of thing.’


  He didn't answer. Instead, his eyes went to the postcard propped up against a coffee cup on his desk. So Barbara knew. Lady Helen Clyde did not smoke. Perhaps she would find more acceptable upon her return a man who had given up smoking as well.


  ‘Do you really think that's going to make a difference, Inspector?’


  His reply was as good as ignoring her altogether. ‘If the boy's run away, I shouldn't be surprised if he turns up in a few days. Perhaps in Crawley. Perhaps in the city. But if he doesn't turn up, as callous as it sounds, his body may. Are they prepared for that, I wonder.’


  Barbara skillfully turned the statement to her own use. ‘Is anyone ever really prepared for the worst, Inspector?’


  Send my roots rain. Send my roots rain.


  With those four words pressing into her brain like a persistent melody, Deborah St James sat in her Austin, eyes fixed on the lych gate of St Giles' Church outside the village of Stoke Poges. She scrutinized nothing in particular. Instead, she tried to count how many times over the last month she had recited not just those final words but Hopkins' entire sonnet. She had started every day with it, had made it the force that propelled her from beds and hotel rooms, into her car, and through site after site where she took photographs like an automaton. But beyond every morning's determined recitation of those fourteen lines of supplication, she could not have said how many times during each day she had returned to it, when some unexpected sight or sound she was unprepared for broke through her defences and attacked her calm.


  She understood why the lines came to her now. St Giles' Church was the last stop in her four-week photographic odyssey. At the end of this afternoon she would return to London, avoiding the M4, which would take her there quickly, and choosing instead the A4 with its traffic signals, its congestion round Heathrow, its infinite stream of suburbs grimy with soot and the grey end of winter. And its additional blessing of extending the journey. That was the crucial part. She didn't yet see how she could face the end of it. She didn't yet see how she could face Simon.


  Ages ago when she had accepted this assignment to photograph a selection of the literary landmarks of the country, she had planned it so that Stoke Poges, where Thomas Gray composed ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard', would fall directly after Tintagel and Glastonbury, and thus bring her month of work to a conclusion only a few miles from her doorstep. But Tintagel and Glastonbury, rich with ineluctable reminders of King Arthur and Guinevere, of their ill-fated and ultimately barren love, had only given teeth to the despondency with which she had begun the trip. Those teeth bit; today on this final afternoon, they tore, working upon her heart, laying bare its worst wound…


  She wouldn't think of it. She opened the car door, took up her camera case and tripod, and walked across the car park to the lych gate. Beyond it she could see that the graveyard was divided into two sections and that midway down a curved concrete path, a second lych gate and second graveyard stood.


  The air was cold for late March, as if deliberately withholding the promise of spring. Birds twittered sporadically in the trees, but other than the occasional muffled roar of a jet from Heathrow, the graveyard itself was quiet. It seemed a suitable spot for Thomas Gray to have created his poem, to have chosen as his own resting place.


  Closing the first lych gate behind her, Deborah walked along the path between two lines of tree roses. New growth sprouted from them—tight buds, slim branches, tender young leaves—but this springtime regeneration contrasted sharply with the area in which the trees themselves grew. This outer graveyard was not maintained. The grass was uncut, the stones left to lurch at odd angles with haphazard disregard.


  Deborah went under the second lych gate. It was more ornate than the first and, perhaps in the hope of keeping vandals away from the delicate oak fretwork along the line of its roof—or perhaps from the graveyard and the church itself—a floodlight was secured to a beam. But this was a useless safeguard, for the light was shattered and shards of glass lay here and there on the ground.


  Once inside the interior churchyard, Deborah looked for Thomas Gray's tomb, her final photographic responsibility. Almost immediately, however, as she made a fleeting survey of the monuments and markers, she saw instead a trail of feathers.


  They lay like the result of an augur's handiwork, a rebarbative collection of ash-coloured down. Against the manicured lawn, they looked like puffs of smoke that had taken on substance rather than drifting off to be absorbed into the sky. But the number of feathers and the unmistakably violent way in which they were strewn about suggested a vicious battle for life, and Deborah followed them the short distance to where the defeated party lay.


  The bird's body was about two feet from the yew hedge that separated inner and outer graveyards. Deborah stiffened at the sight of it. Even though she had known what she would find, the brutality of the poor creature's death evoked in her an answering rush of pity so intense—so utterly absurd, she told herself—that she found her vision momentarily obscured by tears. All that remained of the bird was a frail blood-imbued rib cage covered by an insubstantial and inadequate cuirass of stained down. There was no head. Frail legs and claws had been torn off. The creature would have once been a pigeon or a dove, but now it was a shell in which life had once existed, all too briefly.


