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Chapter One


His office seemed to shrink as he paced. The walls 

drew in, their angles distorted by the elongated 

shadows cast from the swivel lamp on his desk. The 

Yard always felt a bit eerie at night, as if the very emptiness 

of the rooms had a presence. He stopped at the 

bookcases and ran his finger along the spines of the 

well-thumbed books on the top shelf. Archaeology, 

art . . . canals . . . crime reference . . . Many of them 

were gifts from his mother, sent in her continual quest 

to remedy what she considered his lack of a proper 

education. Although he’d tried to group them alphabetically 

by subject, there were a few inevitable strays. 

Kincaid shook his head – would that he could order his 

life even half as well as he did his books.


He glanced at his watch for the tenth time in as 

many minutes, then crossed to his desk and sat down 

very deliberately. The call that had brought him in had 

been urgent – a high-ranking police officer found murdered 

– and if Gemma didn’t arrive soon he’d have to 

go on to the crime scene without her. She’d not been in 

to work since she had left his flat on Friday evening. 

And although she had called in and requested leave 

from the chief superintendent, she had not answered

Kincaid’s increasingly frantic calls over the past five 

days. Tonight Kincaid had asked the duty sergeant to 

contact her, and she’d responded.


Unable to contain his restlessness, he rose again 

and had reached to pull his jacket from the coat stand 

when he heard the soft click of the latch. He turned 

and saw her standing with her back to the door, 

watching him, and a foolish grin spread across his face. 

‘Gemma!’


‘Hello, guv.’


‘I’ve tried and tried to ring you. I thought something 

must have happened—’


She was already shaking her head. ‘I went to my 

sister’s for a few days. I needed some time—’


‘We have to talk.’ He moved a step nearer and 

stopped, examining her. She looked exhausted, her pale 

face almost transparent against the copper of her hair, 

and the skin beneath her eyes held faint purple 

shadows. ‘Gemma—’


‘There’s nothing to say.’ She slumped, resting her 

shoulders against the door as if she needed its support. 

‘It was all a dreadful mistake. You can see that, can’t 

you?’


He stared at her, astonishment freezing his tongue. 

‘A mistake?’ he managed finally, then wiped a hand 

across his suddenly dry lips. ‘Gemma, I don’t 

understand.’


‘It never happened.’ She took a step towards him, 

entreating, then stopped as if afraid of his physical 

proximity.


‘It did happen. You can’t change that, and I don’t 

want to.’ He went to her then and put his hands on her

shoulders, trying to draw her to him. ‘Gemma, please, 

listen to me.’ For an instant he thought she might tilt 

her head into the hollow of his shoulder, relax against 

him. Then he felt her shoulders tense under his fingers 

and she pulled away.


‘Look at us. Look at where we bloody are,’ she said, 

thumping a fist against the door at her back. ‘We can’t 

do this. I’ve compromised myself enough already.’ She 

took a ragged breath and added, spacing the words out 

as if to emphasize their weight, ‘I can’t afford it. I’ve my 

career to think of . . . and Toby.’


The phone rang, its short double brr echoing loudly 

in the small room. He stepped back towards his desk 

and fumbled for the receiver, bringing it to his ear. 

‘Kincaid,’ he said shortly, then listened for a moment. 

‘Right, thanks.’ Replacing the handset in the cradle, he 

looked at Gemma. ‘Car’s waiting.’ Sentences formed 

and dissolved in his mind, each sounding more futile 

than the last. This was not the time or the place to 

discuss it, and he would only embarrass them both by 

going on about it now.


Finally, he turned away and slipped into his jacket, 

using the moment to swallow his disappointment and 

compose his features in as neutral an expression as 

he could manage. Facing her again, he said, ‘Ready, 

Sergeant?’





Big Ben struck ten o’clock as the car sped south across 

Westminster Bridge, and in the back seat beside 

Gemma, Kincaid watched the lights shimmer on the 

Thames. They sat in silence as the car zigzagged on

through South London, inching its way towards Surrey. 

Even their driver, a usually chatty young PC called 

Williams, seemed to have caught their mood, remaining 

hunched in taciturn concentration over the wheel.


Clapham had vanished behind them when Gemma 

spoke. ‘You’d better fill me in on this one, Guv.’


Kincaid saw the flash of Williams’s eyes as he cast a 

surprised glance at them in the rearview mirror. 

Gemma should have been briefed, of course, and he 

roused himself to answer as ordinarily as possible. 

Gossip in the ranks would do neither of them any good. 

‘Little village near Guildford. What’s it called, 

Williams?’


‘Holmbury St Mary, sir.’


‘Right. Alastair Gilbert, the division commander at 

Notting Dale, found in his kitchen with his head bashed 

in.’


He heard Gemma draw a sharp breath, then she 

said with the first spark of interest he’d heard all evening, 

‘Commander Gilbert? Jesus. Any leads?’


‘Not that I’ve been told, but it’s early days yet,’ Kincaid 

said, turning to study her.


She shook her head. ‘There will be an unholy stink 

over this one, then. And aren’t we the lucky coppers, 

having it land in our laps?’ When Kincaid snorted in 

wry agreement, she glanced at him and added, ‘You 

must have known him.’


Shrugging, he said, ‘Didn’t everyone?’ He was 

unwilling to elaborate in front of Williams.


Gemma settled back into her seat. After a moment 

she said, ‘The local lads will have been there before us. 

Hope they haven’t messed about with the body.’


Kincaid smiled in the dark. Gemma’s possessiveness 

over bodies always amused him. From the beginning of 

a case, she considered the corpse her personal property 

and she didn’t take unnecessary interference kindly. 

Tonight, however, her prickliness brought him a sense 

of relief. It meant she had engaged herself in the case, 

and it allowed him to hope that their working relationship, 

at least, was not beyond salvage. ‘They’ve promised 

to leave it until we’ve had a chance to see things in 

situ.’


Gemma nodded in satisfaction. ‘Good. Do we know 

who found him?’


‘Wife and daughter.’


‘Ugh.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Not at all nice.’


