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  Part One




  There are four ways to write a woman’s life: the woman herself may tell it, in what she chooses to call an autobiography; she may tell it in what she chooses to call

  fiction; a biographer, woman or man, may write the woman’s life in what is called a biography; or the woman may write her own life, in advance of living it, unconsciously, and without

  recognizing or naming the process.




  

    Carolyn Heilbrun, from




    Writing a Woman’s Life


  





 





  Chapter One




  

    

      

        

          

            Where Beauty and Beauty meet




            

              

                All naked, fair to fair,


              


            




            The earth is crying-sweet,




            

              

                And scattering bright the air,


              


            




            Eddying, dizzying, closing round,




            

              

                With soft and drunken laughter;


              


            




            Veiling all that may befall




            

              

                After – after


              


            




            

              

                

                  

                    Rupert Brooke, from


                  


                


              


            




            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        Beauty and Beauty


                      


                    


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The post slid through the letter box, cascading onto the tile floor of the entry hall with a sound like the wind rustling through bamboo. Lydia Brooke heard the sound from the

  breakfast room, where she sat with her hands wrapped round her teacup. With her morning tea long gone cold, she lingered, unable to choose between the small actions which would decide the direction

  of her day.




  Through the French doors at the far end of the room, she could see chaffinches pecking at the ground beneath the yellow blaze of forsythia, and in her mind she tried to put the picture into

  words. It was habit, almost as automatic as breathing, this search for pattern, metre, cadence, but today it eluded her. Closing her eyes, she tilted her face up towards the weak March sun slanting

  through the windows set high in the vaulted room.




  She and Morgan had used his small inheritance to add this combination kitchen/dining area to the Victorian terraced house. It jutted into the back garden, all glass and clean lines and pale

  wood, a monument to failed hopes. The plans they’d had to modernize the rest of the house had somehow never materialized. The plumbing still leaked, the rose-patterned wallpaper peeled

  delicately from the walls in the entry hall, the cracks in the plasterwork spread like ageing veins, the radiator hissed and rumbled like some subterranean beast. Lydia had grown used to the

  defects, had come to find an almost perverse sort of comfort in them. It meant she was coping, getting on with things, and that was, after all, what was expected of one, even when the day

  stretching ahead seemed an eternity.




  She pushed away her cold cup and rose, tightening the belt of her dressing gown round her slight body as she padded barefoot towards the front of the house. The tile felt gritty beneath her feet

  and she curled her toes as she knelt to gather the post. One envelope outweighed the rest, and the serviceable brown paper bore her solicitor’s return address. She dropped the other letters

  in the basket on the hall table and ran her thumb carefully under the envelope’s seal as she walked towards the back of the house.




  Freed from its wrapping, the thick sheaf of papers unfolded in her hands and the words leapt out at her. In the matter of the marriage of Lydia Lovelace Brooke Ashby and Morgan Gabriel

  Ashby . . . She reached the bottom of the stairs and stopped as her brain picked out words from amongst the legalese. Final decree . . . petition of divorce granted this day . . . The

  pages slipped from her numb fingers, and it seemed to her that they drifted downwards, cradled on the air like feathers.




  She had known it would come, had even thought herself prepared. Now she saw her hollow bravado with a sudden sickening clarity – her shell of acceptance had been fragile as the skin of

  algae on a pond.




  After a long moment she began to climb the stairs slowly, her calves and thighs aching with the burden of each step. When she reached the first floor, she held on to the wall like an unsteady

  drunk as she made her way to the bathroom.




  Shivering, shallow-breathed, she closed and locked the door. The motions required a deliberate concentration; her hands still felt oddly disconnected from her body. The bath taps next, she

  adjusted the temperature with the same care. Tepid – she’d read somewhere that the water should be tepid – and salts, yes, of course, she added the bath salts, now the water would

  be warm and saline, satin as blood.




  Satisfied, she stood, and the deep blue silk of the dressing gown puddled at her feet. She stepped in and sank into the water, Aphrodite returning from whence she came, razor in hand.




  Victoria McClellan lifted her hands from the keyboard, took a breath and shook herself. What in hell had just happened to her? She was a biographer, for Christ’s sake,

  not a novelist, and she’d never experienced anything like this, certainly never written anything like this. She had felt the water slide against her skin, had known the seductive terror of

  the razor.




  She shivered. It was all absolute rubbish, of course. The whole passage would have to go. It was full of supposition, conjecture, and the loss of objectivity which was fatal to a good biography.

  Swiftly, she blocked the text, then hesitated with her finger poised over the delete key. And yet . . . maybe the more rational light of morning would reveal something salvageable. Rubbing her

  stinging eyes, she tried to focus on the clock above her desk. Almost midnight. The central heating in her draughty Cambridgeshire cottage had shut off almost an hour ago and she suddenly realized

  she was achingly cold. She flexed her stiff fingers and looked about her, seeking reassurance in familiarity.




  The small room overflowed with the flotsam of Lydia Brooke’s life, and Vic, tidy by nature, sometimes felt powerless before the onslaught of paper – letters, journals, photographs,

  manuscript pages and her own index cards – all of which defied organization. But biography was an unavoidably messy job, and Brooke had seemed a biographer’s dream, tailor-made to

  advance Vic’s position in the English Faculty. A poet whose brilliance was surpassed only by the havoc of a personal life strewn with difficult relationships and frequent suicide attempts,

  Brooke survived the late-Sixties episode in the bath for more than twenty years. Then, having completed her finest work, she died quietly from an overdose of heart medication.




  The fact that Brooke had died just five years before allowed Vic access to Lydia’s friends and colleagues as well as her papers. And while Vic had expected to be fascinated, she

  hadn’t been prepared for Lydia to come alive. She’d seen Lydia’s house – left to Morgan Ashby, the former husband, who’d leased it to a doctor with four small

  children. Littered with Legos and hobby horses, it had seemed to Vic to retain some indefinable imprint of Lydia’s personality – yet even that odd phenomenon provided no explanation for

  what had begun to seem perilously close to possession.




  Lydia Lovelace Brooke Ashby . . . Vic repeated the names in her mind, then added her own with an ironic smile. Victoria Potts Kincaid McClellan. Not as lyrical as Lydia’s, but if you left

  off the Potts it had a bit of elegance. She hadn’t thought much about her own divorce in the last few years – but perhaps her recent marital difficulties had caused her to identify so

  strongly with Lydia’s pain. Recent marital difficulties, bloody hell, she thought with a sudden flash of anger. Couldn’t she be honest even with herself? She’d been left,

  abandoned, just as Lydia had been left by Morgan Ashby, but at least Lydia had known where Morgan was – and Lydia hadn’t a child to consider, she added as she heard the creak of

  Kit’s bedroom door.




  ‘Mum?’ he called softly from the top of the stairs. Since Ian’s disappearance, Kit had begun checking on her, as if afraid she might vanish, too. And he’d been having

  nightmares. She’d heard him whimper in his sleep, but when she questioned him about it he’d merely shaken his head in stoic pride.




  ‘Be up in a tic. Go back to sleep, love.’ The old house groaned, responding to his footsteps, then seemed to settle itself to sleep again. With a sigh Vic turned back to the computer

  and pulled her hair from her face. If she didn’t stop she wouldn’t be able to get up for her early tutorial, but she couldn’t seem to let go of that last image of Lydia. Something

  was nagging at her, something that didn’t quite fit, and then with a feeling of quiet surprise she realized what it was, and what she must do about it.




