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Prologue


‘Watch you don’t slip.’ Julia pushed back the wisps of dark hair that had snaked loose from her ponytail, her brow furrowed with anxious concern. The air felt dense, as thick and substantial as cotton wool. Tiny beads of moisture slicked her skin, and larger drops fell intermittently from the trees to the sodden carpet of leaves beneath her feet. ‘We’ll be late for tea, Matty. And you know what Father will say if you’ve not done your homework in time for practice.’


‘Oh, don’t be so wet, Julia,’ said Matthew. A year younger than his sister, as fair and stocky as she was thin and dark, he’d physically outstripped her in the past year and it had made him more insufferably cocksure than ever. ‘You’re a broody old hen. “Matty, don’t slip. Matty, don’t fall,” he mimicked her nastily. ‘The way you carry on you’d think I couldn’t wipe my own nose.’ His arms held shoulder-high, he balanced on a fallen tree trunk near the edge of the swollen stream. His school rucksack lay where he’d dropped it carelessly in the mud.


Clutching her own books to her thin chest, Julia rocked on the balls of her feet. Serve him right if he caught it from Father. But the scolding, even if severe, would be brief, and life in their household would return quickly to normal – normal being that they all behaved, to quote Plummy when she felt particularly exasperated with him, ‘as if the sun rose and set out of Matthew’s backside’.


Julia’s lips twitched at the thought of what Plummy would say when she saw his muddy bookbag and shoes. But no matter, all would be forgiven him, for Matthew possessed the one attribute her parents valued above all else. He could sing.


He sang effortlessly, the clear, soaring treble falling from his lips as easily as a whispered breath. And singing transformed him, the gawky, gap-toothed twelve-year-old vanishing as he concentrated, his face serious and full of grace. They would gather in the sitting room after tea, her father patiently fine-tuning Matthew on the Bach cantata he’d be singing with the choir at Christmas, her mother interrupting loudly and often with criticism and praise. It seemed to Julia that the three of them formed a charmed circle to which she, due to an accident of birth or some inexplicable whim of God, was forever denied admittance.


The children had missed their bus that afternoon. Julia, hoping for a private word with the art mistress, had delayed too long, and the loaded bus had rumbled by them, splattering dark freckles of mud on their calves. They’d had to walk home, and cutting across the fields, had caked their shoes with clay until they had to lift their feet deliberately, like visitors from a lighter planet. When they reached the woods, Matthew had caught Julia’s hand and pulled her, slipping and slithering through the trees, down the hillside to the stream nearest their house.


Julia shivered and looked up. The day had darkened perceptibly, and although the November afternoons drew in early, she thought the lessening visibility meant more rain. It had rained heavily every day for weeks. Jokes about the forty days and forty nights had long since grown stale; now glances at the heavy sky were followed by silent and resigned head-shaking. Here in the chalk hills north of the Thames, water leached steadily from the saturated ground and flowed into already overburdened tributaries.


Matty had left his tightrope-walking on the log and squatted at the water’s edge, poking about with a long stick. The stream, in ordinary weather a dry gully, now filled its banks, the rushing water as opaque as milky tea.


Julia, feeling increasingly cross, said, ‘Do come on, Matty, please.’ Her stomach rumbled. ‘I’m hungry. And cold.’ She hugged herself tighter. ‘If you don’t come I shall go without you.’


‘Look, Julie!’ Oblivious to her nagging, he gestured towards the water with the stick. ‘There’s something caught under the surface, just there. Dead cat, maybe?’ He looked round at her and grinned.


‘Don’t be disgusting, Matty.’ She knew her prim and bossy tone would only fuel his teasing, but she was past caring. ‘I reall will go without you.’ As she turned resolutely away she felt an unpleasant cramping sensation in her abdomen. ‘Honestly, Matty, I don’t feel—’


The splash sprayed her legs even as she whipped around. ‘Matty! Don’t be such an—’


He’d fallen in, landing on his back with his arms and legs splayed awkwardly. ‘It’s cold,’ he said, his face registering surprise. He scrabbled towards the bank, laughing, shaking the water from his eyes.


Julia watched his gleeful expression fade. His eyes widened, his mouth formed a round o.


‘Matty—’


The current caught him, pulling him downstream. ‘Julie, I can’t—’ Water washed over his face, filling his mouth.


She stumbled along the bank’s edge, calling his name. The rain began to fall in earnest, big drops that splashed against her face, blinding her. A protruding stone caught her toe and she fell. She picked herself up and ran on, only vaguely aware of the pain in her shin.


‘Matty. Oh, Matty, please.’ Repeated again and again, the words formed an unconscious incantation. Through the muddy water she could see the blue of his school jacket and the pale spread of his hair.


The ground descended sharply as the stream widened and turned away from her. Julia slid down the incline and stopped. On the opposite bank an old oak teetered precariously, a web of roots exposed where the stream had undercut the bank. Here Matthew’s body lodged, pinned under the roots as if held by a giant hand.


‘Oh, Matty,’ she cried, the words louder now, a wail of despair. She started into the water, a warm metallic saltiness filling her mouth as she bit through her lower lip. The cold shocked her, numbing her legs. She forced herself to go on. The water swirled about her knees, tugging at the hem of her skirt. It reached her waist, then her chest. She gasped as the cold bit into her ribs. Her lungs felt paralysed from the cold, unable to expand.