‘At least they’ll have a WPC to do the hand-holding,’ 

Kincaid said, making a half-hearted attempt to tease 

her. ‘Lets you off the hook.’ Gemma often complained 

that female officers were good for more than breaking 

bad news to victims’ families and offering comforting 

shoulders, but when the task fell to her she did it exceptionally 

well.


‘I should hope so,’ she answered and looked away 

towards her window, but not before he thought he saw 

her lips curve in a smile.


A half-hour later they left the A road at Abinger 

Hammer, and after a few miles of twisting and turning 

down a narrow lane, they entered the sleepy village of 

Holmbury St Mary. Williams pulled on to the verge and 

consulted a scribbled sheet of directions under the map 

light. ‘When the road curves left we stay straight on, 

just to the right of the pub,’ he muttered as he put the 

car into gear again.


‘There,’ said Kincaid, wiping condensation from his 

window with the sleeve of his coat. ‘This must be it.’


Turning to look out of her window, Gemma said, 

‘Look. I’ve never seen that particular sign before.’ He 

heard the pleasure in her voice.


Kincaid leaned across her just in time to catch a 

glimpse of a swinging pub sign showing two lovers silhouetted 

against a smiling moon. Then he felt 

Gemma’s breath against his cheek and caught the faint 

scent of peaches that always seemed to hover about 

her. He sat back quickly and turned his attention 

ahead.


The lane narrowed past the pub, and the blue 

flashing of the panda cars’ lights lit the scene with an 

eerie radiance. Williams brought their car to a halt 

several yards back from the last car and almost against 

the hedge on the right, making allowance, Kincaid 

guessed, for the passing of the coroner’s van. They slid 

from the car, stretching their cramped legs and huddling 

closer into their coats as the November chill 

struck them. A low mist hung in the still air, and 

plumes of condensation formed in front of their faces 

as they breathed.


A constable materialized before them in the lane, 

Cheshire Cat-like, the white checks on his hatband 

creating a dog-toothed smile. Kincaid identified them, 

then peered through the gate from which the constable 

had come, trying to make out features in the dark bulk 

of the house.


‘Chief Inspector Deveney is waiting for you in the 

kitchen, sir,’ said the constable. The gate moved silently 

as he opened it and led them through. ‘There’s a path

just here that goes round the back. The scene-of-crime 

lads will have some lamps rigged up shortly.’


‘No sign of forced entry?’


‘No, sir, nor any tracks that we’ve been able to see. 

We’ve been careful to keep to the stones.’


Kincaid nodded in approval. When his eyes 

adjusted to the dimness within the precincts of the 

garden wall, he could see that the house was large and 

stolidly Tudor. Red brick, he thought, squinting, and 

above that black-and-white half timbering. Not the real 

thing, surely – more likely Victorian, a representation 

of the first migration of the well-off into suburbia. A 

faint light shone through the leaded panes in the front 

door, echoed by faint glints from the upstairs windows.


Carefully he knelt and touched the grass. The lawn 

that separated them from the house felt as smooth and 

dense as black velvet. It seemed that Alastair Gilbert 

had lived very well.


The flagged path indicated by the constable took 

them along the right side of the house, then curved 

around to meet light spilling out from an open door. 

Beyond it Kincaid thought he could see the outline of a 

conservatory.


A silhouette appeared against the light, and a man 

came down the steps towards them. ‘Superintendent?’ 

He extended his hand and grasped Kincaid’s firmly. 

‘I’m Nick Deveney.’ An inch or so shy of Kincaid’s 

height and near his age, Deveney flashed them a 

friendly smile. ‘You’re just in time to have a word with 

the pathologist.’ He stepped aside, allowing Kincaid, 

Gemma and the still-silent Williams to enter the house 

before him.


Kincaid passed through a cloakroom, registering a 

few pairs of neatly aligned wellies on the floor and 

mackintoshes hanging from hooks. Then he stepped 

through into the kitchen proper and halted, the others 

piling up at his back.


The kitchen had been white. White ceramic floors, 

white ceramic walls, set off by cabinets of a pale wood. 

A detached part of his mind recognized the cabinets as 

something he had seen when planning the refitting of 

his own kitchen – they were free-standing, made by a 

small English firm, and quite expensive. The other part 

of his mind focused on the body of Alastair Gilbert, 

sprawled face down near a door on the far side of the 

room.


In life, Gilbert had been a small, neat man known 

for the perfection of his tailoring, the precision of his 

haircuts, the gloss upon his shoes. There was nothing 

neat about him now. The metallic smell of blood 

seemed to lodge at the back of Kincaid’s nose. Blood 

matted Gilbert’s dark hair. Blood had splattered, and 

smeared, and run in scarlet rivulets across the pristine 

white floor.


A small sound, almost a whimper, came from 

behind Kincaid. Turning, he was just in time to see a 

pasty-faced Williams push his way out through the 

door, followed by the faint sound of retching. Kincaid 

raised an eyebrow at Gemma, who nodded and slipped 

out after Williams.


A woman in surgical overalls knelt beside the body, 

her profile obscured by a shoulder-length fall of 

straight, black hair. She hadn’t looked up or paused in 

her work when they had entered the room, but now

she sat back on her heels and regarded Kincaid. He 

came nearer and squatted, just out of the blood’s path.


‘Kate Ling,’ she said, holding up her gloved hands. 

‘You won’t mind if I don’t shake?’


Kincaid thought he detected a trace of humour in 

her oval face. ‘Not at all.’


Gemma returned and dropped down beside him. 

‘He’ll be all right,’ she said softly. ‘I’ve sent him along to 

the duty constable for a cuppa.’


‘Can’t tell you much,’ Dr Ling said as she began 

stripping off her gloves. ‘Blood’s not congealing, as you 

can see.’ She gestured at the body with the deflated 

latex fingers of an empty glove. ‘Possibly taking some 

sort of anticoagulant. From the body temperature I’d 

say he’s been dead four or five hours, give or take an 

hour or two.’ Her eyelid drooped in a ghost of a wink. 

