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PROLOGUE

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

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

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

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

He sang effortlessly, the clear, soaring treble falling from his lips as easily as
a whispered breath. And singing transformed him, the gawky, gap-toothed
twelve-year-old vanishing as he concentrated, his face serious and full of
grace. They would gather in the sitting room after tea, her father patiently
fine-tuning Matthew on the Bach cantata he’d be singing with the choir at



Christmas, her mother interrupting loudly and often with criticism and praise.
It seemed to Julia that the three of them formed a charmed circle to which
she, due to an accident of birth or some inexplicable whim of God, was
forever denied admittance.

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

“Matty—”

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

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

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

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

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

The current tugged at her, pulling at her skirt, shifting her foothold on the



moss-covered rocks. With her arms held out for balance, she inched her right
foot forward. Nothing. She moved a few feet to one side, then the other,
feeling for the bottom. Still nothing.

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

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

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

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

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

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



through a film of tears.

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

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

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

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

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

She was in Plummy’s arms now, her face buried against the soft chest. The
words came, choked out between sobs like a tide released. “It’s Matty. Oh,
Plummy, it’s Matty. He’s drowned.”
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From the train window Duncan Kincaid could see the piles of debris in the
back gardens and on the occasional common. Lumber, dead branches and
twigs, crushed cardboard boxes and the odd bit of broken furniture—anything
portable served as fair game for Guy Fawkes bonfires. He rubbed
ineffectually at the grimy windowpane with his jacket cuff, hoping for a
better view of one particularly splendid monument to British abandon, then
sat back in his seat with a sigh. The fine drizzle in the air, combined with
British Rail’s standard of cleanliness, reduced visibility to a few hundred
yards.

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

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

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

* * *

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



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

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

“Tell me about it, then,” Kincaid said.

“What do you know?”

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

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

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

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