The current tugged at her, pulling at her skirt, shifting her foothold on the moss-covered rocks. With her arms held out for balance, she inched her right foot forward. Nothing. She moved a few feet to one side, then the other, feeling for the bottom. Still nothing.


Cold and exhaustion were fast sucking away her strength. Her breath came in shuddering gasps and the current’s grasp seemed more insistent. She looked upstream and down, saw no easier crossing. Not that access to the other side would help her – it would be impossible to reach him from the steep bank.


A little moan escaped her. She stretched her arms towards Matty, but yards separated them, and she was too frightened to brave the current. Help. She must get help.


She felt the water lift and drag her forward as she turned, but she plunged on, digging her heels and toes in for purchase. The current slacked and she clambered out, standing for a moment on the muddy bank as a wave of weakness swept over her. Once more she looked at Matty, saw the outline of his legs twisting sideways in the current. Then she ran.





The house loomed through the dark arches of the trees, its white limestone walls eerily luminous in the dusk. Julia bypassed the front door without thinking. On around the house her feet took her, towards the kitchen, and warmth, and safety. Gasping from the steep climb up the hillside, she rubbed at her face, slick with rain and tears. She was conscious of her own breathing, of the squelching sound her shoes made with each step, and of the heavy wet wool of her skirt scratching her thighs.


Julia yanked open the kitchen door and stopped just inside, water pooling around her on the flags. Plummy turned from the Aga, spoon in hand, her dark hair dishevelled as always when she cooked. ‘Julia! Where have you been? What will your mother have to say . . .?’ The good-natured scolding faded. ‘Julie, child, you’re bleeding. Are you all right?’ She came towards Julia, spoon abandoned, her round face creased with concern.


Julia smelled apples, cinnamon, saw the streak of flour across Plummy’s bosom, registered in some compartment of her mind that Plummy was making apple pudding, Matty’s favourite, for tea. She felt Plummy’s hands grasp her shoulders, saw her kind and familiar face draw close, swimming through a film of tears.


‘Julia, what is it? What’s happened? Where’s Matty?’


Plummy’s voice was breathy now with panic, but still Julia stood, her throat frozen, the words dammed behind her lips.


A gentle finger stroked her face. ‘Julia. You’ve cut your lip. What’s happened?’


The sobs began, racking her slight body. She squeezed her arms tight to her chest to ease the pain. A stray thought flickered disjointedly through her mind – she couldn’t remember dropping her books. Matty. Where had Matty left his books?


‘Darling, you must tell me. What’s happened?’


She was in Plummy’s arms now, her face buried against the soft chest. The words came, choked out between sobs like a tide released. ‘It’s Matty. Oh, Plummy, it’s Matty. He’s drowned.’






 





Chapter One


From the train window Duncan Kincaid could see the piles of debris in the back gardens and on the occasional common. Wooden planks, dead branches and twigs, crushed cardboard boxes and the odd bit of broken furniture – anything portable served as fair game for Guy Fawkes bonfires. He rubbed ineffectually at the grimy window-pane with his jacket cuff, hoping for a better view of one particularly splendid monument to British abandon, then sat back in his seat with a sigh. The fine drizzle in the air, combined with British Rail’s standard of cleanliness, reduced visibility to a few hundred yards.


The train slowed as it approached High Wycombe. Kincaid stood and stretched, then collected his overcoat and bag from the rack. He’d gone straight to Marylebone from the Yard, grabbing the emergency kit he kept in his office – clean shirt, toiletries, razor, only the necessities needed for an unexpected summons. And most were more welcome than this, a political request from the AC to aid an old school chum in a delicate situation. Kincaid grimaced. Give him an unidentified body in a field any day.


He swayed as the train lurched to a halt. Bending down to peer through the window, he scanned the station carpark for a glimpse of his escort. The unmarked panda car, its shape unmistakable even in the increasing rain, was pulled up next to the platform, its parking lights on, a grey plume of exhaust escaping from its tailpipe.


It looked like the cavalry had been called out to welcome Scotland Yard’s fair-haired boy.





‘Jack Makepeace. Sergeant, I should say. Thames Valley CID.’ Makepeace smiled, yellowed teeth showing under the sandy bristle of moustache. ‘Nice to meet you, sir.’ He engulfed Kincaid’s hand for an instant in a beefy paw, then took Kincaid’s case and swung it into the panda’s boot. ‘Climb in, and we can talk as we go.’


The car’s interior smelled of stale cigarettes and wet wool. Kincaid cracked his window, then shifted a bit in his seat so that he could see his companion. A fringe of hair the same colour as the moustache, freckles extending from face into shiny scalp, a heavy nose with the disproportionate look that comes of having been smashed – all in all not a prepossessing face, but the pale blue eyes were shrewd, and the voice unexpectedly soft for a man of his bulk.


Makepeace drove competently on the rain-slick streets, snaking his way south and west until they crossed the M40 and left the last terraced houses behind. He glanced at Kincaid, ready to divert some of his attention from the road.


‘Tell me about it, then,’ Kincaid said.


‘What do you know?’


‘Not much, and I’d just as soon you start from scratch, if you don’t mind.’