‘But look at this,’ she added, pointing with a slender 

index finger. ‘I think the weapon has left several 

crescent-shaped depressions, but I’ll know more when 

I get him cleaned up.’


Looking closely, Kincaid thought he detected fragments 

of skull in the blood-matted hair, but no crescent 

shapes. ‘I’ll take your word for it, Doctor. Any defence 

wounds?’


‘Not that I’ve found so far. All right with you if I 

have him moved now? The sooner I get him on the 

table, the more we’ll know.’


‘It’s your call, Doc.’ Kincaid stood up.


‘The photographer and the scene-of-crime lads 

would like to move the live bodies out as well,’ said 

Deveney, ‘so they can get on with things.’


‘Right.’ Kincaid turned to him. ‘Can you fill me in

on what you’ve got so far? Then I’d like to see the 

family.’


‘Claire Gilbert and her daughter came home around 

half-past seven. They’d been away several hours, doing 

some shopping in Guildford. Mrs Gilbert parked the car 

in the garage as usual, but as they came across the back 

garden towards the house they saw that the back door 

stood open. When they entered the kitchen they found 

the commander.’ Deveney nodded towards the body. 

‘Once she’d ascertained there wasn’t a pulse, Mrs Gilbert 

called us.’


‘In a nutshell,’ said Kincaid, and Deveney smiled. 

‘So what’s the theory? Did the wife do it?’


‘There’s nothing to suggest they had a fight – 

nothing broken, no marks on her. And the daughter 

says they were shopping. Besides—’ Deveney paused. 

‘Well, wait till you meet her. I’ve had her check the 

house, and she says she can’t find a few items of jewellery. 

There have been a few thefts reported in the area 

recently. Petty things.’


‘No suspects in the thefts?’


Deveney shook his head.


‘All right, then. Where are the Gilberts?’


‘I’ve a constable with them in the sitting room. I’ll 

take you through.’


Pausing in the doorway for a final glimpse of the 

body, Kincaid thought of Alastair Gilbert as he had 

seen him last – lecturing from a podium, extolling the 

virtues of order, discipline, and logical thinking in 

police work – and he felt an unexpected stirring of pity.




 





Chapter Two


As they entered the sitting room, Kincaid gathered a 

quick impression of deep red walls and understated 

elegance. A fire burned in the grate, and across the 

room a plainclothes constable sat in a straight-backed 

chair with a teacup balanced on his knee, looking not 

at all uncomfortable. From the corner of his eye, Kincaid 

saw Gemma’s eyes widen as she took in the male 

hand holder, then his attention was drawn to the two 

women seated side by side on the sofa.


Mother and daughter – the mother fair, small-boned, 

and delicate of feature; the daughter a darker 

copy, her long, thick hair framing a heart-shaped face. 

Above her pointed chin her mouth looked disproportionately 

large, as if she hadn’t quite grown into it. 

Why had he thought of the Gilberts’ daughter as a 

child? Although his wife appeared considerably 

younger, Gilbert had been in his mid-fifties, and certainly 

they might have had a grown, or nearly grown, 

daughter.


The women looked up enquiringly, their faces 

composed. But the perfection of the little tableau was 

marred by Claire Gilbert’s clothes. The front of her 

white turtle-necked sweater was decorated with a

Rorschach stain of dried blood, and the knees of her 

navy trousers bore darker splotches as well.


The constable had set down his cup and crossed the 

room to have a murmured word with his boss. Deveney 

nodded at him as he left the room, then turned back to 

the women and cleared his throat. ‘Mrs Gilbert, this 

is Superintendent Kincaid and Sergeant James from 

Scotland Yard. They’ll be helping us in our inquiries. 

They’d like to ask you a few questions.’


‘Of course.’ Her voice was low and almost hoarse, 

huskier than Kincaid had expected for a woman of her 

size, and controlled. But when she leaned forward to 

set her cup on the low table, her hand trembled.


Kincaid and Gemma took the two armchairs 

opposite the sofa, and Deveney shifted the constable’s 

chair so that he sat beside Gemma.


‘I knew your husband, Mrs Gilbert,’ Kincaid said. 

‘I’m very sorry.’


‘Did you?’ she asked in a tone of bright interest. 

Then she added, ‘Would you like some tea?’ The low 

table before her held a tray with a pot and some extra 

cups and saucers. When Kincaid and Gemma both 

murmured affirmatives, she leaned forward and 

poured a little into her own cup, then sat back, looking 

around vaguely. ‘What time is it?’ she asked, but the 

question didn’t seem to be directed to anyone in 

particular.


‘Let me do that for you,’ said Gemma after a 

moment, when it became clear that tea was not forthcoming. 

She filled two cups with milk and strong tea, 

then glanced at Deveney, who shook his head.


Accepting a cup from Gemma, Kincaid said, ‘It’s

very late, Mrs Gilbert, but I want to go over one or two 

things while they’re clear in your mind.’


The carriage clock on the mantelpiece began to 

chime midnight. Claire stared at it, frowning. ‘It is late, 

isn’t it? I hadn’t realized.’


The daughter had been sitting so quietly that Kincaid 

had almost forgotten her presence, but now she 

shifted restlessly, drawing his attention. Her clothes 

made a rustling sound against the sofa’s cream-and-red 

striped chintz as she repositioned herself, turning 

towards Claire and touching her knee. ‘Mummy, 

please, you must get some rest,’ she said, and from the 

entreaty in her voice Kincaid guessed that it was not 

the first time she’d made the request. ‘You can’t keep 

on like this.’ She looked at Kincaid and added, ‘Tell her, 

Superintendent, please. She’ll listen to you.’


Kincaid examined her more closely. She wore a 

bulky jumper over a tight black miniskirt, but in spite 

of the sophistication of her clothes, there was an 

unfinished quality about her that made Kincaid revise 

his estimate of her age down to late teens, perhaps 

even younger. Her face looked pinched with stress, and 

as he watched she rubbed the back of her hand against 

her lips as if to stop them quivering. ‘You’re absolutely 

right—’ He paused, realizing he didn’t know her name.