  How fleeting it was. How quickly it could be extinguished.


  ‘No!’ Deborah felt the anguish well within her and knew she lacked the will to defeat it. She forced herself to think of something else—of burying the bird, of brushing the scurrying ants from the serrated ridge of one cracked rib—but the effort was useless. Hopkins' sonnet, whispered in a rush against a rising onslaught of sorrow, was insufficient armour. So she wept, watching the dead bird's image blur, praying that a time would come when she could put an end to grief.


  For the last four weeks, work had been an anodyne. She turned to it now, backing away from the bird, clutching her equipment in hands that were cold.


  The job called for a set of photographs which reflected the piece of literature that had inspired them. Since late February, Deborah had explored the Brontes' Yorkshire and given herself over to Ponden Hall and High Withens; she had set up camera and tripod for a moonlit examination of Tintern Abbey; she had photographed the Cobb and most particularly Granny's Teeth from which Louisa Musgrove took her fatal fall; she had wandered the tournament field in Ashby de la Zouch, sat on the sidelines and watched the comings and goings in the pump room in Bath, walked the streets of Dorchester looking for the slow hand of destiny that destroyed Michael Henchard, and felt the enchantment of Hill Top Farm.


  In each case, the site itself—and her research into the literature that had grown from it—inspired her camera. But as she looked round this final location and caught sight of the two structures that, from their proximity to the church, had to be the tombs she had come to inspect, she felt the pricking of irritation. How on earth, she thought, was she ever going to make something so inordinately mundane look attractive?


  The tombs were identical, constructed of brick, slabbed across the top with lichened stone. The only decorative detail that had been supplied them had been done so by two hundred years of visitors who had obligingly carved their names into the bricks. Deborah sighed, stepped back, and examined the church.


  Even here there was little scope for artistry. The building fought with itself, two different periods of architecture moulded together to form a whole. Plain fifteenth-century Tudor windows set into a faded red brick wall existed hand-in-glove with the perpendicular structure of a lancet window nearby, this set into the older chalk and flint of the Norman Chancel. The effect could hardly be called picturesque.


  Deborah frowned. ‘A disaster,’ she murmured. From her camera case she took the rough manuscript of the book which her pictures would illustrate and, spreading several pages across the top of Thomas Gray's tomb, she spent a few minutes reading not only ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ but also the interpretation of the poem supplied by the Cambridge don whose manuscript this was. Her eyes stopped thoughtfully, with growing understanding, upon the poem's eleventh stanza. She dwelt upon it.


  Can storied urn or animated bust,


  Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?


  Can honour's voice provoke the silent dust,


  Or flatt'ry soothe the dull cold ear of death?


  She looked up, seeing the graveyard as Gray had intended her to see it, knowing that her photographs had to reflect the simplicity of life that the poet had sought to celebrate with his words. She cleared her papers from the tomb and set up her tripod.


  It would be nothing lush, nothing clever, just photographs that used light and dark, angle and depth to depict the innocence and beauty of a country evening at dusk. She worked to capture the humble quality of the environment in which Gray's rude forefathers of the hamlet were sleeping, completing her catalogue of impressions with a photograph of the yew tree under which the poet ostensibly wrote his verse.


  That done, she stepped away from her equipment and gazed towards the east, towards London. There was, she knew, no more putting it off. There was no further excuse to keep her from home. But she needed preparation prior to facing her husband. She sought it by going into the church.


  Her curse, she saw, would be the centrepiece of the nave, that object upon which her eyes fell when the door closed behind her. It was an octagonal marble baptismal font, dwarfed beneath the arched timber ceiling. Each side of the font bore intricate carving, and two tall pewter candlesticks stood behind it, waiting to be lit for the ceremony that brought another child to Christianity.


  Deborah walked to the font and touched the smooth oak that covered it. Just for a moment, she let herself imagine the infant in her arms, the tender pressure of its head against her breast. She let herself hear its cry of indignation as the water poured over its sweet, defenceless brow. She let herself feel the tiny, fragile hand curve over her finger. She let herself believe that she had not—this fourth time in eighteen months—miscarried Simon's child. She let herself pretend that she had not been in hospital, that the last conversation with her doctor had never occurred. But his words intruded. She could not escape.