Makepeace looked at him, opened his mouth as if to ask a question, then closed it again. After a moment he said, ‘Okay. Daybreak this morning the Hambleden lock-keeper, one Perry Smith, opens the sluicegate to fill the lock for an early traveller, and a body rushes through it into the lock. Gave him a terrible shock, as you can imagine. He called Marlow – they sent a panda car and the medics.’ He paused as he downshifted into an intersection, then concentrated on overtaking an ancient Morris Minor that was creeping its way up the gradient. ‘They fished him out, then when it became obvious that the poor chappie was not going to spew up the canal and open his eyes, they called us.’


The windscreen wiper squeaked against dry glass and Kincaid realized that the rain had stopped. Freshly ploughed fields rose on either side of the narrow road. The bare, chalky soil was a pale brown, and against it the black dots of foraging rooks looked like pepper on toast. Away to the west a cap of beech trees crowned a hill. ‘How’d you identify him?’


‘Wallet in the poor sod’s back pocket. Connor Swann, aged thirty-five, brown hair, blue eyes, height about six feet, weight around twelve stone. Lived in Henley, just a few miles upstream.’


‘Sounds like your lads could have handled it easily enough,’ said Kincaid, not bothering to conceal his annoyance. He considered the prospect of spending his Friday evening tramping around the Chiltern Hundreds, damp as a Guy Fawkes bonfire, instead of meeting Gemma for an after-work pint at the pub down Wilfred Street. ‘Bloke has a few drinks, goes for a stroll on the sluicegate, falls in. Bingo.’


Makepeace was already shaking his head. Ah, but that’s not the whole story, Mr Kincaid. Someone left a very nice set of prints on either side of his throat.’ He lifted both hands from the wheel for an instant in an eloquently graphic gesture. ‘It looks like he was strangled, Mr Kincaid.’


Kincaid shrugged. ‘A reasonable assumption, I would think. But I don’t quite see why that merits Scotland Yard’s intervention.’


‘It’s not the how, Mr Kincaid, but the who. It seems that the late Mr Swann was the son-in-law of Sir Gerald Asherton, the conductor, and Dame Caroline Stowe, who I believe is a singer of some repute.’ Seeing Kincaid’s blank expression, he continued, Are you not an opera buff, Mr Kincaid?’


‘Are you?’ Kincaid asked before he could clamp down his involuntary surprise, knowing he shouldn’t have judged the man’s cultural taste by his physical characteristics.


‘I have some recordings, and I watch it on the telly, but I’ve never been to a performance.’


The wide sloping fields had given way to heavily wooded hills, and now, as the road climbed, the trees encroached upon it.


‘We’re coming into the Chiltern Hills,’ said Makepeace. ‘Sir Gerald and Dame Caroline live just a bit further on, near Fingest. The house is called Badger’s End, though you wouldn’t think it to look at it.’ He negotiated a hairpin bend, and then they were running downhill again, beside a rocky stream. ‘We’ve put you up at the pub in Fingest, by the way, the Chequers. Lovely garden in the back, on a fine day. Not that you’re likely to get much use of it,’ he added, squinting up at the darkening sky.


The trees enclosed them now. Gold and copper leaves arched tunnel-like overhead, and golden leaves padded the surface of the road. The late afternoon sky was still heavily overcast, yet by some odd trick of light the leaves seemed to take on an eerie, almost phosphorescent glow. Kincaid wondered if just such an enchanting effect had produced the ancient idea of ‘roads paved with gold’.


‘Will you be needing me?’ Makepeace asked, breaking the spell. ‘I’d expected you to have back-up.’


‘Gemma will be here this evening, and I’m sure I can manage until then.’ Seeing Makepeace’s look of incomprehension, he added, ‘Gemma James, my sergeant.’


‘Rather your lot than Thames Valley.’ Makepeace gave something halfway between a laugh and a snort. ‘One of my green constables made the mistake this morning of calling Dame Caroline “Lady Asherton”. The housekeeper took him aside and gave him a tongue-lashing he’ll not soon forget. Informed him that Dame Caroline’s title is hers by right and takes precedence over her title as Sir Gerald’s wife.’


Kincaid smiled. ‘I’ll try not to put my foot in it. So there’s a housekeeper, too?’


‘A Mrs Plumley. And the widow, Mrs Julia Swann.’ After an amused sideways glance at Kincaid, he continued, ‘Make what you will of that one. Seems Mrs Swann lives at Badger’s End with her parents, not with her husband.’


Before Kincaid could form a question, Makepeace held up his hand and said, ‘Watch now.’


They turned left into a steep, high-banked lane, so narrow that brambles and exposed roots brushed the sides of the car. The sky had darkened perceptibly towards evening and it was dim and shadowed under the trees. ‘That’s the Wormsley valley off to your right, though you’d hardly know it.’ Makepeace pointed, and through a gap in the trees Kincaid caught a glimpse of twilit fields rolling away down the valley. ‘It’s hard to believe you’re only forty miles or so west of London, isn’t it, Mr Kincaid?’ he added with an air of proprietary pride.


As they reached the lane’s high point, Makepeace turned left into the darkness of the beech woods. The track ran gently downhill, its thick padding of leaves silencing the car wheels. A few hundred yards on they rounded a curve and Kincaid saw the house. Its white stone shone beneath the darkness of the trees, and lamplight beamed welcomingly from its uncurtained windows. He knew immediately what Makepeace had meant about the name – Badger’s End implied a certain rustic, earthy simplicity, and this house, with its smooth white walls and arched windows and doors, had an elegant, almost ecclesiastic presence.