Obligingly, she filled it in for him. ‘I’m Lucy. Lucy 

Penmaric. Can’t you—’ A muffled yelping came from 

somewhere nearby and she paused, listening. Kincaid 

heard the frustration in the sound, as if the dog had 

given up hoping for a response. ‘That’s Lewis,’ she said. 

‘We had to shut him in Alastair’s study to keep him 

from . . . you know, getting into things.’


‘A very good idea,’ Kincaid said absently as he added 

what he’d just heard to his assessment of the situation. 

Her name wasn’t Gilbert, and she referred to the commander 

as ‘Alastair’. A stepdaughter rather than a 

daughter. He thought of the man he had known and 

realized what had struck him as odd. Try as he might, 

he couldn’t quite manage to imagine Gilbert relaxed 

before a fire, a large (from the sound of it) dog sprawled 

comfortably at his feet. Nor did this room, with its rich 

velvets and chintzes and the deep pile of a Persian 

carpet under their feet, seem a likely habitat for a dog. 

‘I wouldn’t have thought of Commander Gilbert as a 

dog man,’ he ventured. ‘I’m surprised he allowed a dog 

in the house.’


‘Alastair made us—’


‘Alastair preferred that we confine Lewis to his 

kennel,’ interrupted Claire, and Lucy looked away, her 

face losing the brief spark of animation he’d seen when 

she spoke of the dog. ‘But under the circumstances . . .’ 

Claire smiled at them, as if excusing a lapse in manners, 

then looked around vaguely. ‘Would you like 

some tea?’


‘We’re quite all right, Mrs Gilbert,’ he said. Lucy was 

right: her mother needed rest. Claire’s eyes had the 

glazed look of impending collapse, and her coherence 

seemed to fade in and out like a weak radio signal. 

But even though he knew he couldn’t press her much 

further, he wanted to ask a few more questions before 

letting her go. ‘Mrs Gilbert, I realize how difficult this 

must be for you, but if you could just tell us exactly 

what happened this evening, we can get on with our 

inquiries.’


‘Lucy and I ran into Guildford for some shopping. 

She’s studying for her A levels, you see, and needed a 

book from Waterstone’s in the shopping centre. We 

poked about a bit in the shops, then walked up the High 

Street to Sainsbury’s.’ Claire stopped as Lucy stirred 

beside her, then she looked at Deveney and frowned. 

‘Where’s Darling?’


Gemma and Kincaid glanced at each other, Kincaid 

raising a questioning eyebrow. Deveney leaned over 

and whispered, ‘The constable who was with them. His 

name is Darling.’ Turning to Claire, he said, ‘He’s still 

here, Mrs Gilbert. He’s just gone to give the other lads a 

hand for a bit.’


Tears filled Claire’s eyes and began to run down the 

sides of her nose, but she made no move to wipe them 

away.


‘After you’d finished your shopping, Mrs Gilbert,’ 

Kincaid prompted after a moment, ‘what did you do 

then?’


She seemed to focus on him with an effort. ‘After? 

We drove home.’


Kincaid thought of the quiet lane where they had 

left their car. ‘Did anyone see you? A neighbour, 

perhaps?’


Claire shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’


While they talked, Gemma had unobtrusively 

pulled her notebook and pen from her bag. Now she 

said softly, ‘What time was this, Mrs Gilbert?’


‘Half-past seven. Maybe later. I’m not quite sure.’ 

She looked from Gemma to Kincaid, as if for reassurance, 

then spoke a little more forcefully. ‘We weren’t 

expecting Alastair. He had a meeting. Lucy and I had

bought some pasta and ready-made sauce at Sainsbury’s. 

A bit of a treat, just for the two of us.’


‘That’s why we were surprised to find his car in the 

garage,’ added Lucy, when her mother didn’t continue.


‘What did you do then?’ Kincaid asked.


After a quick glance at Claire, Lucy went on. ‘We 

put Mum’s car in the garage. When we came around 

the corner of the garage into the garden we could see 

the door standing—’


‘Where was the dog?’ asked Kincaid. ‘What’s his 

name – Lewis?’


Lucy stared at him as if she didn’t quite understand 

the question, then said, ‘He was in his run, in the back 

garden.’


‘What kind of dog is Lewis?’


‘A Lab. He’s brilliant, really lovely.’ Lucy smiled for 

the first time, and again he heard that flash of proprietary 

pride in her voice.


‘Did he seem upset in any way? Disturbed?’


Mother and daughter glanced at each other, then 

Lucy answered. ‘Not then. It was only later, when the 

police came. He got so frantic we had to bring him into 

the house.’


Kincaid set his empty cup on the table, and Claire’s 

body jerked slightly as the china clinked. ‘Let’s go back 

to when you saw the open door.’


The silence stretched. Lucy moved a bit nearer her 

mother.


The fire settled and a shower of sparks rose, then 

flickered out. Kincaid waited another heartbeat, then 

spoke. ‘Please, Mrs Gilbert, try to tell us exactly what 

happened next. I know that you’ve already been

through this with Chief Inspector Deveney, but you 

might remember some tiny detail that could help us.’


After a moment Claire took Lucy’s hand and cradled 

it between her own, but Kincaid couldn’t tell if she 

was extending support or receiving comfort. ‘You saw. 

There was blood . . . everywhere. I could smell it.’ She 

drew a deep, shuddering breath, then continued. ‘I 

tried to lift him. Then I realized . . . I had some first-aid 

training, years ago. When I couldn’t find a pulse, I 

dialled nine-nine-nine.’


‘Did you notice anything unusual as you came into 

the house?’ asked Gemma. ‘Anything at all in the 

kitchen that wasn’t quite where it should be?’


Claire shook her head, and the lines of exhaustion 

seemed to deepen around her mouth.


‘But I understand you’ve reported some things 

missing from the house,’ said Kincaid, and Deveney 

gave him a quick nod of confirmation.


‘My pearls. And the earrings Alastair gave me on 

my birthday . . . he had them specially made.’ Claire 

sank back against the sofa cushion and closed her eyes.