  ‘An abortion doesn't necessarily preclude the possibility of future successful pregnancies, Deborah. But in some cases it might. You said it was more than six years ago. There might have been complications. Scarring, that sort of thing. We won't know that for a certainty until we do some thorough tests. So if you and your husband really want—’


  ‘No!’


  The doctor's face had shown immediate comprehension. ‘Then Simon doesn't know?’


  ‘I was only eighteen. I was in America. He doesn't… he can't…’


  Even now she reeled from the thought of that. She felt in panic for the edge of a pew and, jerking open its small door, she stumbled inside and dropped on to the seat.


  You will, she told herself with a ruthless desire to inflict as much pain as possible, never have another child. You might have had one once. You might have felt that frail life take shape within your body. But you destroyed it, discarded it, threw it away. Now you pay. Now you are punished in the only coin you can understand. You will never have Simon's child. Another woman might. Another woman could. But the mingling of your body and your love with Simon's will not produce a child. That will never happen. You will not do this.


  She stared at the needlepoint kneelers that hung against the back of the pew, each one centred with a cross, each one directing her to turn to the Lord to assuage a despair that was without limit. Musty-smelling blue and red hymnals offered her songs of praise and thanksgiving. Dusty silk poppy wreaths hung against the far walls, and even at this distance Deborah could read the signs beneath them. Brownies, Girl Guides, Rangers of Stoke Poges. There was no comfort here.


  She left the pew, walked to the altar rail. This too had its message, lettered in yellow on to a faded blue pad that covered the stones: ‘Come unto me all ye that travail and are heavy laden and I will refresh you.’


  Refresh, she thought bitterly, but not change, not cure, and not forgive. There is no miracle here for me, no Lourdes to bathe in, no laying on of hands, no absolution. She left the church.


  Outside, the sun was beginning to set. Deborah retrieved her equipment and retraced her steps down the path towards her car. At the interior lych gate, she turned for a last look at the church, as if it might give her the peace of mind she sought. The setting sun was shooting up final rays of dying light, like an aureole that backdropped the trees behind the church and the crenellated Norman tower that housed its bells.


  At another time and without a thought, she would have taken a photograph, capturing the slow change in the sky's hue as the day's death intensified the sunset. But at this moment she could only watch the light's beauty fade and fail, and she knew she could no longer avoid the homecoming and Simon's unsuspecting, unconditional love.


  Across her path just inches from her feet, two squirrels scampered, chattering angrily. They were spoiling with one another over a titbit of food, each determined to be victor in the fray. They raced round the side of an elaborate marble tomb at the graveyard's edge and scrambled on to the waist-high flintstone wall that separated the church property from the back field of a local farm, screened off by several heavy-limbed conifers. Back and forth they flew along the top of the wall, first one then the other surging into the attack. Paws, teeth, tiny legs all embroiled in a fight as the cherished food dropped on to the ground below.


  It was the diversion Deborah needed. ‘Here, no!’ she said. ‘Don't fight. Stop it! Now!’


  She approached the two animals and, seeing her coming, they fled over the side of the wall and up into the trees.


  ‘Well, at least that's better than fighting, isn't it?’ she said, looking up into the branches that overhung the graveyard. ‘Behave yourselves now. It's not polite to quarrel. It's not even the place.’


  One of the squirrels was tucked into the joint of a branch and the tree trunk. The other had disappeared. But the one that remained watched her with bright eyes from his position of safety. After a moment, feeling secure, he began to groom himself, rubbing paws sleepily over his face as if he intended to nap.


  ‘I wouldn't be so sure of myself if I were you,’ Deborah warned. ‘That little bully is probably waiting for just this sort of opportunity to pounce again. Where do you suppose he's gone?’


  She started to look for the other squirrel, moving her eyes along the branches fruitlessly and then dropping them after a time to the ground.


  ‘You don't think he's clever enough to—’


  Her voice died. Her mouth was instantly dry. Words fled. Thoughts dissolved.


  A child's naked body was lying beneath the tree.
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  Horror immobilized her. It was a shaft of ice driven down the length of her spine, rooting her to the spot. Details intensified, impelled into her brain by the force of shock.


  Deborah felt her lips part, felt the rush of air distend her lungs with an unnatural force. Only a terrified shriek could dispel the air fast enough, before her lungs burst and left her helpless.