Makepeace pulled the car up on the soft carpet of leaves, but left the engine running as he fished in his pocket. He handed Kincaid a card. ‘I’ll be off, then. Here’s the number at the local nick. I’ve some business to attend to, but if you’ll ring up when you’ve finished, someone will come and collect you.’


Kincaid waved as Makepeace pulled away, then stood staring at the house as the still silence of the woods settled over him. Grieving widow, distraught in-laws, an imperative for social discretion . . . not a recipe for an easy evening, or an easy case. He squared his shoulders and stepped forward.


The front door swung open and light poured out to meet him.





‘I’m Caroline Stowe. It’s so good of you to come.’


This time the hand that took his was small and soft, and he found himself looking down into the woman’s upturned face. ‘Duncan Kincaid. Scotland Yard.’ With his free hand he pulled his warrant card from his inside jacket pocket, but she ignored it, still grasping his other hand between her own.


His mind having summed up the words Dame and opera as large, he was momentarily taken aback. Caroline Stowe stood a fraction over five feet tall, and while her small body was softly rounded, she could by no stretch of the imagination be described as heavy.


His surprise must have been apparent, because she laughed and said, ‘I don’t sing Wagner, Mr Kincaid. My speciality is bel canto. And besides, size is not relevant to strength of voice. It has to do with breath control, among other things.’ She released his hand. ‘Do come in. How rude of me to keep you standing on the threshold like some plumber’s apprentice.’


As she closed the front door, he looked around with interest. A lamp on a side table illuminated the hall, casting shadows on the smooth grey flagstone floor. The walls were a pale grey-green, bare except for a few large gilt-framed watercolours depicting voluptuous, bare-breasted women lounging about Romanesque ruins.


Caroline opened a door on the right and stood aside, gesturing him in with an open palm.


Directly opposite the door a coal fire burned in a grate, and above the mantel he saw himself, framed in an ornate mirror – chestnut hair unruly from the damp, eyes shadowed, their colour indistinguishable from across the room. Only the top of Caroline’s dark head showed beneath the level of his shoulder.


He had only an instant to gather an impression of the room. The same grey slate floor, here softened by scattered rugs; comfortable, slightly worn chintz furniture; a jumble of used tea things on a tray – all dwarfed by the baby grand piano. Its dark surface reflected the light from a small lamp, and sheet music stood open behind the keyboard. The bench was pushed back at an angle, as though someone had just stopped playing.


‘Gerald, this is Superintendent Kincaid, from Scotland Yard.’ Caroline moved to stand beside the large rumpled-looking man rising from the sofa. ‘Mr Kincaid, my husband, Sir Gerald Asherton.’


‘How nice to meet you,’ Kincaid said, feeling the response inappropriate even as he made it. But if Caroline insisted on treating his visit as a social occasion, he would play along for a bit.


‘Sit down.’ Sir Gerald gathered a copy of the day’s Times from the seat of an armchair and moved it to a nearby end table.


‘Would you like some tea?’ asked Caroline. ‘We’ve just finished, and it’s no trouble to boil the kettle again.’


Kincaid sniffed the lingering scent of toast in the air and his stomach rumbled. From where he sat he could see the paintings he’d missed when entering the room – watercolours again, by the same artist’s hand, but this time the women reclined in elegant rooms and their dresses had the sheen of watered silk. A house to tempt the appetites, he thought, and said, ‘No, thank you.’


‘Have a drink, then,’ Sir Gerald said. ‘The sun’s certainly over the yardarm.’


‘No, I’m fine. Really.’ What an incongruous couple they made, still standing side by side, hovering over him as if he were a royal guest. Caroline, dressed in a peacock-blue silk blouse and dark tailored trousers, looked neat and almost childlike beside her husband’s bulk.


Sir Gerald smiled at Kincaid, a great, infectious grin that showed pink gums. ‘Geoffrey recommended you very highly, Mr Kincaid.’


By Geoffrey he must mean Geoffrey Menzies-St John, Kincaid’s assistant commissioner, and Asherton’s old schoolmate. Though the two men must be of an age, there any outward resemblance ended. But the AC, while dapper and precise enough to appear priggish, possessed a keen intelligence, and Kincaid thought that unless Sir Gerald shared that quality, the two men would not have kept up with one another over the years.


Kincaid leaned forward and took a breath. ‘Won’t you sit down, please, both of you, and tell me what’s happened?’


They sat obediently, but Caroline perched straight-backed on the sofa’s edge, away from the protective curve of her husband’s arm. ‘It’s Connor. Our son-in-law. They’ll have told you.’ She looked at him, her brown eyes made darker by dilating pupils. ‘We can’t believe it’s true. Why would someone kill Connor? It doesn’t make sense, Mr Kincaid.’


‘We’ll certainly need more evidence before we can treat this as an official murder inquiry, Dame Caroline.’


‘But I thought . . .’ she began, then looked rather helplessly at Kincaid.


‘Let’s start at the beginning, shall we? Was your son-in-law well liked?’ Kincaid looked at them both, including Sir Gerald in the question, but it was Caroline who answered.