‘It sounds as if they must have been quite valuable,’ 

said Gemma.


When Claire didn’t stir, Lucy glanced at her, then 

answered, ‘I suppose they were. I don’t know, really.’ 

She pulled her hand free of her mother’s and held it 

out in a pleading gesture. ‘Please, Superintendent,’ she 

said, and at the distress in her voice the dog began to 

bark, scrabbling against the door with his claws.


‘Do shut him up, Lucy,’ said Claire, but her voice 

was listless, and she didn’t move or open her eyes.


Lucy sprang up, but even as she did so the dog’s

barking faded to a whimper, then subsided altogether. 

She sank back to the edge of the sofa, looking in mute 

appeal from her mother to Kincaid.


‘Only one more thing, Lucy, I promise,’ he said 

softly, then he turned to Claire. ‘Mrs Gilbert, do you 

have any idea why your husband came home early?’


Claire pressed her fingers to her throat and said 

slowly, ‘No. I’m sorry.’


‘Do you know who he was meet—’


‘Please.’ Lucy stood up, shivering. She crossed her 

arms tightly beneath her breasts and said through chattering 

teeth, ‘She’s said already. She doesn’t know.’


‘It’s all right, darling,’ said Claire, rousing herself. 

With an apparent effort, she pushed herself to the edge 

of her seat. ‘Lucy’s right, Superintendent. It’s not – it 

wasn’t Alastair’s habit to share details about his work. 

He didn’t tell me whom he intended seeing.’ She stood 

up, then swayed. Lucy reached out to support her, and 

as she was the taller of the two, her arm fitted easily 

around her mother’s shoulders.


‘Please, Mummy, do stop,’ she said, then she looked 

at Kincaid. ‘Let me take her upstairs now.’ Her voice 

held more question than command, and she seemed to 

Kincaid very much a child playing an adult’s part.


‘There must be someone you can call,’ said Gemma, 

standing and touching Lucy’s arm. ‘A neighbour? A 

relative?’


‘We don’t need anyone else. We can manage,’ Lucy 

said a little abruptly. Then her brief bravado seemed 

to dissolve as she added, ‘What should I do about the 

house . . . and things? What if . . .?’


Deveney answered her gently, but without patronizing

her. ‘Please don’t worry, Miss Penmaric. I’m sure 

that whoever did this won’t come back. And we’ll have 

someone here all night, either outside or in the 

kitchen.’ He paused for a moment, and they heard a 

faint whimpering. ‘Why don’t you take the dog upstairs 

with you, if it makes you feel more comfortable?’ he 

suggested, smiling.


Lucy gave it grave consideration. ‘He’d like that.’


‘If there’s nothing else . . .’ Claire’s speech had 

begun to slur, yet in spite of her exhaustion she still 

maintained a semblance of graciousness.


‘That’s all for tonight, Mrs Gilbert. And Lucy. 

Thank you for your patience,’ said Kincaid as he stood 

beside Deveney and Gemma, and they all watched silently 

as mother and daughter left the room.


When the door had swung shut, Nick Deveney 

shook his head and ran his fingers through the early 

grey streaking his hair at the temple. ‘I’m not sure I’d 

have held up as well, under the circumstances. Lucky 

for them, isn’t it, that they have each other?’





The scene-of-crime team was still busily at work in the 

kitchen, but Alastair Gilbert’s body had been removed. 

The drying blood had smeared in streaks and swirls, 

like a child’s exercise in fingerpaints. Excusing himself 

to speak to one of the SOCOs, Deveney left Kincaid and 

Gemma standing in the doorway.


Kincaid felt the adrenalin that had sustained him 

for the last few hours ebbing. Glancing at Gemma, he 

found her studying him. Her freckles, usually an 

almost imperceptible dusting against her fair skin,

stood out in sharp contrast to her pallor. He suddenly 

felt her exhaustion as if it were his own, and the familiar, 

intimate awareness of her ran through him like a 

shock. As he lifted a hand to touch her shoulder, she 

started to speak, and they both froze. They had lost the 

ease of it, all their carefully established camaraderie 

had gone, and it seemed to him as if she might misconstrue 

even his small gesture of comfort. Awkwardly, he 

dropped his hand and shoved it in his pocket, as if 

removing it from temptation. As Deveney came back to 

them, Gemma abruptly excused herself and left the 

kitchen by the cloakroom door without meeting his 

eyes again.


‘Dr Ling said she’d schedule the post-mortem first 

thing tomorrow at Guildford Mortuary.’ As he spoke, 

Deveney slumped against the doorframe and watched 

with an abstracted expression as one of the civilian 

techs scraped up a blood sample from the floor. ‘Can’t 

be soon enough, as far as the brass are concerned. I’ll 

have the plods out door-to-door at first light—’ He 

paused, and for the first time his expression was wary 

as he glanced at Kincaid. ‘That is, if it meets with your 

approval.’


The chain of command when the Yard was called in 

to work with a regional force could be a bit tricky. 

Although technically Kincaid outranked Deveney, he 

had no wish to antagonize the local man at the outset. 

Nick Deveney seemed an intelligent and capable 

copper, Kincaid thought as he nodded assent, and he’d 

be more than happy to let him run his end of things 

without interference. ‘You’ll be following up on this 

intruder business?’


‘Maybe at daylight we’ll find he’s left half-inch-deep 

footprints all over the garden,’ Deveney said, grinning.


Kincaid snorted. ‘Along with a set of perfect prints 

on the door-knob and a criminal record a mile long. We 

should be so lucky. How early is first thing, by the 

way?’ he asked, yawning and rubbing his hand across 

the stubble on his chin.


‘Sevenish, I would imagine. Kate Ling doesn’t seem 

to need sleep. Exists on a combination of coffee and 

formaldehyde fumes,’ said Deveney. ‘But she’s good, 

and we were lucky to get her on the scene tonight.’ As 

Gemma rejoined them, Deveney included her with a 

quick smile. ‘Listen, why don’t you send your driver 

back to London with your car? I’ve made arrangements 

to put you up at the local – you did come prepared to 

stay?’ When they nodded, he continued. ‘Good. We’ll 

send someone to take you to the mortuary in the morning. 