  Yet she couldn't cry out and even if she did so, there was no one nearby to hear her. So she only whispered, ‘Oh God.’ Then uselessly, ‘Simon.’ And then, although she didn't want to do so, she stared, hands drawn into fists and muscles coiled, ready to run if she had to, when she could.


  The child was lying partially on its stomach just beyond the flintstone wall in a bed of bloomless creeping jenny. By the length and the cut of hair it appeared to be a boy. He was very dead.


  Even if Deborah had been silly enough or hysterical enough to convince herself that he was merely asleep, explaining why he would be sleeping completely naked in a late afternoon growing colder by the minute was an impossibility. And why under a tree in a copse of pines where the temperature was even lower than it would be had he sought out the last rays of the afternoon sun? And why would he sleep in that unusual position, with his right hip taking the burden of his weight and his legs splayed out, and his right arm twisted awkwardly so that it was doubled up beneath itself, and his head turned to the left with three-quarters of it pressed into the ground, into the creeping jenny? Yet his skin was quite flushed—very nearly red—and surely that indicated warmth, life, the pulse and flow of blood…


  The squirrels resumed their bickering, racing down the tree that had sheltered them, scampering over the inert form near the trunk. The tiny claw of the lead squirrel caught at the flesh of the child's left thigh, held, and made the animal a prisoner. Wild chattering erupted, companion to a frantic scramble for freedom. The proximity of his pursuer gave fire to the squirrel's need to escape. The child's flesh tore. The animal vanished.


  Deborah saw that no blood seeped from the wound the claw had made, small though it was. That seemed momentarily odd until she remembered that the dead do not bleed. Only the living have that pleasure.


  At last she cried out, spinning away. But every impression stayed so vividly before her that she knew she might as well have gone on staring forever. A leaf caught in hair the colour of walnuts; a crescent scar cradling the left kneecap; a pear-shaped birthmark at the base of the spine; and running along the length of the visible parts of the left side of the body, an odd bruising of the flesh, as if the child had been hurled down on his side sometime in the past.


  He could have been asleep. He should have been asleep. But even Deborah's brief viewing of him from a distance of two yards had allowed her to see the telling abrasions at his wrists and ankles: stark white flecks of dead skin against a background that was red and inflamed. She knew what that meant. She guessed what the uniform circular burns along the tender flesh of his inner arm meant as well.


  He wasn't asleep. Death had not come to him as a friend.


  ‘God, God,’ she cried out.


  Her words gave her sudden, unexpected strength. She ran towards the car park.


  Simon Allcourt-St James pulled his old MG in next to the police line that had been set up at the entrance to the car park of St Giles' Church. Briefly his headlamps shone upon the white face of a young, very gawky police constable who maintained a duty post there. He seemed an unnecessary appurtenance, for although the church did not stand in complete isolation, the houses in the surrounding neighbourhood were not closely situated to it, and no curious crowd had gathered upon the road.


  But it was Sunday, St James recalled. Evensong was due to be celebrated within the hour. Someone would have to be present to turn the faithful away.


  Down the narrow lane that led into the car park, he could see an arc of lights where the incidents room had been set up by the police. A stark blue flashing broke into the white illumination there with a steady, pulsating rhythm. Someone had allowed a police car's light to continue to whirl, disregarded, on its roof.


  St James switched off the MG's ignition and released the hand grip that operated the clutch. He got out of the car awkwardly, his braced left leg landing at an irritating angle that put him off balance for a moment. The young constable watched him right himself, his face wearing an expression that said he was unsure whether to go to the other man's assistance or warn him off the grounds. He chose the latter. It was more within his purview.


  ‘Can't stop here, sir,’ he barked. ‘Police investigation in progress.’


  ‘I know, Constable. I've come for my wife. Your DI phoned me. She found the body.’


  ‘You'll be Mr St James, then. Sorry, sir.’ The constable unabashedly examined the other man as if this would allow him to verify his identity. ‘I didn't recognize you.’ When St James did not make an immediate reply, the young man seemed to feel compelled to continue. ‘I did see you on the news last week, but you didn't—’


  St James interrupted. ‘Of course.’ He anticipated the rest of the embarrassed words that halted from the constable's mouth. On the news, you didn't look crippled, Certainly not. Why ever should he? Standing on steps of the Old Bailey, submitting to an interview about the recent use of genetic fingerprinting in a court of law, why should he look crippled? The camera was kept on his face. It didn't make a study of the worst that fate had done to his body.