‘Of course. Everyone liked Con. You couldn’t not.’


‘Had he been behaving any differently lately? Upset or unhappy for any reason?’


Shaking her head, she said, ‘Con was always . . . just Con. You would have to have known . . .’ Her eyes filled. She balled one hand into a fist and held it to her mouth. ‘I feel such a bloody fool. I’m not usually given to hysterics, Mr Kincaid. Or incoherence. It’s the shock, I suppose.’


Kincaid thought her definition of hysteria rather exaggerated, but said soothingly, ‘It’s perfectly all right, Dame Caroline. When did you see Connor last?’


She sniffed and ran a knuckle under one eye. It came away smudged with black. ‘Lunch. He came for lunch yesterday. He often did.’


‘Were you here as well, Sir Gerald?’ Kincaid asked, deciding that only a direct question was likely to elicit a response.


Sir Gerald sat with his head back, eyes half closed, his untidy tuft of grey beard thrusting forward. Without moving, he said, ‘Yes, I was here as well.’


‘And your daughter?’


Sir Gerald’s head came up at that, but it was his wife who answered. ‘Julia was here, but didn’t join us. She usually prefers to lunch in her studio.’


Curiouser and curiouser, thought Kincaid. The son-in-law comes to lunch but his wife refuses to eat with him. ‘So you don’t know when your daughter saw him last?’


Again the quick, almost conspiratorial glance between husband and wife, then Sir Gerald said, ‘This has all been very difficult for Julia.’ He smiled at Kincaid, but the fingers of his free hand picked at what looked suspiciously like moth holes in his brown woollen sweater. ‘I’m sure you’ll understand if she’s a bit. . . prickly.’


‘Is your daughter here? I’d like to see her, if I may. And I will want to talk to you both at more length, when I’ve had a chance to review the statements you’ve given Thames Valley.’


‘Of course. I’ll take you.’ Caroline stood, and Sir Gerald followed suit. Their hesitant expressions amused Kincaid. They’d been expecting a battering, and now didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. They needn’t worry – they’d be glad to see the back of him soon enough.


‘Sir Gerald.’ Kincaid stood and shook hands.


The watercolours caught his eye again as he turned towards the door. Although most of the women were fair, with delicate rose-flushed skin and lips parted to show small glistening white teeth, he realized that something about them reminded him of the woman he followed.





‘This was the children’s nursery,’ Caroline said, her breathing steady and even after the three-flight climb. ‘We made it into a studio for her before she left home. I suppose you might say it’s been useful,’ she added, giving him a sideways look he couldn’t interpret.


They’d reached the top of the house and the landing was unornamented, the carpeting threadbare in spots. Caroline turned to the left and stopped before a closed door. ‘She’ll be expecting you.’ She smiled at Kincaid and left him.


He tapped on the door, waited, tapped again and listened, holding his breath to catch any faint sound. The echo of Caroline’s footsteps had died away. From somewhere below he heard a faint cough. Hesitating, he brushed his knuckles against the door once more, then turned the knob and went in.


The woman sat on a high stool with her back to him, her head bent over something he couldn’t see. When Kincaid said, ‘Uh, hello,’ she whipped around towards him and he saw that she held a paintbrush in her hand.


Julia Swann was not beautiful. Even as he formed the thought, quite deliberately and matter-of-factly, he found he couldn’t stop looking at her. Taller, thinner, sharper than her mother, dressed in a white shirt with the tail out and narrow black jeans, she displayed no softly rounded curves in figure or manner. Her chin-length dark hair swung abruptly when she moved her head, punctuating her gestures.


He read his intrusion in her startled posture, felt it in the room’s instantly recognizable air of privacy. ‘I’m sorry to bother you. I’m Duncan Kincaid, from Scotland Yard. I did knock.’


‘I didn’t hear you. I mean, I suppose I did, but I wasn’t paying attention. I often don’t when I’m working.’ Even her voice lacked the velvety resonance of Caroline’s. She slid off the stool, wiping her hands on a bit of rag. ‘I’m Julia Swann. But then you know all that, don’t you?’


The hand she held out to him was slightly damp from contact with the cloth, but her grasp was quick and hard. He looked around for somewhere to sit, saw nothing but a rather tatty and overstuffed armchair which would place him a couple of feet below the level of her stool. Instead he chose to lean against a cluttered workbench.


Although the room was fairly large – probably, he thought, the result of knocking two of the house’s original bedrooms into one – the disorder extended everywhere he looked. The windows, covered with simple white rice-paper blinds, provided islands of calm in the jumble, as did the high table Julia Swann had been facing when he entered the room. Its surface was bare except for a piece of white plastic splashed with bright daubs of paint, and a Masonite board propped up at a slight angle. Before she slid onto the stool again and blocked his view, he glimpsed a small sheet of white paper masking-taped to the board.


Glancing at the paintbrush still in her hand, she set it on the table behind her and pulled a packet of cigarettes from her shirt pocket. She held it towards him, and when he shook his head and said, ‘No, thanks,’ she lit one and studied him as she exhaled.


‘So, Superintendent Kincaid – it is Superintendent, isn’t it? Mummy seemed to be quite impressed by the title, but then that’s not unusual. What can I do for you?’


‘I’m sorry about your husband, Mrs Swann.’ He tossed out an expected opening gambit, even though he suspected already that her response would not be conventional.