  Now. Tonight. Before she lost her nerve.




  Pulling a London telephone book from the shelf above her desk, she looked up the number and wrote it down, deliberately, conscious of breathing in and out through her nose, conscious of her

  heart beating. She picked up the phone and dialled.




  Gemma James put down the pen and wiggled her fingers, then raised her hand to her mouth to cover a yawn. She’d never thought to get her report finished, and now the

  tension flowed from her muscles. It had been a hard day, at the end of a difficult case, yet she felt a surprising surge of contentment. She sat curled at one end of Duncan Kincaid’s sofa

  while he occupied the other. He’d shed his jacket, unbuttoned his collar and pulled down the knot on his tie, and he wrote with his legs stretched out, feet rather precariously balanced on

  the coffee table between the empty containers from the Chinese take-away.




  Sid took up all the intervening sofa space, stretched on his back, eyes half-slitted, an advert for feline contentment. Gemma reached out to scratch the cat’s exposed stomach, and at her

  movement Kincaid looked up and smiled. ‘Finished, love?’ he asked, and when she nodded he added, ‘You’d think I’d learn not to nitpick. You always beat me.’




  She grinned. ‘It’s calculated. Can’t let you get the upper hand too often.’ Yawning again, she glanced at her watch. ‘Oh, lord, is that the time? I must go.’

  She swung her feet to the floor and slid them into her shoes.




  Kincaid put his papers on the coffee table, gently deposited Sid on the floor, and slid over next to Gemma. ‘Don’t be daft. Hazel’s not expecting you, and you’ll not get

  any good mum awards for waking Toby just to carry him home in the middle of the night.’ With his right hand he began kneading Gemma’s back, just below the shoulderblades.

  ‘You’ve got knots again.’




  ‘Ouch. Mmmm. That’s not fair.’ Gemma gave a halfhearted protest as she turned slightly away from him, allowing him better access to the tender spot.




  ‘Of course it is.’ He scooted a bit closer and moved his hand to the back of her neck. ‘You can go first thing in the morning, give Toby his breakfast. And in the

  meantime—’ The telephone rang and Kincaid froze, fingers resting lightly on Gemma’s shoulder. ‘Bloody hell.’




  Gemma groaned. ‘Oh, no. Not another one, not tonight. Surely someone else can take it.’ But she reached for her handbag and made sure her beeper was switched on.




  ‘Might as well know the worst, I suppose.’ With a sigh Kincaid pushed himself up from the sofa and went to the kitchen. Gemma heard him say, ‘Kincaid,’ brusquely after he

  lifted the cordless phone from its cradle, then with puzzled intonation, ‘Yes? Hello?’




  Wrong number, thought Gemma, sinking back into the cushions. But Kincaid came into the sitting room, phone still held to his ear, his brow creased in a frown.




  ‘Yes,’ he said, then, ‘no, that’s quite all right. I was just surprised. It has been a long time,’ he added, a touch of irony in his voice. He walked to the balcony

  door and pulled aside the curtain, looking into the night as he listened. Gemma could see the tension in the line of his back. ‘Yes, I’m well, thanks. But I don’t see how I can

  possibly help you. If it’s a police matter, you should call your local—’ He listened once more, the pause longer this time. Gemma sat forward, a tingle of apprehension running

  through her body.




  ‘All right,’ he said finally, giving in to some entreaty. ‘Right. Hang on.’ Coming back to the coffee table, he picked up his notepad and scribbled something Gemma

  couldn’t decipher upside down. ‘Right. On Sunday, then. Goodbye.’ He pressed the disconnect button and stood looking at Gemma, phone in hand as if he didn’t know what to do

  with it.




  Gemma could contain herself no longer. ‘Who was it?’




  Kincaid raised his eyebrow and gave her a lop-sided smile. ‘My ex-wife.’





 





  Chapter Two




  

    

      

        I only know that you may lie




        Day-long and watch the Cambridge sky,




        And, flower-lulled in sleepy grass,




        Hear the cool lapse of hours pass,




        Until the centuries blend and blur




        In Grantchester, in Grantchester . . .




        Rupert Brooke, from




        The Old Vicarage


      


    


  




  Following Vic’s directions, Kincaid left the M11 at Junction 12, just before Cambridge and took the Grantchester road from the roundabout. The Cambridgeshire sky spread

  wide before him in a clear light, for the April day had dawned exceptionally mild. He’d tried to persuade Gemma to change her mind and come with him, but she’d been adamant, saying

  she’d not give up her Sunday with Toby. They’d had their Sunday breakfast and tidied up, and she’d kissed him when he’d left her Islington flat, but he felt some discomfort

  between them. Well, he’d see what Vic wanted – it seemed the least he could do for courtesy’s sake, if nothing else – then that would be that.




  He slowed as the first straggling houses appeared, then soon the road became a neatly tended village street. At the T-junction he turned right, into the High Street as Vic had told him, watching

  carefully for the house on his left. ‘You can’t miss it,’ she’d said, a smile in her voice. ‘You’ll see.’ And almost immediately he did, for it was a

  higgledy-piggledy tile-roofed house washed in bright Suffolk pink, surrounded by the new growth of roses.




  Kincaid pulled into the gravelled area in front of the detached garage, stopped the car and got out, and it was only then that he realized he had absolutely no idea what he was going to say to

  her. He’d spent the journey remembering Vic as she’d been when he’d first known her. Her reserve had intrigued him – he’d taken it for shyness – and he’d

  found the seriousness with which she approached her studies endearing, even amusing. ‘Bloody arrogant, condescending idiot,’ he said aloud, his mouth twisting with disgust. He’d

  assumed knowledge of her that he hadn’t earned, and had paid the consequences when she left him without a word. And now, more than ever, they were two strangers, made more so by the awkward history

  between them.




  How had she changed, he wondered? Would he even recognize her?




  Then the side door of the house opened and set his fears to rest, for her face was as familiar as his own. She came out to him, her plimsoled feet crunching on the gravel, and took his hand as

  easily as if they had parted on good terms only yesterday. ‘Duncan. Thanks so much for coming.’ She tilted her head to one side, considering him as she kept hold of his hand.

  ‘I’d swear you haven’t changed a bit.’




  Finding his tongue with an effort, Kincaid said, ‘Nor have you, Vic. You look wonderful.’ She looked tired, he thought, and too thin, perhaps even a little unwell. A network of tiny

  lines had begun forming round her eyes, and the creases between her nose and the outer corners of her mouth stood out sharply. But her hair, though it fell now to her shoulders rather than the

  small of her back, was still flax-fair, and if she wore more sombre colours than the pastels he remembered, they gave her a dignity which suited her.




  ‘It has been a long time,’ she said, smiling, and he realized he’d been staring.




  ‘Sorry. It’s just . . . I don’t quite know what to say and I think I’m making an utter fool of myself. Is there an etiquette manual for this sort of situation?’ In

  the moment’s silence following his words, bird song swelled from tree and thicket, a raucous chorus, and a coal tit whizzed past his head, scolding.




  Vic laughed. ‘We could always invent one. Why don’t I start by inviting you in. Your car should be all right with the top down, at least for a bit.’