  ‘Is my wife in the incidents room?’ he asked.


  The constable waved in the direction of a driveway across the road. ‘They've kept her in the house over there. That's where she made the call to us.’


  St James nodded his thanks and crossed the road. The house in question stood a short distance behind two wrought-iron gates that hung open from a brick wall. It was a nondescript building with a pantiled roof, a three-car garage, and white curtains—all of identical pattern—at the windows. There was no front garden, only a wide expanse of driveway edging a hillock that, along with the wall, shielded the house from the road. The front door was a single sheet of opaque glass framed in white wood.


  When St James rang the bell, the door was opened by another constable, this one a woman. She directed him to the sitting room at the back of the house, where four people sat on chintz-covered chairs and a sofa surrounding a coffee table.


  St James paused in the doorway. The scene before him was like a tableau consisting of two men and two women who posed in a study of gently probing confrontation. The men wore their police identities like suits of clothes even though neither was in uniform. They leaned forward in their chairs, one with a notebook and the other with a hand extended as if to emphasize some remark. The women sat without speaking or looking at one another, perhaps in the expectation of further questions.


  One of the women was a girl of not more than seventeen. She wore a shapeless terry robe stained with chocolate on one of its cuffs and a pair of thick woollen socks that were overlarge and dusty-bottomed. She was small, excessively pallid, and her lips were cracked as if from exposure to harsh wind or sun. She was not unattractive; rather she was sweet-looking in a wispy sort of way. But it was clear that she was unwell. Next to her fleeting prettiness, Deborah was like fire with her mass of flaming hair and ivory skin.


  Although St James had wanted to go to his wife several times during her trip, Deborah had refused his offers to meet her both in Yorkshire and in Bath, so he had not seen her for a month. Instead, he had only spoken to her on the telephone, in conversations that, with the passing weeks, had grown more and more strained and difficult to complete. Each time her hesitant speech revealed to him the extent to which she continued to mourn the child they had lost, but she would not allow him to speak of it to her, saying only ‘Please, no,’ when he tried. As he saw her now, absorbing her presence as if presence alone could bind her to him once again, he realized that he had never understood until this moment the terrible risk attendant to giving his love to Deborah.


  She looked up and saw him. She smiled, but he read the heartache in her eyes. They had never been able to lie to him. ‘Simon.’


  The others looked in his direction and he came into the room, crossed to his wife's chair, touched her bright hair. He wanted to kiss her, to hold her, to infuse her with strength. But he only said, ‘You're all right?’


  ‘Of course. I don't know why they phoned you at all. I can certainly get back to London on my own.’


  ‘The DI said you weren't looking very well when he got out here.’


  ‘The shock, I suppose. But I'm well enough now.’ Her appearance belied the words. There were dark circles under her eyes, and her clothes hung upon her loosely, testament to the amount of weight she had lost in the last four weeks. Seeing this, St James felt a prickling of fear.


  ‘Just a minute more, Mrs St James, and you can be on your way.’ The older policeman, probably a sergeant who'd been assigned the duty of preliminary enquiries, turned his attention to the girl. ‘Miss Feld,’ he said. ‘Cecilia, if I may?’


  The girl nodded, her face chary, as if the request to use her given name were the kind of liberty that led to a trap.


  ‘You've been ill, I take it?’


  ‘Ill?’ The girl seemed oblivious of the fact that her choice of clothing at six o'clock in the evening was hardly apt to suggest anything other than ill health. ‘I… no, I'm not ill. I've not been ill. Perhaps a bit of flu, but not ill. Not really.’


  ‘Then we can take you one last time through everything,’ the policeman said. ‘Just to make certain we've the facts straight and proper?’ He phrased it as a question, but no one thought it was anything other than an indication of what would happen next.


  Cecilia's overall appearance suggested that going through another round of parry and thrust with the police was the last thing she could bear at the moment. She looked sapped and worn. She crossed her arms in front of her, and lowered her head to examine them as if she were surprised by their presence. Her right hand began to move on her left elbow: up, down and around in what could have been mistaken for a caress.


  ‘I don't think I can be any more helpful than I've been already.’ She attempted patience, but the effort sounded strained. ‘The house is well off the road. You can see that for yourself. I didn't hear a thing. I've not heard a thing for days. And I've certainly not seen anything. Not anything suspicious. Not anything to suggest a little boy… a little boy…’ She stumbled on the words. Her hand stopped its caress of her elbow for a moment. Then it resumed.