She shrugged, and he could see the movement of her shoulders under the loose fabric of her shirt. Crisply starched, buttons on the left – Kincaid wondered if it might have been her husband’s.


‘Call me Julia. I never got used to “Mrs Swann”. Always sounded to me like Con’s mum.’ She leaned towards him and picked up a cheap porcelain ashtray bearing the words Visit the Cheddar Gorge. ‘She died last year, so that’s one bit of drama we don’t have to deal with.’


‘Did you not like your husband’s mother?’ Kincaid asked.


‘Amateur Irish. All b’gosh and b’gorra.’ Then she added more affectionately, ‘I used to say that her accent increased proportionately to her distance from County Cork.’ Julia smiled for the first time. It was her father’s smile, as unmistakable as a brand, and it transformed her face. ‘Maggie adored Con. She would have been devastated. Con’s dad did a bunk when Con was a baby . . . if he ever had a dad, that is,’ she added, only the corners of her lips quirking up this time at some private joke.


‘I had the impression from your parents that you and your husband no longer lived together.’


‘Not for . . . ‘ She spread the fingers of her right hand and touched the tips with her left forefinger as her lips moved. Her fingers were long and slender, and she wore no rings. ‘Well, more than a year now.’


Kincaid watched as she ground out her cigarette in the ashtray. ‘It’s a rather odd arrangement, if you don’t mind my saying so.’


‘Do you think so, Mr Kincaid? It suited us.’


‘No plans to divorce?’


Julia shrugged again and crossed her knees, one slender leg swinging jerkily. ‘No.’


He studied her, wondering just how hard he might push her. If she were grieving for her husband, she was certainly adept at hiding it. She shifted under his scrutiny and patted her shirt pocket, as if reassuring herself that her cigarettes hadn’t vanished, and he thought that perhaps her armour wasn’t quite impenetrable. ‘Do you always smoke so much?’ he said, as if he had every right to ask.


She smiled and pulled out the packet, shaking loose another cigarette.


He noticed that her white shirt wasn’t as immaculate as he’d thought – it had a smudge of violet paint across the breast. ‘Were you on friendly terms with Connor? See him often?’


‘We spoke, yes, if that’s what you mean, but we weren’t exactly what you’d call best mates.’


‘Did you see him yesterday, when he came here for lunch?’


‘No. I don’t usually break for lunch when I’m working. Ruins my concentration.’ Julia stubbed out her newly lit cigarette and slid off the stool. ‘As you’ve done now. I might as well quit for the day.’ She gathered a handful of paintbrushes and crossed the room to an old-fashioned washstand with basin and ewer. ‘That’s the one drawback up here,’ she said, over her shoulder, ‘no running water.’


His view no longer blocked by her body, Kincaid straightened up and examined the paper taped to the drawing board. It was about the size of a page in a book, smooth-textured, and bore a faint pencil sketch of a spiky flower he didn’t recognize. She had begun to lay in spots of clear, vivid colour, lavender and green.


Tufted vetch,’ she said, when she turned and saw him looking. A climbing plant. Grows in hedgerows. Flowers in—’


‘Julia.’ He interrupted the rush of words and she stopped, startled by the imperative in his voice. ‘Your husband died last night. His body was discovered this morning. Wasn’t that enough to interrupt your concentration? Or your work schedule?’


She turned her head away, her dark hair swinging to hide her face, but when she turned back to him her eyes were dry. ‘You’d better understand, Mr Kincaid. You’ll hear it from others soon enough. The term “bastard” might have been invented to describe Connor Swann.


‘And I despised him.’




 





Chapter Two


‘A lager and lime, please.’ Gemma James smiled at the barman. If Kincaid were there he would raise an eyebrow at the very least, mocking her preference. So accustomed to his teasing had she become that she actually missed it.


‘A raw evening, miss.’ The man set the cool glass before her, aligning it neatly in the centre of a beer mat. ‘Have you come far?’


‘Just from London. Beastly traffic getting out, though.’ But the sprawl of western London had finally faded behind her, and she left the M40 at Beaconsfield and followed the Thames Valley. Even in the mist she had seen some of the fine Victorian houses fronting the river, relics of the days when Londoners used the upper Thames as a playground.


At Marlow she turned north and wound up into the beech-covered hills, marvelling that in a few miles she seemed to have entered a hidden world, dark and leafy and far removed from the broad, peaceful expanse of the river below.


‘What are the Chiltern Hundreds?’ she asked the barman. ‘I’ve heard that phrase all my life and never known what it meant.’


He set down a bottle he’d been wiping with a cloth and considered his answer. Approaching middle age, with dark, wavy, carefully groomed hair and the beginning of a belly, he seemed happy enough to pass the time chatting. The lounge was almost empty – a bit early for the regular Friday night customers, Gemma supposed – but cosy with a wood fire burning and comfortable tapestry-covered furniture. A buffet of cold pies, salads and cheeses stood at the bar’s end, and she eyed it with anticipation.


Thames Valley CID had certainly been up to the mark, booking her into the pub in Fingest and giving her precise directions. When she arrived she’d found a stack of reports waiting for her in her room, and having attended to them, she had only to enjoy her drink and wait for Kincaid.