And then—’ He broke off as a plainclothes officer 

beckoned him from the cloakroom door. With a sigh he 

pushed off from the wall. ‘Back in a tick.’


‘I’ll see to Williams,’ said Gemma a little too quickly, 

and left Kincaid standing alone. For a few moments he 

watched the technicians and the photographer, then 

he edged around their work area until he reached the 

refrigerator. Opening it, he bent over and examined 

the contents. Milk, juice, eggs, butter, and, tucked haphazardly 

on to the bottom shelf, a package of fresh 

pasta and a plastic container of Alfredo sauce, bearing 

the Sainsbury deli’s seal. Neither container had been 

opened.


‘I found some bread and cheese. Made the ladies 

some sandwiches,’ said a voice above his head.


Kincaid stood and turned, and found himself looking 

up at the rosy-cheeked visage of Police Constable 

Darling. ‘Ah, the minder,’ he murmured, then at the 

constable’s blank look he added more loudly, ‘Very 

thoughtful of you . . .’ He couldn’t quite bring himself to 

add the surname.


‘Add hunger to shock and exhaustion and they’d 

have been in a right state,’ Darling said seriously, ‘and 

there didn’t seem to be anyone else to look after them.’


‘No, you’re quite right. Usually, helpful and nosy 

neighbours materialize out of the woodwork in this sort 

of situation. Relatives, too, as often as not.’


‘Mrs Gilbert said both her parents were dead,’ volunteered 

Darling.


‘Did she now?’ Kincaid studied the constable for a 

moment, then gestured towards the hall door. ‘Here, 

let’s have a word where it’s a bit quieter.’ When they 

reached the relative calm of the passageway, he continued. 

‘You sat with Mrs Gilbert and her daughter for 

quite some time, didn’t you?’


‘Several hours, I’d say, in between the chief 

inspector’s comings and goings.’


A lamp on the telephone table lit Darling’s face 

from below, revealing a few lines on his brow and 

crinkles at the corners of his blue eyes. Perhaps he was 

not as young as Kincaid had first thought. ‘You seem to 

have taken this in your stride,’ Kincaid said, his curiosity 

piqued by the man’s self-possession.


‘I grew up on a farm, sir. I’ve seen death often 

enough.’ He regarded Kincaid for a moment, then 

blinked and sighed. ‘But there is something about this 

one. It’s not just Commander Gilbert being a senior

officer and all. Or the mess, exactly.’ Kincaid raised an 

eyebrow and Darling went on, hesitantly. ‘It’s just that 

it all seems so . . . inappropriate.’ He shook his head. 

‘Sounds stupid, I know.’


‘No, I know what you mean,’ Kincaid answered. Not 

that appropriate was a word he’d be likely to apply to 

any murder, but something about this one struck a distinctly 

jarring note. Violence had no place in such an 

ordered and well-kept life. ‘Did Mrs Gilbert and Lucy 

talk to each other while you were with them?’ he asked.


Darling settled his broad shoulders against the wall 

and focused on a point beyond Kincaid’s head for a 

moment before replying. ‘Now that you mention it, I 

can’t say that they did. Or only a word or two. But they 

both talked to me. I offered to ring someone for them, 

but Mrs Gilbert said no, they’d be all right on their 

own. She did say something about having to tell the 

commander’s mother, but it seems she’s in a nursing 

home and Mrs Gilbert thought it best to wait until 

tomorrow. Today, that is,’ he added, glancing at his 

watch, and Kincaid heard the beginnings of fatigue in 

his voice.


‘I won’t keep you, Constable.’ Kincaid smiled. ‘And I 

can’t speak for your guv’nor, but I’m about ready to 

salvage what little sleep I can from this night.’





Late as the hour was, a few lights still burned in the 

pub. Deveney rapped sharply on the glass pane of 

the door, and in a moment a shadowy form slid back 

the bolts.


‘Come in, come in,’ the man said as he opened

the door. ‘Take the chill off. I’m Brian Genovase, by the 

way,’ he added, holding out a hand to Kincaid and 

Gemma in turn as they crowded in behind Deveney.


The pub was surprisingly small. They had entered 

directly into the right-hand alcove, where a handful of 

tables surrounded a stone hearth. To their left the 

length of the bar occupied the pub’s centre, and beyond 

that a few more tables were grouped to make up the 

dining area.


‘It’s kind of you to wait up, Brian,’ Deveney said as 

he went to the hearth and stood rubbing his hands 

above the still-glowing embers.


‘Couldn’t sleep. Not with wondering what was 

going on up there.’ Genovase tilted his head towards the 

Gilberts’. ‘The whole village is buzzing, but no one 

quite had the nerve to brave the cordon and bring back 

a report. I gave it a try, but the constable on the gate 

persuaded me otherwise.’ As he spoke he slipped 

behind the bar, and Kincaid saw him more clearly. A 

large man with dark hair going grey and the beginnings 

of a belly, he had a pleasant face and quick smile. 

‘You’ll need something to warm you up from the inside,’ 

he said, pulling a bottle of Glenfiddich from the shelf, 

‘and while you’re at it you can tell me all that’s fit to 

print. So to speak.’ His flashed a grin at them and 

favoured Gemma with a wink.


They’d followed him to the bar, unresisting as lemmings 

drawn towards the cliff. As Genovase tilted the 

bottle over the fourth glass, Gemma suddenly put out a 

restraining hand. ‘No, thank you, but I don’t think I can 

manage it. I’m just about out on my feet. If you’ll just 

tell me where to put my things—’


‘I’ll show you,’ Genovase said, putting down the 

bottle and wiping his hands on a towel.


‘No, please, I’m sure I can manage,’ Gemma said 

firmly, shaking her head. ‘You’ve put yourself out 

enough as it is.’


Shrugging good-naturedly, Genovase gave the 

appearance of recognizing a stubborn set of mind when 

he saw it. ‘Round the bar, up the stairs, down the corridor, 

last door on the right.’