  Kincaid remembered suddenly that his acquisition of the Midget had caused one of their final conflicts, but Vic had glanced at the car without any sign of recognition. He’d opened his

  mouth to offer to park it elsewhere when he saw a black-and-white flash and felt the hair stir on the top of his head as the coal tit flew another kamikaze run.




  ‘Come on,’ Vic said, turning towards the house. ‘You’d better dive for cover while you can.’ Over her shoulder she added, ‘It’s such a lovely day

  I’ve set lunch out in the garden. I hope you don’t mind.’




  He followed her into the house and through a sitting room, where he had a fleeting impression of pale gold walls and faded chintzes, and of a grouping of silver-framed portraits on a side table,

  then she led him out through French doors on to a stone-flagged terrace. The garden sloped away from the house, and beyond the low wall at its end he could see a meadow, then a curving line of

  trees which looked as though it marked the course of a river.




  ‘Grantchester gets its name from Granta, the old name for the Cam,’ Vic said, pointing toward the river.




  ‘The garden’s lovely.’ Dandelions and wild onions sprang up in the shaggy lawn, but there were recent signs of prep work in the beds, and against the low wall stood the

  garden’s crowning glory – an immense old crab-apple tree, covered with bright pink blossom.




  Vic gave him the sideways glance he remembered as she gestured towards one of the chairs she’d pulled up to an ironwork table. ‘Here, sit down. That’s a bit generous of you. My

  friend Nathan says the garden’s a disgrace, but I’m not a real gardener. I just like to come out and dig in the dirt on nice days – it’s my alternative to

  tranquillizers.’




  ‘I seem to remember that you couldn’t keep alive a potted plant. Or cook,’ he added as he examined the lunch she’d laid out on the table – cheese, cold salads,

  olives, wholemeal bread, and a bottle of white wine.




  Vic shrugged. ‘People change. And I still can’t cook,’ she said with a flash of a smile, ‘Even if I had the time. But I can shop, and I’ve learned to make the most

  of that.’ She filled their glasses, then raised hers in salute. ‘Here’s to progress. And old friends.’




  Friends? Kincaid thought. They had been lovers, adversaries, flatmates – but never that. Perhaps it was not too late. He lifted his glass and drank. When he had filled his plate and tasted

  the potato salad, he ventured, ‘You haven’t told me anything about yourself, about your life. The photos . . .’ He nodded towards the sitting-room doors. The man had been thin and

  bearded, the boy fair and sturdy. He stole a glance at Vic’s left hand, saw the faint pale mark circling her fourth finger.




  She looked away as she drank some of her wine, then concentrated on a piece of bread as she buttered it. ‘I’m Victoria McClellan now. Doctor McClellan. I’m a fellow at All

  Saints’, and I’m a Faculty teaching officer, specializing in twentieth-century poets. That gives me more time to pursue my own work.’




  ‘Faculty?’ Kincaid said a bit vaguely. ‘Poets?’




  ‘The University English Faculty. You do remember my Ph.D. thesis on the effect of the Great War on English Poetry?’ Vic said with the first hint of sharpness he’d heard.

  ‘The one I was struggling with when we were married?’




  Kincaid made an effort to redeem himself. ‘That’s what you wanted, then. I’m glad for you.’ Seeing that Vic still looked annoyed, he blundered on. ‘But I’d

  have thought two jobs would have meant more work, not less. You’re saying you work for the University and for your college, right? Wouldn’t you be better off to do one or the

  other?’




  Vic gave him a pitying look. ‘That’s not the way it works. Being a college fellow is a bit like indentured servitude. They pay your salary and they call the shots – they can

  stick you with a back-breaking load of supervisions and you have no recourse. But if you’re hired by a University Faculty, well, that gives you some clout – at a certain point you can

  tell your college to go stuff itself. Politely, of course,’ she added with a gleam of returning good humour.




  ‘And that’s what you’ve done?’ Kincaid asked. ‘Politely, of course.’




  Vic took a sip of her wine and settled back in her chair, looking suddenly tired. ‘It’s not quite that simple. But yes, I suppose you could say that.’




  When she didn’t pursue the topic further, Kincaid ventured, ‘And your husband? Is he a lecturer as well?’ He kept his voice lightly even, a friendly enquiry one might make to

  an acquaintance.




  ‘Ian’s at Trinity. Political science. But he’s away on sabbatical just now, writing a book about the division of the Georgian states.’ Vic put down her bread and met

  Kincaid’s eyes. ‘I don’t know why I’m beating about the bush. The thing is, he’s writing this book about Russia from the south of France, and he just happened to take

  one of his graduate students with him. Female. In the note he left me he said he thought he must be having his mid-life crisis.’ She gave him a tight smile. ‘He asked me to be

  patient.’




  At least, Kincaid thought, he left you a note. He said, ‘I’m sorry. It must be difficult for you.’




  Vic drank again and picked at a bit of salad. ‘It’s Kit, really. Most days he’s furious with Ian, occasionally he’s angry with me, as if it were my fault Ian left. Maybe

  it is – I don’t know.’




  ‘Is that why you called me? You need help finding Ian?’




  She gave a startled laugh. ‘That would be bloody cheek! Is that what you thought?’




  When he didn’t answer, she said, ‘I’m sorry, Duncan. I never meant to give you that impression. What I wanted to talk to you about has nothing to do with Ian at all.’




  ‘It’s that damned McClellan woman again,’ said Darcy Eliot as he unfolded the damask napkin and laid it carefully across his lap. ‘As if it

  weren’t enough to have to put up with her at College and in the Faculty, she came round to my rooms yesterday to pester me with her tedious questions. Gave me the most frightful headache, I

  can tell you.’ He paused while pouring himself a glass of wine, then sipped and rolled it around his mouth with satisfaction. His mother’s Mersault was excellent, almost as good, in

  fact, as the store All Saints’ set aside for its Senior Fellows. ‘If I’d had my way, she’d never have been given a Faculty position, but Iris absolutely dotes on her. What

  can you do with all these bloody—’ With his tongue loosened by several glasses of his mother’s equally excellent sherry before their ritual Sunday lunch, he’d been about to

  say, ‘With all these bloody women about the place,’ but a look at his mother’s raised eyebrow brought him to a full stop. ‘Never mind,’ he amended hastily, burying his

  nose in his wine again.




  ‘Darcy, darling,’ said Dame Margery Lester as she ladled out the soup Grace had left in a tureen on the table, ‘I’ve met Victoria McClellan on several occasions and I

  thought her quite enchanting.’ Margery Lester’s voice was as silvery as the hair she swept back in a classic chignon, and although she was well into her seventies, it sometimes seemed

  to her son that she had condensed rather than aged. The qualities that made Margery uniquely herself – her keen intelligence, her self-assurance, her dedication to her craft – all these

  seemed to have become more solid as her body inevitably diminished.




  Today she looked even more elemental than usual. The pearls she wore against her pale grey cashmere twin-set seemed to give a shimmery lustre to her skin, and it occurred to Darcy to wonder if

  one would find quicksilver in her veins rather than blood.




  ‘Just what is it exactly that you find objectionable about her?’ Margery asked as she served Darcy his soup, adding, ‘Grace made cream of artichoke in your honour.’




  Darcy took his time tasting the soup, then eased a surreptitious finger into his collar. Perhaps he had been imbibing a bit more than he should lately. His vanity had for many years provided a

  useful counterbalance to his appetites, but it might be that the flesh was gaining ground. ‘You know how I feel about the earnest politically correct,’ he said as he lifted his spoon to

  his lips again. ‘They give me the pip. And there’s nothing I abhor more than the feminist biographer. They take some trivial piece of work and inflate it with Freudian psycho-babble and

  grandiose feminist theory until you wouldn’t recognize it if it bit you.’