‘The Chiltern Hundreds, now,’ said the barman, bringing Gemma sharply back to the present, ‘they used to divide counties up into Hundreds, each with its own court, and three of these in Buckinghamshire came to be known as the Chiltern Hundreds because they were in the Chiltern Hills. Stoke, Burnham and Desborough, to be exact.’


‘Seems logical,’ said Gemma, impressed. And you’re very knowledgeable.’


‘Bit of a local history buff in my spare time. I’m Tony, by the way.’ He thrust a hand over the bar and Gemma shook it.


‘Gemma.’


‘All the Hundreds are obsolete now, but the Stewardship of the Chiltern Hundreds is still a nominal office under the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the holding of which is the only reason one is allowed to resign from the House of Commons. A bit of jiggery-pokery, really, and probably the only reason the office still exists.’ He smiled at her, showing strong, even, white teeth. ‘There, I’ve probably told you more than you ever wanted to know. Get you a refill?’


Gemma glanced at her almost-empty glass, deciding she’d drunk as much as she ought if she wanted to keep a clear head. ‘Better not, thanks.’


‘You here on business? We don’t let the rooms much this time of year. November in these hills is not exactly a drawing point for holiday-makers.’


‘Quite,’ said Gemma, remembering the fine drizzle under the darkness of the trees. Tony straightened glassware and kept an attentive eye on her at the same time, willing to talk if she wanted, but not pushing her. His self-assured friendliness made her wonder if he might be the pub’s owner or manager, but in any case he was certainly a likely repository for local gossip.


‘I’m here about that drowning this morning, actually. Police business.’


Tony stared at her, taking in, she felt sure, the curling ginger hair drawn back with a clip, the casual barley-coloured pullover and navy slacks. ‘You’re a copper? Well, I’ll be . . .’ He shook his head, his wavy hair not disturbed a whit by his incredulity. ‘Best-looking one I’ve seen, I must say.’


Gemma smiled, accepting the compliment in the same good humour as it was given. ‘Did you know him, the man who drowned?’


This time Tony tut-tutted as he shook his head. ‘What a shame. Oh, everyone around here knew Connor. Doubt there’s a pub between here and London where he hadn’t put his head in once or twice. Or a racetrack. A real Jack the Lad, that one.’


‘Well liked, was he?’ asked Gemma, fighting her prejudice towards a man on such good terms with pints and horses. Only after she’d married Rob had she discovered that he considered flirting and gambling as inalienable rights.


‘Connor was a friendly sort of bloke, always had a word and a pat on the back for you. Good for business, too. After he’d had a couple of pints he’d buy rounds for everybody in the place.’ Tony leaned forward against the bar, his face animated. And what a tragedy for the family, after the other.’


‘What other? Whose family?’ Gemma asked, wondering if she’d missed a reference to another drowning in the reports she’d read.


‘Sorry.’ Tony smiled. ‘It is a bit confusing, I’m sure. Connor’s wife Julia’s family, the Ashertons. Been here for donkey’s years. Connor was upstart Irish, second generation, I think, but all the same . . .’


‘What happened to the Ashertons?’ Gemma encouraged him, interested.


‘I was just a couple of years out of school, back from trying it out in London.’ His white teeth flashed as he smiled. ‘Decided the big city wasn’t nearly as glamorous as I’d thought. It was just about this time of year, as a matter of fact, and wet. Seemed like it had rained for months on end.’ Tony paused and pulled a half-pint mug from the rack, lifting it towards Gemma. ‘Mind if I join you?’


She shook her head, smiling. ‘Of course not.’ He was enjoying himself thoroughly now, and the longer she let him string out the story, the more detail she’d get.


He pulled a half-pint of Guinness from the tap and sipped it, then wiped the creamy foam from his upper lip before continuing. ‘What was his name, now? Julia’s little brother. It’s been twenty years, or close to it.’ He ran his fingers lightly over his hair, as if the admission of time passing made him conscious of his age. ‘Matthew, that was it. Matthew Asherton. All of twelve years old and some sort of musical prodigy, walking home from school one day with his sister, and drowned. Just like that.’


The image of her own son clutched unbidden at Gemma’s heart – Toby half-grown, his blond hair darkened, his face and body maturing from little-boy chubbiness, snatched away. She swallowed and said, ‘How terrible. For all of them, but especially Julia. First her brother and now her husband. How did the little boy drown?’


‘I’m not sure anyone ever really knew. One of those freak things that happen sometimes.’ He shrugged and drank down half his Guinness. ‘Quite a hush-hush at the time. Nobody talked about it except in whispers, and it’s still not mentioned to the family, I suppose.’


A draught of cold air stirred Gemma’s hair and swirled around her ankles as the outer door opened. She turned and watched a foursome come in and settle at a corner table, waving a familiar greeting to Tony. ‘Reservations in half an hour, Tony,’ one of the men called. ‘Same as usual, okay?’


‘It’ll be picking up a bit now,’ Tony remarked to Gemma as he began pouring their drinks. ‘Restaurant usually fills up on a Friday night – all the locals out for their weekly bit of fun, minus the kiddies.’ Gemma laughed, and when the air blew cool again against her back she didn’t turn in anticipation.


Light fingers brushed her shoulder as Kincaid slid onto the barstool beside her. ‘Gemma. Propping up the bar without me, I see.’