  The second policeman wrote laboriously with the stub of a pencil. If he had taken all this down earlier in the evening, he was not giving any sign of having heard it before.


  ‘You understand why we need to ask you this, though,’ the sergeant said. ‘Your house is closest to the church. If anyone had the opportunity to see or hear the killer's movements, it would have been you. Or your parents. You say they're not here at the moment?’


  ‘They're my foster parents,’ the girl corrected. ‘Mr and Mrs Streader. They're in London. They'll be back sometime this evening.’


  ‘Were they here this weekend? On Friday and Saturday?’


  The girl glanced towards the fireplace and the over-mantel, on which a set of photographs were displayed. Three of them were of young adults, perhaps grown children of the Streaders’. ‘They went into London yesterday morning. They're spending the weekend helping their daughter settle into her new flat.’


  ‘Here alone quite a bit, are you, then?’


  ‘No more than I like to be, Sergeant,’ she replied. It was a strangely adult reply, spoken not so much with assurance as with a listless acceptance of an immutable fact.


  The despondency in her answer prompted St James to question the girl's presence in this place. It was comfortable enough and bore the appointments one would expect in a home deemed lived-in rather than fashionable. Good furniture filled the room; a nubby wool carpet covered the floor; watercolours decorated the wall; a stone fireplace held a basket of silk flowers arranged with more enthusiasm than artistic technique. There was a large television with a video recorder on a shelf beneath it. Plenty of books and magazines lay about, offering to occupy one's idle time. But by her own admission the girl was an outsider, even if the mantel photographs had not identified her as such, and the emptiness with which she spoke suggested that she was an outsider everywhere else as well.


  ‘But you can hear noise from the road, can't you?’ the sergeant insisted. ‘Even as we sit here, cars go by. One can tell.’


  They all listened for a demonstration of this fact. As if on cue, a lorry rumbled past.


  ‘It's not something one remembers, is it?’ the girl replied. ‘Cars go by on streets all the time.’


  The sergeant smiled. ‘Indeed, they do.’


  ‘You seem to be suggesting that a car was involved. But how can you know that? You've said this boy's body was in the field behind the church. It seems to me that it could have got there several other ways, none of which I would have noticed even if I—or the Streaders or any of our neighbours—had been sitting on the verge the weekend through.’


  ‘Several other ways?’ the sergeant said amiably, his interest aroused by this admission of knowledge.


  The girl replied, ‘Through the back field itself by means of the farm. Through Gray's field, for that matter, next to the church.’


  ‘Did you notice anything to indicate that, Mrs St James?’ the sergeant asked.


  ‘I?’ Deborah looked flustered. ‘No. But I didn't look for anything. I wasn't thinking. I'd come to photograph the graveyard and I was preoccupied. All I remember is the body. And the position. As if he'd been dumped like a sack of flour.’


  ‘Yes. Dumped.’ The sergeant examined his hands. He said nothing more. Someone's stomach growled loudly, and although the other policeman did not raise his head, he looked abashed. As if the sound had reminded him of where they were and what they were doing and how long they'd been at it, the sergeant got to his feet. The others did likewise.


  ‘We'll have statements for the both of you to sign tomorrow,’ the sergeant said to the women. He nodded and left them. His companion followed. In a moment, the front door closed.


  St James turned to his wife and could see Deborah's reluctance to leave Cecilia alone, as if the past hour had drawn them together in some obscure way.


  ‘I… Thank you,’ Deborah said to her. She reached impulsively for the girl's hand, but Cecilia jerked away in a reflex reaction. She looked instantly apologetic. Deborah spoke again. ‘I've caused you no end of trouble by coming to use your phone, it seems.’


  ‘We're the closest house,’ Cecilia replied. ‘We'd be questioned anyway. As will most of the neighbours, I dare say. You had nothing to do with it.’


  ‘Quite. Yes. Well, thank you at any rate. Perhaps now you can get a bit of rest.’


  St James saw the girl swallow. Her arms cradled her body. ‘Rest,’ she repeated, as if the idea were entirely new to her.


  They left the house, crossed the driveway, and made for the road. St James did not fail to notice that his wife walked more than a yard from him. Her long hair shielded her face from his view. He sought something to say. For the first time in their marriage, he felt cut off from her. It was as if the month of her absence had created an unbreachable barrier between them.


  ‘Deborah. My love.’ His words stopped her by the wrought-iron gate. He saw her reach out and grasp one of its bars. ‘You must stop trying to bear everything alone.’