  Margery’s left eyebrow arched itself more pronouncedly, and Darcy knew that this time he had indeed gone too far. ‘Surely you’re not suggesting that Lydia’s work was

  trivial?’ she asked. ‘And you make Victoria McClellan sound like some sort of unwashed bluestocking. She struck me as being quite sensible and well-grounded, certainly not the sort

  I’d expect to lose track of the work in the process of theorizing about it.’




  Darcy snorted. ‘Oh, no. Doctor McClellan is anything but unwashed. Quite the opposite – she could model for an American shampoo advert on the telly, she’s so well washed and

  groomed. She’s an example of the perfect nineties’ woman – brilliant academic career, model mother and wife – only she wasn’t good enough at the wife part to keep her

  husband from shagging a succession of graduate students.’ The image made him smile. Ian McClellan’s only failure had been his lack of discretion.




  ‘Darcy!’ Margery pushed away her empty soup bowl. ‘That was unkind as well as common.’




  ‘Oh, Mother, really. What it is is common knowledge. Everyone in the English Faculty knows all the libidinous details. They just take care to whisper them when the fair Victoria is out of

  earshot. And I don’t see what is so unkind about the bald truth.’




  Margery pressed her lips together, darting a still disapproving glance at him as she uncovered the main course and began serving their plates. Point to me, thought Darcy with satisfaction.

  Margery was no prude, as the increasingly graphic sexuality of her later novels revealed, and Darcy thought she merely enjoyed playing the shocked matron.




  He breathed a sigh of contentment as Margery set his plate before him. Cold poached salmon with dill sauce; hot buttered new potatoes; fresh young asparagus, crisply cooked before chilling

  – he would rue the day if he ever lost his ability to charm Grace. ‘And don’t tell me’ – he put a hand to his breast as if overcome – ‘a lemon tart for

  afters?’




  Still unrelenting, his mother attacked her fish in silence. Darcy concentrated on his food, content to wait her out. He took small bites to prolong the pleasure, and gazed out into the garden as

  he chewed. He’d brought Lydia here once, years ago, to his family’s Jacobean house on the outskirts of the village of Madingley. His father had been alive then, tweedy and

  self-effacing, his mother sleek in her success. It had been a spring day much like this one, and Margery and Lydia had walked together arm-in-arm in the garden, admiring the daffodils and laughing.

  He’d felt an oaf, a lout, excluded by their delicacy and by their aura of feminine conspiracy. That night he’d lain awake wondering what secrets they’d confided.




  He remembered Lydia’s profile in the car on the way from Cambridge, pinched with nervousness at the thought of meeting Margery Lester, remembered her too-prim dress and neatly combed hair

  – for once the rebellious young poet had become every inch the small-town schoolteacher’s daughter. It had made him laugh, but he supposed in the end the joke had been—




  ‘Darcy. You haven’t heard a word I’ve said.’




  He smiled at his mother. He’d known her pique would pale against the appalling social prospect of a silent meal. ‘Sorry, Mummy. I was meandering among the daffodils.’




  ‘I said, ‘‘What did Doctor McClellan want to know about Lydia today?’’ ’ Margery’s voice still held a trace of exasperation.




  ‘Oh, the usual tiresome things. ‘‘Did Lydia show any signs of depression in the weeks before her death? Had she communicated any particular concerns, become involved in any new

  relationships? Etc, etc, etc . . .’’ Of course I said I had no idea, nor would I have told her if I had, as none of that nonsense has any relevance to Lydia’s work.’ Darcy

  wiped his mouth with his napkin and finished the wine in his glass. ‘Perhaps this time I made myself quite clear.’ A shadow fell across the garden as a cloud obscured the sun.

  ‘Look, the rain’s coming on, after all. Why do the bloody weather boffins always have to be right?’




  ‘You know, darling,’ Margery said reflectively, ‘I’ve always thought your position on biography a bit extreme for someone who loves a good gossip as much as any old woman

  I know. Whatever will you do if a publisher offers you an obscene amount of money to write mine?’




  Nathan Winter wiped his perspiring brow and looked up at the clouds scudding across the sky from the northwest. He’d hoped to finish setting out the plants he’d

  bought that morning at Audley End’s garden centre before the weather turned, but he’d got rather a late start. It had been well worth the drive down to Suffolk, though, for the nursery

  at the Jacobean manor house stocked some old-fashioned medicinal herbs he’d not found elsewhere. And once there, of course, he’d been unable to resist the temptation to wander in the

  grounds and gardens, had even had a cup of tea and a sandwich in the restaurant.




  Jean had loved Audley End, and they’d spent many a Sunday tramping up and down the staircases, admiring Lord Braybrooke’s specimen collection, even giggling as they fantasized about

  making love on the round divan in what Jean always called ‘the posh library’. He’d brought her one last time, in a wheelchair on a fine summer day, but the house had been

  impossible for her and they’d had to content themselves with a slow perambulation round the herb gardens.




  Now that he thought about it, he supposed Audley End must have first given him the idea of planting a traditional medicinal garden, but they’d lived in Cambridge then, in a house with a

  postage-stamp-sized back garden, and Jean had wanted every inch given over to flowers.




  Nathan sat back on his heels and surveyed his handiwork. This was his first major project for the cottage garden, and he’d spent the winter months studying Victorian herbalists and garden

  design, adapting them, then meticulously drawing his own plans. Mullein, tansy, St John’s wort, juniper, mugwort, myrtle, lovage – he stopped at that one, grinning. People always

  thought it sounded so romantic, and he supposed it did make an excellent cordial for a cold winter’s night, but it was also a powerful diuretic.




  A gust of wind lifted his empty plastic containers and rattled them along the ground. Nathan took another look at the dark shelf of cloud building to the north and set hurriedly to planting the

  last of his seedlings. He tamped the soil carefully round them, collected his tools and his rubbish, then pushed himself up from the damp ground. His knees protested, as they often did these days

  when the weather changed, and he remembered ruefully the days when he’d been able to spend hours kneeling without feeling the least bit stiff. Maybe he’d better have a good long soak in

  a lavender and arnica bath before dinner – dinner! How could he possibly have forgotten that he’d invited Adam Lamb for drinks and an early supper? And the man was a devout

  vegetarian, which meant Nathan would have to come up with something suitable or risk offending him. He made a mental inventory of the contents of the fridge. Eggs, a few mushrooms – he could

  whip up omelettes . . . a green salad . . . there was half a loaf of granary bread from the bakery in Cambridge . . . a meagre supper, but it would have to do. And for pudding he could use the

  trifle he’d bought at Tesco’s, though he’d hoped to save it for more festive circumstances.




  What on earth had possessed him to ask Adam round? Guilt, more than likely, he admitted with a grimace of disgust as he started for the house. He’d always felt a bit sorry for Adam, for

  reasons he found hard to articulate. Maybe it was that Adam seemed to try too hard at life, but his dedication to any number of good causes never produced much visible result. And the ironic thing,

  Nathan thought as he held on to the doorjamb and struggled out of his wellies, was that yesterday when Adam had rung him, he’d had the distinct impression that Adam was feeling sorry for

  him.