‘Oh, hullo, guv.’ She felt the pulse jump in her throat, even though she’d been expecting him.


‘And chatting up the locals, I see. Lucky bloke.’ He grinned at Tony. ‘I’ll have a pint of. . . Brakspear, isn’t it, that’s brewed at Henley?’


‘My boss,’ Gemma said in explanation to Tony. ‘Tony, this is Superintendent Duncan Kincaid.’


‘Nice to meet you, I’m sure.’ Tony gave Gemma a surprised glance as he put out a hand to Kincaid.


Gemma studied Kincaid critically. Tall and slender, brown hair slightly untidy, tie askew and tweed jacket beaded with rain – she supposed he didn’t look like most people’s idea of a proper Scotland Yard superintendent. And he was too young, of course. Superintendents should definitely be older and weightier.


‘Tell all,’ Kincaid said, when he’d got his pint and Tony had busied himself serving drinks to the customers in the corner.


Gemma knew that he relied on her to digest information and spit the pertinent bits back out to him, and she rarely had to use her notes. I've been over Thames Valley’s reports.’ She nodded towards the rooms above their heads. ‘Had them waiting for me when I got in, very efficient.’ Closing her eyes for a moment, she marshalled her thoughts. ‘They had a call at seven-oh-five this morning from a Perry Smith, lock-keeper at Hambleden Lock. He’d found a body caught in his sluicegate. Thames Valley called in a rescue squad to fish the body out, and they identified him from his wallet as Connor Swann, resident of Henley-on-Thames. The lock-keeper, however, once he’d recovered from the shock a bit, recognized Connor Swann as the son-in-law of the Ashertons, who live a couple of miles up the road from Hambleden. He said the family often walked there.’


‘On the lock?’ Kincaid asked, surprised.


‘Apparently it’s part of a scenic walk.’ Gemma frowned and picked up the thread of her story where she’d left off. ‘The local police surgeon was called in to examine the body. He found considerable bruising around the throat. Also, the body was very cold, but rigor had only just begun—’


‘But you’d expect the cold water to retard rigor,’ Kincaid interrupted.


Gemma shook her head impatiently. ‘Usually in drowning cases rigor sets in very quickly. So he thinks it likely that the victim may have been strangled before he went in the water.’


‘Our police surgeon makes a bloody lot of assumptions, don’t you think?’ Kincaid selected a bag of onion-flavoured crisps from a display and counted out the proper coins to Tony. ‘We’ll see what the post-mortem has to say.’


‘Nasty things,’ said Gemma, eyeing the crisps distastefully.


Mouth full, Kincaid answered, ‘I know, but I’m starving. What about the interviews with the family?’


She finished the last of her drink before answering, taking a moment to shift mental gears. ‘Let’s . . . see they took statements from the in-laws as well as the wife. Yesterday evening, Sir Gerald Asherton conducted an opera at the Coliseum in London. Dame Caroline Stowe was at home in bed, reading. And Julia Swann, the wife, was attending a gallery opening in Henley. None of them reported having words with Connor or having any reason to think he might be worried or upset.’


‘Of course they didn’t.’ Kincaid pulled a face. ‘And none of this means a thing without some estimate of time of death.’


‘You met the family, didn’t you, this afternoon? What are they like?’


Kincaid made a noise that sounded suspiciously like ‘hummmph’. ‘Interesting. Might be better if I let you form your own impressions, though. We’ll interview them again tomorrow.’ He sighed and sipped his pint. ‘Not that I’ll hold my breath waiting for a revelation. None of them can imagine why anyone would want to kill Connor Swann. So we have no motive, no suspect, and we’re not even sure it’s murder.’ Raising his glass, he made her a mock toast. ‘I can’t wait.’





A good night’s sleep had imbued Kincaid with a little more enthusiasm for the case. The lock first,’ he said to Gemma over breakfast in the Chequers’ dining room. ‘I can’t get much further along with this until I see it for myself. Then I want to have a look at Connor Swann’s body.’ He gulped his coffee and squinted at her, adding, ‘How do you manage to look fresh and cheerful so early in the morning?’ She wore a blazer the bright russet colour of autumn leaves, her face glowed, and even her hair seemed to crackle with a life of its own.


‘Sorry.’ She smiled at him, but Kincaid thought her sympathy was tinged with pity. ‘I can’t help it. Something to do with genes, I expect. Or being brought up a baker’s daughter. We rose early at my house.’


‘Ugh.’ He’d slept heavily, aided by one pint too many the night before, and it had taken him a second cup of coffee just to feel marginally alert.


‘You’ll get over it,’ Gemma said, laughing, and they finished their breakfast in companionable silence.


They drove through the quiet village of Fingest in the early morning light and took the lane leading south, towards the Thames. Leaving Gemma’s Escort in the carpark half a mile from the river, they crossed the road to the path. A chill wind blew into their faces as they started downhill, and when Kincaid’s shoulder accidentally bumped against Gemma’s, he felt her warmth even through his jacket.


Their path crossed the road running parallel to the river, then threaded its way between buildings and overgrown shrubbery. Not until they emerged from a fenced passage did they see the spread of the river. Leaden water reflected leaden sky, and just before them a concrete walkway zigzagged its way across the water. ‘Sure this is the right place?’ Kincaid asked. ‘I don’t see anything that looks like a lock.’
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