‘Thanks. Good night, then.’ Focusing on the empty 

space between Kincaid and Deveney, she added, ‘I’ll 

see you in the morning.’


A dozen excuses to call her back, to go up with her, 

froze on the tip of Kincaid’s tongue. Anything he did 

would make them both look foolish and might arouse 

the very speculation they couldn’t afford, so he sat on 

in miserable, silent frustration until she disappeared 

through the door at the far end of the bar. Deveney, too, 

had watched her, and seemed to have trouble drawing 

his gaze from the empty doorway.


Genovase raised his glass. ‘Cheers. This is on the 

house, Nick, so you’ll not get me for breaking the 

licensing laws, but I expect to be paid in kind.’


‘Fair enough,’ Deveney agreed. Then he said, ‘Ah, 

that’ll do nicely,’ as the first sip of whisky went down. 

‘You heard that someone did for Commander Gilbert, I 

take it?’


Genovase nodded. ‘But Claire and Lucy – they’re all 

right, aren’t they?’


‘Shocked, but fine other than that. They found the 

body.’


Relief and distress battling in his face, Genovase

said, ‘Oh, lord,’ and rubbed at an invisible spot on the 

bar with his towel. ‘Was it bad? What—?’ The small 

negative movement of Deveney’s head stopped him. 

‘Out of bounds? Sorry.’


‘We won’t be releasing full details for a bit,’ said 

Deveney with practised diplomacy.


It would be difficult to keep anything under wraps 

for long in a village this size, Kincaid knew, but they’d 

try until the house-to-house enquiries were finished, 

just in case someone let slip they knew something they 

shouldn’t.


‘You were friendly with the Gilberts?’ Deveney 

asked Genovase, sliding forward on his stool so that he 

could rest his elbows on the bar.


‘It’s a small village, Nick. You know how it is. Claire 

and Lucy are well liked.’


Kincaid took another sip of his drink and said casually, 

‘And the commander wasn’t?’


Brian Genovase looked wary for the first time. ‘I 

didn’t say that.’


‘No, you didn’t.’ Kincaid smiled at him. ‘But is it 

true?’


After a moment’s consideration, Genovase said, 

‘Let me put it this way – Alastair Gilbert didn’t go out of 

his way to make himself popular around here. Not one 

of the beard-and-wellie brigade, not by a long chalk.’


‘Any particular reason?’ Kincaid asked. Gilbert 

hadn’t gone out of his way to make himself popular 

with his officers, either, not if Kincaid’s experience with 

him was any indication. He had seemed, in fact, to 

enjoy making the most of his superiority.


‘Not really. An accumulation of small misunderstandings,

amplified by the gossip mill. You know how 

it is,’ he said again, ‘place like this, things get blown out 

of proportion sometimes.’ Obviously unwilling to say 

more, Genovase finished his drink in one swallow and 

set his glass down.


Deveney followed suit and sighed. ‘I’m not looking 

forward to this, I can tell you that. Better you than me 

in the hot seat, mate,’ he added, glancing at Kincaid. 

‘You’re welcome to it.’


‘Thanks,’ Kincaid said with considerable irony. He 

finished his own drink more slowly, finding comfort in 

the burn as it went down, then stood and retrieved his 

coat and bag. ‘That’s it for me, I’m afraid.’ He looked at 

his watch and swore. ‘Hardly worth going to bed.’


‘You’re last on the left, Mr Kincaid,’ said Genovase. 

‘And I’ll have a bit of breakfast for you in the morning.’


Kincaid had said his thanks to both and turned to go 

when Deveney touched him on the arm and said 

quietly, ‘Your sergeant – Gemma. She’s not married, I 

take it?’


It was a moment before Kincaid found his tongue, 

managed to say reasonably enough, ‘No. No, she’s not.’


‘Is she . . . um, unattached, then?’


‘That,’ said Kincaid through clenched teeth, ‘is 

something you’ll have to ask her yourself.’




 





Chapter Three


The hurt had been evident on his face. Gemma hadn’t 

expected it, and it had almost caused her to lose her 

resolve. During the days she’d spent hiding at her sister’s, 

watching Toby play in the park with his cousins 

and thinking furiously of what she should do, she’d 

managed to convince herself that he would be glad to 

ignore what had happened, relieved, even grateful. So 

she had prepared her little speech, giving him a 

graceful out that he would accept with a slightly 

embarrassed grin, and rehearsed it so often in her 

mind she could almost hear him saying, ‘Of course, 

you’re absolutely right, Gemma. We’ll just go on as 

before, shall we?’


Experience should have taught her that Duncan 

Kincaid never behaved quite as expected. Shivering a 

little in the cold room, she turned back the bed and laid 

out her nightdress. She fumbled in her carryall until 

she found the zip bag containing her toothbrush and 

cleanser and turned resolutely towards the door.


Then suddenly, limply, she sat down on the edge of 

the bed. How could she have been foolish enough, in 

the days that had passed like aeons since the night 

at his flat, to think she could grant herself an instant

immunity to his physical presence? Memory had 

flooded back with a jolt like a boxer’s punch the 

moment she saw him, leaving her breathless and 

shaken. It had been all she could do to hold on to her 

wavering defences, and now she couldn’t bear the 

thought of bumping into him in the corridor outside 

her room. She had no armour left – a kind word, a 

gentle touch, and she would be undone.


But she must get to bed, or she would feel even less 

capable of dealing with things in the morning. So she 

listened, alert for the creak of a tread on the stairs or 

the sound of a door opening. Reassured by the silence, 

she slipped from her room and tiptoed down the hall to 

the bathroom.


When she emerged a few minutes later, the door 

to the room opposite the bathroom was closing. She 

stopped, heart thumping, chiding herself for being 

absurd, until the glimpse before the door swung shut 

assured her that the person inside was not Kincaid. 

Frowning, she tried to fit together pieces of the brief 

image – curling fair hair falling over a surprisingly masculine 

pair of shoulders. She shrugged and returned to 

her room, letting herself in with a grateful sigh.