  Adam Lamb nursed his old Mini out the Grantchester Road, past the Rugby Grounds, coasting downhill when he could to save petrol. Although he didn’t believe in owning

  automobiles, his parish work rendered some form of transport a necessity, so he salved his conscience by driving a car that only passed its MOT each year by the grace of God. His rationing of

  petrol had an economic as well as a moral impetus – a few carefully consolidated trips a week were all his meagre budget would allow.




  A gust of wind rattled the car and Adam looked back at the overtaking bank of clouds. He should have walked tonight – it was less than two miles, after all, along the river path, and

  they’d done it without thinking when they were students – but the threat of rain had combined with a nagging cold to dampen his enthusiasm. He felt old, suddenly, and tired.




  Adam slowed almost to a walking pace as he came into the outskirts of Grantchester. As near as it was to Cambridge, he hadn’t been here in years. He’d certainly never expected Nathan

  to come back, at least not alone. When he’d heard through mutual friends that Nathan had inherited his parents’ house and meant to live in it, he’d felt a little frisson of

  unease.




  The Grantchester Road became Broadway, and as Adam inched round the last curve before the High Street junction, he blinked in surprise. Surely this couldn’t be it? The cottage of his

  memories had been shabby, with crumbling stucco, brambles in the garden and sparrows nesting in the thatch. But a look at the houses either side assured him that he had indeed found the house, for

  they fitted his dim recollection of the neighbours. He stopped the car against the left-hand kerb and got out just as the first fine drops of rain began to fall, forgetting the parking brake in his

  bemusement. He stood, gaping at the cottage’s new bricked drive and circular walkway, putting-green lawn and immaculate perennial borders, pristine whitewash and thatch – someone had

  worked a miracle.




  The front door opened and Nathan came out, grinning. ‘Leaves you speechless, doesn’t it?’ he said as he met Adam and shook his hand. ‘Good to see you.’ He gestured

  back at the house. ‘I know it’s embarrassingly quaint, but I have to admit I’m enjoying it. Come in.’




  Nathan looked surprisingly well. His hair had gone completely white since Jean’s death, but it suited him, setting off his dark eyes and naturally rosy complexion. Adam remembered how

  they’d teased Nathan when he started to grey in his twenties, but Nathan had met Jean by then and hadn’t cared a fig for what any of them thought, not even Lydia.




  Shying away from the thought of her, Adam made an effort to collect himself. ‘But how did you . . . I mean, it must have . . . surely your parents didn’t . . .’ A big drop of

  rain splattered on his spectacles, momentarily blinding him.




  Nathan put a hand on his shoulder and propelled him towards the door. ‘I’ll fix you a drink and tell you all about it, if you like.’ Once inside, he shut the door against the

  rain and took Adam’s anorak, hanging it neatly from a pegged rack. ‘Whisky suit you?’




  ‘Um, yes. Fine.’ Adam followed him into a sitting room as transformed as the exterior. Gone was the dark antimacassared furniture, the Victorian and Edwardian nick-nacks that

  Nathan’s mother had loved. Now the accommodating-looking upholstered pieces sported a cheery red and blue William Morris print, a thick rug covered the floorboards, and the wood fire burning

  in the hearth winked from the leaded glass windows. All in all it was a delightful room, seductive in its comfort, and Adam thought of his Cambridge rectory with a shiver of regret. He went to the

  fire and warmed his hands as he watched Nathan pour their drinks from a bottle of The Macallan on the sideboard. ‘A great improvement over the old electric fire,’ he said as Nathan

  handed him his glass. ‘Cheers.’




  Nathan laughed as he settled himself into one of the chairs near the fire. ‘I’m surprised you remember that. It was a bit feeble, wasn’t it?’ Stretching his legs out

  towards the warmth, he sipped his drink. ‘My parents had the central heating put in, of course, but it was only allowed on for an hour in the morning and an hour in the evening. I suppose it

  did make bathing and getting in and out of bed bearable, but the rest of the time we huddled in here in front of that silly electric bar. The chimney always worked, you know, but once they’d

  made up their minds that the electric fire was less costly to run, there was no going back.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t think they ever recovered from the war, or stopped fearing

  that the hard times would come again. When I cleared out the larder I found tins of food as old as I am – my mother hoarded them.’




  ‘I never felt deprived here,’ said Adam, leaving the fire and taking a seat in the other armchair. ‘Your mother was kind to us, and fed us all without complaint, ungrateful

  louts that we were.’




  Nathan smiled. ‘I’m sure she never thought that.’




  ‘I was sorry to hear about your parents.’ Adam reached automatically to adjust his dog collar, then remembered he’d worn mufti instead. He always worried that his clerical garb

  made people uncomfortable in a social situation – even those, like Nathan, who had known him long before he became a priest. ‘It must have been difficult for you, so soon after

  Jean.’




  Staring into the fire, Nathan turned his glass round in his fingers and said slowly, ‘I don’t know. I was numb at that point, and it seemed as though I just went through the motions.

  I’m still not sure I’ve really taken it in.’ He looked up at Adam and smiled. ‘But I was going to tell you about the cottage. That’s what made up my mind for me, about

  what I should do. I didn’t think I could bear staying in the Cambridge house without Jean, and I’d been toying with the idea of taking rooms in College, but I couldn’t quite make

  up my mind to do that either. Then when Mother and Dad passed away within weeks of each other and left me this . . .’ Nathan stood and went to the window, shutting the curtains against the

  rain now driving against them. ‘It was paid for, of course, but in quite horrendous condition,’ he continued. ‘I felt utterly at sea. It took a friend to pound the reality of the

  situation through my thick skull. Jean and I had lived in the Cambridge house for almost twenty-five years; the mortgage was near to being paid off, and the property values had shot up.’




  ‘So you sold the house and used the proceeds here?’ Adam gestured more largely then he intended, the whisky having rather gone to his head. He’d fasted before communion this

  morning, then discovered the bit of vegetable flan he’d been saving for his lunch had gone mouldy.




  Nathan retrieved his drink and stood cradling it, his back to the fire. ‘It’s actually been quite liberating, funnily enough. Jean and I put off so many things over the years,

  thinking we’d wait until we could afford them, but somehow it never came to pass.’ Grinning, he added, ‘Having two daughters probably had something to do with it. Those two

  delicate little things could go through pound notes like starving dogs in a sausage factory.’




  Adam remembered Nathan’s daughters not as the young women, dark-clothed and red-faced with weeping, that he’d seen briefly at Jean’s funeral, but as two little girls in white

  frilly dresses and pink hair ribbons. ‘Are they both married, then?’




  ‘Jennifer, yes, but Alison’s too busy making her mark on the world to have time for men right now, other than as a temporary convenience,’ Nathan said, affection evident in his

  tone.




  ‘She was always Lydia’s favourite, wasn’t she, your Alison?’




  ‘From the time they were babies, Lydia said Jenny was born with a conventional soul, but that Alison was destined for greater things. Lydia was Alison’s godmother, as a matter of

  fact. I’m surprised you remembered.’ Falling silent, Nathan swirled the dregs of his drink, then finished it in one swallow. ‘Come through to the back, and I’ll fix us

  something to eat.’