  ‘It was finding him like that. One doesn't expect to see a little naked boy lying dead beneath a tree.’


  ‘I'm not talking about the graveyard. You know that very well.’ She averted her face. Her hand raised as if to stop him, then fell to her side. The movement was weak, and St James berated himself for having allowed her to go off on her own so soon after she had lost the baby. No matter that she had been adamant about meeting her commitment to the photographic contract. He should have insisted upon more time for her to convalesce. He touched her shoulder, brushing his hand against her hair. ‘My love, you're only twenty-four. There's plenty of time. We've years ahead of us. Surely the doctor—’


  ‘I don't want…’ She released the bar of wrought iron and quickly crossed the street. He caught her up at his car. ‘Please, Simon. Please. I can't. Don't insist.’


  ‘Don't you know I can see what it's done to you, Deborah? What it's continuing to do?’


  ‘Please.’


  He could hear her tears. They destroyed his own need, as they always would. ‘Then let me drive you home. We'll come back for your car tomorrow.’


  ‘No.’ She stood taller, offered a tremulous smile. ‘I'm fine. If we can just persuade the police to let me get at the Austin. We'll both be far too busy tomorrow to want to make another drive out here.’


  ‘I don't like the idea—’


  ‘I'm fine. Truly.’


  He could see how much she wanted to be away from him. After a month's separation from her, he felt her continued need for isolation like the worst kind of blow. ‘If you're sure.’ It was a mere formality on his part.


  ‘I am. Completely.’


  The constable, who had disregarded their conversation by looking in the direction of the church, now turned and nodded them cooperatively across the police line. They walked down the lane, guided in the darkness by the lights set up near the incidents room, a police caravan round which a knot of scenes-of-crime men were packing evidence bags into their cases. A heavy-set man was just coming out of the police caravan as St James and his wife reached Deborah's car. He saw them, raised a hand in recognition, and joined them.


  ‘Inspector Canerone,’ he said to St James by way of introduction. ‘We met at Bramshill some eight months ago. You were giving a lecture on the recovery of accelerant residues.’


  ‘Dry forensic stuff, that,’ St James replied, offering the other man his hand. ‘Did you manage to stay awake?’


  Canerone grinned. ‘Only just. We've not a lot of arson to contend with round here.’


  ‘Just this mess.’ St James nodded towards the graveyard.


  The inspector sighed. The skin under his eyes looked permanently blue-black with fatigue, and his weight of flesh seemed too much for his body. ‘Little bloke,’ he responded. ‘I've never made strides in getting used to the murder of a child.’


  ‘It is murder, then?’


  ‘Seems to be. Although there are some distinct incongruities. They've just gone out to bag him. Want to have a quick look?’


  With Deborah finally near, the last thing St James wanted was to have any sort of look—quick or scrutinizing or indifferent—at the body she had found. But forensic science was his field. He was a national authority. He could hardly shrug off the invitation with the excuse of having better things to do on a Sunday night, no matter how true an excuse it was at the moment.


  ‘Do go, Simon,’ Deborah was saying. ‘I'll just head on home. It's been dreadful. I'd very much like to be on my way.’


  He felt the requisite answer rise. ‘I'll see you in a bit, then, shall I?’


  ‘Dinner?’ She made a little self-deprecatory gesture and added, ‘Except that I don't imagine either of us shall want much to eat after this. Shall I arrange for something light?’


  ‘Something light. Yes. Fine.’ He was beginning to feel like stone. He watched her get into the car, noticing how the interior light shone against her hair like gold upon copper, against her skin like the sheen of sunlight on cream. Then she closed the door, switched on the ignition, and was gone. He tore his eyes from the Austin's path of departure. ‘Where's the body?’ he asked Canerone.


  ‘This way.’


  St James followed the inspector not into the graveyard, but rather into Gray's field which adjoined it. At one end, a monument to the poet loomed in the darkness. The ground was fallow with the end of winter; the earth gave off a rich, heady scent of humus. In another month it would be burgeoning with life.


  ‘No footprints here,’ Canerone explained as they walked towards a wire fence overgrown by a hedge at the far end of the field. A hole had been cut through this, giving the police access to the second field beyond, in which the body lay. ‘Looks as if the killer carried the body directly through the graveyard and dumped it over the wall. No other access.’


  ‘From the farm?’ St James indicated the lights of a house some distance across the field.
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