And if, once she had put on her warm nightdress 

and tucked herself under the puffy duvet, there was a 

kernel of disappointment hidden in the relief, she 

buried it deeper still.





The sight of the Royal Surrey County Hospital did 

nothing to brighten the atmosphere in the small car. 

Gemma studied the sprawl of muddy-brown brick,

wondering why it had not occurred to the architects 

that ill people might need a bit of cheering up.


‘I know,’ said Will Darling, as if he’d read her 

thoughts. ‘It’s bloody institutionally awful. It’s a good 

hospital, though. They combined several smaller facilities 

when they built this one, and it offers just about 

every sort of care you could imagine.’


Darling had arrived at the pub just as Gemma and 

Kincaid had finished their breakfasts. They had eaten 

in uncomfortable silence, served by an equally subdued 

Brian Genovase. ‘Not much of a morning person,’ 

he’d said with a shadow of last night’s smile. ‘Goes with 

the territory.’ The breakfast had been good, though – 

the man could still cook even when his social skills 

were not at their best – and Gemma had forced herself 

to eat, knowing she’d need the sustenance to get 

through the day.


‘The Chief Inspector should have been here before 

us,’ said Darling, scanning the parked cars as he pulled 

the car around to the back of the hospital and stopped it 

in a space near the mortuary doors. ‘I’m sure he’ll be 

along in a minute.’


‘Thanks, Will.’ Kincaid stretched as he emerged 

from the cramped back seat. ‘At least we get to enjoy 

the view while we wait, unlike the clientele.’ He 

nodded towards the unremarkable glass doors.


Gemma slid from the car and moved a few steps 

away, considering the prospect. Perhaps if you were 

inside the building looking out, it wasn’t such a bad 

place after all. The hospital was high on the hill rising 

to the west of Guildford, and below, the red-brick town 

hugged the curve of the River Wey. Pockets of mist

still hovered over the valley, muting trees ablaze with 

autumn. To the north, higher still, the tower of the 

cathedral rose against a flat grey sky.


‘It’s a new cathedral, did you know that?’ asked 

Darling, coming to stand beside her. ‘Begun during the 

war and consecrated in nineteen sixty-one. You don’t 

often have a chance to see a cathedral built in our 

lifetime.’ Glancing at Gemma, he amended with a 

smile, ‘Well, perhaps not yours. But it’s lovely, all the 

same, and well worth a visit.’


‘You sound very proud of it,’ said Gemma. ‘Have 

you always lived here?’ Then she added, with the 

frankness he seemed to inspire, ‘And you can’t be old 

enough to have seen it built, either.’


Chuckling, he said, ‘Got me to rights, there. I was 

born on consecration day, as a matter of fact. May seventeenth, 

nineteen sixty-one. So the cathedral always 

had a special significance for us—’ He broke off as a car 

pulled up beside theirs. ‘Here’s the chief, now.’


Suddenly aware that Kincaid had been standing 

quietly against the car, listening to their conversation, 

Gemma flushed with embarrassment and turned away.


The few hours’ sleep seemed to have rejuvenated 

Nick Deveney. He hopped out of the battered Vauxhall 

and came over to them with a quick apology. ‘Sorry 

about that. I live south of here, in Godalming, and there 

was a bit of a holdup on the Guildford road.’ His breath 

formed a cloud of condensation as he rubbed his hands 

together and blew on them. ‘Heater’s out in the bloody 

car.’ He gestured towards the doors. ‘Shall we see what 

Dr Ling has in store for us this morning?’ Smiling at 

Gemma, he added, ‘Not to mention getting warm.’


They trailed Deveney through the maze of identical 

white-tiled corridors, passing no one, until they 

reached another set of double doors. A very official-looking 

sign above them read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL 

ONLY – RING BELL FOR ADMITTANCE, but the doors stood 

slightly ajar and Deveney pushed on through them. A 

faint smell of formalin tickled Gemma’s nose, and then 

she heard the murmur of a voice. Following the sound 

to the autopsy room, they found Kate Ling sitting on a 

stool with a clipboard on her lap, drinking coffee from 

a large thermal mug. ‘Sorry, my assistant’s off with flu, 

and I couldn’t be bothered manning the portals. And 

it’s not as if anyone’s dying to get in here,’ she added, 

looking at Deveney as if waiting for his groan.


Deveney shook his head in mock amazement, then 

turned to the others, who had squeezed into the small 

room behind him, none of them venturing too close to 

the white-sheeted form on the table. ‘Did you know 

that all pathologists have to undergo a special initiation 

into the Order of Bad Puns? Won’t let ’em practise without 

it. The doc here is a Grand Master and loves to 

show off.’ He and Kate Ling grinned at each other, 

completing what was obviously a practised and much-enjoyed 

routine.


‘Just finishing up my notes on the external,’ Ling 

said, scribbling a few more words, then setting her pad 

aside.


‘Anything interesting?’ Deveney asked. He studied 

the pad as if he might decipher it upside down, 

although Gemma thought it unlikely that the doctor’s 

scrawl was legible even right side up.


‘Lividity corresponds perfectly with the position of

the body, so I’d say he wasn’t moved. Of course, we 

expected that from the blood spatter, but they pay me 

to be thorough.’ She gave them a wry smile over the rim 

of her mug as she drank, then continued, ‘So if we 

calculate the drop in body temperature using the temperature 

of the Gilberts’ kitchen, I’d say he was killed 

between six and seven o’clock.’ Swivelling around 

towards the counter top behind her, Ling exchanged 

her coffee for a new pair of latex gloves. As she pulled 

them on, she added thoughtfully, ‘One odd thing, 

though. There were some tiny rips in the shoulders of 

his shirt. Not large enough that I could hazard a guess 

as to what made them or why.’ Sliding from the stool, 

she checked the voice-activated mike hanging over the 

autopsy table, then lifted the lid from the stainless-steel 

instrument box on a nearby rolling trolley. ‘All set, 

then? You’ll need to gown and glove.’ She regarded 

them quizzically. ‘You lot are jammed in here like sardines 

in a can. I’ll need some elbow room.’
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