  Pushing himself up from the depths of his chair, Adam followed Nathan into the entry again. Now he saw that in the room to the left, which had been a seldom-used formal parlour in Nathan’s

  parents’ day, a baby grand piano stood alone on the bare polished floorboards. Adam remembered the old upright that had stood in Nathan and Jean’s sitting room, the recipient of much

  abuse by Nathan as he pounded out the old music hall tunes he’d learned from his mother. Before he could comment, Nathan beckoned him through the centre door.




  The back of the house, which had originally been divided into kitchen, scullery and dining room, had been opened into one large room. A kitchen–dining area filled one end, a comfortable

  den the other, and windows had been added along the back of the house from which Adam imagined one could see the river on better days.




  Nathan gestured towards the table, already laid with placemats and stoneware, as he went through to the kitchen. ‘Sit down while I organize things a bit. I found some carrot and lentil

  soup in the freezer, then I thought we’d have omelettes and a green salad, if that suits.’ He checked a pot on the stove, gave it a stir, then went to the fridge and pulled out a bottle

  of Australian Chardonnay. ‘It’s all down to Ikea,’ he said with a glance at Adam as he started a corkscrew into the wine. ‘From the furniture to the cutlery. I’d never

  have managed otherwise.’




  ‘It’s brilliant, Nathan, really brilliant.’ Adam took the glass Nathan poured him. ‘Here’s to your new life,’ he said, raising his glass, then choked as the

  wine bit unexpectedly at his throat. ‘Sorry.’ He spluttered and coughed, then took another, more careful, sip. ‘You and Jean always entertained well, and you seem to have gone

  right on with things. I admire that.’




  Nathan stopped with a soup ladle poised over a bowl. ‘The first couple of years I ate frozen dinners in front of the telly. When I ate. And I dare say I didn’t do too well at the

  housekeeping and laundry, either.’ He shrugged and went back to distributing the soup between two green bowls. ‘But after a while I began to think about how exasperated Jean would have

  been with me. She followed me around the house, nagging. Nathan, you should be ashamed of yourself, letting things go this way. So I cleaned up my act, and I’ve found I actually enjoy

  it.’




  ‘Do you think you’ll marry again?’ asked Adam as Nathan brought soup and a basket of hot bread to the table, then slid into the chair opposite. ‘It’s been my

  experience that those who’ve been most happily married often do.’




  For the first time, Nathan took his time answering. He buttered a piece of bread, tasted his wine, then said, ‘I don’t know. A year ago I’d have said absolutely not –

  even six months ago, the same. But now . . .’ Shaking his head, he grinned at Adam. ‘Never mind. I’m a foolish middle-aged man who shouldn’t allow himself to indulge his

  fantasies. I suppose I’m suffering from a case of delayed adolescence, and that it will pass.’




  ‘And if it doesn’t?’ asked Adam, his curiosity aroused.




  Nathan picked up his spoon, dipped it into his soup. ‘Then the Lord help me.’





 





  Chapter Three




  So light we were, so right we were, so fair faith shone,




  And the way was laid so certainly, that, when I’d gone,




  What dumb thing looked up at you? Was it something heard,




  Or a sudden cry, that meekly and without a word




  You broke the faith, and strangely, weakly, slipped apart?




  

    

      

        

          

            Rupert Brooke, from




            Desertion


          


        


      


    


  




  A particularly vicious gust of wind snatched Vic’s paper napkin from her lap and whirled it away across the lawn. Kincaid watched her start up out of her chair, then sink

  back, admitting defeat as the napkin disappeared over the wall. The clouds had been building in the western sky as they’d idled over their garden lunch, and now Vic looked up and frowned.

  ‘I think the weather gods have abandoned us, don’t you? It might be prudent to move inside,’ she added, beginning to gather their dishes. ‘I’ll just get a

  tray.’




  Watching her slip from her chair and walk away from him across the patio, Kincaid thought how odd it was to be with her again – and yet how familiar. He was acutely aware of the angle of

  her shoulder blades beneath the thin fabric of her dress, the length of her fingers, the particular shape of her eyebrows, all things he hadn’t thought of in years. He remembered her quiet

  way of listening, as if what one said were terribly important – but he also noticed that she still hadn’t told him why she’d called him, and that too struck a familiar chord. When

  they separated he realized how seldom Vic had told him how she felt or what she thought. She’d expected him to know, and now he wondered if he’d once again missed his cue.




  Returning with a tray, she said, ‘I’ve lit the fire in the sitting room.’ She’d slipped on a long chenille cardigan the colour of oatmeal, and she hugged it to her body

  for a moment before she began loading up the lunch things. ‘So much for our picnic. But I suppose it was nice while it lasted.’




  Stacking plates, Kincaid quipped, ‘One could say that about a lot of things,’ then swore at himself as he saw her wince at the direct barb. ‘Sorry, Vic. I—’ He

  broke off, unsure what to say. How could he apologize without opening the very can of worms he’d meant to avoid?




  Vic took the dishes without comment, then paused with the laden tray in her arms and looked at him steadily for a moment before she spoke. ‘Sometimes it takes experience to know just how

  good things are. Or to recognize someone’s worth. I was a fool, but it took me a long time to figure it out.’ She smiled and added as Kincaid stood gaping, ‘Come on, give me a

  hand getting these things into the kitchen, then I’ll make us some tea. Unless you’d rather have something stronger?’




  Taking refuge in the commonplace, Kincaid said, ‘No, no, that’s all right. Tea’s lovely. I’ve got the drive back to London and the wine will have put me close to the

  limit.’




  He took the tray from her, and as she held the door he manoeuvred it into her small kitchen and set it on the worktop. Retreating to the doorway, he watched her as she filled the kettle. Her

  apology went against all his expectations and he had no idea how to respond.




  Gathering cups and a teapot, Vic said matter of factly, without looking at him, ‘You have someone waiting for you.’




  ‘Is that a specific or a general statement?’ he asked, grinning. He thought of Gemma, of the precarious balance they’d striven for these last few months, and wondered if her

  refusal to come with him today reflected more than her desire to spend time with her son. She’d invited him back to her flat tonight, but that didn’t ensure the quality of his

  reception.




  Vic glanced at him, then shut off the kettle as it came to the boil. When she’d filled the pot and set it on the tea tray, she motioned Kincaid to follow her to the sitting room. Over her

  shoulder, she asked, ‘Does she appreciate you?’




  ‘I’ll tell her you said nice things about me. A sort of past-user guarantee.’




  ‘Oh, right out of the tabloids, that is. Ex-Wife Gives Endorsement. Very effective, I’m sure.’




  They settled in the squashy armchairs before the fire, and when Vic had tucked her feet up under the folds of her dress and sipped her tea, she said, ‘Seriously, Duncan, I’m glad for

  you. But I haven’t asked you here to pry into your private life, though I have to admit I’m curious.’ She smiled at him over the rim of her china cup.




  The familiarity of the floral pattern had been nagging at him, and its juxtaposition against her face clicked the memory into place – Vic opening a gift box, lifting out a cup and holding

  it aloft for him to inspect. The china had been a wedding present from her parents, a proper set, her mother had called it, as if afraid his own family might offer something unsuitable.




  ‘Curiosity always got Alice into trouble,’ he teased. Alice had been his pet name for her, and it had suited her in more than physical resemblance.




  ‘I know,’ she said a bit ruefully. ‘And I’m afraid things haven’t changed all that much. What I wanted to see you about has to do with my work, and it’s a bit

  difficult. But first I thought I’d get to know you again, see if you’d think I was just some hysterical, bloody female.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Vic. You – hysterical? That’s the last adjective that would have come to mind. You were always the epitome of cool detachment.’ As he spoke he thought of

  the one place she had abandoned reserve, and he flushed uncomfortably.




  ‘Some of the people in my department might use a bit less flattering terms.’ She grimaced. ‘And my choice of subject matter for my book has made me decidedly unpopular in

  certain quarters.’




  ‘Book?’ Kincaid dragged his attention from the photo of Vic’s errant husband. What had she seen in him? McClellan looked tweedy and bearded, handsome in a studiously academic

  way, and Kincaid could easily imagine him chatting up his students. He supposed he ought to be glad that life had seen fit to make Vic the butt of one of its little retribution jokes – the

  biter bit – but instead he felt a surge of anger on her behalf.




  He had not been blameless in the break-up of their marriage, and they’d both been young, just beginning to discover what they wanted out of life. But he could imagine no excuse for Ian

  McClellan’s behaviour – and what sort of man, he wondered, would go off without a word to his son?




  ‘My biography,’ Vic answered. ‘That’s what I’ve been working on this last year. A biography of Lydia Brooke.’ She reached up and switched on the reading lamp

  beside her chair, casting her face into shadow and illuminating her hands as they clasped the teacup in her lap. ‘Ian said he’d been displaced, and I suppose in a way it’s true.

  Men – I don’t like men very much these days. They want you to be brilliant and successful, just as long as it doesn’t take any of your attention away from them and their needs.

  And as long as your accomplishments don’t outshine theirs, of course.’ She looked up at him and smiled.




  ‘I sound an awful bitch, don’t I? I’m generalizing, and I know there are men capable of more, but I’m beginning to think they’re the exception. Ian didn’t

  start on the graduate students until my salary equalled his.’ Her mouth twisted in disgust and she shook her head. ‘Never mind. What do you know about Lydia Brooke?’




  Frowning, he searched his memory, turning up a vague recollection of slim volumes on the shelf in his parents’ bookshop. ‘A Cambridge poet, a sort of symbol of the sixties . . . She

  died quite recently, I think. Wasn’t she related to Rupert Brooke?’




  ‘She was obsessed with Rupert Brooke when she came up to Cambridge. Whether or not she was related to him is another matter entirely.’ Vic shifted in her seat so that the light fell

  across her face again. ‘And you’re right, Lydia did burst upon the scene in the mid-sixties. Her poems were full of an aching disenchantment, and I suppose they touched something

  particular in that generation. After a disastrous marriage, she tried suicide, but recovered. She attempted suicide again in her early thirties, then finally, five years ago, she succeeded. She was

  forty-seven.’




  ‘Did you know her?’




  ‘I saw her once at a College function, not long after I came here. Unfortunately I didn’t know anyone well enough to ask for an introduction, and I never had another chance.’

  Shrugging, Vic added, ‘I know it sounds odd, but I felt a connection with her even then . . . the old across a crowded room thing.’ She smiled, mocking herself, then sobered.

  ‘It’s not necessarily sexual, that sort of recognition, and it’s only happened to me a few times. And then when I heard she had died, I felt devastated, as though I’d lost

  someone very close.’




  Kincaid raised an eyebrow and waited.




  ‘I know that look.’ Vic grimaced. ‘Now you’re beginning to wonder if I am completely bonkers. But I think that sense of kinship with Lydia has contributed to the uneasy

  feeling I have about the manner of her death.’




  ‘But surely there was no question that it was suicide?’




  ‘Not legally, no.’ Vic gazed out the window at the sky, heavy now with darkening cloud, and seemed to gather her thoughts. After a moment, she said, ‘Let me see if I can

  explain. Lydia was thought to have killed herself in the midst of one of the periodic bouts of depression she’d suffered all her adult life, but I don’t believe her death fits that

  pattern.’




  Kincaid couldn’t help remembering the hours he’d spent on similar theorizing when he and Vic had first been married, and how utterly uninterested she’d been in his cases. It

  had been understandable, he supposed, as he’d been new to homicide then, and fascinated with it to the point of boring even the most patient listener. ‘Why not?’ he asked

  mildly.




  Vic slid her feet to the floor and sat forward. ‘Both early suicide attempts coincided with long periods where she seemed unable to work. I think Lydia was truly happy only when she was

  writing, and writing well. If her personal problems coincided with a dry spell, she had difficulty coping, and I believe that’s what happened after the breakup of her marriage. But as she

  grew older she seemed more and more content alone. If she had a serious relationship in the last ten years of her life, I’ve not been able to discover it.’




  ‘And was she suffering writer’s block before she died?’ Kincaid asked, finding himself intrigued.




  ‘No.’ Vic put her cup on the side table and rubbed her palms together as if her hands were cold. ‘That’s it, you see. When she died she was in the process of editing the

  manuscript of a new book, the best thing she had ever done. The poems have such depth and richness – it’s as if she suddenly discovered another dimension to herself.’




  ‘Maybe that was it,’ Kincaid suggested. ‘There was nowhere left for her to go.’




  Vic shook her head. ‘At first I considered that a possibility, but the better I know her, the less likely it seems. I think she’d found her stride, at last. She could have done so

  much more, given so much—’




  ‘Vic.’ Kincaid leaned forward and touched her hand. ‘You can never be sure what’s in another person’s heart. You know that. Sometimes people just wake up one day

  and decide they’re tired of life, and they don’t leave behind any explanation at all. Maybe that’s what happened to Lydia.’




  She shook her head, more vehemently this time. ‘That’s not all. Lydia died from an overdose of her own heart medication. Don’t suicides usually keep to the same pattern,

  escalating the violence if they’re not successful?’




  ‘Sometimes, yes. But that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s always the case.’




  ‘The first time she slit her wrists in the bath – it was only a friend coming in unexpectedly that saved her. The second time she drove her car into a tree and managed to give

  herself serious concussion. Later she said her foot slipped from the accelerator just at the crucial moment. Do you see?’




  ‘The third attempt should have been more violent still?’ Kincaid shrugged. ‘I suppose it’s possible. So what are you suggesting?’




  Vic looked away for a moment, then said slowly, ‘I’m not sure. It sounds so daft in the light of day . . .’




  ‘Come on, out with it.’




  ‘What if Lydia didn’t kill herself? I know with her history it was a logical assumption, but just think how easy that would have made it for someone else.’ Vic stopped the rush

  of words and took a breath, adding more slowly, ‘What I’m saying is . . . I think Lydia might have been murdered.’




  In the silence that followed, Kincaid counted to ten in his head. Tread carefully, he cautioned himself. Don’t tell her she’s too close, that she’s lost her

  perspective. Don’t tell her how far people go to deny the suicides of loved ones – and he had no doubt that Vic felt closer to Lydia Brooke than many did to their flesh and blood

  – and for God’s sake don’t tell her she’s hysterical. ‘All right,’ he said finally. ‘Three questions. Why, how, and who?’




  Voice rising, Vic said, ‘I don’t know. I’ve interviewed everyone I could contact, and I can’t even find anyone who had a minor quarrel with her. But it still

  doesn’t feel right.’




  Kincaid drank the dregs of his tea while he considered how to answer. Ten years ago, twelve years ago, he’d been a by-the-book copper, and he probably would have laughed at her suspicions.

  But he’d learned not to discount intuition, even as unlikely as it sometimes seemed. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘let’s assume for a moment that you’re right, that there is

  something fishy about Lydia’s death. What is it that you want me to do?’




  Vic smiled, and he saw to his astonishment that her eyes had filled with tears. ‘I wanted you to tell me I’m not crazy. You can’t imagine what a relief it is just to talk about

  it.’ She hesitated, touching her fingers to her throat. ‘And then I thought maybe you could look into it a bit . . .’




  Trying to contain his exasperation, he said, ‘Vic, the case is five years old, and it’s not in my jurisdiction. What could I possibly do? Why don’t you talk to someone on the

  force here—’




  She was already shaking her head. ‘You’ve got to be kidding. You know perfectly well they’d send me away with a condescending pat on the back and never open the file.

  They’ve too much to do with gangs and drugs these days to spend time on something like this. Surely there’s something you could do, someone you could talk to, at least open a door for

  me?’




  Kincaid thought of his own caseload, of the scramble for time to spend with Gemma, of his credibility – he’d be an idiot to take this on. Then out of the corner of his eye he saw the

  photograph, silver-framed on the side table – Vic and her son, and Ian McClellan, smiling into the lens – and he knew he couldn’t refuse her.




  Under his breath he muttered, ‘Oh, bloody hell.’ He knew someone on the Cambridgeshire force, a colleague who’d transferred there, hoping for a less stressful life. Just how

  far could he impose on past acquaintance? ‘All right, Vic. I’ll try to get a look at the case file. Just don’t expect miracles, okay? More than likely everything in that file is

  so clean and above board you could eat off it.’




  She gave him a quick smile. ‘Thanks.’




  A crack of thunder made them both jump, and as he looked up, rain began pelting against the window. He glanced at his watch, aware suddenly of the lateness of the hour, and wondered if Gemma

  would be back from her parents and waiting for him. ‘I’m sorry, Vic,’ he began, standing and depositing his cup on the side table with a clink, ‘I’ve got to – Oh

  Christ’ – he swore as the thought struck him – ‘I’ve left the bloody top down.’




  ‘You’ll get soaked,’ Vic said, jumping up. ‘I’ll get a brolly, and a towel.’




  Before he could say, ‘There’s no time,’ she’d slipped out of the room ahead of him, and when he reached the door she had a towel and an old umbrella waiting. He grabbed

  them and sprinted across the gravel, trying to work the catch on the umbrella as the rain stung his skin. As he reached the car the brolly sprang open with a pop, pinching his finger, and he

  struggled to hold it with one hand while he wrestled the top up with the other. When the latches clicked into place he looked down at the towel, now sodden, that he’d dropped on the bonnet,

  and laughed. He carried it ruefully back to Vic, and after trying unsuccessfully to wring it out single-handedly, said, ‘Sorry.’




  ‘I can’t believe you still have that car,’ she said, so close to him now that he could see the faint dark flecks in the irises of her eyes. ‘You know I always hated

  it.’




  ‘I know. Here’s your umbrella,’ he said, hand on the catch.




  ‘You’ll let me know, won’t you, what you find?’ She touched his arm. ‘And Duncan, that’s not the only reason I called. I owed you something. It’s been

  eating at me for a long time.’




  ‘It’s okay.’ He smiled. ‘They say time heals all wounds – well, sometimes it even brings a little wisdom. We both had a lot of growing up to do.’ He touched

  his cheek to hers, an instant’s brushing of damp skin, then turned away.




  As he eased the car out of the drive he looked back, saw her still standing motionless behind the curtain of rain, watching him.




  ‘You agreed to do what?’ Gemma turned and lifted a soapy finger to push a stray wisp of hair from her face. Kincaid had shown up just as she and Toby were sitting

  down to their tea. Taking Toby on his lap, he’d zoomed carrot sticks into the child’s open mouth with appropriate aeroplane commentary, but he’d hardly touched anything himself,

  not even the warm meat pies her mother had sent from the bakery. Nor had he said anything about his day until she asked him, and then his account of his meeting with Vic had been cursory at

  best.




  ‘I only said I’d get in touch with an old mate of mine on the Cambridge force, see if I could have a look at the file,’ he said now, and it seemed to her that his tone was

  deliberately casual.




  Gemma unstoppered the sink in her cupboard-sized kitchen and dried her hands on a tea towel before she turned. From where she stood she could see Toby in the boxroom that served as his bedroom,

  rooting in a basket for a favourite picture book Kincaid had promised to read to him. ‘Why?’ she said, trying to pitch her voice low enough so that Toby wouldn’t hear. ‘Why

  would you volunteer to do anything for her? This woman walked out on you without a word, without a note, marries another bloke as soon as the ink on the divorce papers is dry, and twelve years

  later she reappears and wants you to do her a favour? What are you thinking of?’




  Kincaid had been sitting on the floor, playing at blocks with Toby. Now he pushed himself to his feet and looked down at her. ‘It’s not like that – it wasn’t like that at

  all. You don’t know her. Vic’s a decent person and she’s having a rough time just now, as you certainly should know. What would you have had me do?’




  The direct jab stung, but she knew from his tone that she’d ventured into forbidden territory, so she smiled, trying to make light of it. ‘Oh, tell her to sod off, I suppose. To

  wherever it is ex-wives are supposed to go and never be heard from again.’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Gemma,’ he said, not sounding the least bit amused. ‘Look, I’ll ring Alec Byrne in Cambridge tomorrow, see if he’ll let me have an unofficial

  look at Lydia Brooke’s file. Then I’ll put Vic’s mind to rest, and that will be that. Let’s not quarrel about this, all right?’




  ‘Me found it, Mummy,’ shrieked Toby as he came trotting into the sitting room bearing aloft a book in a tattered dust jacket. ‘Alfie’s Boots.’ He tugged on

  Duncan’s trouser leg. ‘Read me it, Duncan. You promised. Read me Alfie’s Boots.’




  ‘It’s Alfie’s Feet, lovey,’ corrected Gemma. Toby had developed a strong sense of identification with the little blond boy in Shirley Hughes’s books and

  demanded the stories so often that Gemma knew them by heart. Kneeling, she took the book from him. ‘I’ll tell you what, darling. Why don’t you go back in your room and find

  Dogger, too. Then I’ll read them both to you before bed.’ She gave him an encouraging pat on the bottom as she stood and faced Duncan again. ‘I’m not

  quarrelling,’ she said. ‘You’re being patronizing.’




  ‘You’re making a fuss over nothing, Gemma,’ he said, leaning back and propping his hip against the black half-moon table that served as both dining area and worktop in her tiny

  flat. ‘You wouldn’t be so upset if I’d agreed to do this for someone else.’




  ‘That’s just too bloody condescending,’ she hissed at him. ‘You wouldn’t have done it for someone else!’




  A shadow passed across the uncurtained garden windows, then a moment later came a tap at the door. Gemma took a breath and rubbed at her already flushed cheeks.




  ‘Expecting someone?’ Kincaid asked. Arms folded, he looked maddeningly unperturbed.




  ‘It must be Hazel.’




  Gemma gave him one last furious look, crossed the room and slid back the bolt. When Gemma had given up the house she’d shared with her ex-husband and moved into the garage flat in

  Islington, she’d acquired an unexpected friend in her landlady, Hazel Cavendish, and Toby, an ally in her daughter, Holly.
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There’s no rest for the wicked . ..
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